

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































356 I Loved Thy Creation

“You seem unhappy, professor,” Raymond Godwin
observed.

“Unhappy?” Rhys shook his head. “No. A bit disappointed,
perhaps.”

“Whatever for? Surely if you find no sentient beings on Bog
it makes your job just that much easier...and your departure that
much sooner.” He glanced around at the explosion of damp
foliage that surrounded them, every leaf and stalk glistening
with Bog’s dank perspiration. “I've never in my life been in a
place that sweats like this. My hair clings to my head, my
clothing clings to my body. It makes Florida seem positively
arid. I don’t know how you can stand it.” He gave Rhys’s kilt a
disparaging glance. “I'll certainly be glad to leave.”

“I will admit,” Rhys told him, “that Bog’s temperate zone
seems to be poorly named, but...I would like to have found some
new neighbors to talk to.”

“Well, speaking on behalf of Tanaka, whose interests you
also claim to serve, new neighbors are a pain. They require the
expenditure of time and energy that would be more profitably
spent in negotiating with the Collective for planetary resources.
There are probably hundreds or even thousands of candidates
for sentience planet-wide. While your people interview every
one of them, the mineral resources of Bog lie here untapped. If
you find no one, you've spent months or even years doing it,
only to find that Bog has no masters and the minerals might
have been at our disposal all along. If you do find someone, then
time and energy must be put into learning their language,
studying their culture, understanding their point of view—and
still the resources of Bog lie there untapped. I'm sure you can see
that the best case scenario as far as our employer is concerned is
for Bog to be completely without sentient life.”

He had stopped just short of suggesting that Rhys come to
that conclusion regardless of the circumstances. Rhys wondered
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if the thought had been in mind. He glanced forward to where
Yoshi sat beside Rick in the front passenger seat of the buggy.
Even in profile, he could see that her brow was knit and her jaw
clenched mutinously. In the four years or so he had known her,
Rhys had seen a thousand expressions cross Yoshi Umeki’s face.
He had never seen this one.

“Have you an alternative to suggest that will not contravene
Collective law?” he asked carefully.

“It seems to me we might simply set up our mining
operations —in a way calculated to make a minimum impact on
the ecosystem, of course—and then if, in later years, a sentient
species makes itself known, we can deal with it as necessary.”

Yoshi snorted. “That’s what they said about the Aborigines.”

Godwin glanced at her, eyebrows raised. “Excuse me?”

She spoke without turning to face him. “That’s what every
conqueror has said about every conquered people since the
dawn of Human civilization—'we’ll deal with them as
necessary.” Usually, the native peoples end up with their culture
destroyed and their numbers seriously depleted.”

“My dear girl,” said Godwin dryly, “we are not barbarians
who have failed to learn from our own history. Rest assured,
should any intelligence rear its unlikely head on this sodden ball
of earth, Tanaka Corp will honor both its culture and its physical
well-being. You know Danetta Price better than I do, but
whatever her merits or demerits as a CEQO, she is not known for
a conquistadorial attitude. But there are resources here—" He
broke off, turning to address his argument to Rhys. “There are,
for example, significant quantities of a natural organometallic in
the water at this latitude that has tremendous potential. A natural
organometallic. And then there are the ores—did you know that
there are caves about 200 klicks south of here that contain
incredibly pure deposits of copper? And the surface water—all
of it—contains an alchemist’s laboratory stew of minerals.”
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His eyes gleamed. A zealot. Rhys smiled. He recognized the
look. He’d seen it often enough on Yoshi’s face, on Rick’s...in the
mirror. Godwin might have been him describing an assemblage
of objects dug out of someone’s two thousand year old refuse
bin or burial mound. And, little as he liked to admit it, there was

controversy over the ethics of making use of those resources too.
+ + +

The reptiles lived in an area that was as close to a desert as
was likely to be found on Bog. The soil was sandy, merely damp,
and sparsely foliated (at least more sparsely than 75 percent of
Bog). In cleared areas the reptilians had built structures not
unlike the giant termite mounds of Earthen Africa, pasting them
together with clay from the bottom of small, stagnant red pools
that dotted the landscape. Taken together with the jewel-bright
green of the mounds’ inhabitants, the whole area looked as if
Santa’s interstellar sleigh had jettisoned a cargo of Christmas
ornaments.

From the cover afforded them by a tufted dune, the Humans
watched the activity around the mounds. Rhys was just puzzling
over a group of empty and collapsed “huts” to the north of the
inhabited group when Yoshi jiggled his elbow.

“Look, sir. Tool-use.”

He nodded, watching a pair of the iguana-like creatures
poking about a rotting tree stump with a stick. Another teetered
across the clearing on his hind legs, his arms full of water-
smoothed rocks. These he deposited next to one of the mounds
in a heap, shoving away one of the ubiquitous ‘bogdillos’, which
had come along to snuffle at the collection. When the creature
failed to move away, the reptile chittered at it, finally picking up
one of the rocks and dealing the arthropod a sharp thwack. A
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second reptile scurried over to snag the rock and skitter away
with it, eventually pressing it into the wall of a mound.

“Now there’s Human behavior,” said Rick.

“That too.” Yoshi pointed to where a clutch of immature
reptiles was attempting to feed one of the bogdillos a large,
decimated leaf. The animal seemed completely uninterested
which, in turn, caused the ‘children’ to lose interest in it. They
next offered their wizened frond to a flock of avians with more
success.

Godwin, checking the soles of his boots for unmentionables,
said, “Well, doctor. I'll bet you're just in seventh heaven. There’s
more Humanoid behavior going on out there than I've seen in
most spaceport cantinas. Shall we make an appearance and ask
to be taken to their leader?”

“Perhaps,” Rhys told him, “if we can determine who that
leader is.”

They watched the reptiles for three days without making a
single move. In that time, they collected a plethora of data on
community life and interaction, noted the hierarchy among the
‘lizards,” and chased away nosy arthropods and avians. On day
three, Godwin, whose patience was apparently not a virtue that
got much exercise, returned to the base camp complaining of
sand fleas and insomnia. The sands around their mobile cabin
made a peculiar sucking noise at night, which Godwin found
unbearable. Rhys silently (and guiltily) thanked the sands.

Their observations did indeed yield the identification of a
dominant member of the reptile community. It was a female,
judging from physiological and behavioral cues, who ruled the
reptile roost. It was to this noble creature that Rhys at last
decided to make himself known.

At first he merely let them see him at the edge of the village
laying out his merchandise and making observations to his

notepad. After a while he moved in closer. The reptiles watched
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him with their golden, saucer-round eyes, occasionally opening
and closing their wide mouths; Rhys expected to hear the clack
of castanets. The elder female watched him most carefully as she
went about her business, which consisted largely of scolding the
younger members of her group who brought her food and
occasionally rocks for her mound.

By the time he was face to face with the matriarch, she
accepted him without tremor or outrage, merely observing his
every move through her extraordinary eyes. He proffered her a
piece of glazed azure tile. She looked at it, reached out a scaly
digit and touched it, then scratched her neck. He rose and
pressed the tile into the earthen wall of the mound she basked
beside; she watched him with vague interest. Carefully, he took
a rock from the pile her young cohorts had brought her and
placed it among his wares; she blinked and scratched her neck
again.

He repeated the exercise a few more times, drawing a small
crowd of the reptilian Bogies. Finally, one of the creatures came
forward and gingerly poked at another piece of tile. Rhys held
his breath, affording a quick glance over his shoulder to where
Yoshi and Rick observed and recorded the goings on. The reptile
handled the tile, turning it this way and that so the bright,
glazed surface caught the sun, then he picked it up in one long-
fingered hand and scuttled away with it to place it in his own
pile of building materials some yards away. He did not return
with an offering.

Rhys let out a long breath and tried not to let his hope go
with it. But twenty or so pilfered tiles later, he admitted
momentary defeat and retired to the camp.

“It seems,” he sighed some days later with no further
progress to show, “that all we’ve accomplished is to leave our
reptilian friends with gaudier houses.”



Marsh Mallow 361

“Houses they may not even live in that much longer,” Yoshi
added. “I explored the other side of that little knoll.” She
indicated a nearby hillock covered with sand and some wispy
bushes. “It seems that what these fellows do is build up their
little mud igloos until the inner passages are all clogged with
rocks and bits of wood or the roofs cave in. From what I can tell,
they just abandon the villages little by little and start new
mounds right next door.”

Rhys nodded. “Which explains the trail of mud huts we
followed to get here.”

“Professor...” Rick was watching a playback of Rhys’s
interaction with the reptiles. “This is probably irrelevant, but
does it seem to anyone else that those mud huts bear a more
than passing resemblance to Yoshi’s bogdillos?”

Both Yoshi and Rhys brought their attention to the video.
“Roddy’s right,” Rhys murmured thoughtfully. “Although that
could just as easily be by accident as by design.”

Rick selected another time index, presenting them with a
view of their encounter with the lake dwellers. It escaped no one
that the water-bound lodges of the amphibians, with their
anarchic polka-dots of bright stuff, looked much like submerged
bogdillos.

Rhys exhaled explosively. “Worship? Art? Coincidence?”

“Do we stick around or move on?” Rick asked.

“I guess we’d best move on,” Rhys decided. “But we’ll be
back. Maybe I just need some fresh ideas.”

Raymond Godwin greeted their return to base camp with
ill-concealed relief. “No luck, eh? Will you be giving up then?”

“Yes,” Rhys said mildly, “we’re going to move the base
camp to the next location.”

Godwin grimaced. “And may I ask how many "locations’
there are?”
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“About a dozen, all told. The habitable zone on Bog is rather
small, after all.”

“A dozen.” Godwin glanced from Rhys to his two assistants.
“And I suppose you're going to check out every one of them,
aren’t you?”

Rhys smiled. “Until we find sentience or determine it’s not
to be found. That’s our job this time out.”

“Professor Llewellyn, you obviously have very little
business acumen. I don’t know how you managed to impress
Ms. Price as a negotiator.” Godwin turned on his heel, narrowly
avoiding doing the splits on the ever-soggy turf, and made a
most dignified exit.

Putting Godwin’s ill temper out of his mind, Rhys visited
the logistics chief next to arrange for the camp move. Unlike
Raymond Godwin, Chief Pinski was thrilled with the prospect of
some action. “My people have been going stir crazy,” he told
Rhys. “While you folks’re out doing the jungle, all they’ve got to
do is read and play VR games. You want to see how bored
people can get?” He beckoned Rhys to the door of his portable
office and nodded toward the cargo area where a quartet of
bright blue, tarp-covered pallets stood awaiting dispersal. At the
edge of the area, a handful of men and women in vari-colored
coveralls lobbed the local version of pinecones into the forest.

“What are they aiming at?” Rhys asked.

“Oh, anything and everything. Leaves, seed cones on
stumps, the blossoms on those big, droopy trees, the critters that
skulk around the edge of camp.”

Rhys smiled wanly. “I see. Well, do you think you could ask
them not to target anything that moves? I'd hate to annoy the
neighbors.”

Pinski chuckled. “I see your point. Sure, Doc. Now, when
would you like to bug out?”
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“Tomorrow morning will do fine. I'll have the coordinates
for you by supper time.”

Leaving Pinski’s office he heard a rousing cheer go up along
the edge of the cargo dump. He sighed, praying the site crew
hadn’t hit anyone who would hold a grudge.

+ 4+ +

They were up by Bog's green early light. Forest denizens
strove to outdo each other in song and a legitimately cool breeze
rustled the rampant foliage. Rhys took his morning shower—
essential to starting a day on Bog—and realized he couldn’t face
putting on his kilt. The humid atmosphere made the wool itch
and cling, and he was damn tired of smelling like a wet sheep.
Nattily attired in a jump suit of jungle green, he was walking
cross camp when Yoshi fell into step with him.

“Good morning, sir,” she said.

“Yoshi, how long have we been working together?”

“Four years, three and one half months,” she said as if she’d
been calculating that very thing the moment he’d asked.

“And during those four years, three and one half months,
how many times do you suppose you've agreed to stop calling
me "sir?””

She gave him a sheepish look from beneath the black silk
that fell across her forehead. “Oops. Sorry, Rhys. Sometimes it
just slips out. Blame it on my family—small town, Shinto-
Buddhist-Bahda’i values. Every time I forget to use a term of
respect for an elder or a teacher, I see my aunt Mineko shaking
her finger at me and saying, "Yoshiko, honor those to whom
honor is due.”

“Godwin’s an elder; you never call him ’sir.””

She glanced at him out of the tail of eyes that somehow
blended contrition and impishness. “Your point being?”
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“My point being that after four years—"

“And three and one half months,” she added, and smiled.
“I'm trying, but old habits die hard, and sometimes you're such
a curmudgeon...”

Rhys snorted. “Curmudgeon, your Aunt Mineko!” They’d
come to the mess tent and he’d pulled back the waterproof
cowling over the door when he heard someone shouting for him.
He turned. Rick Halfax was hurrying toward them from the
direction they’d just come, waving his arms.

“You aren’t going to believe this!” he panted when he
reached them. “Something...I mean someone left us a pile of
goodies during the night.”

It was indeed a pile of goodies. The jumble of rocks, flowers
and conifer seed-cones had been left between a pair of tarp-
covered pallets at the eastern fringe of their supply yard. The
rocks formed the bottom-most layer; the Bogish pinecones
tumbled atop those; the flowers were sprinkled over all like
brown sugar on oatmeal. Some of the Tanaka site crew were
standing nearby looking on with mild interest.

A young woman pointed at the heap of stuff and said, “This
is just the way we found it, professor. We haven’t touched a
thing.”

Rhys knelt by the knee-high mound and picked up one of
the large, purplish blossoms. “Interesting,” he murmured. “All
of the same variety.”

“The botany team was really interested in those,” the young
woman told him and smiled. “I think the fragrance was a hit.”

Rhys nodded. “There’s a lot of money in perfume on just
about any world.”

“Mimicry?” The one word question came from Rick, who
was sampling one of the rocks with a field scanner. “They’ve
seen us pile stuff up like this. Maybe they're just aping us.”
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Rhys shook his head. “Possibly, but the young lady is right
—these flowers are ones the botany team was particularly
interested in.” He sniffed at the bloom. “Tantalizing. They
collected scores of them.”

“And you think one of the native species noticed that?”

In answer, Rhys nodded at the rock in Rick’s hand.
“What've you got there?”

“Ore-bearing. Barium....” He gestured at another,
lighter-colored specimen on the ground at his feet. “Gold. Also
heavily sampled by the advance team.”

Yoshi nudged a seed-cone with her toe. “Dr. Gallioni says
these are a storehouse of natural antibiotics... I guess we’ve been
noticed.”

“Hmmm.” Rhys was examining the spongy ground around
the cache, looking for tracks. “But by whom?”

“Oh, dear God, it’s true.” Raymond Godwin stood at the
corner of the nearest pallet, looking aghast at the collection of
native wares. “Someone or something has actually made an
overture. And I thought this was going to be a simple matter of a
corporate claim. Well, which one of our lovely natives left this
little offering?”

Rhys turned one of the native plants in his hands, feeling a
heady wash of exhilaration. “I don’t know, Mr. Godwin, but I
intend to find out.”

“I take it this means our move is canceled.”

Rhys nodded absently, already pondering his next step.

It was easy enough to talk about finding the would-be
traders, harder to do. After a long night of sleepless reflection,
Rhys still hadn’t decided where to begin or what he could do
that he hadn’t already done to flush Bog’s sentients out of the
swamp. He reviewed behaviors—leaf sipping, rock carrying,
tree-house building...icon making? Any and all could be
significant.
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He rose the next morning, showered, dressed and literally
flipped a coin. The ancient British ha’penny came up heads, and
Rhys took his crew off to the reptile village. Three days later, he
was ready to give up. Aside from building houses that possibly
paid tribute to the bogdillo, the reptiles showed no sign of
abstract thought.

“Perhaps,” Yoshi said the morning they moved their remote
camp to the arboreal village, “we’re not going about this the
right way.”

Rick Halfax snorted. “Obviously not.”

Yoshi ignored him. “I mean, maybe there’s some sort of
protocol we’re missing.”

Rhys raised his tired eyes to her face. “I'm all ears.”

“Well, they brought their goods to our camp and left them
where we’d be sure to find them.”

“Which is precisely what we’ve been doing. For all we know
this could just be a case of mimicry.”

“Or,” Yoshi continued, “it could be a step in some sort of
trading ritual. Like the Pa-Kai dances or the Garulin
processionals.”

She had his attention now and he waved her on.

“We left our goods at their doors—"

“Whose doors?” Rick asked. “We left our goods at several
doors.”

Yoshi nudged him aside with a preemptory flick of her
fingers. “I don’t know yet, but what if they took that as the first
step in the protocol? A bid to establish the trading ground, let’s
say. To them, what we're saying is, "We elect your village to be
the trading ground.” So they take the next step; they elect our
"village.” Now we’ve put the ball back in their bailiwick. But
maybe that’s not the polite thing to do, maybe we’re supposed to
accept their offer to let us host the trading.”
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“So you're suggesting we lay our goods out where we
picked theirs up—in the middle of the supply dump?”

Yoshi nodded. “We make a gesture of accepting the goods
they brought and place our own on the exact spot where they
were delivered.”

Rhys glanced at Rick, whose nose was buried in his coffee
mug. “What do you think, Roddy?”

The other man shrugged. “I say anything’s worth a try. If
we can’t prove any of the Bogies are sentient, this planet is going
to become a big, soupy rock quarry.” He leaned closer to Rhys
across the table and lowered his voice. “I've seen the geological
reports Godwin’s been salivating over. There are so many rare-
elsewhere minerals in the so-called crust of this mud ball that
there’s virtually no place you can dig that you won’t unearth
something marketable. And if you don’t think Godwin would
cheerfully tear up every tree, siphon off every drop of standing
water and dispossess every native lifeform to get it...”

“Danetta would never allow that,” Rhys protested. “And
she’s in the driver’s seat at Tanaka.”

Rick gave him a wry glance. “Come on, professor. You know
big business better than that. Even Danetta Price has to listen to
the Board of Directors. And the Board of Directors listens to the
shareholders and a lot of shareholders listen to the siren song of
the almighty credit.”

“You're right,” Rhys admitted, guiltily recalling that they,
too, worked for Tanaka. “And Godwin’s been singing that song
since we met him. He has a vested interest in our failure because
our success would mean a substantial investment of time. And
Tanaka Corp has traditionally favored investing financial
resources over investing time. Whatever we determine about the
lifeforms on Bog, we’ve got to be damn certain.”

They pursued Yoshi’s idea, making a studied ritual out of
accepting the native collection of goods and replacing the stash



368 I Loved Thy Creation

with one of their own. Then they settled down to watch. When
no one and nothing put in an appearance by nightfall, they
turned in for the evening and turned on the brace of monitoring
vidicams around the site.

The pile of goodies was still there in the weak morning light.
But something else was missing. All four of the stockpiles near
the cache had been relieved of their bright blue coverings.

While Pinski had his crew replaced the tarps with extras
from their shuttle’s supplies, Rhys and company checked the
recordings. It had been a foggy night, which is to say a normal
one, and shapeless wings of mist trailed across the camera eye or
rolled along the ground. Rhys began to realize that virtually
anything could be concealed in that.

“What's that?” Rick asked, pointing a finger to what looked
like a field of tiny stars in a slowly swirling nebula. “Fireflies?”

Rhys squinted at them. “Or the local equivalent. We’ve seen
them before.”

“Sure. Over the bog. Never in camp.”

“They may travel at night. They're certainly not our
traders.”

Rick grinned. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe if a whole bunch of
them teamed up...”

Rhys gave him a mock severe glare. “I suppose you'd like
your signature to be on the report that identifies a local insect as
the species Tanaka has to do business with?”

Rick turned his attention back to the monitor screen. “Not a
chance.”

‘Not a chance’ pretty much described their attempt to ferret
any new visual evidence out of the video. There was darkness,
fog, more darkness and a flotilla of brightly lit insects. Rick hit
on the idea of turning off the picture and focusing on the sound.
That yielded little more—only the sound of plastic clips being
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sprung and tarpaulins being tugged from their mounts and
dragged away through the primordial ooze.

There was nothing for it but to attempt tracking the missing
tarps. Under normal circumstances, following a drag trail would
have been a simple task, but Bog’s springy soil and general
sogginess made it a hit or miss game. There was nothing like a
discernible spore, but only broken fern fronds and irregularly
depressed patches of earth. They found the trail; they lost it; they
found it again. Then they found a place where it appeared to
fork.

“It looks like they split up,” Rick observed. “One tarp was
dragged off that way,”—he pointed northeast—"another toward
the lake. And from the look of that...” He broke off to examine a
third swathe of disturbed ground and foliage. “Two toward the
eastern plateau.”

Rhys straightened from his own perusal of the trails.
“Roughly, one deeper into the forest, one toward the amphibian
population and two toward the reptile village.”

“Coincidence?” asked Yoshi.

“Let’s find out. The simian tree houses are closest. Let’s try
that direction first.” Rhys led on, following the on-again, off-
again trail until they came within sight of the nearest tree village.
He was scanning the foliage above and before when Rick gave a
shout.

“Pay dirt!”

Rhys, Yoshi, and the several members of the site crew who
had joined them, hurried in the direction of his voice. He had
found one of the missing tarpaulins snagged over a small
sapling and a couple of ferns. A handful of small avians bathed
themselves in the water that had pooled in its draped folds.

One of the site crew made a move to reclaim the tarp; the
birds fled, chittering. Rhys put a hand up to stop the man.
“Leave it. They paid for it, after all.”
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“But it’s just sitting here, gathering water.”

Rhys dabbled a finger in the pool vacated by the birds, then
glanced toward the village where a group of the simian
inhabitants watched with mild interest. “Indeed. Yoshi...set up a
monitor pack to take in the tarp and its immediate area. Then
we’ll be on to the next site.”

“Why bother, Doc?” Rick asked. “Doesn’t this pretty much
prove that the simians are our sentients?”

“There are two other trails to follow, Roddy. Trails that may
lead to other conclusions entirely.”

They took a couple of swamp buggies to the reptile colony
next. Both of the missing tarps were located with ease sheerly by
contrast to the earth-toned surroundings. Like the first one, these
had been draped in deceptive abandon over protruding objects
so that fresh water from the humid atmosphere pooled in the
low points. They found the first of the two roughly two-thirds of
the way between their base camp and the reptile colony. The
other was just outside the village at which Rhys had attempted
to barter some time before. And this one was in use—a group of
the reptilians were gathered about it sipping in turns from the
vivid puddles while one or two avian friends showered beneath
drops of spillage. Rhys took notes, Yoshi made a video record,
then they continued to the third site.

It took longer to find the fourth tarp. Blazing blue not-with-
standing, the lusher colors and foliage around the lake made
spotting difficult. But spot it they did, near sunset. Once again it
appeared to have been set up to collect fresh water. The five-
person team from the site crew took their buggy and returned to
camp immediately, having no particular desire to bivouacin a
true swamp overnight. Rhys hardly noticed their absence. Nor
did he particularly notice the presence of Raymond Godwin,
who, realizing the importance of recent events, thought it in his
best interests to stay close by.
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By the time Rhys and his cohorts had set up camp, the rude
water collection system had been in use several times by both
amphibians and avians. Review of the monitor packs Yoshi had
set up at the other tarpaulin sites showed similar use by both
simians and reptiles.

“Are they all sentient?” asked Godwin irritably as they sat in
the twilight and watched the activity over the lake. “Have we
stumbled onto some sort of...of alien co-op?”

Rhys, watching the movements of aquatic life in and around
of one of the waterlogged lodges, shook his head absently. “So it
would seem. Damn! They communicate with each other—how
do we get them to communicate with us?” Rhys fell silent,
gazing out over the lake as the alien sun pulled in its green-
tinted skirts, plunging the swampy glade into sudden dim
twilight. He reached for a camp-light. Yoshi’s hand fell on his
arm, sending an inexplicable army of goose bumps marching up
and down its length.

“Rhys, look at this.”

“This” proved to be billows of the tiny Boggian fireflies that,
though nearly invisible by day were anything but at dusk. It was
as if someone had released a cloud of willful sparks; the fireflies
danced over the face of the thick water and the water’s surface
gleamed in reply. It was a rare and remarkable sight. The mass
of insects was so bright the camp-light seemed superfluous.

Rhys, unable to withdraw his arm, glanced at Yoshi’s face in
the spectral glow. Her eyes were bright mirrors of wonder. His,
suddenly captive, watched the glow of alien fire in them.

“Bioluminescents,” she murmured, “never cease to amaze
me. I've never seen so many all in one place.”

“Oh, and here come a few more,” said Godwin dryly.

A few more was a gross understatement. A small, compact
fleet of the fireflies was flitting through the tall grasses and ferns
that bordered the lake. They moved at a leisurely pace, taking
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time to spiral skyward now and again before coalescing into a
puff of green-gold brightness.

“That’s odd...”

Yoshi’s sudden tension broke the odd spell that had
momentarily held Rhys in thrall. As the hand that had lain
across his forearm went to her field scanner, he blinked and
followed her gaze. Below the cloud of approaching fireflies, the
grasses waved and bobbed as if the beating of those tiny wings
was creating a massive down draft. At the water’s edge, no more
than thirty feet from where the Humans sat, the reeds parted.

“Huh!” snorted Rick. “Mystery solved. I didn’t think those
little sprites could create that much commotion.”

Yoshi nodded, watching as two bogdillos slid into the water,
their escort of fireflies commingling with the brilliant mist that
hovered over the lake. “I forgot they were parasites.”

Rhys stared at the bright water. “Parasites? Or pets?”

“What?”

