Out of All Them Bright Stars
by Nancy Kress

Copyright (c)1985 Nancy Kress
Firg published in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, March 1985

Fictionwise Contemporary
Science Fction
Nebula Award Winner

NOTICE: Thiswork iscopyrighted. It islicensed only for use by the purchaser. If you did not purchase
this ebook directly from Fictionwise.com then you are in violation of copyright law and are subject to
severefines. Please vigt www fictionwise.com to purchase alegal copy. Fictionwise.com offersareward
for information leading to the conviction of copyright violators of Fictionwise ebooks.

So I'm filling the catsup bottles at the end of the night, and I'm listening to the radio Charlie has stuck
up on top of amovable pand in the celling, when the door opens and one of them walksin. | know right
away it's one of them -- no chance to make a mistake about that -- even though it's got on anice suit and
abrim hat like Humphrey Bogart used to wear in Casablanca. But there's nobody with it, no professor
or government men like on the TV show or even any students. It'sal adone. And werealong way out
on the highway from the college.

It tandsin the doorway, blinking alittle, with rain dripping off its hat. Kathy, who's supposed to be
cleaning the coffee machine behind the counter, freezes and stares with one hand holding thefilter upin
theair like she's never going to move again. Just then Charlie calls out from the kitchen, "Hey, Kathy,
you ask anybody who won the Trifecta?' and she doesn't even answer him. Just goes on staring with her
mouth open like she's thinking of screaming but forgot how. And the old couple in the corner booth, the
only ones eft from the crowd when the movie got out, stop chewing their chocolate cream pie and Stare
too. Kathy closes her mouth and opensit