Rhys was on his feet, keeping his voice low with an effort.
“What was the one thing we did see on the security monitor the
night the tarps were taken?”

Yoshi had risen too. “Fireflies.”

“And what do fireflies have in common with every one of
our potentially sentient species?”

Yoshi’s brow knit. “Bogdillos?”

“Bogdillos?” Rick repeated. “But they’re scavengers. They
sponge off everybody. They even horn in on the houses the
amphibians build.”

“They’ve got symbiotic relationships with not just one other
species,” argued Rhys, making emphatic gestures with both
hands, “but with three or more. They get fed, petted, and
scratched—"

“And in return” said Godwin, “they provide house plans?”

“No. They provide water!”
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“Water?” echoed Rick. “I don’t—"*

“Remember the broad-leaf plants we couldn’t account for
near the simian village? Good God, they were all over the
ground in the reptile colony too, I only just realized. What if
those are the bogdillo’s attempts to provide water to the other
species? We came into town with a better system of trapping
water, and the bogdillos—having observed what we found
interesting—traded some of it for what they found interesting.
Namely, big, blue ‘leaves’ that could be used to trap precious
water in larger quantities.”

“They’re a diurnal species,” added Yoshi, “yet they have
adapted to nocturnal activity by—possibly—harnessing another
lifeform to provide light.”

“And just how do you propose to prove this marvelous
construct?” Godwin asked, blinking up at them through the
eerie faux-twilight. “We’ve heard not murmur one from those
bug-dillos of yours.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” Rick objected. “They could
communicate via species-specific telepathy for all we know.”

“We'll offer further trade,” said Rhys decisively.

Bearing another tarpaulin along with plant and mineral
samples Tanaka had found most interesting, Rhys and Rick
approached the shore of Brown Salt Lake. Yoshi monitored
while Godwin stood by like bored royalty. With Rick behind
him holding a tarp, Rhys hunkered at the water’s edge and
smacked the surface lightly with the flat of his hand. He
repeated this several times, then paused and glanced back over
his shoulder to where he could see Yoshi with her vidicam. She
was nodding.

“They’re there. Just out beyond that near lodge.”

Glancing to where Yoshi had directed, Rhys could see them
too, looking like nothing so much as a clump of giant chocolate
marshmallows bobbing in a cup of hot cocoa.
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And there, for all of Rhys’s ministrations, they stayed. He
had Rick wave the tarp. He laid out the samples of the goods the
bogdillos (presumably) had brought them, trying to demonstrate
that he would trade one thing for the other. He even left the
tarpaulin on the shore and retreated. The marshmallows stayed
right where they were, bobbing beneath their radiant canopy.

“I think,” said Godwin, “that I am going to run, screaming,
into the jungle. How do you manage to have so bloody much
patience? If I didn’t know better, I'd think you were all brain-
addled.” He snorted. “Hell, I'm not sure I do know better. Are
you all brain-addled?”

“I was beginning to wonder, myself,” yawned Rick, gazing
at the motionless dumplings.

“They’re waiting for something,” murmured Yoshi. “I can
feel it.”

“Oh, now that’s scientific!” Godwin got up and went out to
the shore to stare at the flotilla of bogdillos. “I say,” he
addressed them. “Are you in the mood for a spot of tea? Eh?
How about some anchovy wine or something equally tasty?” He
bent over then, and before Rhys could guess his intention, he
had tossed a rock out into the water. It landed with a squishy
smack! right in front of his alien audience. They dispersed
immediately.

Rhys was on his feet in an instant. “Godwin! What the hell
do you think you're doing?”

The other man turned on him, face red with frustration.
“Trying to communicate.”

“Communicate? You frightened them away!”

“At least, my way got some result.”

Rhys took a step toward the other man forcing him to
withdraw to the other side of the swamp buggy.

Twilight lingered for perhaps an hour. True darkness fell.

Now no fireflies brightened the lake’s murky surface, no



Marsh Mallow 375

bogdillos plowed through the waist-high reeds. Rhys was
thoroughly depressed and disgusted, convinced Godwin had
ruined their chances of communicating with the Bogian
denizens.

He was sitting in the stygian darkness between an equally
glum Yoshi and a dozing Rick when something thudded to the
ground just out of reach. Startled, he leapt to his feet and
reached for a palm torch, flipping on the diffuse beam. Yoshi
echoed both movements, adding her light to his. Barely an arm’s
length from where they had sat was a rock.

“Are they attacking?” Yoshi whispered.

“I don’t know. Kill your beam.” He matched action to word,
flicking off his own torch and plunging them into darkness.
When nothing else happened, he stepped to where the rock had
fallen and knelt to examine it, switching on his torch again to do
so. Almost immediately, a second object plopped to earth
another three feet or so ahead of him. As he rose to find it with
his eyes, the entire lagoon was lit up like the Christmas trees of
yore.

Rhys extinguished his torch. The alien insects went dark a
heartbeat later. He felt Yoshi at his side and gave her a quick
glance before stepping to the second projectile. It proved to be a
large, soggy seedpod of some sort.

“Your torch,” Yoshi whispered.

He turned it on. The fireflies blazed in reply. Another missile
fell midway between Rhys and the shoreline. He heard a soft
exclamation from behind him, and realized Rick was awake. A
fraction of his mind wondered what Godwin was doing just
about now. He stepped to the next marker without turning off
his torch.

Yoshi flicked hers on as well. “I'll get the goods.” She was
gone for a moment, during which time Rhys responded to
another invitation to come closer. He was now a mere foot from
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the waterline and could see the lumpy shapes of the bogdillos
out in the water. He waited, but they came no closer. When a full
minute had elapsed, he bent, picked up the rock at his feet and
tossed it out into the little lagoon, so that it fell midway between
shore and watchers. After a moment of hesitation the bogdillos
drew closer, moving as one.

Rhys felt a chill sail up his spine. There was a moment in
every first contact Rhys had known when he wondered if the
other party would suddenly prove to be fanatically carnivorous
xenophobes. In this case, the possibility presented itself that the
bogdillos viewed the visiting Humans as a potential addition to
their petting zoo.

He cursed the forefathers of science fiction, chased the
ridiculous thought away, and tossed out another rock, this time
bringing the arthropods to just over a yard from where he stood.
Signaling Yoshi to attend him, he squatted on the shore and
began playing charades. He showed the bogdillos the tarpaulin,
describing it (“tarp”) in case they could hear him, and
demonstrating with a flask of water that he understood what
they used it for. Then he displayed the several most valuable of
the items they had left in the base camp cargo dump, and lastly,
laid the tarpaulin on the shore and stepped back.

During the brief wait, he was witness to what he could only
call a conversation between the various members of the
bogdillian group. There were dolphin-like squeaks, watery
gargling sounds, a gamut of muted tones, and tiny, rhythmic
slapping patterns executed with a foot or tentacle (he couldn’t
see which) upon the stiff surface of the water. Most incredibly of
all, the fireflies dancing above each bogdillo—for he could now
see that each entity had its separate tribe—winked on and off
and subtly altered color and direction during the exchange.
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“My God.” The exclamation was in starchily accented
English. Raymond Godwin had come down to the shore to
watch.

“Don’t you dare,” growled Rhys, “throw anything.”

“Wouldn't think of it.”

The bogdillos had obviously come to some sort of decision,
for some of their number dispersed, some withdrawing to the
shore and into the tall grasses, others disappearing into the
amphibian lodges, still others seeming to dive beneath the water
—an amazing feat considering its native buoyancy. Two of the
remaining individuals glided right to Rhys’s feet and emerged to
face him.

After each had appraised him via a trio of eye stalks, they
proceeded to handle the tarpaulin with what appeared to be
fins...or tentacles...or flabby pincers, depending on the use to
which they were put—lifting, poking or pulling.

Rhys sucked in a long awful breath. Now, that was
adaptability. Even so, he noticed that one of the bogdillos was
having a little trouble folding back a corner of the thin but
durable fabric. Noticed, too, how it kept changing the shape of
its pseudo-hand to gain a better purchase. On a whim, Rhys
lowered his own hand to where the bogdillo could see it and
slowly, carefully peeled the corner back. He left his hand in plain
view—the eye stalks took note. After a few permutations, the
bogdillo had approximated a hand (albeit, without digits it
looked like a hand in a sleek, shiny mitten) and had satisfactorily
manipulated the thin folds. Rhys sat back in amazement.

In short order, the missing bogdillos returned and, after a
very brief and bright consultation with their confreres, deposited
an array of goods on the silty squelch of beach. Rhys heard a
scanner’s metallic purr to his right.

“Lord,” said Godwin. “What a treasure trove.”
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The two arthropods in possession of the tarp made a show
of removing it from the beach, then returned to gesture very
pointedly at their own pile of offerings, now at Godwin’s feet.

Rhys glanced at the Acquisitions director. “Fair trade?” he
asked.

“Oh, I'd say so0.”

“Then make a show of picking it up.”

“Me? You want me to take part in this...negotiation?”

“It seems you may have started it. What could be more
appropriate than for you to close it?”

Godwin bent and picked up an armful of ores and
plant-stuffs. He stepped back a stride for good measure. The
bogdillos seemed satisfied. They took their tarpaulin and
departed, fireflies blazing. The lagoon returned to a deep green
sort of twilight as the alien light receded further into the lake.

“Well,” breathed Godwin. “That was something, wasn't it?
Did I really start all that, do you think?”

“I'm pretty sure of it.” Rhys chuckled. “When I think of all
the clues we got—Ilakeside foliage turning up in relatively
faraway places, bogdillo-shaped constructs, the simians tossing
food at them....” He trailed off, a strange expression flitting
across his face.

“They were aping the bogdillo trading methods, you
mean?”

Rhys nodded, his eyes apparently on some fourth dimension
only he could see. “So it would seem. And while we were being
pleased with ourselves for all our neat efforts toward trade in
the villages, what probably convinced the bogdillos to give us
that first cache of goods was the cargo crew lobbing seed cones
at them.”

Yoshi waggled her palm torch. “Now they know we can
harness light..just like they do.” She grinned. “I guess that

makes us bogdillos too.”
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“I'm willing to bet they’ll suspend coming to any firm
decision until they’ve known us longer, but this,” said Rhys, “is
where we step out, Mr. Godwin.”

The Englishman did a double take. “I beg pardon?”

“We have found you a sentient lifeform. I will even
recommend the experts necessary to continue working with
them. But they will have to determine if the bogdillos can lay
claim to the mineral resources of this planet on a scale necessary
to cede them wholesale to Tanaka.”

“Now wait just a moment. You've found a sentient, now
you're supposed to recommend that I negotiate with them for
Bog’s resources.”

“A sentient, yes, but I've not proven them to be the
representatives of a civilization. All I've shown you is a race of
clever natives, which you wish to deal with as necessary, or so
you said. The Collective takes a dim view of people—or even
major corporations—dealing with native populations according
to expediency. This is a culture, Godwin. There is potential for
trade, potential for communication. But are these people in a
position to barter away the mineral rights for their entire world?
Would they even understand what they were bartering away?
Until we know those things, we can do more than deal with
them on a purely local basis.”

“Like this, you mean?” asked Godwin incredulously. “Beads
and trinkets for ores and botanicals?”

“Not trinkets. An exchange of useful commodities. But yes,
just like what we did here. A little at a time—while we establish
communications...and search for other possible contacts.”

“Ah. Other contacts which could negotiate mineral rights for
Bog.”

Rhys shook his head. “You're forgetting a fine point of
Collective law, Mr. Godwin. If the bogdillos are not the only race
of men on Bog, neither party would be allowed to barter away
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planetary resources. I believe you have jumped the gun. There is
nothing here for you to acquire...yet. Only trinkets, as you call
them.”

Godwin, crushing his armful of ores to his chest, brought
himself stiffly upright. “You sir, have forgotten who pays your
salary. I intend to tender a full report to Corporate as soon as I
return to headquarters. I'll call in the requisite experts—"

“I'll give you my recommendations.”

Godwin opened his mouth to retort, but Rhys cut him off.
“They’ll get the quickest results, Godwin. Don’t sabotage
yourself out of dislike for me.”

“Take me back to the base camp.”

“With pleasure.”

“He'll try to find a work-around, you know,” said Yoshi, her
eyes following the stiff column of Godwin’s back. “He'll try to
find a way to get more sooner.”

“Of course he will,” Rhys acknowledged. “But fortunately
there are saner heads at Tanaka. And there are the laws of the
Collective. Until he can prove the bogdillos have the knowledge
and authority to negotiate for such vast resources, those laws
will force Tanaka to be content with limited commodities—still
worth having, if our advance surveys are any indication.”

“Until?” Yoshi turned off her palm-torch, plunging them
into moist darkness. “What if he never can prove it? What if the
bogdillos are not world-aware enough to negotiate and no other
sentients turn up?”

She could feel his smile even in the darkness. “Oh, I think
there may be other sentients here, all right. And I'm not the only
one who thinks so.”

“I don’t get you.”

“The bogdillos provide water to at lest three other species--
species capable of community existence and lodge building.
Species also capable of a high degree of mimicry. After all, we



Marsh Mallow 381

saw them throw things at the bogdillos, and we saw the
bogdillos throw them back.”

Yoshi sucked in a deep breath. “You think the bogdillos are
trying to get the other species to barter?”

“Maybe its that simple. Maybe it’s not. Consider this: What
if the bogdillos are trying to teach the other species barter? What
if they’re trying to help them take an evolutionary step?”

“Is that possible?” Her voice came out in an awed whisper.

“I don’t know. I wasn’t around when our ancestors learned
these things. But I do know this—Mr. Godwin will have to
acquire someone else’s resources.”

“Rhys, do you hear yourself? It's not just Godwin. It's
Tanaka Corp. Most employers take a very dim view of an
employee who feels he’d scored a moral victory in keeping them
out of a multi-billion credit deal.”

Rhys grimaced. “You're right. And one of these days I
expect my scruples will catch up with me. Unless my conscience
gets there first.”

“Your conscience?” She shifted closer to him in the dark to
peer up into his face. “What would you have to feel guilty
about? You've always conducted yourself ethically. I should
know. I've always been there.”

He turned to look at her, realizing that she had, indeed,
always been there. He could just see the pale moon of her face,
the glitter of her eyes. “Have you ever wondered what it would
be like,” he asked, “not to serve a corporate master? To be a
scientist, pure and simple?”

“I know what it’s like. So do you. When we were on
sabbatical—"

“Not just when we’re on sabbatical, Yoshi. But every day.
You saw what happened on this assignment. The same thing
that always happens. We serve two masters—Tanaka and

science, in that order. And sometimes, like this time, their aims
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are mutually opposed. Science doesn’t care if it takes a century
to establish meaningful contact with the denizens of Bog. Tanaka
most certainly does. And that puts us in an untenable position.”

“You've thought about resigning before.” It was a bald
statement of fact.

“Aye, but I don’t recall discussing it with you.”

He could see the flash of white as she smiled. “I know
things.”

“Ah, now don’t go all inscrutable on me, Yosh. In this frame
of mind, I don’t think I can take it.” He put his arm around her
shoulders. “Come on. We’d best get Godwin back to his tidy
corporate shuttle before he starts throwing things again. I'd be
dreadfully embarrassed if he accidentally started another round
of negotiations and us with nothing to trade.”

“You do have to give him credit for that,” Yoshi
acknowledged as they picked their way back to the swamp
buggy, leaving their torches dark in silent mutual consent.

“I do? Well, I suppose you're right. After all, he’s leaving. I
can afford to be charitable.”

“Aren’t we leaving too? I thought you were going to
recommend some experts to take the post.”

Rhys scratched his cheek. “Yes, well. Actually, I thought I'd
recommend us. After all, we're already here, aren’t we? Godwin
wants expediency—how much more expedient can you get?
Besides, if what I think’s going on here is going on here, I surely
don’t want to miss it.”

“And your resignation?”

“Can wait. A wee bit longer.”

They had reached the swamp buggy by now and could hear
Godwin, already within, haranguing Rick Halfax about his
superior’s complete lack of company loyalty. Rhys sighed. Well,
perhaps a very wee bit.
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A Tear in the Mind’s Eye

A story of science fiction

A Tear in the Mind’s Eye was originally published in Analog
Science Fiction in 1993 and is a psychological study dealing with
the relationship between body, mind, and spirit as it is strained
by mood disorders such as manic depression. It was inspired by
the brave souls I have known who are coping with this disease,
and by these words of Baha'u’llah, Who likened such
impediments to a cloud:

Neither the presence of the cloud nor its absence can,
in any way, affect the inherent splendor of the sun.
The soul of man is the sun by which his body is
illumined, and from which it draweth its sustenance,
and should be so regarded.
Gleanings from the
Writings of Bahd'u’lldh,
p- 155

+ 4+ +

They had cured his diabetes. They could do that these days
with their clever balancing-act drugs. And they had corrected
his vision with their intelligent nano-surgeons and their organic

plastics. But they had not cured his desire to die.
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He held it at bay uneasily. Always had. Not without the help
of his therapists—a veritable battalion, he sometimes imagined,
of psychologists and psychiatrists and neurologists.

In his near-sleeping moments, he could see them marching,
rank upon rank, a blur of multi-colored faces above white lab
coats and smart suits. So many people, he thought. All to keep
one insignificant soul from surrendering to depression.

His life recently had centered around the battle to keep from
being institutionalized. That, more than anything, had come
between him and the urge to overdose on something. Adversity
was good for him. The psychologists fancied they kept him
limping along with their archaeologist’s curiosity about the
buried.

They dug and they dusted and they put everything they
found in boxes with neat labels and they bit back their
frustration and uttered mild, milky words about “making
progress.” They had been “making progress” for nearly a decade
but were no closer to understanding what made Brooke
Burchard sink into increasingly viscous bogs of depression.

It must be frustrating for them, he often thought, and
wondered how many of them succumbed to their own
depression or to ulcers. He wondered how many of them had
therapists of their own.

He wondered that anew as he watched his current healer,
Dr. Annette Geller, patter away at her notebook, her usually
attractive mouth twisted into a peculiar grimace. Computers,
Brooke decided, were a bad idea. At least in the past
psychiatrists had had their pencil caps or erasers to chew on in
moments of professional angst. Now they could only smack at
the compact keyboards with staccato strokes. Heaven help them
when the new sub-vocal triggering technology became widely
available.
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They’d not even have the keypads to abuse. He thought of
Dr. Geller chewing on the plastic cover of her notebook and
smiled.

“What?” she asked. “What strikes you as funny?” Her hand
poised over the notebook, ready to note it.

Brooke blushed slightly. “Oh, nothing, really,
just..wondering about the effects of technology on psychology.”

Her dark brows rippled. “How so?”

He gestured at her computerized tablet. “My first shrink
was a pencil chewer,” he said. “I was just wondering how you
exorcised your frustrations.”

“Exorcised,” she repeated, fingers jigging tunelessly over the
keypad. “What an interesting way of putting it. What makes you
think I have frustrations to exorcise?”

“You're human, aren’t you?”

She smiled and nodded. “Very. I swim. I go to a spa every
night when I leave here and swim myself into a nice, tired blob
of protoplasm.”

“Beats gnawing on your machinery, I'll bet.”

She looked down at the notebook. “Yes, that it does.”

He took a deep breath, exhaled it. “How'm I doing?”

“I think we’re making progress,” she said.

He smiled again. “Are we really? And where are we
headed?”

“Excuse me?”

“Progress implies motion. It also implies a goal. My goal is
not to be at war with myself just about every waking moment.

How much closer to that goal am I today?”

She crossed her legs and leaned forward in her seat. “What
do you think, Mr. Burchard?”

“Brooke—and please don’t do that. I've already told you
what I think. I told all of your predecessors what I think. I have
nothing to gain and everything to lose by not being absolutely
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honest with you. I think I am a sick man. I hear voices that aren’t
there. I see things that don’t exist. I want to kill myself. My
father killed himself. My mother never recovered from the loss.
My grandfather killed himself. I don’t want to do that to what's
left of my family. I want to be... unified. Completely and
irrevocably unified. I want control of my own thoughts and
feelings.”

“Meaning that right now, you think someone else has
control of them?” Her fingers were at work again.

Stop that. Please stop that. While you're doing that, you can’t be
listening to me. “No, not someone else. That’s not what I meant,
just...that they’re out of control.”

“You spoke of exorcism a moment ago. Do you think you
might be possessed?”

He sat back in the too-comfortable chair and gave her a long
look. “Did I say that?”

“Not in so many words, but-"

“I didn’t say that.” He kept his voice gentle, firm,
reasonable. Heaven forbid she should decide he was hiding
some cock-eyed belief in ghosts or something.

She tapped at her keypad and eyed the results on the tiny
screen. “Do you have hallucinations, Mr. Burchard...Brooke?”

“You know I do. You've got my whole file right in front of
you. And no, I don’t think they’re the result of any outside
agency. I know I...occasionally see the world through a warped
window, but I don’t think I'm possessed or anything like that.”

“Does the idea of possession frighten you very much?”

“No, because I don’t believe in it.” Calm. That sounded very
calm. Maybe she’d respect that. Come on, doc. Don’t go off on some
idiotic tangent.

“What do you believe in, Brooke?” she asked him. “Do you
believe in God?”

“Yes.”
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Her eyes came up from the little computer. “That was a very
ready answer.”

“I suppose because it’s a very ready belief.”

She sat back in her chair, uncrossed and recrossed her legs
the other way. “Do you ever feel that God is punishing you for
something?”

He almost chuckled. “I used to wonder. I used to think,
when I had these terrible black moods, blue moods—whatever
you want to call them—that I must have unconsciously done
something wrong and God was trying to alert me to it.”

“Used to?”

“I've grown up. That was twenty years ago.”

“Dr. Furillo said you mentioned something to him about a
family curse.”

Brooke threw his head back and rolled his eyes. “Lordy,
Lordy, Lordy! That’s the biggest problem with being a mental
case, you know? You can’t just say things like ‘normal’ people.
You don’t dare be sarcastic or flip or ironic or just...make a joke
of something.”

“Is that what you were doing? Making a joke of your family
curse?”

“My family isn’t cursed, Dr. Geller, but we do seem to have
more than our share of troubles. I suppose that might seem like a
curse to some...superstitious individuals. Do you think it’s a
curse, Doctor?” He gazed at her expressionlessly, letting his gray
eyes go blank and opaque.

She gazed back, intently. “What might your ancestors have
done to deserve such a curse?” she asked in return.

Damn. He knew that look. The “I think we may have
something here” look. He shouldn’t have joked about a curse, of
course, but sometimes he just got so damned tired of the endless,
groping questions.
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“My grandfather was an ordinary man. He was a diabetic
and, in those days, that was a pretty damned tragic thing to be. I
suppose he drank too much. I suppose that exacerbated the
situation. But he was just an ordinary guy. My father was an
ordinary guy, too. Nice. A nice man. A nice man who hated
himself for no apparent reason and decided he wasn’t worthy of
living. But he was just an ordinary man. Like me. Ordinary.”

“And self-destructive.” She was leaning forward again,
intent, like a cat, like an eagle. That was it—she reminded him of
an eagle. “Let’s talk about the feelings, Brooke. Why do you feel
unworthy?”

“I don’t know, Dr. Geller. If I knew that, I wouldn’t be
sitting here now reeling out my insides for your personal
inspection.”

“My professional inspection,” she amended. “You sound
resentful.”

“That’s even worse,” he mumbled, then pulled himself to his
feet. “I'm just frustrated, doctor. I want, more than anything in
the world, just to be ordinary. Plain. Unremarkable in every
way. I want to be able to say something—anything—and not
have you or someone just like you worry each word ragged.”
With your sharp little beak. “I've been in therapy now for ten
years. I've seen four different mental health specialists in that
time. And they have all asked me the same set of questions.
None of them have presented me with any answers. I have a
mental disorder that seems to be hereditary. Unfortunately,
neither my grandfather nor my father lived to be studied
sufficiently. I realize I make a dandy guinea pig-"

Geller came to her feet. “Mr. Burchard, please. You are not a
guinea pig. And as to your condition being hereditary—I really
don’t think that’s verifiable. Given that your grandfather
committed suicide when your father was fourteen, it isn't really

surprising that your father was affected.”
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“Ah, I see. The old death-wish theory. My father came
unpegged because his father killed himself at a critical juncture
in his young life. He developed a keen sense of guilt; guilt made
him begin to obsess; he developed his own sense of
unworthiness and failure and killed himself, in turn, when I was
twenty-two. Now I'm a candidate because I didn’t make it into
Stanford like daddy wanted me to.”

“The suicide of a loved one is a traumatic event,

Mr. Burchard. The survivors often wonder if something they did
or didn’t do may have...contributed.”

“Of course they do. And of course I did and my mother did.
But in the final analysis, we had no effect one way or another.
Dad was too far sunk in his own misery to care about us. That’s
one of the most frightening things about this...disorder,

Dr. Geller—it’s stronger than love or loyalty.”

She was looking at the little notebook screen again. “Your
grandfather’s business folded just before he died; your father
had just been denied a loan that would have put you through
college-”

“Excuses. Those so-called "contributing events’ are just
excuses. Don’t you understand that? I came close to taking my
own life three times over the years. Once after my father’s
funeral, once when my wife lost our first child, the last time
when I was passed over for promotion due to my erratic
performance at work. And in between those attempts, I
contemplated death incessantly. Those weren’t reasons; they
were excuses. Excuses to act on feelings I carry with me
constantly. They weren’t causes. Hell, you know that! Why'm I
telling you?”

Why, indeed, she wondered when he had gone. Why did he
even bother to visit her when he so obviously felt he knew more
about his problem than she did? Unfair, Annette chided herself.
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He wants help. He needs help. It isn’t his fault he’s put four
good psychologists on the ropes.

Annette rubbed her eyes in frustration, then swore as she
remembered her eye make up. She’d wanted this case. Wanted it
because she thought she could handle it. Wanted it because she
thought it would be a matter of applying her unique intuition to
Brooke Burchard’s problem and spotting something that no one
else had seen, drawing from him a revelation no one else had
been able to call out of hiding. She hadn’t expected him to be
s0... self-aware. It was disconcerting.

She went over her notes again, pixel by pixel, line by line.
Jesus-Buddha! That question about exorcism! Where the hell did
I think I was going with that?

A moment later, she checked herself. No, that was a valid
question. After all, he might have been starting to think it was
inevitable. Fate, doom or destiny—God'’s will—any or all of the
above. She could not let him fall into that trap. He had to believe
he could control it. Had to. She thought, absurdly, of a
childhood cartoon she’d seen about mentally superior rats—a
cartoon that had subtly influenced her choice of careers. There
had been a magic amulet with an epigrammatic inscription: You
can open any door, it said, if you only have the key.

The adult woman believed in that epigram with the same
faith the little girl had vested in the amulet it was inscribed

upon.

“You look tired.”
Annette grinned ruefully and smote her companion on the
nose with her menu. It was card-stock parchment, not a

DataSlate, so it left no lasting marks there. “Is that anything to
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say to your beloved when she’s gone out of her way to look
gorgeous for you?”

“If you care about your beloved, it is.”

She watched him seat himself across from her in the intimate
booth and contemplated the pale blond lock of hair that nodded
over his forehead. It stood out from its darker fellows like the
crest of a wave.

“Well? Care to talk about it?”

“What? Oh—I'm sorry, Elliot. It’s just a little melting at both
ends of my candle. Nothing serious. No—I don’t mean that. It is
serious, it’s just not...my problem.”

He nodded. “A case. Patient-doctor privilege, then. I'll stand
down and merely lecture about emotional distance and
attachment, et cetera.”

“Please don’t. I've heard it all—in my own voice, as it
happens. I don’t need to hear it in yours, too. I needed to hear
that I was beautiful.”

“You are beautiful,” he said dutifully. “And tired-looking.
Maybe we should cut our evening short. The film will still be
there on Saturday.”

“No, I want to see it tonight. Why do you insist on calling it
a film? Movies haven’t been on film for years.”

“I was trying to differentiate. We access CD’s, we listen to
CD’s, we watch CD’s at home...film is a nice, venerable term.”

“So’s ‘movie.”

“Oh, all right, then. The movie will still be there on
Saturday. Or we could just wait for it to come out on CD.”

She smiled, but lacked the energy to push the expression all
the way up to her eyes. “Elly, what’s your professional opinion
of hereditary mental disease?”

It might have been her imagination that he was suddenly
wary, but she didn’t think so.

“Why do you ask?”
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“Because I'm interested in the answer.”

He paused long enough to allow the waiter to get to them.
He placed his order, she placed hers, and the waiter hovered a
moment before leaving them alone. There was silence in the
booth.

“Hereditary mental disorders, Elliot. What do you think?”
She put a little steel into her voice. Don’t play secretive scientist
with me, boy.

He shrugged. “I think they’re a real possibility.”

“But what’s the mechanism? How the hell does it get passed
on? Is there a gene for insanity?”

His lips compressed. “Would this have anything to do with
that case we weren’t discussing a minute ago?”

“It might.”

“There could be a gene that...affects the mental processes.
Other diseases are genetic—why not mental ones?”

She shook her head. “No. I don’t buy it. If that were the case,
the drugs we’ve been prescribing lo, these many years would be
having more of an effect and psychology and psychiatry less of
one.”

“I didn’t say all mental disfunction was caused by...genetic
predisposition. Just some. Maybe the kind we see when entire
families are dysfunctional.”

“That could just as easily be environmental.”

He shrugged. “Could be. Doesn’t have to be. Imagine,
Annette. Imagine being able to treat schizophrenia or manic
depression the way we treat MS or Alzheimer’s. Repair the cells,
"teach’ them to replicate healthy replacements, unkink the DNA
—quite a feat. Quite a future.”

“If it were that easy,” she murmured.

“Not easy,” he said. “But simple. Plain. Straightforward. The
human mind is a maze—so’s the human body, but it’s a
clinically observable maze. What would you say to that,
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Annette? What would you say to a physical treatment for mental
disorders?”

“We tried that—lithium, anti-depressants. Works in some
cases, has devastating results in others.”

“Not drugs. Actual repair of aberrant physiological
processes.”

She laughed. It fell short of her eyes. “Trying to put me out
of a job, Dr. Hamlin?”

“Isn’t that the point of what we do? Aren’t we all trying to
put ourselves out of a job?”

This time the rueful smile was complete. “I suppose it is, at
the core. You just said a mouthful, Mister Genetics.” She raised
her water glass and toasted him.

+ 4+ +

Brooke Burchard called in to cancel their next appointment
—voice mode, only. Annette didn’t know whether to be
encouraged or worried. She tried to gauge the sound of his voice
and found it did not encourage her. He sounded evasive, wary,
in a hurry to get off the phone. Trying to draw him out, she
asked when he’d like to reschedule. He said he’d call her back.

She used the free hour to go over his case files again and
noticed they’d been accessed in the last four hours by another
Med-Net node. She was immediately suspicious that he’d
jumped to another therapist. The thought was wounding.
Burchard was male, older than she was by some fifteen years,
and while Hollywood still made bad movies about sex-starved
men who developed mental and emotional disorders just to
obtain a young, good-looking female “shrink,” life did not
imitate art. In her brief but successful career, Annette had had
more than one male patient quit on her because she did not fit
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the image of a lady psychologist. She’d even tried wearing a lab
coat. It hadn’t helped.

Burchard, though...no, she couldn’t accept that of him. He
was intelligent, rational. Oh, yes—and suicidal. He was a victim
of his own mind—how had he described it? Disunified.
Inwardly divided. How rational could he be, under those
circumstances?

She was still poring over his files when the phone peeped,
calling her to her desk terminal. “Dr. Geller,” she said, distracted
still, and only just realized that the caller was Elliot Hamlin
when he started to speak.

“Hello, Annette, I, um, need to ask a favor of you. A
professional favor.”

She smiled, relief flowing through her. “Sure. Ask away.
Need to borrow a tongue depressor? I'm fresh out.”

“This is serious, ‘Nette. It’s about a patient. I'd like to have
you in as a consultant.”

She was pleased and let herself glow a little with the
pleasure his professional approval brought. “I'd be honored,
Dr. Hamlin. If you could just link me to the files, I'll be happy to
have a look at them.”

He glanced to one side, cleared his throat before looking
back at her. “You seem to have them open already. The patient is
Brooke Burchard.”

+ 4+ +

“You knew last week, didn’t you?” she asked, struggling to
keep her voice calm. “You knew when we were pointedly not
discussing his case that he was going to come in to see you.”

“Yes, of course I knew. What was I supposed to do? I
couldn’t tell you that any more than you could tell me who you
were thinking of when you asked me about hereditary mental
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disorders. He hadn’t agreed to have you consult, then. That
happened this morning.”

“Your idea, I suppose.”

“No, actually, it was his. He says you're fresh. Might bring
some insights to the battle. I agree whole-heartedly, of course.
We need some gauge of his improvement, if he makes any.
You're the individual best qualified to do that.”

“Improvement? Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? You
don’t even have a clue what to look for, do you?”

He nodded. “The Wolfram gene.”

“What? Wolfram causes physical disorders-"

“Diabetes and severe vision problems, both of which our
Mr. Burchard had as a child.” He was excited, the skin over his
cheeks flushing rose with pioneer pride. “The research team at
Chapel Hill has developed an RNA “enzyme’ to isolate the gene.
A beautiful, shiny, new, patented enzyme. They’ve identified
Wolfram’s physiological effects—it plays havoc with insulin
production and blood sugar assimilation, among other things—
and it has a similarly negative effect on the brain’s endorphin
balance. We don’t know how, yet, but we can now test for
Wolfram’s. I've already done a panel on Brooke Burchard.”

“All right, so you can isolate the gene. Then what? You can’t
cure a genetic defect, can you?”

“We’ve got an enzyme that can isolate the Wolfram gene.
We've got enzymes that help the body break down sucrose.
Maybe we can create enzymes to restore the mental balance.”

“Are you serious? Enzymes to cure depression?”

“If Brooke Burchard’s depression and dementia is a
consequence of having the Wolfram gene—and his profile is
certainly consistent with its presence—then I don’t see any
reason why we couldn’t use enzymes to effect a cure.” He
grinned suddenly and unabashedly. “What do you think of that,
Dr. Geller?”
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“I...I think it’s a fascinating theory. I hope you can prove it,”
she added and realized she only half meant it. Her emotional
reserve shocked her wordless, draining the blood out of her face.

“You don’t look happy at the prospect.”

Dear God. She felt his eyes on her, probing. Could he see
that horrid, selfish thought, doing a slow neon-fade from the
darkness inside her head. Dear God, what kind of doctor am I?
“Of course, I'm happy!” she retorted belatedly. “If you can take
this from the realm of theory into reality, Brooke Burchard will
be a free man.”

“This is not just about Brooke Burchard, Annette. It's about
his children and his children’s children. It's about an estimated
eight percent of the people in this country who’ve seriously
contemplated taking their own lives.”

“Yes. Yes, of course. But what about Brooke? When will you
know if he has the Wolfram gene?”

“He’s already been sampled for genetic material. The report,
I'm expecting literally any moment.”

“But they’ve already cured the diabetes, the loss of visual
acuity. Burchard had both taken care of years ago. If the mental
disorder has a physiological cause, wouldn’t the treatment he
underwent for those problems have cured that, as well?”

“Why should it have? He wasn’t being treated for the results
of a genetic disorder—specifically, he wasn’t being treated for
Wolfram’s Syndrome. Bad genes can cause alteration or even
absence of critical enzymes. The doctors who treated Brooke
weren’t looking for bad enzymes; their patient had diabetes.
They didn’t think they needed to look any further. They treated
the symptoms, Annette, not the disease. This was—what—ten,
fifteen years ago, remember.”

“Treated the symptoms,” she murmured. “And that’s what

you think I've been doing, too—just treating the symptoms?”
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He looked suddenly uncomfortable, caught between his
colleague, Dr. Geller, and fiancée, Annette. After a moment of
juggling the two, he nodded. “A distinct possibility.”

“And just how do you propose to treat the disease?”

“There are several procedures being reviewed right now.
First, we want to try to balance the endorphins—to affect some
measure of mental stability. There are several methods of doing
that. Some hold out more hope of permanence and reliability
than others. You've heard of chromaffin grafts?” He didn’t wait
for her to answer. “One method of treatment involves a similar
transplant of pineal gland cells-"

“Wait. Wait. That’s a treatment for mutliple-sclerosis.”

“Ah! A successful treatment for multiple-sclerosis. Pineal
transplants involve a different set of endorphins. But that’s just
the beginning.” He was glowing again. “I believe the answer is
in the enzymes. Follow me, okay? If the Wolfram gene can cause
an aberration of sucrase enzymes—enzymes that work at
metabolizing sucrose—then why not any other enzyme in the
body? If we can only determine which enzymes are being
effected, Annette-”

“But these aren’t proven procedures.”

He blinked at her as if she had mumbled to him in an alien
tongue. “The procedures are new, but not untried. The pineal
transplant has been used successfully in other cases of
depression and the Chapel Hill enzyme does isolate the Wolfram
gene. What more do you want? None of your procedures have
ever been tested in a laboratory—you went directly to human
subjects.”

She ignored that. “You're relegating Brooke Burchard to the
status of guinea pig! You can’t hold out any real hope of
improvement to him. You're just going to get his hopes up, get
him believing in a simple solution to a complex problem, then

leave him high and dry.”
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“The problem is chemical, Annette. And we could be this
close-” He made a pinching gesture.

“This close? Elliot, this man has tried to commit suicide
three times! He sees things that aren’t there. He hears voices in
his head. He goes from being as rational as you and I—and, I'd
swear, more self-aware—to being a raving basket case. He and
his wife calmly discuss institutionalizing him. If he comes to
believe this sickness of his is written in his genes it could literally
kill him!”

“I don't follow.”

“Fatalism, Elliot. As long as he can look at his disorder in
terms of-of finding the key, he may keep looking for the key. If
you tell him there is no key, that there’s nothing he can do for
himself, that he’s helpless, he’ll also be hopeless.”

He seemed to consider that for a moment. “Hopeless? To be
told you're not crazy, that you've just got something wrong with
your chemicals?”

“But you're saying that crazy, as you call it, is chemicals!
Just sort out the chemicals and, voilal—you’ve effected a cure.”

“There’s something wrong with that?”

“What if it’s not true?”

“What if it is, Annette? What then?”

She waved her hands fiercely, fending off the idea. “Veracity
is not the point, Elliot. The point is what effect this is going to
have on my patient?”

“My patient. He put himself in my hands. You're consulting,
yes, and I will hear your opinions, yes, but you're not running
the show.”

“The show, Elliot? Is that what this is? A circus act where the
handsome, young doctor in his shining, white lab coat, waves
his magic amulet and saves the day?”

“That is not what I meant. Brooke Burchard is a human

being. I care about him. I want to see him and the millions of



A Tear in the Mind’s Eye 399

others like him free of this debilitating disease. I'm offering a
medical solution, Annette. A solution I know is there. That’s
hardly a magic amulet. And I think it’s ironic that a member of
your profession should accuse anyone else of mumbo-jumbo.”

He might just as easily have slapped her. She almost wished
he had. “That was low.”

He had the good graces to look ashamed. “Yes, it was—but
then so was that crack about my shining white lab coat.” He
pawed at the clean black and white tiles underfoot with the toe
of his shoe. “Was it Clarke who said that any sufficiently
advanced technology looks like magic?”

Annette grimaced. “I'm not sure technology is the answer to
Brooke Burchard’s problem. If you determine the presence of
Wolfram’s gene, then what? Doesn’t that basically manacle him
to his sickness?”

“Or does it free him from guilt and self-loathing? If we find
Wolfram’s, at least he’ll know there’s nothing wrong with his
head.”

+ 4+ +

Don’t think of a white horse. Brooke grimaced and pulled
his mind back to his computer screen. Hard to wait. Hard not to
imagine that right this moment (every single moment) the report
was downloading to Dr. Hamlin’s computer. That all his genetic
code was scrolling across another monitor, miles away. He
looked at his own screen and wondered if genetic code looked
anything like Delta-RPL.

Coffee. He wanted coffee. Badly. Couldn’t have any though.
It would only make an anxiety attack more likely and that could
roll over into something else.

It had been relatively easy not to think of hospital reports
when the office had been full of chatter and purposeful activity.
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It was after hours now—just—and the Development Room was
quiet as a church.

I should go home, he thought. But he didn’t want to go.
Neither Debbie nor Valerie would be there and somehow an
empty house was worse than an empty office. He checked the
time again. Twenty minutes. They’d be home in twenty minutes.
If he left now and drove very slowly, maybe went around the
park, he might only beat them by a minute or two.

He glanced at the phone. It was a simple act—a mere
shifting of the eyes and attention—but it brought a stab of
unease. Why hadn’t Elliot called? He’d said there was progress,
that he expected a report from the lab at any time. What if they
had the data and it was negative? What if he didn't carry the
Wolfram gene? What if he was just another manic-depressive?
Would Elliot put off telling him that?

Brooke realized he was worrying his stylus—wrapping its
light, slender cord around and around one finger. He dropped
the thing and rubbed suddenly sweaty palms on his pants.
Ridiculous. Even if Elliot had the data, he’d still have to interpret
it, consider the implications—decide on a course of action. It
could be a whole day before he called...either way.

Brooke shut down his computer and got up. Senseless.
Senseless to sit here and fume. He left, carefully laying out his
homeward course and shifting his thoughts to wife and child.

Better. That was better.

The car garage was dark and eerily quiet and Brooke felt a
creeping unease. The smell of oil rose in eddies from the cool
concrete. The sharp sound of his heels slapped back from wall
and roof. A frisson shivered up his spine, then down again and
he jumped as a hum-click! rolled at him from all sides.

The core-lift opened and three women stepped out, arguing
about which of two football teams really deserved to win the
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divisional playoffs. Their high-heels punctuated the dialogue
with arrhythmic staccato.

“The Forty-clackity-Niners-clack are def-clack-initely clack-
clack superior this-clackity-season.”

“But Sac-clack-ramento’s-clackity defense-clack has clackity-

clack dismantled-clack-"

“Sacramento clack-clack-clack is playing above itself.”

Clack-click-thunk-thud! The conversation moved into the
silver Lexus and became too muted to hear.

Brooke sighed and settled into the front seat of his car. He’d
loved football, but it got him so wound up he had nowhere to go
but down.

He was surprised at how dark it was outside. Dark and cold.
The streets were shiny-wet and reflective, spitting the glare of
headlights and street lamps back into the darkness. He felt
suddenly and completely separate from the rest of the universe
—gliding through a corridor of grey cotton and black nothing in
a silent capsule. The tires hissed delicately on the wet asphalt
and sealed his isolation.

Stop it, he told himself, and did for a moment. He peered up
through the windshield—misting now—into a creeping 3-D
night.

I hate this weather. ...No, not hate. Hate’s too strong a word.
Too strong a feeling... Dread? He turned on the windshield
wipers.

Headlights sped by—vanguards of other silent, hissing
capsules, each bearing its separate occupants. But no, some
would hold families, chattering happily on their way to dinner, a
show, death.

He shook himself. Dad died on a day like this.

His mind skittered sideways and he thought of Debbie and
Valerie coming home together from across town. Hurrying to

meet him.
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A car in the westbound lanes skidded suddenly and shot
toward him in a long scream of brakes. He reacted quickly,
expertly, automatically, pulling his own car to the right,
bumping his front tire up over the curbing. The other car swept
by with a wriggle of taillights, dragged itself straight in a few
yards, and passed anonymously on—as did he.

Lucky. That could have been-

Yes. It could have been fatal and it could just as easily have
been Deb and Valerie. They have further to drive.

The adrenaline really hit him, then, forcing its icy fist up
through his solar plexus, driving the terrified blood up into his
head. His hands shook on the wheel. Rain began to batter the
windshield, pitting its chaos against the staid rhythm of the
wipers.

I should pull over for a moment.

Oh, but not in this. He could make it home. He could.

The shaking was not subsiding. The hissing lights and rush
of outside slid too quickly past his windows. And neon. Neon
with its cold glare. Even red neon was cold.

What if Deb and Valerie were killed on their way home?
What then? It could be happening now—right now. Now. He
had to get home. He had to know.

Bad. It was a bad, heavy, horrid feeling. Like a premonition.
Oh, right now—right this very moment, their car skidding out of
control into the dark, sudden impact, metal bending, tearing.
Sudden. Death was sudden. Home.

Sweating, he put his foot down harder on the accelerator.
The car surged forward—it had good acceleration for an electri--
and picked up speed, fishtailing only a little on the curve of road
that cut, now, through tailored lawns.

The radio. There must be news on, a voice to talk to him, to
keep him from talking to himself. He reached for the dash unit.

They’re dead.
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The voice was audible only inside Brooke’s head. It seemed
to exit his ears rather than enter into them—a waking-from-
a-dream voice. The kind that makes you jump and shiver. He
did both. His skin crept.

“Brooke.” It was a man’s voice, dark as the roadway beyond
his headlights. His father’s voice. “Brooke, can’t you feel it?
They’re gone. They aren’t here anymore.”

He reached out frantically with straining senses, not even
questioning the voice. Not questioning his credulity. Were they
still there? Surely if they’d died he would know it—would feel
the loss. Hadn't he felt something when his father died? Hadn't
something made him call home and say, “Is everything all
right?”

Nothing was all right, but his mother didn’t know that.

“Yes,” she said. “Everything’s fine, honey. Just fine.”

“Let me talk to dad,” he’d said. Dad was in the garage, she’d
said and went to get him. But he could no longer be reached.

Anger spitted him. How does a man do that? How does he
kill himself and leave his wife alone to find the body? How does
a man get that selfish?

“Selfish, selfish bastard,” he muttered. And I'm your son,
you know. So obsessed with my own dark thoughts and my
black moods, you’d think I was the only person in the universe.

Guilt mounted his anger and spurred it. Stupid, he called
himself. Stupid, selfish bastard. You and all your problems. How
does Deb put up with it, year after year? Why does she put up
with it?

“She loves me,” he said aloud. “She loves me.”

Laughter. He heard it, rolling up from the darkened back
seat. He went hot and cold simultaneously; the skin of his face
twitched. Someone was there! Someone had hidden in the back
of his car and had heard him muttering non-sequiturs to himself
and had now given themselves away.
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He could feel it now, a Presence, like a field of static
electricity rising from the carpeted floorboards behind him. Like
a tingling ball of malevolence. He thought of peeking. He
thought of reaching a hand back to feel it. To prove himself
wrong, he thought. To prove just how crazy he really was.

He heard the whisper of movement as he rounded a corner,
as his unseen passenger coiled to spring. Game over. Serious
stuff now. Deadly stuff.

He cranked the wheel over violently, banked against a curb,
and rode the brakes to a loud stop. He shoved out of the car,
tumbling in wet grass and was soaked by rain and an
unseasonable sprinkler system. He lay there for long seconds,
waiting.

Waiting for God-knows-what. When it didn’t happen, he got
up and peeked into the back seat. In the pinkish glow of street
lamps, he saw nothing. No one.

Mind grinding, pulse still shrieking, he shivered his way
back into the car, abashed, ashamed, embarrassed. He felt blank,
but for that. He was blank. Black hole man. He tried to laugh
and couldn’t, though his teeth chattered. He started the car. It
whined and hummed along with his adrenaline. Far from being
spent, it was building up a fresh charge, swept along on a
current peculiar to Brooke Burchard.

His sixth sense stage-whispered that there was danger. That
perhaps the malevolence had been in the back of Deborah’s car.
Was in the back of her car. Now. Right this moment.

His foot came down on the accelerator. He wove like a
drunk--like a madman. He wound his way home, powered by
frantic fantasy. The house came in sight (Dear God, no car!), its
porch light automatically on in welcome. (They aren’t home-) He
glanced for a second at the clock in the console (-and they should
be home by now!) before he dragged the car, screeching, into the
driveway, hydro-planing, shooting water skyward.
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He took the long drive much too fast and when a small
white blur danced into his headlights, he wasn’t ready for it—
had forgotten about it. He slammed on the brakes, skidded, and
overshot the place he always stopped. Always. He hit it, the
small white blur, caught it in mid-scamper and flung it against
the garage door.

The car came to a stop. Brooke sat, still, but not silent. His
brain and body shrieked at him in strident voices.

What've you done-what’ve you done-what've you done?

He stared at the great arcs of light on the garage door,
watched the wipers shake long, accusing fingers at him,
whispering hatefully. He got out of the car and moved forward
into the light to see what he had done.

The kitten was dead. Living things did not twist this way
and that like wire dolls. Rain pattered gently on the tiny heap of
white fur and bone and red, red blood. It fell into the open blue
eyes and gave them tears.

Brooke Burchard sat down in the rain beside the little body,
caught in the public glare of his headlights, and wept.

+ 4+ +

“You have the Wolfram gene.” Elliot Hamlin gripped the
high-impact plastic of the guardrail and watched for some sign
he’d been heard.

Brooke Burchard lay silently, his head and shoulders
elevated, staring at a blank TV screen. He twitched, grimaced,
squeezed his eyes shut, shuddered. But that was not a reaction,
Elliot knew. That was what he’d been doing for nearly twenty-
four hours straight—awake or asleep—reliving the moment,
flagellating himself, rubbing his conscience in the memory. That
was what Brooke Burchard and people like him did. It was the
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snowball effect—guilt upon guilt, shame upon shame, misery
upon misery, until there was only one Exit.

And through no fault of his own, Elliot thought. No karma aws
at work here, but only a tweaked gene and its obedient flotilla of
enzymes, doing what it programmed them to do. But which
enzymes?

Elliot took a deep breath, exhaled it. His voice would be
warm, calm, cheerful. “Brooke, did you hear me? You have the
Wolfram gene. We can begin now. We can...” He wanted to say,
"We can lick this thing. Control it. We can cure you. We can give
you normal guilt, average shame, reasonable misery.” He
couldn’t say that, or promise to do it. “We can procede now.”
Safe words. “We'll start with the pineal graft...” He stalled. And
then, what? Take months, years maybe, to determine what
enzymes were being affected by the gene?

He glanced sideways at Annette. Her eyes were on
Burchard, professional dispassion overcome by compassion,
anxiety. She clutched her DataSlate to her chest and met his eyes.
Now what?

“She loved that kitten.”

Both doctors swiveled their attention back to the hospital
bed. Brooke Burchard’s eyes were focused now, on them.

“She loves you more,” said Annette.

“I don’t know what I can say to her.”

“Whatever it is, she’ll be happy just to hear you say it.”

He shook his head. “I put them through so much. So much
suffering...”

“They’re waiting in the lounge,” said Elliot. “You can put an
end to their suffering right now. Talk to them.”

Brooke licked his lips. They were pale, bluish. He nodded.
“Yeah. Okay... Have you told them about the gene?”

“I told your wife.”
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“Doctor...” His eyes squinted as if at sudden pain. “My
daughter...couldn’t she carry the gene too?”

Elliot sucked in air. It wasn’t an unexpected question, but
somehow he was unprepared, nonetheless. “It’s a possibility,
Brooke. Although, she’s shown no indications of it so far. Her
blood sugars are normal, her eyesight, likewise. She seems like a
happy child.”

Burchard grimaced. “No thanks to me. But she could still
develop Type II, couldn’t she? She could still become diabetic.”

Elliot nodded. “She could. But that’s not what you're really
worried about is it?”

He didn’t answer. “You can isolate the gene now, right? If
she’s carrying it...”

“Yes.”

Burchard nodded, looking miserable. “I'd like to see them
now, please.”

Elliot nodded and escorted Annette from the room.
+ 4+ +

“His daughter.” Annette smacked the wall of Elliot’s office
with the flat of her hand. “I was so busy concentrating on how
this would affect Brooke, I forgot about how it would affect his
daughter.”

“Could affect her,” corrected Elliot, sliding into his chair.
“She may not have inherited the gene.”

“And if she has?” Annette felt heat building behind her
cheeks, pressure behind her eyes. “What if she has?”

Elliot blinked at her. “Then she has.”

“Jesus Christ, you can be cold-blooded!”

Elliot leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. Too damn
long without sleep, he thought. He was on the verge of saying
something regrettable. “Don’t shoot the messenger, Annette. I
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didn’t give Valerie Burchard that bum gene—if she’s even got it.
I'just diagnosed her father. I think you're losing your
objectivity.”

“To hell with my objectivity!” she snapped. “You're so
intent on coming up with a medical coup, you've lost sight of the
human reality here.”

“Oh? And what is that, Dr. Geller?”

Annette came to sit opposite him, across the desk. “You saw
what Brooke went through just to find out he had the gene. The
tests, the procedures, the waiting. Now you're saying you want
to put Valerie through it, too. She’s twelve years old, Elliot.
Twelve!”

“But she’s not a manic depressive. And she may never be
one.”

“May not. You can’t guarantee that. All you can do is raise
the specter. Look, little girl, you might be just like your daddy
someday. Someday you may hear voices and jump at your own
shadow and scare the people you love half to death.”

Elliot threw up his hands. “What was I supposed to do,
Annette, lie? No, Brooke, your daughter couldn’t possibly have
that gene; let’s not even bother to look. Or maybe you think I
should have refused him treatment when he first came to me.”

“He came to you?”

“I didn’t recruit him. He said he’d been doing some reading
about mental disorders and had come across the Wolfram’s
connection. He came to me and asked if there was any way we
could find out if he had the gene.”

“And you said, you could, of course.”

“It is my field, Annette. What would you have told him?”

“That the connection between Wolfram’s and mental
disorder is not universally accepted. That even if he had the
gene, there was no conclusive proof that it was responsible for
his depression.”
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“And that his best option was still talk-therapy?”
“I'm not just trying to save my job, dammit!”

“No? Then what? Why are you resisting the idea that
Brooke’s problems could be physiological?”

“That’s not it at all. That’s not what I'm resisting.”

He leaned toward her, eyes open, now. “Then what,

Annette? What are you resisting?”
+ + +

“Nothing,” she’d said. “I'm not resisting anything. I'm just
cautious.”

She fooled no one with that dodge, least of all Elliot. No,
least of all herself. And so the question, like Brooke’s eyes, like
Valerie’s stricken face, like Deborah’s fraying determination,
came back to haunt her.

What am I resisiting? Change?

She mouthed a tuna salad sandwich and pondered that. It
wasn’t impossible, she supposed. There were those, she knew,
who treated the theories of behavioral psychology as if they
were a body of religious law. Law that somehow was at variance
with technology. She wasn’t one of them. Or at least she hadn't
thought she was.

She sipped coffee and meditated on the steam, imagining
herself a sylph buoyed upward in its draft. Was she a secret
devotee of the status quo? Or was she just afraid of being put out
of work by a rapidly expanding technology?

She grimaced. Stupid. The whole point of psychiatry was to
help people control their impulses—control their Selves.
Graduation day, for Annette Geller, was any day any patient
stood up and looked her straight in the eye and said, “I don’t
need you anymore.”
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She tossed the coffee cup into the WASH bin and wandered
out into a dazzling, dew-spackled day. She stood in front of the
cafeteria on a herringbone tweed of sunny, red brick, and stared
up between immense cedars.

I am afraid, she admitted. There. Now. She took a deep
breath. Afraid of what? The cedars declined to respond. She
looked past them. “You,” she said to a fleeting patch of azure
framed by silver billows, “You, he believes in. Me? Why should
he believe in me?”

There, but for the grace of God/Goddess go L.

Patient/doctor trust. Was that at issue? Did she feel
distrusted? Yes. Yes, she did. And she reacted. Humanly. And
protested out of hurt?

No. But I protest without conviction.

She began a slow walk back toward her office across
campus. She had no real conviction, she realized. Nothing but a
strong desire to prove that Brooke Burchard’s disease was
psychogenic, not physiological. She dug for the root of the
desire, but it eluded her.

Probably, she thought, because I want it to.

“Physician, heal thyself,” she muttered and scurried for

cover as rain began to fall.
+ + +

“Your husband has explained the situation to you?” Annette
watched Deborah Burchard’s face carefully, for what, she wasn’t
quite certain. It was a composed face. Yes, that was what
Deborah Burchard had—composure. Annette supposed one
developed composure after fifteen years with a man like Brooke.
One did that or one left.

Deborah Burchard was nodding. “And I talked to Dr.
Hamlin at some length. I...I wanted to try to understand the full
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implications of this. I wanted to understand what they’re going
to try to do.”

“And do you understand?”

“No. Do you?”

“In part. They're going to try to control the depression first,
using a type of cell grafting. It works very well in the treatment
of Ms. Elliot—Dr. Hamlin—thinks it can be applied to your
husband’s condition as well.”

“I don’t see how, but then, I have no medical background
whatsoever.” The woman'’s gaze sharpened and dug into
Annette’s composure. “You're a doctor, Ms. Geller. More to the
point, you're his doctor. What do you think of this?”

Don’t ask me that. “I'm...neutral, I suppose.” Liar. “My first
duty is to your husband’s welfare. He voluntarily applied to Dr.
Hamlin to take part in his research-"

“In the hope that it meant a cure.” Deborah slid forward in
her chair. “You have don’t know what it means to him to believe
this is genetic and not...emotional.” She looked suddenly
embarrassed. “That was stupid thing to say. Of course, you
know—ryou're his psychiatrist.”

Annette raised her hand. “No, please. You're right. I don’t
know what it means to him, because he’s never discussed it with
me. I had no idea he was following developments in
neurobiology. My degree in psychology doesn’t make me
omniscient, Deborah. You...you think this an important
development, then. That his expectations are high?”

“Oh, yes. Oh, yes, of course. He can handle the idea that
there’s something wrong with his body. But to think there’s
something wrong with his mind—that’s terrifying.”

Annette glanced down at her hands. Her fingers were
knotted together like a bundle of jointed snakes, strangling each
other in a white-knuckled death grip. She made them slip apart
and lie benignly in her lap. “Deborah, Brooke needs to be aware
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that this could be a false trail. That he could find himself right
back where he started—fighting depression from the inside. In
fact, I want him to remain in counseling during the treatments.”

“Oh, of course. Dr. Hamlin said it was essential that he have
counseling during the treatment process. For patience. He'll
have to have so much patience.”

Patience. More than she seemed to have. Annette wanted to
storm Elliot’s office and demand results. Miracles, Dr. Hamlin.
Give us miracles. And give them now.

She swam that evening until she was exhausted, sat in the
hot tub until she was limp, and went home too tired to
contemplate resistance or patience or anything else. Elliot called
to see if she wanted to go out to a movie. No, she said, she’d just
read the book. She didn’t want to see someone else’s conceptions
of The Land Between Two Rivers. That would ruin it for her.

She went to bed early instead, and dreamed of driving a car
too fast on a rain-slick road. Of not being able to find the brake
pedal. All night long she swerved drunkenly through her own

backcountry. By morning she was exhausted.
+ + +

“How do you feel?”

Brooke sat back in the overstuffed chair and smiled. “Good.
Tired. Good.”

Annette nodded encouragingly. “Good?”

“Yeah. I feel...” Brooke rolled his eyes up to the ceiling and
laughed. “This is going to sound silly, but I asked Deb that just
after she had Valerie.’'How do you feel?” She came up with tired,
cozy, spent, fuzzy and radiantly exhausted. That’s how I feel, I
guess. Like I've just had a baby. Radiantly exhausted.”

“It’s too early to feel any effects from the graft,” Annette
observed, cautious.
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“Oh, I know. It’s just knowing. You know—knowing that it’s
just a cocked-up gene not a-a ghost.”

N

He raised his hand. “Not literally. You know what I mean.
Something...supernatural in the sense that you can’t make it go
away. There’s no medicine for it, no remedy. You can’t even pin
it down, put a name on it. These enzyme’s of Dr. Hamlin’s—they
have names. And they have jobs. Now, we just have to find out
who’s loafing.”

Oh, how easy that sounds. “It’s not that simple, Brooke. I
think you know that...don’t you?” She turned the statement
quickly into a question.

“It’s simpler,” he said, “than sifting through complexes and
compulsions and...” He grimaced. “Ghosts. Chimeras.”

And what does that make me—a witch doctor? “What if they
never isolate the enzyme?”

“Oh, they will. I might not be alive to benefit from it, but Dr.
Hamlin or someone like him will isolate it.”

Annette spread her hands. “So you're willing to resign
yourself to it, then?”

“Resign myself?” He read the ceiling for a moment. “I
hadn’t really looked at it that way. I guess I feel like I have a
point of reference now. When I feel that...pumping start in the
back of my head—the Nightmare Generator, I call it—I can at
least say I know what’s going on. I can...isolate it. Deal with it.”

“And that helps?”

“Yes. God, of course it helps! Doesn’t it always help to know
what you're fighting?”

“But it’s out of your control, doesn’t that bother you?”

“Doctor, it’s always been out of my control. I just didn’t
know it. Didn’t want to admit it.” He leaned forward in the
chair, hands clasped between his knees. “Do you have any idea
what it feels like to fail yourself over and over again? That’s
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what it was like all those years I spent in therapy, knowing I had
this disease, not knowing where the hell it came from or why.
All my doctors led me to believe I could control it. You led me to
believe it. And every time I lost control and the Nightmare
Generator went off on one of its maniac jaunts, I felt like a total
and complete failure. A traitor...to myself and to the people who
depend on me. I started wondering if deep down inside I wasn’t
just like one of those little nested dolls. The kind you open up
and find another, smaller doll inside? Selves within selves,
complexes within complexes. Maybe, I thought, I want to fail. I
want pity. I like guilt. I'm punishing myself for... not being able
to save my father’s life.”

She started to leap on that and caught herself. “Do you think
that’s a possibility?” she asked neutrally.

He chuckled. “Sure. I did feel guilty about my father’s death.
If I'd been a better son, he wouldn’t have killed himself. I don’t
believe that, of course, especially not now. But the thought does
occur. But don’t you see? Anyone would feel like that under the
circumstances. Anyone. But because of the gene, what might
have been just an occasional, nagging doubt became...a
nightmare. All my doubts, all my fears, all my unhappinesses
ran away with me.” He paused and looked down at his
interlaced fingers. “Run away with me.”

“But you think you can control it—the Nightmare
Generator?”

He shook his head. “No. But now I know where it lives.”

+ 4+ +

“I can’t help him, anymore, Elliot.”

She might have been a bit of data that had refused to behave
itself, the way he looked at her. “That’s absurd. Of course, you
can help him.”
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“This isn’t my field. This is your field. I don’t know what I'm
doing here.”

“This isn’t a competition, Annette. Brooke needs both of us.
He needs me to isolate the problem and you to help him deal
with waiting. He’s still a manic-depressive. He still hallucinates.
His brain is still overwhelmed by the impulses that cause both
disorders. It doesn’t matter that the cause is physiological rather
than psychogenic. The effects are psychological.”

“I might as well resort to beads and rattles.”

“Don’t knock beads and rattles. If that helps Brooke stay in
control-"

“He can’t stay in control, dammit! There’s nothing for him to
do but wait.”

“Then, for God’s sake, help him wait. You're a psychiatrist,
Annette. You have a degree in behavioral psych. Use it.”

“How? How, use it?” What was that look? Was that pity?
Frustration? She couldn’t tell, but it unraveled the last of her
objectivity and she felt like hitting him. Or crying.

Too close. We're too close for this to work. She opened her
mouth to say that, but he was talking.

“You've counseled terminal patients, haven’t you?”

The question disoriented her. She spent a dazed moment
trying to see the connection. She shook her head. “No. No I
haven’t.”

Elliot pulled his eyes away and began toying with a
paperweight on his desk. “Out of choice or never been called
upon?”

“I..Ihave been approached, but...” She felt in her pockets for
lint. “I've usually referred them to other doctors. Specialists.”

“Why?”

“I'm...not...a specialist in that area.”

“Don’t you mean you don’t want to be a specialist in that

area?”
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She stared at the blond forelock that shielded his eyes from
hers. “Switching fields, Elliot?”

“What is it about terminals you don’t like?”

“1 didn’t say-"

“I know what you didn’t say. What is it about terminals
that...disturbs you?”

“I'm not disturbed by-"

“Why don’t you want to deal with them, Annette? Why do
you avoid dealing with them?”

She crossed her arms tight over her chest. “All right,

Dr. Hamlin. Since you seem to know me better than I know
myself, you tell me why I avoid dealing with terminal patients.”

“Because you can’t control what happens to them.”

Outrage flooded her ears with hot, stinging blood. “I can’t- I
can’t control what happens to them? God Almighty, Elliot, you
make me sound like some kind of control freak! Annette, who
would be God!”

He was shaking his head.

“Is that really what you think of me? As a professional? As a
person?”

“Well, you are just the tiniest bit of a control freak. But that’s
not really what this is about, I don’t think.” He smiled, which
only poured fuel on her fire.

“You don’t believe in what I do, do you? You don’t believe
in psychiatry as a valid science.”

He waggled his head. “Belief? It’s not a religion, ‘Nette. It is
a science and an art, but like any other methodology, it has its
domain. I think in this case psychiatry has to share a kingdom
with neurobiology. I can deal with the concrete business of
irregular molecular ferries and genetic disorder. Slowly, surely,
we’re learning more and more about what makes the human
animal tick. But, I need someone like you to handle the human

consequences. Brooke needs someone like you.”
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“Someone like me, maybe, but not me. I can’t do anything
for him but sit and listen. I don’t even know what questions to
ask him anymore.”

“Ask him how he feels.”

Annette took a deep breath and felt her face cool. “I'm going
to turn Brooke’s case over to another therapist.”

Elliot hung his head and she believed for a moment it was in
contrition. But when he looked at her again what she saw in his
eyes was disappointment. “I never thought you were a quitter,
"Nette,” he said.

+ 4+ +

She turned Brooke over to a resident psychologist who dealt,
largely, with terminal cancer patients and AIDS victims. She saw
him only rarely and in passing, and saw Elliot less. She heard
about both of them, though. She had a girlfriend on Elliot’s staff
who kept her abreast of developments, and she spent her lunch
hours in the cafeteria where she would be sure to hear any talk
among the residents.

“Were you listening?”

Annette pulled her eyes away from the row of French doors
that opened onto the patio. Suzanne Murphy gazed up at her
over a turkey sandwich dripping with alfalfa sprouts.

“I'm sorry, Suz. I guess I wasn’t. You were, um, saying
something about dopamine?”

Suzanne nodded. “That’s what they thought it was at first,
dopamine flooding the neural network. Elly was proceeding on
that idea, but...” She shrugged. “False track. Dopamine levels
were normal even during critical episodes.”

She’d captured Annette’s full attention. “He’s had... critical

episodes? Bad ones?”
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“There’s such a thing as a good one?” Suzanne shrugged
again. “It’s been difficult for him. Difficult for his family.”

“How is he responding to Dr. Faizi?”

“He likes her, well enough, but I think he feels more
comfortable with you. You've been with him longer.” She
glanced at the rising pile of sprouts on her plate. “It was hard for
him to have to switch therapists at such a critical juncture.”

Damn. “I'm sorry. Ijust didn’t feel like I was doing him any
good.”

“I think you underestimate yourself.”

Annette ignored that. “So what'’s the current line of attack? If
it’s not dopamine, then what is it?”

“Well, we're all pretty sure Elliot’s right about the flooding.
The indications are all there. Brooke gets a shot of adrenaline, a
charge of emotion and, where the charge should normally shut
off and dilute, it keeps snowballing until he’s completely
overwhelmed. That points to at least one enzyme that’s not
doing its job. It’s getting the emotional messages out into the
neural junction, but its not picking up after itself... Reminds me
of my eldest son.”

Annette glanced up at her. She was grinning lopsidedly,
turkey dangling from the half-eaten sandwich. Annette had to
smile. “That simple, huh? An adolescent enzyme?”

“Well, more or less. Transporter proteins, to be more
specific. Well, we’ve eliminated dopamine as the offender. It
could be...any number of other neurotransmitters. GABA,
nrepinephrine, serotonin. It’s a matter of trial and error at this
point.”

“So let’s say you find the guilty party. Then what?”

“You ought to have Elliot explain this to you. He’d do a
much better job of it.”

“Yes, well. I haven’t spoken to Elliot for a while.”
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“I thought as much. You ought to, you know...speak to him.
It’s been hard on him, too. The stress, having you...disappear on
him.”

“I haven’t disappeared.”

“Might as well have.”

“Besides, he’s got to be loving this. This is his passion—
neurobiology, genetics. This is what he lives for.”

“Huh. Man does not live by neurobiology alone.” Suzanne
studied her for a moment, making her feel naked and
transparent.

“Look, I don’t know what’s gone haywire between the two
of you, but I really think you ought to talk about it.”

Annette started to issue a defense, but Suzanne waved the
sandwich to forestall her. “Ignore me. I'm just a nosy, backseat-
driving yenta. It’s your life, hon. You're drivin’ the car.”

Driving the car. Funny she should say that. It reminded
Annette forcibly of her nightmares. Of cars without brakes. Cars
with steering wheels that broke off in her hands. She was
driving the car. Brooke couldn’t drive his.

Something had made of his waking moments what she only
encountered in nightmares—forced him to live what “normal”
people like Annette Geller only dreamed. A Nightmare
Generator.

And Elliot might—just might—be able to pull the plug.

When Elliot paged her that afternoon, she was already on
her way to his office. She surprised him by appearing within ten
seconds of his page.

“That was fast.”

“] was already on my way,” she admitted. “I wanted to
apologize for my behavior and to say...that if you still need my
help, I'll gladly offer it.”

He swept a hand through his hair, making the pale forelock
stand almost on end. “Not a moment too soon. Brooke...is
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having a very difficult time just now. We’ve been tracking
transporter molecules for eons of weeks and it’s getting harder
and harder for him to wait it out.”

“The pineal grafts-?”

He made a dismissive gesture. “Limited effectiveness. It
takes more to kick him into a manic episode, but when he goes,
he goes just as deep.”

“Suzanne tried to explain to me about the neurotransmitters
and the flooding.”

His expression changed. “Yeah. Yeah.” He stood up and
came around his desk, hands gesturing. “We’re on the right
track here, I just know it. I can feel it. It's just a matter of
isolating the neurotransmitters that are flooding, then
backtracking to the transporter molecules responsible for
cleaning them up.”

Annette sat down in his patient chair and folded her hands
in her lap. “Enlighten me, doctor. What’s the mechanism?”

Elliot perched on the edge of his desk. Lecture pose, thought
Annette, and realized how much she’d missed him.

“Okay, look. In response to stimulus, neurotransmitters
deliver a chemical message from one nerve cell to another. Be
sad. Be happy. Get your hand off the stove. That sort of thing. So
far so good?”

She nodded.

“When the stimulus ends, the transporter proteins or
molecules, which are enzymes by the way, are supposed to ferry
the neurotransmitters back to the cell of origin.”

“Clean up committee.”

“Exactly. Only in Brooke’s case, there is no clean up
committee. The synapses stay flooded with the neurotransmitter
and the system is overwhelmed.”

“Assuming you isolate the lazy transporter, then what?”
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“Then, the serious work starts. We isolate, from Brooke’s
brain, the DNA sequences that create the transporter proteins,
which, in turn, target the problem neurotransmitter or
transmitters. We should be able to insert those sequences into
lab grown cells and cause them to produce the needed
transporters. Then, we'll re-introduce the healthy, productive
cells back into Brooke’s body.”

“That probably means more grafting, then. And what, bone
marrow transplants?”

“Possibly. But we're close, Annette. Really close.”

Annette nodded. “So, suddenly Brooke is having trouble
waiting? Now, when you're so close to a solution?”

“Not exactly, doc. Don’t fly off looking for self-immolation
complexes. He’s running true to form. It’s guilt.”

“Guilt? Oh, Valerie-”

Elliot shook his head. “No. Valerie doesn’t have the gene.
Brooke feels guilty that so many people are putting so much
time and money and effort into solving his little, insignificant, if-
I-die-it-will-go-away problem. He doesn’t think he’s worth it.”

“Doesn’t think he’s worth it? Does he realize what’s riding
on this research for other depressives?”

Elliot gestured at the door. “Go give him hell, doc.”

“What about Dr. Faizi? Hasn'’t she been able to help? She’s
so good with the terminal patients-”

He was shaking his head. “Annette, Brooke isn’t terminal.
He’s a relatively young man, with a young family and a lot of
living to do. A totally different scenario. Brooke isn’t dealing
with a biological fact that will affect the way he dies—unless
commits suicide. He’s dealing with a biological fact that will
affect the way he lives. He’s not surrendering control. He’s
fighting to achieve it for the first time in his life.”

“A faceless enemy,” murmured Annette. “That’s what he’s

been fighting. Only your work could give the enemy a face.”
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“It’s easier to fight what you can see.”

“And understand,” she added. “And control.” She got up
and smoothed her jacket. “Where’s Brooke now? I'd like to see
him.”

“In Observation.”

She nodded and moved to the door. “You were right, you
know. About the control issue. I was terrified of not being able to
stay in control of Brooke’s progress. I was terrified for him and
for me.”

“Because you care,” said Elliot. “That’s what you didn’t wait
around to hear that day two months and seven days ago when
you stormed out of here in a high dudgeon. You wanted to
control Brooke’s progress because you care about him. I knew
that.”

Annette grimaced and waggled her head. “So much for my
professional objectivity.”

“Oh, to hell with your objectivity. I like you this way.”

“Enough to marry me?”

“I never took the wedding off my calendar.” The tone of his
voice caused much dancing among her own neurotransmitters.
She didn’t care if the clean-up crew took the rest of eternity off.

“Dinner tonight?” she asked.

He nodded. “And a movie?” His eyes glinted.

“What's playing?”

“The Land Between Two Rivers.”

“But I just read the book and-” She made a wry face. “Ah.
The control freak strikes again. The movie sounds great. Right
now, I'm going to go do my job. I'm going to tell Brooke
Burchard just what I think he’s worth.”
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+ 4+ +

Brooke Burchard sat at a window table, a book open in front
of him, his eyes on something outside. He was haggard,
lost-looking. It was enough to make Annette want to cry out,
“Unfair!” Unfair to booby trap someone’s body. Unfair to fill it
with miniature terrorists that could hold an entire life hostage.
Especially unfair to such a remarkable man as Brooke Burchard.

Who might not be so remarkable, Annette realized, without
his particular torment to shape him. Is there really no such thing
as complete darkness?

She stirred slightly in the doorway of his room, folding her
arms over her chest in a reproving pose. “Elliot tells me you've
been causing trouble.”

He glanced up at her—a quick parry of the eyes, followed by
a downward feint. He dog-eared the page of his book, worrying
it.

She entered the room, allowing the door to close behind her,
and took the seat opposite him at the little table. “I owe you an
apology,” she said. “A heartfelt apology. I'm sorry, Brooke. I'm
sorry I let you down.”

His eyes swung upward again, gauging, reading. He shook
his head. “You don’t owe me anything. I'm the one who should
apologize. I've been so much trouble.”

“No. I'm the problem, here, not you. I want to try to explain
to you why I quit on you.”

“I understand-"

“No. I don’t think so. Brooke, you could do me a big favor, if
you would.”

“What could I do for you?”

“Listen to me. You've told me about your nightmares. I'd
like to tell you about mine.”

He nodded, wariness covering his eyes like a shield.



424 I Loved Thy Creation

“Just before I...abandoned you to Dr. Faizi-” He started to
protest, and she raised her hand. “No. I did abandon you. No
excuse for that, but I want you to understand why. Just before
that, I started having nightmares. Nightmares about driving a
car with no brakes over an icy road. About losing control of the
car and crashing. I failed, Brooke. I failed to control the car. And
it scared me.

“I quit because I couldn’t control what was happening to
you. I wanted to cure you, I guess, with my bare hands. I
thought, somehow, that when Elliot found a biological
determinant in your case, it took you out of my control. And that
if  wasn’t in control, I couldn’t help. But you never were in my
control to begin with.”

She glanced down at her hands, folded on the table. “The
truth is, we’re more complex creatures than I realized and
more...integrated, I guess. Somehow, I saw Elliot’s province as
the body and mine as the mind, and I couldn’t see that those
provinces are not as separate as I would have them be. I can’t do
anything about that gene. Elliot can. But I can help you through
the process of dealing with it...if you'll have me back.”

He looked doubtful. “You're sure you want to do that? I've
been so much trouble. You people are trying so hard to cure me
and I'm hardly worth-"

She grasped both his hands, curtailing their torture of the
book. “That’s our job, Brooke. It's what we do. But before you
write yourself off as a waste of time, let me admit something to
you. I told your wife once that a Ph.D. in psychology doesn’t
make someone omniscient. Truth is, it doesn’t necessarily give
them clear insights into their own workings. You've done that,
though. You've given me insights I've never had.”

He almost smiled, his mouth tugging tentatively upward at
the corners. “I've helped you?”
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She nodded. “Everybody has a Nightmare Generator,
Brooke. You're not alone in that. You helped me recognize
mine...and control it. I owe you one. And a lot of other people
are going to owe you, too, once Elliot comes through with his
part in this.”

“How do you figure that? I won't have done anything.”

“You'll have stayed alive. You'll have shown other people
with this disorder that the search for a cure is worth wading
through the nightmares and exorcising the ghosts. Maybe that
will give them the courage to do what you’'ve done. You can
be...a role model.”

He laughed outright at that. “Me? A role model?”

“You've been that for me. You know yourself well, Brooke,
because you've had to. That’s more than a lot of us so-called
‘normal’ people can claim. We who do not have to fight for
sanity may take it a bit too lightly.”

He ducked his head—an odd, bashful gesture. “That
thought had occurred to me.” He looked up at her, smile
complete and roguish.

She laughed. “Somehow, Brooke, that doesn’t surprise me....
So, do I have my old job back?”

He nodded.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Thank you.” He extended his hand to her over the table.

She took it, shook it, and rose to leave. “I'd better check in at
my office. See what other lessons I can learn today.”

“Dr. Geller...”

“Annette.”

He nodded diffidently. “Annette. Thank you for sharing
your nightmares with me. Somehow a nightmare shared is.. just
a bad dream.”

Warmth. She looked at him sitting there in his hospital
blues, weary and vulnerable and hopeful, and felt it flood from
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core to extremities. So much for my objectivity. “We’ll share some

good ones, too,” she told him, “I can feel it in my synapses.”
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Pipe Dreams

A story of science fiction

Pipe Dreams was originally published in Analog Science
Fiction in 1997 and is the result of a challenge between myself
and two other writers: the first one of us to use the phrase
“Ambush two tangerines” in a published story would be treated
to dinner by the other two. The source of that phrase is alluded
to in the story itself. That the main character, a defense
programmer, is a Bahd'i is revealed only subtly, largely through
the contents of his subconscious, which conditions even the

symbols he embeds in his computer code.
+ + +

It was a normal day for Beckett Hodge. Which is to say an
extraordinary day, for Beckett Hodge attracted extraordinary
situations, things, and people the way black pants attract white
cat hair.

Beckett—'Beck’ to wife and friends—was, to outward
appearances, an archetype—the mild-mannered and somewhat
nerdish professor of Computer Science, habitually forgetful and
distracted, his mind engaged in a never-ending background
computation. He did not drink; he did not swear; he forgot his
own birthday and resorted to electronic wizardry to remember
his wife’s. He was a renowned lecturer and an author, too, of
thick, arcane tomes about Al, nano-tech and enviro-
programming, every one written in what his wife, Marian, called
‘technese.’

In Beckett’s head, he was a fictioneer—a storyteller—though
no one had ever read a word of his fiction. The clutter of
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scientific and academic accomplishments was merely a source of
income, something he just did, the same way that he breathed,
ate, slept, and performed other necessary functions.

Beckett Hodge wanted people to be as impressed with his
fiction as they were with the rest of the things he did, but as he
approached his thirty-sixth birthday, that goal seemed no closer
than it had the day he first opened a word processor file to write
about something other than neural nets, bio-computing, and
self-policing Al security systems.

He was bemused by his academic publisher’s lack of interest
in seeing a work of fiction with his name on it. “You write like a
programmer,” Terrence Lance had said, upon reading Beck’s
synopsis for a novel. When Beckett failed to see the problem
with that, he’d added, “Write what you know, Beck.”

Beck disregarded the commentary. After all, the fellow
edited and published textbooks, not novels. He had downloaded
the synopsis to three publishers anyway, using his academic
credits to get a foot in the electronic door. Nearly six months
later, he was still waiting for the door to budge.

He put that out of mind now and assembled his lecture
notes, penned neatly on yellow legal paper. He loved the feel of
paper between his fingers, the smell of it when he flipped a
page. It was a soothing touch of realism for a mind that
habitually courted the abstract. He loved the smell of magazines
and books, too. In his vivid imagination, the pages that held his
own fiction were especially savory.

He brought his mind firmly back to the here and now—not
usually so difficult a thing for a man who lived for the
nano-second—and began his lecture on the dynamics of
programming the mood-sensitive entertainment system.

The hall was packed; students stood along the walls and in
every nook and cranny that would hold a body. Beck knew his
peers speculated about his popularity—was it the subject matter
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or the fact that he reminded his students of a Disney character
who might any moment begin lecturing on “flubber” instead of
silicon?

When the lecture was over, Beck had a series of
appointments: One with the head of the Life-Science
department, one with the board of directors of a major financial
institution, the third with his government liaison, Colonel
Traynor. The department head wanted him to consider teaching
another class in nano-programming, the bankers wanted to
commission him to design one of his patented security systems
for their customers’ valuables, Traynor was negotiating
enhancements to a security and defense system Beck had put in
place the year before for the Department of Defense.

He didn’t want to teach another class in nano-tech, and said
as much. He found it difficult to concentrate during the meeting
with the contingent from First Continental Finance. He accepted
the job with his mind on how he might punch up the opening of
his latest attempt at a novel, saw the bankers out of his office,
and settled in to grab half an hour of writing time before his
military escort arrived to take him to his next meeting.

He wasn’t certain he really wanted the First Continental job
—it would distract him just that much more from his writing--
but he supposed Marian would think him foolish to turn it
down. And as to the military contract, he disliked working with
the government in a vague, abstract way. They were an
incredibly paranoid group of people. He had difficulty thinking
the way they did, but Marian said that was because he was
naive.

The thought brought a smile to his wide lips. Marian could
say things like that and mean them as compliments.

To Beck, the DOD was a paradox: Having determined never
to use their deadly arsenal of nuclear weaponry, they must now

make certain no one else could use it either. It was as if a man
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had purchased a gun to protect his home and family, only to
decide he couldn’t bring himself to point it at anyone and pull
the trigger. It was therefore necessary to go to great lengths to
hide the gun, to lock it away in a series of increasingly
forbidding vaults, complete with booby traps. The whole idea
seemed absurd, and despite the fact that the contract would
bring him several million dollars by completion, he would have
still cheerfully advised the government to simply get rid of the
gun—or at the very least to unload it and throw the bullets
away. Instead they had opted for a vault. Now, they wanted it
strengthened and enlarged.

The meeting with Traynor was cordial and orderly and Beck
could hardly wait to get away. Specs in hand, he had the driver
take him straight home. He was in a hurry to get into his office
to get to work. The notes on the first chapter of his novel were
burning a hole in his briefcase.

Marian was already home. “Took off early,” she said,
handing him a glass of orange juice. “Had a lunch meeting with
Liz Harris. Lord, that woman gives me a headache. Acts like
she’s our only account. You have e-mail from a publisher.”

It took him a full five seconds to catch that, even though
he’d had ten years of practice sorting through the diverse
information his wife could layer into her dialogue.

“I what?”

“I checked the mail.” He was already on his way into the
office, orange juice sloshing; she raised her voice. “Some guy
named Bourbon—Seton House, I think.”

The name was Laurence Bourbon. The publisher was Sefton
House. The message made a sharp, shrill tingle of anticipation
vibrate up Beck’s spine: I'm going to be in Boston next week and I'd
like to meet you and discuss your manuscript. You have some very
interesting ideas and I think we can work together. Lunch Tuesday at
the Sheraton? Please let me know if this is agreeable. His Internet
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address followed. There was a 3-D scan with the message,
showing a smiling man, probably above middle age, with
sparkling dark eyes and distinguished streaks of gray in his dark
hair and beard.

Shaking, Beck dropped into his chair and logged onto the
Net. I find it very agreeable, he sent back. Around one? I have classes
until noon. He sent back a canned scan of himself so Bourbon
would be able to recognize him.

The reply came while he was sitting there staring at the
original e-mail, sipping but not tasting his orange juice. “You
have mail,” the computer informed him.

One is fine. Meet you in the main lobby. I look forward to it.

Beck felt a hand on his shoulder, followed almost
immediately by warm lips at his ear. “You're shaking,” Marian
murmured. “I used to do that to you, once.”

Beck was not so much the absent-minded professor as to
miss that cue. “Why don’t we go into town tonight? We’ll have
dinner and go for a long walk in the Commons.”

She was watching his hand where it lay atop the keyboard,
fingers just caressing the keys. “We’ll grab a quick bite at
Giovanni’s and come home. That’ll give you about three hours
to work on chapter one. Be in bed by eleven.” She left him alone
to save his precious messages and read the rest of his mail then,
swaggering out of the room swirling her orange juice in the
rounded glass as if it were expensive brandy in a snifter. He
noticed—he always did notice—how lithe she was, how long
and catlike. She walked like a gunslinger. He, nerd, wondered
how he had ever managed to snare a Marian.

The rest of the week was a blur of lectures and
programming and anticipation. He got a lot of work done on the
Pentagon Piece, as he called it, adding subtle and not so subtle

nuances to his existing system. And he actually made a decent
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start on the Bank Vault program as well. Surprising, considering
that in every spare moment he was noodling with the novel.

Marian’s business partner, Ruby, thought that was silly,
“Considering,” she said, “that someone’s shown interest in the
book as is.”

“He may want changes,” Beck told her.

“Mm-hmm, but will he want the ones you're making?”

That disconcerted him so much he spent Saturday and
Sunday fully engaged in his programming with only half an
afternoon out to go bike riding with Marian (his concession to
her insistence on regular exercise) and start work on a short
story which would no doubt end up in the same electronic file
folder all his other unpublished short stories ended up in. He’d
never had the temerity to publish even one of them on the Net. It

wasn’t anonymous enough.
+ + +

The Sheraton was corporately bland in its ostentatiousness;
it’s foyer gleamed with brass that reflected only muted beiges
and peaches. The potted foliage that decorated the place wasn't
real, nor was it intended to look real. It was intended to look
alien. It didn't. It looked like naked, airbrushed manzanita and
cinchona spangled with tiny faux seed pearls or draped with
locks of gold and peach silk that gave the impression of
poodle-dyed Spanish Moss.

Beck eyed it with vague queasiness as he waited for the
concierge to check him through to the elevator to the Tower
suites. He was impressed in the extreme. He’d thought that the
wealth in the publishing industry was invested in those who
wrote, published, or owned the movie rights to the latest
multi-generational saga, horror classic, or mucus-making
romance. That Laurence Bourbon could afford such
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accommodation set him to musing about the differences
between academic and commercial publishing. No textbook
editor he knew could afford such luxury.

Bourbon was a tall man, Beck’s height or better, dapperly
dressed in a suit with gleaming white shirt and red silk tie—an
Ascot, not a Windsor. He was polished, urbane, even suave, yet
his face seemed open, friendly. Humor sparkled in his dark eyes.
Beck liked him immediately and allowed his hopes to rise. More
so, when he saw a printed copy of his manuscript sitting in the
middle of the round, glass-topped table at which Bourbon bid
him seat himself.

“Dr. Hodge,” the publisher said expansively, sitting
opposite him.

“Uh, Beckett, please...or Beck...whichever.”

There was a carafe of coffee on the table; Bourbon spoke as
he poured. “Beckett, then. I'm very glad we could meet like this.
And on such short notice.” He put down the carafe and laid both
hands flat on the manuscript. “I don’t mind telling you, this is
quite a book.”

Beck could feel his skin flushing. “I don’t mind hearing it.
I'm surprised you actually wasted the paper to print it. Surely, a
cyber-reader...”

“False modesty, Beckett, seldom impresses an editor. This is
a good book. Very solid. Exciting plot. Interesting characters.
Especially Martin, your programmer/mage. Your knowledge of
programming certainly comes through.”

Beck chuckled. “My textbook editor says I write like a
programmer. He’s suggested to me that I should stick to
academics and leave fiction to people with imagination.”

Bourbon shook his head. “I can only think he’s afraid of
losing you to fiction. This novel shows a vivid imagination. At

the same time, you apply your science extremely well. I'm
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impressed...obviously, or I wouldn’t be here. I hope you don’t
mind my idle chatter, but I like to get to know my writers.”

His writers. Beck had the absurd desire to grin. He gave in to
it and hid the grin in his coffee.

“Now, as to possible contracts,” Bourbon continued, then
shot a glance at his watch. “I've an appointment shortly—could
you drop by this evening...oh, around seven-ish? We could
discuss terms..?” He spread his hands, leaving the ball in Beck’s
court.

Beck was ready to jump at that but remembered before he’d
opened his mouth to accept, that Marian had no idea what was
going on. “Can we do it tomorrow? My wife and I have a rule.
We never make last minute, solo plans without consulting each
other—especially after hours.”

Bourbon’s brows twitched. “There’s the phone.”

“She’s on a buying expedition today. It...it wouldn’t be fair
to her to spring this on her. She might have—er—plans for us
this evening.” He flushed, hoping Bourbon wouldn’t inquire as
to what kind of plans.

“ A possessive woman, your wife?”

Beck had the impression the questioning tone was tacked on
as an after thought. “No, she’s not really. Well, I mean, she is—
but we both are. It’s hard to explain, but we both have such
hectic schedules and put in such long days; our time together is
very precious to both of us. Tomorrow, maybe...” He trailed off,
feeling vaguely idiotic—like a man who’s won the lottery only to
balk at having to go down to the bank to pick up the check.

Bourbon’s smile was quick and bright. “Tomorrow’s fine.
Some more coffee?”

Beck relaxed into the depths of his chair as they discussed
some changes to the manuscript—all of which seemed
impossibly minor. He left the Sheraton riding the crest of an
adrenaline wave, eager to bring Bourbon a slightly reworked
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first chapter. He got home, had the house play an entire library
of Vivaldi and Blue Oyster Cult, and worked on the book for
what only seemed like minutes before Marian’s appearance at
his office door interrupted him.

“What're you doing home?” she asked, brow wrinkling.
“Don’t you have classes this afternoon?”

He stared at her for a full two seconds before he realized she
was right. He did have classes this afternoon—or rather, he
would have, if he’d remembered to go to them. Swift heat
suffused his skin. “I...”

“Lost all track of time,” Marian finished for him. She
laughed, leaned over and kissed his forehead. “Beck, honey, I
think you're halfway to discovering the secret of time travel.”

“What’s up?” The female voice came over Marian’s shoulder
from the doorway.

Beck mumbled, “Hi, Ruby,” and tried to decide whether he
should get up and race down to the campus in an attempt to
retrieve his last class of the day, or to just call in and plead that
he’d felt ill (cough, cough), taken a nap and...lost all track of
time.

Marian’s partner, Ruby Wilson sauntered into his office,
arms folded across her substantial chest and said, “You’re not
supposed to be here.”

“Save file,” he told the computer. He looked up at her. “Are
you having a secret meeting?”

The two women glanced at each other. “Yes,” said Ruby,
“we're part of a coven of cyber-witches and we're having a ritual
sacrifice this afternoon in your backyard.”

“No, no.” Marian shook her head. “That’s Tuesday. Today is
the secret swearing-in ceremony for the new members...and, of
course—"

“The orgy,” finished Ruby, nodding. “How could I forget?”
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“So are you just going to sit there?” Marian had folded her
arms across her chest, too, and was glancing between him and
the antique walnut wall clock that hung over the mantelpiece.
“Shouldn’t you go over and catch the fallout?”

“I could call...”

“You could,” agreed Marian, “but then again, you could still
catch your last class.”

Beck glanced at his computer screen—longingly. His sense
of responsibility kicked in hard. He saved the file a second time,
idled the machine, popped out the memory core, pocketed it and
headed for his car.

The two women watched him from the lanai at the front of
the house, side by side, waving at him. Like conspirators, he
thought, then wondered where the hell that had come from. It
came to him as a surprise that he hadn’t told Marian about his
book deal. It came to him as an even greater surprise that he was
reluctant to tell her. He was a man who often dealt in secrets,
and, because of this, he shared everything he could with Marian.
It was odd, he thought, that this secret was one he rather
relished keeping.

He was just able to salvage his last class, then logged onto
the school Net to apologize to the students he had stranded,
promising not to let it happen again. Then he went home. Ruby
was gone when he got there, and Marian, fresh from a shower,
was sipping orange juice on the lanai while the house audio
system gave forth the sylvan sounds of a Northwest Coast rain
forest.

“So, talk to me,” she said, when he’d kissed her forehead
and folded himself into the seat across from her at the bistro
table. “How was the appointment this morning?”

He hesitated, but the secret refused to remain a secret. He
grinned. “It was terrific, Marian. Absolutely terrific. This guy
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really likes my book. Really likes it. He had some suggestions for
improving the first couple of chapters-”

“Did you sign a contract?”

“Not yet, but-”

“You shouldn’t really make changes until you see the whites
of President Grant’s eyes.”

He stared at her, bemused. “He wants the book, Marian. He
just wants to see if I can correct a few things.”

She nodded. “What was the name of the publisher again? I
told Ruby it was Seton. She said I must’ve meant Sefton. It isn’t
Sefton, is it?”

“It’s...” He broke off and looked at her. That question had an
agenda behind it; he could tell by the tone of her voice and the
fact that she was gazing into the bottom of her OJ glass, not into
his eyes. “It’s Sefton. Why?”

“Do you know what their last big publication was?”

“Not right off hand.”

“Voice from a Burning Bush by Ibrahim X.”

Beck shook his head.

Marian leaned forward and grasped a handful of the hair at
the back of his head. “Sometimes, my beloved husband, you are
too much of a nerd to live. Ibrahim X was the self-proclaimed
ringleader of the Shalom/Salaam terrorist group. You might
have heard of them if you read the news we subscribe to. Sefton
made a killing on his book, which is basically a "how-to” manual
for wannabe terrorists and a self-serving justification for mass
murder. It generated a heated first amendment debate in
Congress and all sorts of bad press for Sefton, the net effect of
which was record book sales and handsome royalties for one
and all.” She stopped talking and just looked at him.

He waited a beat. “And?”
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Her grip on his hair tightened. “You're going to deal with
these people? People who’ve figured out a legal way to make a
buck from terrorism?”

Beck did not swear. Marian did occasionally, and he had no
doubt she would be doing it shortly if he did not answer her
questions in the appropriate manner. Beck, mounted on the
horns of a dilemma that was at once clear and impenetrable,
wished he did swear. A good solid, ‘hell’ or ‘“damn” would feel
somehow purging. Instead he asked, “Are you sure?”

“I'm sure about the book and the author. Ruby’s sure about
the publisher.” She let go of his hair. “Seriously, Beck. How can
you do business with people like that?”

“Sefton is a big company. I'm sure their fiction department-"

“Cop out.” She got up from the table, chair sliding back with
a metallic groan.

“Marian...”

“Cop out, cop out, cop out.” She disappeared into the house,
the door sliding behind her with a slight popping sound. The
rain forest fell silent. Some of Marian’s exits, Beck thought, really
ought to be followed by the sound of a door slamming.

They argued about it further over dinner. He refused to
make commitments of either feeling or intellect and she refused
to see what a rejection of Bourbon’s offer (or potential offer)
meant to him.

He was not good at verbalizing emotion, but in the eleventh
hour, he gave it a good shot. “Look, Marian. Try to understand. I
see the bigger moral issues, really I do. But they’re not my
issues. I just want to publish some science fiction. It has nothing
to do with Mr. X or his book. I may be a hot shot when it comes
to Al systems, but I'm nobody when it comes to fiction. Bourbon
could change that. This is something I've dreamed about for
years. For decades. My fiction in print, Marian. My name on a
book.”



Pipe Dreams 439

“And what about principles, Beckett? Your principles.”

He shook his head.

She went to see Ruby. He removed himself to his office and
pecked at his manuscript, all the while imagining the two of
them, hunched in a booth in their favorite latté bar, dissecting
his character as if he were a piece of bad fiction. In the backwash
of angst, his POV character took on a decidedly cynical bent.

Marian didn’t get home until after eleven, making a
mockery, Beck thought, of everything he’d said to Laurence
Bourbon about their “rules.” He was lying in bed, feeling a little
betrayed, when she lowered herself into bed next to him. They
drifted into sleep without touching.

+ 4+ +

By morning, Marian was curled in Beck’s arms and he had a
hazy memory of hot sex during which he had played a
decidedly non-aggressive role. He thought he’d dreamed of
Marian riding through a stormy sea dolphin-back. It was a
strangely erotic image. He wondered if he might make use of it
fictionally.

She fixed breakfast for him. That was an unspoken apology,
but she was still nettled by the whole terrorist thing. “You know,
it’s possible that your publisher friend even knows who Ibrahim
X is—and where he is.”

“I doubt it.”

“Well, think of it, Beck. Money has to change hands,
manuscripts have to be delivered. Even if it’s all done through
an agent of some sort, somebody must know something.”

He glanced up at her over the rim of his coffee cup. “And?”

“He’s wanted by the World Tribunal, for godsake. He’s a
criminal. If somebody knows where he is, they should turn him

”

in.
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“Look, Marian. ‘Somebody” knew where Salman Rushdie
was for years, but his enemies were kept in the dark until their
regime fell. These people are obviously clever.”

“So are you.”

Hair stood up on the back of his neck. “You want me to spy?
What—rvigilante espionage? I'm not a spy, Marian. I'm a
programmer.”

“A programmer whose business is to thwart spies.”

“Not even in the same county, Marian.” He got up and
collected his briefcase. “I'm a nerd. A nerd who writes science
fiction. If I wrote spy novels, I could see how you might get the
idea that I could do counter-espionage. But I don’t write spy
novels, and I'm not even going to be working with the editor
who handled the Burning Bush manuscript.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

He wasn't sure, but he pretended to be. What would a
science fiction editor be doing with a controversial non-fiction
manuscript? “Here’s another thought for you and Ruby to toss
around,” Beck said as he headed for the door. “What if the
whole thing’s a hoax? What if they got some ghost writer to
make all this up based on news files and just promoted it as the
real terrorist?”

“That’s dishonest. You're telling me you'd work with a
publisher you knew was dishonest?”

He left without answering the question.

+ 4+ +

He had only morning classes today and spent the afternoon
until nearly 3:00 working on his commercial programming
contract. The bank routines were proving problematic.
Continental wanted some of the same safeguards he had
incorporated into the DOD software, but national security
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dictated against his using the same code or anything remotely
like it. As a result, he had to come up with new approaches to
old problems—a nice enough challenge, but Beck was soon
frustrated with the number of times he had to pull himself up
short, realizing he was on too familiar ground.

At 3:15, he kept an appointment with Bourbon in his
Sheraton suite, bringing along his edited pages to show.
Bourbon read them in complete silence—not so much as a ‘hmm’
or a nod or a throat clearing to mark his progress. Beck sipped a
virgin daiquiri and wriggled like a middle-school kid at his first
dance.

In the end, the editor raised his head and smiled. “Good
edits, Beckett. I especially like the rougher edges you've put on
Martin James.” He paused, nodded. “I think we can work
together.” He rubbed his palms together in some sort of
symbolic gesture, then reached out to shake Beck’s hand. “Now,
about contracts. I'll have them downloaded from Sefton so you
can go over them tonight, review the terms and sign them at
your leisure. I'm going to be in town a few more days, as it
happens.”

Beck nodded. “Uh. Terms?”

“Well, in view of your other work—your scientific
publications, et al, I've been authorized to offer you an advance
of twenty thousand against royalties.”

Beck was still nodding. “Twenty that’s...that’s great.” Damn
Marian, anyway, he swore silently. He should have been savoring
this but wasn’t because she and Ruby had raised the shade of
Conscience. “Um, I was curious. Sefton published Voice from a
Burning Bush didn’t they?”

Bourbon’s eyebrows rose delicately. “Yes, we did.”

“You wouldn’t have been the editor to handle that property,
would you?”

“Why do you ask?”
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“My wife was...curious about how that sort of thing is
handled. I mean with the author being...who he is and all.” He
offered up a half-hearted smile. “I think she fancies I might get
into writing spy novels or something.”

Bourbon’s mouth tilted wryly. “I'm afraid I'm just a science
fiction editor. Mr. X did not enter Sefton through the servant’s
quarters, I assure you. He had an editor from the non-fiction side
of the aisle.”

Beck shook his head. “Servant’s quarters? I don’t get it.”

“Inside joke of the genre ghetto, Beckett. Finish your drink.
I'll get those contracts going.”

Beck glanced at his watch. “How long will it take to
download them? My wife...” He broke off, clearing his throat.
He was relieved when Bourbon didn’t react.

“I understand. It will take but a moment.”

During that moment, Bourbon came back to the table and
seated himself, pouring Beck a fresh, cold refill of creamy, pink
crushed ice. “You know, Beckett, I really hoped we’d have an
opportunity to talk programming. I've got this little Al project
I'm working on for Sefton—" He broke off with a
self-deprecatory smile. “Well, I'm only coordinating it, actually.
I'll probably hire a real programmer to do it, but I'd like to at
least help design it.”

Beck was immediately interested. “Oh? A maintenance
system, security—which?”

“A little of both, actually. You'd be surprised at the type of
security problems we have in the publishing industry. Especially
a house like Sefton that has a number of celebrity clients.”

Beck sipped at the daiquiri, trying to hide behind it. “Like
Ibrahim X?”

“Yes, like that. Like J. R. Koenig. I can’t tell you the number
of times our system has been hacked into and his manuscripts
downloaded and distributed over the Net before we can get
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them to press. There’s a lot of money lost there for our cyber-
press division, as you can imagine. Koenig even tried
downloading a manuscript to us under his wife’s name and e-
mail account. The hackers still got to it before we could publish
it.”

“Sounds like it could be an inside job,” Beck said. “Are you
sure you can trust everyone who’s working for you?”

Bourbon grimaced. “You may be right. And no, I'm not
certain of everyone in our employ. But I thought, perhaps with
your advice... I'm, em, not above taking advantage of this
situation. I hope you don’t mind.” His smile betrayed
embarrassment.

Beck flushed, smiling. “Of course not. I'd be happy to talk
shop with you.”

“Tomorrow night, perhaps? A late dinner here?”

“Ah...how late?”

“Ninish?”

“I don’t know if I can, on such short notice, but I'll try.” For
the first time, Beck felt a spark of resentment for Marian’s
possessiveness. It was embarrassing to seem so...well,
hen-pecked. He had the absurd desire to puff out his chest and
proclaim adamantly that he most certainly would be there for
dinner the next evening. He opened his mouth, but nothing
came out.

“I'd appreciate it,” said Bourbon. “I'm really quite stumped
by our hacker/thief.”

+ 4+ +

When Beckett left the Sheraton, he was surprised to find
himself standing on a lamp lit street. Somehow it had grown
dark while he chatted with Laurence Bourbon. Puzzling, but not
distractingly so. He drove home in a haze of buoyant cheer,
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ready to reconcile with Marian. But, though her car was parked
in the curving drive when he arrived home, the house was dark.

Out with Ruby, no doubt, who would commiserate with her
about having a husband who stood her up for dinner without
notice. The aroma of Kung Pao still hung in the kitchen, making
Beck salivate. Guilt warred with irritation and hunger. He
grabbed a white carton from the refrigerator and headed for his
office, deciding he’d work on the First Continental program
while he waited Marian out. He would save the contracts for
later, when he could savor them.

He slipped the memory core into the computer, put on VR
half-helm and gloves, and let himself into the program. It was a
bigger mess than he remembered—a crazy quilt of mismatched
security failsafes. He was deep into it, working on a lock for one
of the bank’s massive data vaults when a blinding flash of light
all but knocked him from his chair. His head felt suddenly cool
and light, as if—

“Beckett Hodge, what the hell are you doing?” Marian
emerged from the haze of light wearing a rumpled, over-large
Red Sox t-shirt, her short hair an auburn riot. She held his
half-helm in one white knuckled hand.

“I...was waiting for you.”

“To do what? Take up sleepwalking? Do you have any idea
how worried I've been? First I thought you’d mutated into a
jerk, and then I thought maybe you’d been kidnapped by
corporate spies or aliens or something, and then I started having
these visions of you lying in a ditch somewhere. Where were
you?”

“I had a meeting with Laurence Bourbon—you knew that.
He’s given me a contract to sign.”

“And that took until one a.m.?”

Beck felt as if all the air had been squeezed out of the room.

“One..? That’s impossible.”
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“You wear a watch. Use it.”

He did wear a watch, when he remembered to put it on. He
pulled up his sleeve. Evidently this morning he had not
remembered. He tilted the naked wrist so Marian could see it.

“The world is full of clocks, Beckett. Your car has a clock.
Your computer has a clock. Your pager has a clock. This office
has a clock, although it’s damned hard to see in the dark. Are
you telling me you didn’t glance at any of them?”

“No. I didn’t.” How had time slipped away from him like
that? How could he possibly have gone into the Sheraton at 3:15
in the afternoon and come out at—he hastily back-tracked,
trying to calculate how long he’d been working on the First
Continental project—10:30 p.m.?

Marian threw his half-helm into his lap. “I'm going back to
bed. Now that I know you're not dead or kidnapped, I don’t
particularly care what you do.” She turned and made a patented
Marian exit.

“Marian...”

“You could have called,” she slung over her shoulder.

“I'm sorry.”

“You could have left a message on my pager.” She was
heading up the stairs into the loft. The trapdoor door slammed.

The house was silent. Beck sat in the semi-darkness of his
office, half-helm in his gloved hands, feeling singularly
confused.

By morning he had a plan of action. He would make it up to
Marian. He would woo her. He would win her back. It was
Saturday and Beck took full advantage of it. He had the bakery
deliver scones. He made strong Arabicus coffee. He cut roses
from a convenient bush that hung over the wall from their
neighbor’s prize-winning garden.

Marian was surprised, pleased, and appeased. So much that
when Ruby called to see if she wanted to go antique store
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hopping, Marian turned her down in favor of a weekend with
Beck at a resort north of Marblehead. He effectively forgot about
First Continental, Laurence Bourbon and his contracts until late

Sunday evening.

+ 4+ +

There were three messages for him from Bourbon when he
finally got back to his computer again. They all said the same
thing: Hope everything is all right. Have to return to New York
Tuesday. Tied up all day Monday. Must meet Monday evening if
you're interested in a book deal. Around eight, my hotel. Bring
contracts; hope you'll stay late to talk revisions and programming. My
apologies to your wife.

Beck pondered his options, which were exactly one—he had
to meet with Bourbon and complete the deal. Marian would just
have to understand.

She did not understand. “His apologies? Why didn’t he just
include me in? Doesn’t he want to meet your fabulous wife?
What've you been telling him about me?”

“T'’haven’t told him anything about you. I mean, nothing
negative. He wants to pick my brain a little about programming.
Something I know you find incredibly boring.”

“Not boring, just mystifying. Programming is like...invoking
ancient gods. You know—mumbo-jumbo, hoodoo-voodoo, open
sesame, and a partridge in a pear tree.”

“Fine, mystifying then. At any rate it’s not something
you'd-"

“And why do you let people take advantage of you that
way?”

“Take advantage of me? Marian, the man wants to publish
my book. He even wants to pay me for it. How in heaven’s name

could he take advantage of me? He has a little security problem,
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that’s all. Some hacker’s been into his e-mail, seems to know
whenever J. R. Koenig turns in a novel; he snags it and publishes
in on the Internet before it can get to press.”

She whistled. She could do that. It was something he vastly
admired, but just now he found it annoying. “And you're so
fascinated, you're going to give this guy free advice.”

“We hardly need the money.”

She shrugged and he read into the shrug all sorts of censure.
“Did you ask about Ibrahim X?”

“He had nothing to do with that, personally.”

“His house still published the book.”

Beck got up from the sofa they shared and headed for his
office. “I have some work to do.”

“Avoidance tactic,” she called after him. “That’s cheap,
Beckett. Really cheap. Ruby says-”

“I'm getting damn tired of what Ruby says,” he muttered.

“I heard that.” She got up and followed him from the room,
something she never did during their rare arguments. But then,
he never swore. “You never swear,” she accused him. “What’s
gotten into you? And why this sudden antipathy toward Ruby?”

Beck flopped down in the chair behind his desk and rubbed
the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I'm
tired. I'm keyed up. I'm on the verge of maybe publishing
something...”

“Well, hell, if publishing something’s going to make you
behave like a witch with sore tits, I'm not sure I want you to get
published.”

He looked at her, balefully, he hoped. He’d never looked at
anyone balefully before, so his face wasn’t quite sure what it felt
like. “Maybe that’s the problem, Marian. Maybe you don’t want
me to get published...for reasons known only to yourself.”

She turned and left the room, leaving him free to make
whatever late night dinner plans he desired. He dropped
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Bourbon an e-mail at the Sheraton confirming the engagement,
and dove into his government project files.

It was very late when he finally crawled into bed—or very
early, depending on how one looked at it. He was frustrated. He
wanted to be writing fiction, not noodling computer code, and
the effort to keep his mind on his work left him irritable and
sapped. Yet, when he’d switched to a piece of short fiction
around one a.m., he’d quickly discovered that guilt was just as
debilitating a disease as frustration.

He gave up at about 1:30 and rolled onto his side of the bed,
perching there horizontally as if he were sleeping on the edge of
a cliff. Marian did not, as was her habit, trespass onto his dream
turf and he did not trespass onto hers. They slept the entire night
on either side of an imaginary line that bisected their mattress
with perfect parity.

She was gone when he awoke in the morning, having
evidently risen before the alarm went off and disabled the
system. It was a cheap and childish thing to do and made Beck
ten minutes late for his first class. He was determined to get
even, which was strange. Halfway through the afternoon, he
realized he’d left his computer’s memory core at home. That was
also strange. He swore he’d put it into his briefcase just as he’d
done every morning for the last five years, but it wasn’t there
when he opened the case, and in its place was a copy of Voice
from a Burning Bush. Obviously Marian’s work. Fuming further,
he went home to get the core.

Ruby’s car was in front of the house when he got there. His
lip curled in distaste. He had always liked Marian’s business
partner, but lately he’d come to realize how much she reminded
him of a pit bull in a Christian Dior suit. The image was funny.
He was almost laughing by the time he entered the house
through the kitchen door. The women were nowhere in sight,
but he could hear their voices. Probably haggling over some
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piece of wallpaper—should the Feinmans have a nice rose
pattern or Navajo white with a holographic life-scene?

He slipped into his office and got the core from where
Marian had left it in a potted plant; he caught the obvious
symbology. God, but she was unsubtle.

Core in hand, he headed back out into the kitchen, reaching
it just as Marian and Ruby did. The two women were lounging
along side-by-side, arms about each other, eyes locked in an
intimate smile. He stopped and stared at them staring back at
him. Marian started to pull away from Ruby, but the other
woman held her fast. Beck’s blood felt like liquid nitrogen. This
could not possibly be happening. Marian was completely and
unrepentantly heterosexual. He’d have bet his life on it.

“Hi, Beck,” said Ruby, her brown eyes amused. “Fancy
meeting you here.”

“Oh, dear,” said Marian, and put her hands to her mouth.
Marian never said, ‘Oh, dear.” ‘Oh, damn,” maybe. But never
‘Oh, dear.” What had this woman done to his wife?

“Wh-wh-what..?” he stammered.

Ruby shrugged, glanced at Marian, then smiled—no,
grinned—at Beck. “Caught in the act,” she said. “Or nearly so.”

Marian giggled and shrugged. “Sorry, Beck.”

The tableau froze just like that—hung, like a bad piece of
spaghetti code. Reality.sys corrupted, read a tiny monitor in Beck’s
head. Reboot universe, Y/N? Somewhere in the room, a persistent,
rhythmic beeping started. The microwave, he thought. Who turned
on the microwave?

Marian opened her mouth. “The time is seven a.m.,” she
said. “The time is seven a.m. Coffee has been brewed.
Instructions?”

The scene dissolved in a foggy special effect and Beck found
himself staring at sunlight filtering in through the sliding glass
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door that gave onto the loft’s balcony. “The time is seven a.m.,”
the house repeated. “Coffee has been brewed. Instructions?”

Beck sat up, the dream clinging to the inside of his head like
mildew. He shook it. A futile gesture. “Where’s Marian?” he
asked.

“Marian has left the house,” said the house.

Which meant she was still mad at him. He thought about
calling her, but did not. He got up, showered, dressed, ate a
meager breakfast and went to school. After his second lecture,
when he realized he had forgotten to bring his computer core,
his stomach tied itself in a double granny. He would not go
home. Instead, he called the house from a terminal in his office
at the school and asked it to turn on his desktop and download
the files he needed. On the verge of breaking the connection, he
hesitated. Skin clammy, stomach protesting, he asked, “House,
where is Marian?”

“Marian is home,” said the house.

He hesitated long enough to have the house computer
prompt him. “Instructions?”

“Is she alone?”

“No. Ruby Marsalis is also in the house.”

He cut the connection, checked the time and left the campus.
Obviously his dream was, if not prophetic, at least a subliminal
message from himself to himself about the state of Marian’s
relationship with Ruby. He, who confronted nothing that could
be avoided, would confront them.

Marian’s minivan sat in the driveway, its nether regions full
of carpet and drapery samples. He rounded the house and cut
through the garden, gliding up the back steps and noiselessly
opening the kitchen door.

“I don’t believe it,” he said.
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The two women were seated at the kitchen table, coffee in
hand, poring over the flat display of an electronic drafting pad.
Their heads came up in unison.

Marian frowned. “What’s wrong, Beck?”

“How can you ask me that?” He gestured with both hands.
“The two of you...together...here.”

They exchanged a look. “And?” prompted Ruby. “What's
unusual about that?”

“Nothing, now that I think of it. Dear God, you're always
together like this. Why didn’t I see it?”

“See what?” asked Marian.

“You two are lovers.”

The two of them gaped at him, then Ruby threw back her
head and laughed. When Marian joined her, Beckett turned and

let himself out the way he’d come.
+ + +

Beck very pointedly did not answer any communication
from Marian for the rest of the day. He went downtown well in
advance of his dinner appointment with Bourbon. To while
away the hours, he availed himself of the hotel bar, got out a
borrowed notebook computer and tried to write.

He began drinking lattés around six and had had four of
them by the time Laurence Bourbon spotted him and came over
to say hello. There was another man with him, a tall, thin fellow
with an amazing tan and gleaming black hair, who he
introduced as Zev Darren—an art director at Sefton.

They dined in Bourbon’s suite, and Darren captivated
Beckett with talk of book covers. After dinner, the art director
was called to his computer to answer some urgent e-mail. Beck
turned over his signed contracts to Laurence Bourbon.

“No questions?” Bourbon asked.
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Beck, lounging in a futurist’s idea of a recliner with a cup of
cappuccino in hand, wagged his head, feeling remarkably
relaxed considering the stress of the day and the sheer amount
of caffeine he had consumed. “But I believe you had something
to ask me.”

Bourbon smiled. “Indeed.” He leaned forward on his sofa.
“This cyber-crook really has me baffled. Are there any traps I
could lay for him—any lockouts I could devise—that would
keep him from breaking and entering?”

Beck nodded and yawned. “I don’t know if I can explain
them to you, though.”

Bourbon frowned. “Well, I am somewhat of a hacker, myself
—an amateur, certainly, but I think I might understand.
Still...could I record our conversation? What I don’t understand,
I'm sure one of our programmers could.”

Beck agreed, and Bourbon got his recorder and popped in a
tiny optical disk. He grinned in a way that belied his
sophistication, a telltale hacker-gleam in his eye and said, “I
really appreciate this, Beckett.”

In that moment they achieved rapport. Laurence Bourbon
asked questions, and Beck answered them enthusiastically. It
was easy stuff, but it got Larry (Beck found it easy to think of
him as “Larry” suddenly) sitting on the edge of his seat. Beck felt
like doing the same, but no matter how much internal
enthusiasm he generated for the subject matter, he couldn’t seem
to get his body to reflect it.

Zev Darren, he noticed, had no interest in hacker-babble. He
had evidently finished with his e-mail and was immersed in a
computer game, his face half hidden by a VR helm. Not unlike
Marian, Beck thought, Darren obviously saw the computer as an
entertainer. He leaned back in his chair and chattered on.
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+ 4+ +

When he left the Sheraton sometime after midnight, Beck
was tired but exhilarated. He had a contract in his pocket; his
novel would be published within the next year. In the elevator,
he paused to savor the signing, but found the memory imprecise
and hazy. Despite the virgin daiquiris and cappuccinos, he’d
come close to dozing several times during the evening;
exhaustion had robbed him of his moment of glory. He blamed
Marian, who, after all, had caused him to lose sleep.

Well, he’d sleep tonight—or rather, this morning. He
checked his watch as he crossed the lobby: 12:22. Small wonder
the place was subdued. He glanced toward the concierge. There
was no one in attendance. There was no one in the lobby at all,
in fact.

He shrugged as the brass and glass doors slid open before
him, and stepped out onto the sidewalk. It clacked back at him
as if he wore taps on the heels of his shoes. He glanced down at
his feet; the concrete gleamed a grooved black, like obsidian
scored with a fine-toothed comb. He looked up. Gone was the
city street, the cars, the buildings, the street lamps, the painted
curbing, the traffic signals. There were, in fact, no intersections
for traffic signals to preside over. The glossy surface beneath him
curved away to the right and left in a flat arc and, while the
Sheraton’s bulk still loomed comfortingly behind him, the rest of
Boston had vanished.

Beck could have fled back into the hotel, but he didn’t;
curiosity had gotten the better of more sensible fear. He moved
forward, toward the center of the curving track and a circular
red patch with a tall steel pole in the middle of it. As he crossed
the odd tarmac toward the shaft, it occurred to him to wonder
what light source allowed him to see either color or form. He
could see none. The sky was an unrelieved, light-sucking black
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with not so much as a star to brighten it. Despite that, the shiny
spindle gleamed softly in its field of bright, unambiguous red.

Heels in the black, toes in the red, Beck put hands on his
knees and peered down. Letters stared back at him. The letters
formed words and the words formed a recognizable phrase:
THE PLANETS—Holst. The score, directionless, ambient, now
oozed out at him from some unseen source.

Beckett Hodge straightened and gazed right and left. He
was standing, he realized, on an immense record album. Not a
CD or an OD, but a titanic, archaic, vinyl platter. He turned and
made his way toward the outer edge of the record, discovering
the source of the light. At the turntable’s rim, softly glowing
walls rose into a haze of ambient light. As Beck tried to decide
whether he should have noticed this feature of the place before,
the turntable began to move.

He allowed it to carry him along away from the familiarity
of the hotel. He had come to the inevitable conclusion than he
was asleep and dreaming, and that, dreaming, he was exploring
his own subconscious. He knew a moment of intense
embarrassment at the realization that wherever his mind was,
his body was still in Larry Bourbon'’s suite in a shameful state of
repose.

He was hearing “Mars,” now and hummed along tunelessly,
watching the glowing, featureless walls move imperceptibly by.
Curious. How can one know one is in motion if one cannot observe the
evidence of motion?

As “Mars” continued to play, Beck noticed changes in his
environment. The album beneath his feet was now carrying him
toward a golden hoop that protruded from the glowing wall
some yards ahead at a height of about twenty feet. The hoop,
like the walls, seemed to gleam with its own light. It was turned
on edge, its open circle facing him. He thought of brass rings and
carousels, which were not unlike turntables in their basic design.
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It was a consistency that both delighted and comforted him.
Approaching the hoop, he wondered if he could manipulate the
dream plane.

That train of thought derailed when he noticed a mist
gathering around the golden circle. It seemed to issue from
nowhere, surrounding the ring, flowing through it, then
lowering itself toward the turntable. Obvious symbology. His
particular brass ring was the book contract he had just signed;
the mist was something that attempted to obscure it from him.

As he was pondering the mist, the turntable slowed
perceptibly and a wire basket filled with soccer balls appeared to
his right along the wall. Beck started to analyze exactly how the
basket had appeared and what it might mean, then decided,
instead, to accept the playful nature of the dream. He reached
into the basket as he passed by it, fished out one of the balls, and
lobbed it through the hoop, expecting to miss.

As this was a dream, he did not miss; the shot was perfect,
soaring through the ring without touching any part of its
gleaming rim. If only he might have done that in high school.

Beck laughed and turned to get another ball. The basket was
gone. A tone sounded—Ilike a crystal goblet struck with a mallet.
Overhead, the mist sucked away into the noplace it had come
from and the hoop went dark. The turntable picked up speed.
Beck knew this without knowing how he knew it. There was no
breeze, the walls gave up nothing but diffuse light; he simply
knew.

Another ring appeared high on the curving wall ahead. A
basket of balls awaited his approach. This time, the turntable
didn’t slow, but continued on at a leisurely pace. Beck snagged a
soccer ball and put it through the hoop with pinpoint accuracy.

Perhaps it was the sixth hoop or the seventh at which Beck
decided he no longer wanted to play. He was bored and the
turntable was moving more briskly; he wasn’t convinced he
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could make the shot. He wasn’t convinced he cared enough to
try.

He approached the hoop, lazily dribbling the soccer ball off
the grooved surface beneath his feet. When he had by-passed the
point at which he usually threw, the turntable slowed. He
continued to dribble the ball, glancing toward the center of the
record. The cut was “Uranus.” He could no longer see the
spindle.

Movement above him drew his eyes back to the great golden
ring. The vapor that had surrounded it seconds before was
sinking toward him.

An icy cold prickled over his skin. The vapor was
malevolent; he was absolutely certain of it. Not poisonous, not
toxic, but malevolent. In the instant it touched his face, he loosed
the soccer ball, hurling it in a soaring arc through the golden
hoop. The vapor was gone in a breath, leaving behind the
irrational conviction that it had almost sucked his soul out of his
body.

He did not tempt the vapor at the next hoop or the next. He
sent the soccer ball through unerringly, still uncertain how a
man for whom sport was torture was able to do such sporty
things. As the bright ball cleared the ninth hoop accompanied by
the strains of “Pluto,” the world around Beck changed. The
turntable glided to a halt and to his right, in the curving wall, a
doorway spilled light out onto the grooved, black plane.

Beck glanced around. Pluto. Unlike the others, this cut was
oddly disturbing. Beck had little time to decide why. As he
hovered in the open door, all light disappeared from the
turntable as if sucked up by a vacuum. He stepped through the
door.

He stood in a corridor, at the end of which he could vaguely
make out a staircase. If he recalled his Freud correctly, climbing
that would be symbolic of having sex. He wondered if the nights
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without a willing Marian were beginning to take its toll. He
chuckled. The hoops and balls would no doubt also count as
expressions of sexual desire in Freud’s book. How wonderful
and complex was the language of dreams.

Before him the floor of the corridor lit up. It was a simple
pattern of blue and white tiles that seemed to be pulsing in a
random sequence. He stared at the checkerboard momentarily. It
brought to mind his grandmother’s kitchen floor. A floor on
which he used to play his own peculiar version of hopscotch. As
he recalled, grandma’s kitchen floor hadn’t blinked on and off.

Another memory was invoked, oddly, of an episode of Dr.
Who in which the good Doctor(s) (five of them, as he recalled)
was confronted by such a puzzle. It had been booby-trapped
with a laser beam that would zap anyone unwary enough as to
wander onto the wrong square.

Beck crouched to watch the play of light across the tiles. The
Doctor’s solution to the puzzle had lain in computing the value
of pi. He rose. Pi. There were nine rows of tiles. 3.14159... The
digits couldn’t stand for rows of tiles, but they might stand for
columns.

In the first row of tiles, a white lit up, three tiles from the left
edge of the checkerboard. Beck moved to stand in front of the
tile and waited. When it lit up again, he stepped on it. A tone
sounded, the tile blinked several times in rapid succession and
then stayed on. He looked down at his feet. There was just
enough room for both of them on the tile.

“Okay,” he said aloud. “I'll play your silly game.”

He watched the first tile in the next row for a flash of light.
When it came, he missed it, because the tile was a deep blue. He
waited nearly a full minute (or so he thought) until the square lit
up again. He stepped on it this time and was rewarded as before
with the tone. As the first, the tile stayed lit.
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It was easy after that—merely a game of waiting and
leaping. In due time, he found himself in the very center of the
corridor. There the pattern made an abrupt change. Both feet on
a tile of blazing white, Beck stared in consternation at the floor
ahead of him. From where he stood to the suddenly distant
staircase, the tiles formed an expanse of strangely patterned
brown and muted gold. Here was a group of three gold tiles,
here a group of two, here a single tile. The squares themselves
were smaller, too, leaving room for only one foot at a time to
occupy them.

Recognition made Beck chuckle. He’d viewed similar
patterns of tiles in myriad public men’s rooms. He waited, but
none of the tiles before him lit up. After a moment of study, it
seemed to him that the gold tiles did form an irregular, but
navigable path from here to there, if one had a reasonably long
stride and was willing to play hopscotch. The only problem was
the size of the squares. Dreamer’s instinct told him that stepping
over the edge of one was a Bad Thing.

He was contemplating his first move when he noticed a
slight dimming in the corridor. A glance over his shoulder
revealed the reason—behind him, the lighted tiles were winking
out, darkness marching toward him. He had the creeping feeling
that it would not be very pleasant to find out what happened
when the square he was standing on went dark. He glanced
ahead. About three feet away was a set of two gold tiles set
about two feet apart. Not a bad split. He leapt.

When he landed, the ‘reward’ tone sounded and the gold
squares beneath his feet blazed with brilliance. At that moment,
he realized he was wearing sneakers instead of the black leather
ankle boots he’d started out with. His dream was nothing if not
accommodating.

Pleased with himself, he made another selection and hopped
again. The third leap was harder, leaving him teetering on one
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foot. In searching for his next landing pad, he lost his balance
and toppled forward, only barely managing to land with his left
foot on one square and his right hand on another, his opposite
arm and leg flailing for balance. Gingerly, he moved his free foot
to the square where his hand rested. He came close to falling
again, but somehow managed to keep his balance and work his
way upright.

He now saw the wisdom of plotting his moves in advance.
He negotiated the remainder of the corridor in carefully planned
hops, skips, and jumps. The pattern took an interminable
amount of time to complete. Beck was glad he was dreaming; in
real life, he’d be close to collapse.

From the bottom of the staircase, he took a look back at the
field of tiles he’d traversed. The golden tiles, now ablaze, seemed
to form a stylized question mark. As he watched, the tiles began
to dim, just as the previous set had done. He turned his attention
to the next obstacle—the staircase.

It was of aged-looking wood—mahogany, Beck guessed. It
even smelled of age, the incense of mildew and ancient varnish.
It was a pleasant odor and it reminded him forcefully of his
childhood. A wash of reminiscence came, giving the staircase a
time and place in Beck’s existence. Like the checkered kitchen
floor, this came from his grandparents” house in Swampscott.

Finding his grandparents’ staircase in a dream tickled him.
He’d loved that staircase. It had given him hours of pleasure as
he practiced climbing it without making a sound. This was
difficult at best, for the stair was full of the creaks and moans
and complaints of advancing age. He paused a moment to savor
the memory, trying to recall the formula that would take him
safely to the second floor landing, for to call forth sound from
the venerable beast was to loose gremlins in the house that
would swarm the stair and carry little boys off to “bedlam.”
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Grinning, Beck began the climb. Center tread, far left, far
right, step on the knot hole, skip two by climbing the banister,
right of center, center, leap to the landing.

“Ha!” Beck exulted and turned back to give the staircase a
triumphant glance. It had been replaced by a slick expanse of
oily-looking metal. A slide. A means of escape? A pitfall?
Bemused, Beck checked his forward trail, which opened up, not
into the second floor of his grandparents” house, but into a
sunny meadow of waving ultra-green grass, teeming flowers,
and chirping, Disney-esque bluebirds. The sky was at once pink
and blue, the sun literally smiled down at him, and clouds
looked very much like cotton candy. Such scenes populated
uncounted refrigerator doors.

A circle of woodlands surrounded the place, tiny, bright
orange fruit fairly glowing amid the dark foliage of hip-high
bushes. Clown noses, Beck thought, and was struck with the
absurd image of clowns skipping through the woods picking
baskets full of noses. Picking their noses. The pun doubled him
over with laughter.

And Marian said he had no sense of the absurd.

He wondered if he could bring her here, tried, and was
rewarded with a “moo.” He straightened. Aside from the overly
cheerful birds, the meadow was populated by exactly one black
and white cow that munched the terrifyingly green grass
ruminatively as it gazed at him through immense, chocolaty
bovine eyes. A bright golden cowbell hung from a blue cord
around its neck. This was not Marian. There was nothing
remotely bovine about Marian.

Okay, Beck thought. I'll bite.

He walked over to the cow, scaring up a score of the
bluebirds. They circled and chirped like something out of an old

Warner Brothers cartoon.
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“Hello,” he said to the cow, because after all, dreaming is no
excuse for discourtesy.

The cow gazed back, opened her mouth and said, “Watch
this.” She proceeded to rise up on her hind legs, produce three of
the outrageously orange fruit and juggle them. She was actually
quite good, Beck thought.

After about thirty seconds of juggling, the cow caught one
orange globe between her front hooves, then snapped the other
two out of mid-air and gulped them down whole. She came back
to all fours, belched and shook her head, ringing the golden bell.

“What did I just do?” she asked. “You have thirty seconds or
four guesses, whichever comes first.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be three guesses?”

“That’s wishes. Three wishes. Do I look like a genie?” She
didn’t give him time to answer. “First guess.”

“You..juggled clown noses?”

“Wrong. Three more guesses. Fifteen seconds.”

“Oh, sorry. Tangerines. You juggled tangerines.”

“Is that your answer? Juggle tangerines?” She rolled her eyes.
“Wrong again. But you're getting warmer.” In the cotton-candy
clouds over the cow’s piebald head, a slot machine face
appeared, its rollers spinning like crazy. The one furthest to the
right stopped, showing the word “tangerines.” He assumed that
he’d score a jackpot if he got the right answer. It occurred to him
to wonder what he’d score if he didn't.

“What happens if I don’t guess the riddle?”

“You lose.”

“And then what?”

“You're out.”

“Out. Out of the dream, you mean? I wake up?”

“What makes you think you're asleep?”
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“The fact that I don’t usually hold conversations with
spotted cows in Technicolor meadows or watch them juggle
clown noses.”

The cow sighed. It was a deep sound and seemed to issue
from her voluminous belly. “Do you need a clue? I'm allowed to
give one more clue.”

Beck nodded.

“Watch.” The cow turned her brown eyes on the fringe of
woodlands where a man in a pith helmet and bush outfit
carefully stalked something among the foliage with a large,
cartoon butterfly net. Beck couldn’t see what he was pursuing so
raptly. He started to ask the cow, but she shushed him.

The hunter tiptoed up to one of the bushes, then leapt
forward with a cry and took a swipe at it with his net. Two of the
orange globes fell into the webbing. He swiftly scampered away
with them.

The cow turned her increasingly mournful eyes back to
Beck. “Well?”

“He, um. Shoot. Ah, capture...net...um...” Beck opted for the
literal approach. “Bush-whack two tangerines?”

In the slot machine another window braked to display the
number 2.

“Ooh,” said the cow. “Close, but no cigar.”

“What's close?” Beck asked, but the cow merely looked
away across the meadow, toward the bushes. “Bush-whacked
was close?”

She sighed again, jiggling her udder.

The answer came to Beck with the sudden recollection of a
story a colleague had told him about the strange combinations of
words her students would produce during classroom exercises
in a Vietnamese language class she had taught. He knew it was
the answer—it was his dream, and his own memory had

provided it.
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“Ambush two tangerines,” he said. Overhead, the final bar
rolled into place and a loud bell sounded.

“Foqit ai qwit.” The cow repeated the phrase in flawless
Vietnamese, and disappeared along with the pink/blue sky,
cotton candy clouds and clown-nose bushes. In their place the
violently green sward sprouted a graveyard complete with
ravens, crows, ornate, listing headstones, and a gleaming white
mortuary.

Beck was momentarily taken aback. Why a graveyard? He’d
answered the riddle correctly; why this presentiment of doom?
The place was eerie, but familiar, and he felt more memories
pressing for release. He made his way to the mortuary.

The foyer was empty. He moved into a display room where
a fleet of new caskets was arrayed, tops open like convertibles in
a car lot. On the opposite side of the display room, he could see
the steel and glass doors that led to the nether realms. He
certainly hoped his dream journey wouldn’t take him there.

He turned and peered across the foyer. A chapel—the
carved wooden doors bore a representation of the solar system—
nine planets arranged around the central Orb. Each planet was
engraved with a religious symbol: a Star of David, a bowl of fire,
a lotus, a cross, an Evam, a yin-yang, a five-pointed star, a star
and crescent, a nine-pointed star.

He moved to the door, put his hand on the handle and
pulled. It was locked. He glanced at the solar system again. The
planets, with their religious symbols, were out of order. Another
puzzle.

After a moment of thought, Beck rearranged the planets in
their engraved orbits—beginning with Mercury and its
nine-pointed star, and ending with Pluto, bearing the Evam.
Pluto. The ninth planet was Pluto. But it hadn’t been discovered
when Holst wrote The Planets—the music he had heard on the
turntable, he suddenly realized, was a symphonic rendition of
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the Mickey Mouse Club theme, music Beck had always
associated with the immortal rodent and his dog. Nine planets,
nine religious symbols, nine hoops, nine everything.

Teetering on the verge of recognition, Beck entered the now
unlocked chapel. At the altar in front of a closed and locked
casket, stood a clown in a black suit. He had blue hair, a
tangerine nose, and a pair of red, floppy shoes that looked
incongruous with the natty attire. His face bore a half-mournful,
half-manic expression. When he saw Beck, his bright red lips
stretched into something that bore a closer resemblance to rigor
mortis than a smile. He produced a clipboard out of the ether.

A manic depressive clown, Beck thought. Oh great.

Clowns had never amused him as a child. They had given
him the willies. He now realized they still gave him the willies.
He’d often thought they’d make ideal scarecrows—or rather
‘scarekids’—for people who had flower beds or pools they
wanted to keep the neighbors progeny out of.

He steeled himself and went to the altar to confront the
clown-mortician.

“You are...?” the clown asked lugubriously.

“Beckett Hodge.”

“Beckett Hodge, you must answer four questions for me,
before you may proceed.”

Beck nodded, not at all sure he wanted to proceed. Right
now what he really wanted was to wake up, even if it meant
having to go through the embarrassment of explaining to
Laurence Bourbon and Zev Darren why he’d fallen asleep in the
middle of a conversation.

“Listen carefully,” said the clown, “and finish this sentence.”
He glanced down at the clipboard and read: “Touch not the
cat...”

“But with a glove,” said Beck automatically.
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The clown smiled and checked off something on his
clipboard. At the foot of the casket, a latch popped open. Beck
jumped.

“Now,” said the clown, “complete this: He was like a giant
on dry land...”

“And...and like a selkie in the sea.” Another check mark was
drawn, another latch popped open, and an icy shaft of
recognition speared Beck’s brain. He knew these sequences. And
he knew them for reasons other than their association with
childhood games or television shows he had watched.

“By the prickling of my thumbs,” the clown read.

Beck backed away from him. Memories had been converted
to binary expressions and coded into a targeting series and eight
pattern-matching sequences.

“By the prickling of my thumbs,” the clown repeated.

Memories had built a nine level security system for the
DOD. Beck turned and fled.

Behind him the clown said tonelessly: “Abort. Restart
sequence. Touch not the cat...”

The graveyard metamorphosed as Beck crossed it, back into
a meadow full of bluebirds, butterflies, and tangerine bushes.
The cow did not look up as he flew past her, but he thought he
heard her say, “Abort. Reset.”

The meadow had faded by the time he reached the top of the
staircase/slide. It was still a slide. He threw himself down it,
landing at the bottom on his behind. Scrambling to his feet, he
confronted the corridor of tiles. Both sections of the course were
now just ordinary-looking floors. He took them without so much
as a hop, skip, or jump and came out onto the giant turntable. It
rolled away and to his right, inexorably.

If he was where he thought he was, the situation demanded
that he exit this scene just as he had entered it. While the eight
pattern-matching segments of the program were reset upon
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completion or exit, the initial nine layer “hacker trap” was not. It
could be tripped as easily by a clumsy exit as it was by a clumsy
entrance. Beck had no desire to find out what it meant to be
caught by his own failsafes.

He stepped out onto the turntable. Not content to let it
simply carry him along, he trotted along with the rotation, eyes
open for the hoops. His mind churned. How the hell could he be
here? Was this a drug-induced dream, or was it more real than
that? Was it being monitored?

The image of Zev Darren playing a VR game in the corner of
Bourbon’s suite came to him with the force of a blow. Could that
be it? Could he literally be inside the DOD program? He had
constructed the DOD scenes with specialized programming Gear
—had seen them as programming objects. But interpreted by a
VR system—provided one could be made compatible—with his
own imagination in control...

He shook his head as if that might rattle some answers loose
from the inside of his virtual skull. The Who and the Why were
obvious, the How conceivable. The question was what would
prompt a fiction editor and an art director from a major
publishing house to get involved in terrorism and espionage?

He hurried to the first basket of soccer balls and hurled one
through a hoop before the Ghost routine could intercept him.

Timing. This part of the program was all timing. He worried
that he might do better if he didn’t know what those bright
hoops and balls represented: clever traps and one-way viruses
that would backwash into the inept hacker’s system—in this
case, his mind.

Beck chafed as he negotiated the nine hoop stations,
returning at last to where he had entered the program.

The “Sheraton” stood alone on a barren corner, symbol of

Beck’s connection with the real world—a world where Laurence
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Bourbon and Zev Darren waited for him to unlock the gates to
hell.

He stood inside his own creation—a place where virtual
cows juggled tangerines and where manic clowns presided over
coffins full of death—and pondered explosive things. What he
needed was a break program that would shatter the external
connection—a virtual bomb.

He floundered for a moment, trying to decide how to create
a bomb in this impossible universe. Then he laughed at himself.
Impossible it might be, but it was his universe and ultimately
obeyed his divine decree.

He patted the breast pocket of his suit. His wallet, a pen, his
pager. He took out the pager and examined it. It was as much a
computer input/output device as his keyboard or Gear. He
thumbed it on and started to speak into it. But wait—what if his
words were audible to those who had put him here? He had to
take the chance, he supposed.

He held the pager to his lips and whispered. “Break
routine...uh, ‘Sheraton.” Delay fifteen seconds from activation.
Activate on command ‘destruct.” Routine: Induce general
protection fault at address...” He glanced up at the corner of the
hotel and almost grinned—a bronze plaque gleamed dully on
the virtual wall. “Address 008D:0015.”

Fine, but that might not be enough. The system had three
overt inputs, two covert ones. Five in all. Two of these were set
up for Gear protocols. His vicarious hackers could be using
either, but if he shut down both, the system alarm would
engage, which could cause...well, panic for one thing. A military
panic was not a pretty thing.

He’d have to make a choice. The covert link made the most
sense. It would be accessed at the installation only in an
emergency, so the hacker/spies could expect little chance of

interruption. Beck completed the routine with a fatal interrupt to
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the covert Gear device, wondering how long he’d been here and
if Marian had tried to reach him.

He entered the virtual hotel lobby cautiously, as if Bourbon
or Darren could be expected to pop out of nowhere to intercept
him. He didn’t think they had the technology to do that—to
enter this dream world completely—and doubted they could
even monitor him precisely.

He wondered which of them was the programmer. Maybe
they both were. He doubted either of them had anything to do
with publishing. But then how they had intercepted his
manuscript? He remembered what Bourbon had said about
novels being lifted electronically off editor’s desks. Had that
happened to his?

He moved directly to the elevator core, chose the center
shaft and punched the “up’ button. The doors slid apart.

“Destruct,” he told the pager, lobbed it into the elevator car
and ran, thinking of Marian. He was still thinking of her when a
flash of blinding light enveloped him and lifted him into the
non-existent sky.

+ 4+ +

“I thought you weren’t speaking to him,” Ruby said.
Sometimes, Marian thought, Ruby could be impossibly
dense. “Not speaking isn’t a synonym for not caring, Rube. It’s
two a.m. He hasn’t answered his pager and Mr. Bourbon hasn’t

answered his phone.”

“So, they're out celebrating the book deal.”

“Until two a.m.?”

Ruby shrugged. “Why not? We're commiserating over his
thick-headedness until two a.m.”
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“You don’t know Beck the way I do. He would never stay
out so late without calling me. Even when I know his schedule
and he knows I know his schedule, he calls.”

“Uh-huh.” Ruby sipped coffee, steam coating her glasses.
“Even if he’s not speaking to you?”

“Especially if he’s not speaking to me. Then guilt takes over.
He has to call.” She got up and headed for the kitchen, leaving
Ruby camped in front of the fireplace.

Ruby sighed volubly. “Shall I lock up?”

“Whatever.” Mentally, Marian was already on the road,
already pulling up to the Sheraton, already leaving her car in the
hands of a bleary-eyed valet. Already on her way through the
lobby to the elevators.

Fifteen minutes later, when she actually entered the
Sheraton’s spacious lobby, she had to take a detour to the
concierge—she had absolutely no idea which room Laurence
Bourbon was in. As it turned out, he was in one of the Tower
suites and would have to issue an invitation to her if she was to
go up. Marian decided a good lie was in order.

“My husband had an appointment with Mr. Bourbon this
evening and he forgot his heart medicine.” She scrabbled in her
fanny pack and produced her own pill case, full of stress tabs,
vitamin C, and Midol™. “He didn’t expect to be this late. He
should have had one of these hours ago.” She knit her brow and
let her voice sound very slightly frantic.

The concierge called a rather muscular bellman to escort her
up (as if she might possibly need to be overpowered). The
elevator ride was silent. Marian looked at the ceiling of the car’s
stained-glass ceiling, it clashed with the once-upon-a-time
moderne decor of the lobby. The broad corridor that gave onto
the Tower suites was Queen Anne.

What could they have been thinking?
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“He’s stuck.”

“He’s what? What do you mean, he’s stuck?”

Zev Darren turned away from his monitor and pointed at
the flashing cursor, which had sat for the past forty-five seconds
in the same place in a crude but colorful maze. “Check his pulse
rate.”

Bourbon glanced at the tiny screen that displayed Beckett
Hodge’s vitals. “It’s up.”

“He’s stressed over something. He may be having trouble
with the last stage. Sometimes programmers put randomizers
into their routines—sort of a code du jour thing. He may not
remember all the different sequences. Damn.” He watched the
cursor a moment longer. Watched it until it abruptly blinked
out. “Oh, hell.”

+ 4+ +

It was like something out of a James Bond movie. As Marian
knocked repeatedly on the door of Bourbon’s suite with no
result, someone within the suite howled.

Having no pass card, the beefy bellman opened the locked
door with his foot. Marian flung herself through the door. She
was hardly prepared for what she saw—DBeckett, strapped to a
chair, VR Gear on head and hands, with two men hovering over
him. One had hands on his shoulders and was shaking him hard
enough to make his teeth rattle.

Marian’s female instincts kicked in. “You sonofabitch! Get
your hands off my husband!”

Lawrence Bourbon obeyed without hesitation, while his
partner reached for a gun lying holstered on the sofa. The
bellman was having none of it.
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+ 4+ +

When he woke, Beck was surprised to be alive and in a
hospital room. The room was under military guard and, besides
Beck, held two occupants. Marian and Colonel Traynor chatted
quietly in one corner. He cleared his throat, drawing their
immediate attention.

“Bourbon?” he croaked.

Marian, her eyes still showing concern, afforded him a
lopsided grin. “A little early for the hard stuff, isn’t it?”

He shook his head; his brain wobbled. “I mean...”

“I know what you mean. He’s in military custody, courtesy
of your ferocious and quick-thinking wife and a burly bellman
named Frank. And he’ll stay there for awhile too, thanks to
Colonel Traynor and his buddies in the CIA.”

Beck’s eyes shifted automatically to Traynor’s face. The
movement hurt. “They-they—"” He choked, prompting Marian
to give him a sip of water. Throat wetted, he ploughed on. “They
linked me to the ICBM security system using some kind of
specialized VR rig. They wanted me to crack it for them—my
own code...”

The colonel was nodding. “Yes, we suspected as much when
we saw the system. It was...tremendously sophisticated. We had
no idea a high-end “off-the-rack’ system could be modified to
that extent.”

“But why? An editor and an art director? Why?”

“Money. But people aren’t always what they seem. Oh,

Mr. Bourbon is an editor, all right. A minor, poorly paid line
editor. But Zev Darren is no art director. He’s a computer expert
lately in the employ of Shalom/Salaam and Ibrahim X. In simple
terms, a terrorist.”

Beck glanced at Marian. She was looking away, her face
wearing the patented Marian Whaley-Hodge ‘I-told-you-so’
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look. The blood drained out of his head. If he hadn’t been lying
down, he would have swooned. “Ibrahim X?”

“Bourbon line edited his best-selling manuscript,” said
Traynor. “Mr. X evidently felt his position in the publishing
industry could be advantageous. Unfortunately, he was wrong;
Bourbon was a poor choice of accomplices. Zev Darren is a
professional mercenary, at least in the realm of hacking, but
Larry Bourbon is only a greedy amateur. The threat of a treason
charge rattled just about everything loose. Your editor friend got
swept up in the romance and intrigue of it all. He simply wasn't
prepared to be caught.” He gave Beck a sideways glance.
“Honestly, professor, how close did they come to breaking it?”

Beck wetted his lips. “Too close. I was deep inside the
program, at the last security protocols, when I realized...sort
of..what was going on—that someone had set me up to breach
my own program.”

The colonel’s alarm showed as tiny white brackets on each
side of his mouth. “But you stopped them. I assume you
recognized your code.”

Beck closed his eyes. “No. I recognized my childhood.”

“Excuse me?”

Beck smiled wanly. “You would’ve had to be there.”

Later, with Traynor gone, Marian sat next to him on the bed
and held his hand. Her scent struck him softly. He opened one
eye.

“You were right all along. Bourbon was connected to
Ibrahim. In ways I couldn’t have imagined. I seem to have an
imagination deficiency. Not a good thing for a guy who wants to
write science fiction.”

“What was it like in there?”

“Weird. Like being in a dream. Or down a rabbit hole. But it
was my rabbit hole—which is why I finally recognized the...the
programming. It was all from my childhood. Games I played,
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shows I watched, pictures I drew, riddles I made up. Patterns in
floor tiles, staircases, cow pastures. But it was the clown. The
clown in the funeral chapel. That was what did it.”

Marian grimaced. “Imagination deficiency, huh? Hell, I'm
not even going to ask.”

“Aren’t you at least going to say, ‘I told you so’?”

“Do I need to?”

He shook his head. A sigh, deep and silent, broke over him
as a realization struck.

Somehow Marian heard it and squeezed his hand. “What?”

“The book. Sefton never really wanted the book.”

“Maybe they did, and it gave Bourbon a legitimate excuse to
contact you.”

“Maybe. But it’s more likely I got duped. I let my naiveté
compromise the secrets I hold for my government.” He closed
his eyes again. “But the worst thing is what they led me to
believe about you and Ruby. I think they must have drugged
me, planted suggestions in my head that I couldn’t trust
you...and other things. They wanted you out of the way, I
guess.”

Marian’s mouth curled. “So, that’s what that was about. And
that was worse than almost giving away the deed to Uncle Sam'’s
farm? Sweet, but silly, Beck. There was a hell of a lot at stake in
those silos. On the bright side, I think this little episode has
given Colonel Traynor and his fellows reason to consider an
alternative to hiding loaded guns.”

Beck looked out the window where the sun had risen on a
brilliant day. “Funny. I guess I turned out to be a secret agent
after all. So secret, even I didn’t know it. Secret agent double-oh-
one, binary spy.”

“You could write a book about it.”

“Yeah, I could. But, who’d buy it?”
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+ 4+ +

There were, in fact, several publishers standing in the
electronic queue in Beck’s e-mail box when news of the virtual
break-in surfaced and Ibrahim X was run to ground and arrested
on charges of master-minding it. Beck had his pick of offers, his
shiny, new agent finally accepting the high bid from a large
publisher most widely known for its techno-thrillers.

Beck was pleased, without being ecstatic. He had a book
contract, but it was non-fiction—just one more real-world title
on cutting-edge programming by Beckett Hodge, destined one
day to reside on the shelves of universities and computer
super-stores everywhere. Still, given the sensational nature of
the subject matter, it would almost certainly arrive there by way
of the NYT bestseller list.

At least that was the picture until the Pentagon intervened
in the form of an apologetic Colonel Traynor, who appeared in
the Hodge living room one evening and parked himself in
Beck’s favorite chair.

“I'm sorry, Professor Hodge, but we simply can’t allow you
to publish this book. It would reveal too much about our
security system and its...”

“Vulnerability?” Marian suggested.

“I was going to say, its nature.”

Beck didn’t care what he had been going to say. All that
registered was that the brass ring had dodged him once again.

“But if you prevent it from being published-” Marian
objected.

“The public would suspect a cover-up,” Traynor finished for
her. “And they’d be right. That’s why we’re willing to allow the
book to be published provided two conditions are met.”

Beck raised his head. “Which are?”
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“First, that it be published in a vastly altered form. You
would have to fictionalize the account. Change names and
circumstances, alter the order of events, make up different
riddles.”

Amazement settled on Beck like a woolly cloud. “But
anyone who followed the news would know-"

“Ah, no. You see that’s the second condition: you have to
wait.”

“Wait? How long?”

“Three years...or the length of time it takes for you to
completely redesign your security system.”

Beck sagged back into his chair. “Completely?”

“You'll have to design two new systems, actually—one for
the warheads and one for the delivery system...which we’ve
decided should be separated by...some distance.”

“But in three years, there may not be a publisher still
interested in the story.”

Traynor shrugged. “I'm afraid that’s the only recourse you
have, Professor Hodge. We simply can’t allow the story to be
published now—not even as fiction.”

Beck nodded. He was still nodding when Traynor was gone.

“You should be happy,” Marian told him. “They're
unloading the ‘gun.”

“I suppose I should be, but I just feel...exhausted...and silly. I
was so taken in by Bourbon and his flattery. What made me
think I could write fiction? Terry Lance was right; I should stick
to what I know.”

Marian made a rude noise. “Terry Lance is a textbook
jockey. He wouldn’t know good science fiction if he had a close
encounter with it. Besides, you did write fiction. You just wrote it
into the national defense system.”

Beck had to laugh, and Marian, who didn’t need to be told
why he was laughing, laughed with him. The irony was
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delicious: He wrote fiction like a programmer and programmed
like a science fiction writer.

Mentally, he was still laughing when his head touched the
pillow that night. He didn’t know if he could convince a
publisher to wait three years for the story—especially a
fictionalized version of it—but he did know he would continue
to write both programs and fiction. Eventually, he would get

them straight.



The White Dog 477

The White Dog

A story of magic realism

The White Dog was originally published in Interzone issue
#142 in 1999. It is my favorite story in the collection and was a
Best Short Fiction finalist for the 1999 British Science Fiction
Association Award. Woven into the narrative is a brief episode
from Abdu’l-Bahd’s visit to New York from which the story gets
its title and one of its themes.

“Just as physical science has shown that every
particle of matter in the universe attracts and
influences every other particle, no matter how
minute or how distant, so psychical science is finding
that every soul in the universe affects and influences
every other soul.”
Esslemont,
Bahd'u’lldh and the New Era,
p- 209

+ 4+ +

Beauty and the Beast was the first story Mother ever read to
me. I have read it myself a myriad times in a variety of forms
and seen countless dramatic renditions of it. At each telling or
showing or reading, I have felt, for a moment, a sense of
contentment. That is, until I realize that this is a fairy tale and it
has nothing whatever to do with me.
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Oh, it’s not just that it’s a fairy tale—everything is a fairy tale
from my vantage point—it’s that the Beast is a man and am a
woman.

What difference? Merely this: an ugly man can be said to
have character; even the most hideous of men, as the fairy tale
illustrates, can be loved for his kindness and ‘inner loveliness.”
But an ugly woman...well, I quickly learned that by no
combination of graces or talents or virtues can she be considered
lovely.

Humorists make a tired point of it:

“I've fixed you up with a date,” says the sitcomedian.

“Oh?” responds the object of his largesse. “What’s she like?”

“She has a great personality,” he is assured.

Whereupon the charm-challenged moron moans tragically,
“Oh, God! She’s a bow-wow!”

The media assure us that the corollary is also true—a man
will put up with any amount of inanity and selfishness to adorn
himself with Beauty; all stupidity can be forgiven it. Beauty can
redeem a lack of character, but no amount of character can
redeem a lack of good looks.

This is not to say that Gorgons cannot have friends, for there
is a certain type of male who will befriend the charmless female
for no other reason that, early in life, she seems almost ‘guy-like’
in her gracelessness. Later, of course, he will abandon her, lest
someone get the idea that they are an ‘item,” but by this time, she
will be much sought after by other, more attractive young
women merely because they look so good by comparison.

I've always thought the jealous Aphrodite was a fool not to
have made Medusa her bosom buddy. How much simpler to
have given the feckless Paris the choice between herself and the
Gorgon—she’d have had the apple and the guy. Anyone stupid
enough to even notice Medusa would have ended up as an
ornamental coat rack in the goddess’s front hall.
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Am I comparing myself to Medusa, you ask? Yes, though I
flatter myself that the comparison is favorable. After all, she
turned men to stone for all eternity. My personal best is only five
seconds.

Let me make it clear that I am not homely. (Now, there’s a
word! So old-world, so comfortable-sounding—as if the woman
in question were a favored but dilapidated love seat.) Nor am I
unattractive, or ugly. I am nothing short of grotesque. Hideous. I
enter a room and conversations cease, heads turn and quickly
return. Men turn to stone.

I was four, I think, when I became truly aware of this. My
mother’s and father’s eyes had that myopia that is peculiar to
parents. But in the eyes of strangers, teachers and family friends,
I saw distress, veiled revulsion, and pity. In the eyes of other
little girls lurked something like horror, while boys peeked at me
with speculative amusement.

I was slow to understand this, until I came to realize how
different my mirror image was from theirs. They had glossy,
colorful hair, and eyes of brown or blue or gray. Their cheeks
were rosy, their lips pink, their faces a balance of normal human
features.

I am shrunken, and colorless, as if water runs in my veins
instead of blood. My flesh is like rice paper—its fine mesh of
veins clearly visible. And my hair—if that really is the word for
such an anarchistic mop—has all the vibrancy of cellophane.
One of my young faux-friends referred to me once as the “visible
girl.” It stuck.

Oh, and my eyes—how can I possibly describe them? They
are not gray or hazel or even albino white, but are as devoid of
color as a glass of water.

17

“Jesus Lord!” exclaimed my friend of the “visible girl’

epithet, “you’ve got puries!”
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“Oo00-ee-ee-ooh,” school mates would intone when they
passed me in the hall.

“Spooky,” the girls called me, and, “Ghost.”

The boys were worse: “Pasty-face” and “Slug” were two of
their less innovative offerings.

When I was about nine I realized that I looked, more or less,
like the archetypal Whitley Streiber alien.

Fortunately, parents” eyes are calibrated differently than the
rest of mankind’s. I was my mother and father’s Little
Moonbeam. Mother could gaze at my alien features and tell me I
was beautiful. I swear to this day, she meant it.

I believe that’s where I first got the idea that I could affect
the way people saw me. Yes, my parents perceived me through a
filter of love and pity, but I also provided a filter--the
desperation with which I needed and desired their love and
approval. Desperation demanded that I perform for them, that I
be their happy Little Moonbeam, an ethereal will-o-the-wisp.

Not quite understanding the nature of parental love, I
believed that I won it by being as engaging as I was grotesque.
That belief instilled in me the confidence I needed to win the
regard of others who were not so impossibly blinded. Pity,
sympathy—call it what you will—I learned, over the years, to
milk human kindness for all it was worth.

I'm not bitter about that. Far from it. While I undoubtedly
brought out the worst in those disposed toward cruelty, I
brought out the best in anyone with even an ounce of
compassion. I suppose in an abstract way, you could say I
helped make them better human beings.

Of course, there are always those disinclined to kindness.
They were harder to deal with. Their regard could wound; their
words could draw blood.

Such a one was Bobby Bane (an ironic and appropriate
name, if ever there was one). If there was one bona fide bully in
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our tiny neighborhood, it was Bobby, and he established himself
as such from the moment his family moved in.

I heard rumor of him before we met. He had beaten up my
friend Robin—who was twice my size—and taken away her bike
and the Popsicle her mother had given her as an afternoon
snack.

I was impressed. Robin was my own personal bully. So often
did she terrorize me—leveling me with a push and taking
whatever toy I happened to be playing with—that I now lay
down on the sidewalk the moment I saw her coming. I
considered Robin my friend solely by virtue of the fact that she
did not call me names.

Robin was not the only child Bobby Bane flattened. Soon,
neighborhood Moms were in turmoil. They confronted Bobby’s
mother without satisfaction.

“Why,” I asked my own mother, “is Bobby so mean?”

“Well,” she said thoughtfully, “I suspect he’s very lonely.
His family’s moved twice in the last year. He doesn’t have any
friends.”

That, I thought, was perfectly understandable and unlikely
to change any time soon.

I met Bobby for the first time at the bottom of my driveway
where I, in the floppy hat my mother tied to my head to shield
my translucent skin from the Sun, was taking a group of Teddy
Bears and dolls for a drive in my Radio Flyer. One moment I was
alone, the next, I was facing a brush-cut, glaring terror at least
twice my bulk and three years my senior.

His eyes widened when I looked into them, but the words
he had prepared for me came out steady and strong. “Gimme
the wagon, Spook,” he said, and I was delighted that he had
chosen such a gentle epithet. Still, his fists clenched and
unclenched as if it were all he could do to refrain from tearing

me limb from bloodless limb.



482 I Loved Thy Creation

I did not lie down. Nor did I attempt to flee. Instead, I drew
very close to Bobby Bane—close enough that he could count the
tiny blue veins beneath my skin. Close enough that he could
imagine that my transparent eyes afforded him a view of the
inside of my alien skull.

I tilted my head, looked up into his face and said, “I know
you don'’t really want to hurt me. You're a nice little boy. You
just need a friend. Can I be your friend?”

Bobby Bane turned and left without uttering another word.

The next time I saw him, he invaded a small group of
neighborhood children just as Robin’s mom was passing out
homemade cherry popsicles speared on little plastic forks. From
that moment, he was just another neighborhood kid. The Moms
figured his parents must have ‘had a little talk” with him, but I
knew, as our eyes met over our bright cherry ice cubes, that his
transformation had not arisen from anything his parents had
said.

Mother also knew this, having witnessed my confrontation
with him from our kitchen window.

“Meg,” she said when I told her how Bobby had joined our
play group, “you have a way about you.”

A way about me. In my young mind, Way translated to
‘power’ or ‘magic.” The fairy tales I read were full of such things,
and they inspired hope. An ugly princess might possess such
goodness as would grant her the gift of Beauty. I was certain my
powers, such as they were, did not run to literally making
myself beautiful, but I now knew that they would allow me to
wring compassion out of the kind, and tolerance out of the surly.

Perhaps, in some sense, my Way was a veil behind which I
could hide my repulsiveness, and if I could not transform myself,

perhaps I could transform the way others saw me.
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As I grew older, I discarded the idea of magical powers, of
course, but I still recognized that what Mother had said was true
—I did have a way about me.

By the time I was in junior high school, I had concocted the
theory that what I had exercised on Bobby Bane and countless
others since, was a shrewd understanding of the human psyche.
Everyone needed acceptance, even the seemingly needless.

The history of my religion provided me with a totem for my
ability to parry the mindless, visceral hostility toward the alien:
The White Dog.

It is recorded of the Son of the Founder of my faith that
when He, in His twilight years, journeyed through the United
States, He would travel the neighborhoods of New York in a
carriage accompanied by a handful of believers. In one of the
affluent neighborhoods on His accustomed route lived an
elderly woman who had shown such hostility for the Master (as
He was called), that the believers avoided her at all costs, finding
other paths for Him to take to His appointments.

The Master, on the other hand, would seek her out, making
certain that His carriage passed her house every morning where
she could be seen taking the Sun on her front porch.

While the believers cringed and probably prayed, the Master
would smile and wave at the dowager, who would only glare at
this Persian ‘mystic,” then avert her gaze, her hands stroking and
smoothing the silky fur of the small, white dog in her lap.

One morning, after He had been rebuffed repeatedly by the
hostile old woman, the Master bid the driver stop before her
home. Over the protests of His companions, He debarked and
strolled up the path to the front porch. Seating himself across
from His enemy, He noted how very beautiful was the little
white dog and inquired as to what kind of dog it was.

Well, the woman loved that dog above all things, as the
Master obviously knew. His praise of the animal unleashed such
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a flood of delight from her that she regaled her unwelcome guest
with tales of the little animal’s cleverness.

The Master was late for His appointments that day, but He
had made a great friend. When the believers begged to know
how He had transformed the forbidding harpy into a welcoming
angel, He told them about her beloved pet.

“Everyone,” He said, and I imagined a twinkle in the deep
azure eyes, “has a White Dog.”

They did. And Ilearned to find those favored pets
unerringly and parlay them into, if not friendship, at least
acceptance. When a first meeting threatened to be hurtful to me,
Iinvoked the White Dog and diffused the potential for injury.
Sometimes with a smile, sometimes with a word, sometimes
with (I swear) a mere thought. ‘Spook” became an endearment
or, at least, a good-natured tease on the tongues of my agreeable
conquests. I fit safely in.

When I reached high school, things changed. Fitting safely
in was no longer enough. My male ‘buddies” had become
single-minded automatons powered by testosterone and failure
fear, and my girlfriends were beginning to disappear into the
nether realm of dating and hushed, giggle-punctuated
conversations about the relative merits of this or that
hormone-flushed, peach-faced ‘stud.”

For a while it seemed as if my only role in all of this would
be as a shill when my merely plain companions toured the local
mall. (As I said, Doraverage, it pays to take Dorugly with you
when shopping for potential princes.)

I was alone so often, so suddenly, cloistered with my books,
my parents were alarmed.

“What’s the matter, Moonbeam?” Daddy asked me one
solitary Saturday night. “Did you and Cora have a falling out?
You're usually inseparable.”

“Cora,” I said, pretending not to care, “has a date.”
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“Cora?” Daddy repeated, and the corner of his mouth
curled.

Cora, it should be noted, was overly plump, horribly myopic
and tended to bray like a mule when surprised into laughter.
Her round face was shiny with adolescence and her eyes behind
her thick lenses had the naked, strained look of a perpetual
squinter. She was my best friend and I adored her. Until now,
we had done everything together.

“Cora,” I affirmed, and felt a swift stab of betrayal. I had as
good as gotten her that date. I'd been with her when she met him
in the yogurt shop at the mall. I got Frozen Raspberry Truffle all
over my best sweater and she got the klutz who put it there.

Maybe, I thought, I could rent myself to other dateless high
school girls. I could just see my billboard ad: Getting late—no
prom date? Call 1-800-OGRE. We guarantee speedy results. I could
call the business Rent-a-Wretch.

Daddy patted one knobby knee, then ruffled my lately
close-cropped thatch of cellophane, which Mother (bless her
heart) had attempted to dye strawberry blonde. I so resembled a
peach-colored dandelion that I expected to see the fuzz float and
scatter to the four corners of my room.

“Don’t let it get you down, Megan,” Daddy told me. “I
expect you'll be dating any day now—and way too soon for
your old man. You have a way about you,” he reminded me
with a smile, and left me alone with Charlotte Bronté.

I did have a way about me, and up till now, I had employed
it only in the interest of survival. But might it do more? Just how
powerful, I wondered, as my mind returned to the gothic, was
the White Dog?

While I no longer believed in magic, I had also discarded the
idea that I was a natural psychologist. I now was leaning toward
the belief that I had psychic powers for which the White Dog

was a focus. Then too, I had read much of tribal cultures, totems
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and animal guides. There was certainly a healthy dose of that in
my adolescent philosophy.

I lay awake that night in a moral stew. I had invoked my
totem purely in self-defense, never for self-aggrandizement. I
had used it to dissuade attack, to promote tolerance and never to
inveigle or seduce. I had never used it selfishly—had I?

When I went to sleep the situation was black and white—
self-defense was acceptable, coercion was not. When I awoke,
black and white had merged into a pleasant shade of gray.
Self-defense and coercion were all but indistinguishable. And
equally innocent, I assured myself. After all, I intended no harm
to anyone. I only wanted a date. My manipulation would be
guiltless because my motive was pure—salvation through right
motivation.

I set to my task shyly at first—prodding, probing, the way I
have seen chimps poke at a log full of ants. There was no one
boy I doted on—quite frankly, I had considered forming such
attachments ridiculous and futile. So, I issued a general appeal,
replacing my habitual mental suggestion (I'm average, just
average, ignore me) with a new one (I'm pretty, I'm charming, please
notice me.)

You expect to hear that it didn’t work, don’t you? That I
discovered it was mere winsomeness and warm-heartedness
that made people befriend me. You're wrong. It did work. I got,
not just one offer of a date, but two.

By the time my senior prom rolled around, I was dating
even more steadily than Cora, who had lost weight and gotten
contact lenses. But after the senior prom, I put this more
powerful manifestation of my totem aside. I no longer suggested
to all and sundry that I was anything more than someone they
should feel amiably disposed toward.

Why?—you're no doubt asking. Hadn’t I virtually assured
myself a normal life?
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No. That was a chimera. Certainly, I could suggest to
someone that I was a princess, win their regard, perhaps even
enter into a relationship with them. But the thought of creating
such a fairy tale and then having to live in it terrified me utterly.

What if I should attract someone so much he should ask me
to marry him? And what if I were to fall in love with him and
that love were to make me so stupid as to say ‘yes?” Would there
not come a time when I would let the veil fall in the desperate
hope that my husband would play Roxanne to my Cyrano and
love me for me and not because of the White Dog? How would
he feel when he realized that his princess was really a frog? How
would you feel?

That prospect numbed me so much that I spent my entire
post high school summer sequestered with the first fruits of the
Sarpy County library system.

I left home in the fall to attend a college in upstate New
York, where a fine arts program allowed me to surround myself
with beauty both natural and man made. I had a few friends,
mostly female. To men I was more than transparent; I was
invisible.

This was fine for most of my first semester. For another half
semester I hung on in diligent self-denial, feeling noble and self-
sacrificing, the real power of the White Dog lying untapped.

It was a lonely existence, the life of a perpetual witness—
observer of everything, participant in nothing.

Finally, I succumbed. I gave in to the lure of being at least a
fringe participant. I'd be fine, I reasoned, as long as I understood
that this was a fairy tale and that at intervals I would be obliged
to awaken myself, whisk a wrist across my brow and exclaim, “It
was only a dream! Only a dream!”

I was content to haunt the fringes, at first, but of course that
didn’t last. Life is addictive. I could not resist the temptation to

imbibe.
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I started my fall by merely suggesting that I was not only
vivacious and winsome, but cute. That garnered me friends of
both sexes and a role in one of those lighthearted groupings of
young people that are the perpetual stuff of sitcoms.

It was a happy association, a cozy rabble of art students who
did nearly everything together, who saw each other through
thick and thin, and who did not begin to pair off in earnest until
the middle of their senior year.

The first pairing was within the group and hardly changed
the dynamic at all, but the second brought a new face into the
crowd, left only three singles and sounded the death knell of our
carefree band.

I was saddened by it all, but also profoundly and painfully
relieved. It meant I would never face the post-graduation
good-byes, the empty promises to write, to call, to reunite once a
year at that special place.

When I graduated, I shared tearful good-byes with no one.
My parents were all smiles as they watched me accept my
diploma and helped me move my belongings to an apartment in
Queens. I had already gotten a job at a respected art gallery in
Manhattan, which was where I met Simon Bruce and fell
irretrievably in love.

He was one of the gallery’s clients, a talented, prolific artist
with a broad range that somehow still managed to embody
unique style. You could not see one of Simon’s paintings and
mistake it for anyone else’s work. He used primaries as well as
pastels, he rendered the dark and atmospheric as convincingly
as he did the light and airy. His paintings were sharply realistic
or they were whimsically surreal. He painted landscapes with as
much conviction as he did portraits, but he did not consider
them landscapes.

All his work, he pointed out to me, was about people. And it

was, [ realized. Even in the most overwhelming work of natural



The White Dog 489

or sur-natural beauty, there was a person. And that person, in
Simon’s eyes, was the focus of the painting.

He was as vivid as his work, with hair the color of old gold
and sea green eyes that could melt me at thirty paces. I was
smitten, both with Simon and with his art. And, in that fragile
and exalted state, I considered the unthinkable—pursuing the
chimera. Then, I did more than consider it; I did it.

I no longer had any beliefs about my ‘powers,” other than
that they existed. I exploited the White Dog shamelessly—no,
untrue, there was shame and I felt every morsel of it. But not
enough—not nearly enough—to make me hesitate or halt. As we
spoke of painting, I impressed upon him that I was, myself, a
work of art—not merely pretty, but ravishingly, heart-
breakingly beautiful. I knew I could attract him, of course, but
could I make him fall in love with me?

Mornings: He dropped by the gallery with coffee and
muffins. Afternoons: He happened by more and more often just
in time for my lunch break.

Finally, one night, he came by and asked me out to dinner.

Three months after our first official date, he took me on a
carriage ride through Central Park. It was a crisp autumn
evening and the moon hung over the Chrysler building like an
errant balloon whose string had tangled with the spire.

It occurred to me as we drove through the silky night that I
must be nearly invisible beneath the moon—colorless light on
colorless hair and skin. If he painted it, the work would be called
The Courting of the Ghost Maiden. The thought nearly made me
giggle and then it made me pause and wonder how he saw me
this night—how he saw me any night. I had no idea, you see,
how I looked to the people I used my Way with. I never held in
my mind an exact image when I ‘broadcast’ my suggestions.

They were amorphous, never specific.
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As we drew to the end of our ride, to a place near the
restaurant where he had made dinner reservations, I suddenly
felt the evening groan under the weight of moment.

“Megan,” he said, and took my hand and turned his face to
me.

My heart stopped in my breast. Oh, dear God. Here it was—
the moment of truth. I was suddenly terrified and practiced the
word ‘no” mentally over and over.

“Megan, marry me?”

I opened my mouth and the word “yes’ fell out into his
hands. I tried to make myself take it back, but I could not, so I
cried what he took for tears of joy and cursed my own weakness.

Ilived out the night in a state of siege, held hostage by my
love for him and horror at what I had allowed to happen. It was
no use saying that only I would be hurt by my deception. If he
ever discovered the truth about me, he would be hurt.

I considered dropping my facade. Several times that evening
and all the evenings that followed, I came close to doing it, but I
couldn’t bear the thought of how he might react.

Finally, one morning, I awoke with a suitable plan. I would
let the veils drop gradually. That way there would be, for Simon,
no sudden shock of revulsion, but merely a gradual cooling of
ardor and the puzzled sensation of having just arrived
someplace without knowing how he had gotten there. It would
be no less painful for me, perhaps, and would only prolong the
inevitable, but he would be spared me breaking off the
engagement while he yet thought himself in love with me.

Having made this sensible decision, I did not pursue it as
sanguinely as I might have daydreamed. Did you imagine I
would? Any number of things stood between me and the
detachment I aspired to.

First and foremost, I loved Simon. And I wanted to believe
that he loved me—ime, not the phantasm. Sometimes, I would tell
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myself that, of course he really loved me because he was, after all,
a man of great spiritual insight and maturity. And then I would
find myself raging at him, for naturally, being a man, his
physical attraction to me was the cornerstone of the relationship
and the originating impulse for anything else he might feel. And
that being the case, the removal of that cornerstone would cause
the immediate collapse of everything.

That was the war waged daily in my heart: Simon, Good and
True versus Simon, Frail and Male. That was the $64,000
question which, thanks to inflation, had increased tenfold in
value: Confronted with my grotesque reality, Roxanne, will you yet
love me?

Really, after being so betrayed, would he even like me?

In the weeks leading up to our wedding—a legendary thing
I believed in with the same certainty that I believed in Avalon—I
began to wish I had never called upon the White Dog to win
Simon. And I waffled. Oh, how I waffled. Every time we met, I
was going to begin dropping the veils. And every time we met I
thought of a reason I should wait until the next time we met.

Ultimately, it was Simon who provided what was at once
the most perfect and painful reason to put off the inevitable. He
asked to paint my portrait.

Well, you can imagine (or perhaps you can’t) the gamut of
emotions that stampeded through me then. Terror—of what, I
have no idea. Pleasure—it was, after all, a loving gesture.
Curiosity—my ultimate undoing.

As Isaid, I had no idea how others saw me. I knew only that
I could make myself attractive to them. I’d heard my hair
compared to moonlight, my skin to milk, my eyes to a misty
pool. (Yes, even I had the occasional male friend who considered
himself a poet. I have the hastily scribbled napkin-verse to prove
it.) I knew my physical self only from mirrors and rare
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photographs. Both of these are unrelentingly cruel in their
honesty.

I wanted to see the portrait and I did not want to see it. Want
won. I would not withdraw my veils until after it was complete,
I told myself, so I could know just how strong were my powers
of suggestion.

I sat for him in the evenings in his studio where he could
manage the waning light so that it did not cover me with
carnival colors. The light was gold and it was silver and it lasted
for perhaps twenty minutes in the state he required. He would
not let me see the painting, I knew, until it was finished. Simon
never showed unfinished work to anyone.

After about two weeks of nightly sitting, my patience began
to wane as my curiosity waxed.

“Isn’t it nearly done?” I asked.

“Nearly,” he said. “Just a few more evenings.”

But a few more evenings stretched into a week of evenings,
then a week and a half. I have some self-control. In this case, it
was abetted by my knowledge that my unveiling must begin the
very moment the portrait’s did. As much as I thirsted to see
myself through Simon’s eyes, I dreaded it. Not only would it end
us (unless Simon were, indeed, the saintly Simon of my fairy
tale), but it would, once and for all, establish the exact width of
the gulf between Megan the Real and Megan the Imagined.

I have some self-control, I say, but not nearly enough to
counterbalance either my curiosity or my penchant for flirting
with pain. I still had not decided, as I surreptitiously entered
Simon’s darkened studio one night after a sitting, whether I
would drop my veils one by one or all at once.

Do it gently, bid one voice. Let it fade naturally.

Get it over with, prodded another. Cut the cord and get on with
life and don’t ever do anything this idiotic again. (There’s a promise I

could never make in good conscience.)
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I slipped into the studio as silently as a shaft of moonlight
and took care to close the door behind me before touching the
dimmer on the wall. The lights rose, revealing the easel with its
draped canvas.

I was resolute, and made my steps to it certain. I stood
facing it for only a moment before reaching up and flipping
aside the linen drape.

I have no words to describe the sight or the feelings it
evoked. Thunderstruck. Overwhelmed. Numbed. None of these
things come close to that paralyzed, chaotic, silent shriek of
emotion. Cold and heat struck me in turns—my cheeks burned
and were bloodlessly icy. I raised my hands to them, but my
numb fingers felt nothing.

Caught on the canvas in a wash of silver-gold, was the same
pathetic creature that inhabited my mirror. And yes, I reminded
myself, the real world. Simon had painted me as I was—a
Spielbergian alien with stick arms, huge bottomless eyes,
fright-pale shock wig and see-through flesh.

In my struggle for meaning, I didn’t hear the studio door
open.

“Do you like it?” he asked from behind me.

I half turned, then stopped myself. “I'm...overwhelmed,” I
said, honestly. My voice shook.

“You didn’t answer my question.” He moved to stand
beside me. “I think it’s a very good likeness. Do you?”

“Too good,” I quipped, then, “Is that really the way you see
me?”

“I suppose it must be.”

I let go of the White Dog, let it escape—lick, bark, and howl.

“It’s the way my eyes see you, at any rate. But it has to be
filtered through the heart, doesn’t it? That,” he added, stepping
around to face me, “was what I wanted to get on canvas. I tried,
but I think I failed.”
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I have never wanted to cover my face so badly in my entire
life. I started to raise my hands to do it, but he stopped me.

“What's wrong, Meg?”

Did I try to explain the White Dog? Did I try to make him
believe I had these powers that had worked on everyone but
him?

“I had no idea,” I finally managed to say, “that I was so
grotesque to you.”

“Grotesque?” His eyes went past me to the painting. “No,
Megan. Unusual. Exotic. Other-worldly. Never grotesque. Look
again.”

I did. And I saw that I—the painted I—was part of a
landscape that was not, Simon would have reminded me, really
a landscape at all. The eyes were not just eyes, they were
mirrors, and the image that repeated in them was a cloud-
draped moon. The pale hair faded into snow-covered hills. The
mouth had a Mona Lisa tilt to it and lips that seemed poised to
speak or laugh.

The only real color in the picture, which was almost stark in
its Sun, Moon, and midnight palette, was in a rose held breast
high, cradled in the bloodless hands as if being offered to the
viewer. It was a red rose and at its center was a tiny, semi-
circular hearth in which a fire blazed welcome.

I realized something about Simon in that moment. Simon
did not paint people into landscapes, he painted the landscapes
within people—landscapes in which they moved and lived as
surely as they moved and lived in the world outside.

I realized something about my own internal landscape too,
of course, but such things are best left unsaid. What I will say is
that I was forced to abandon my cynicism. What the Prophets
have said is true after all, that what is in a person’s heart—their

inner landscape—is more important in life and love and loyalty
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than the outer one, at least among those who are aware of such
things.

With Simon’s arms around me I leaned to look more closely
at the hearthside scene. At the foot of the chair...

“Is that a white dog?”

He chuckled. “I don’t know why I put that there. Pure
whimsy, I guess. It just seemed...homey. Welcoming. Is it silly?”

“No, not silly. Not silly at all,” I said, and began to wonder
about the existence of Avalon.








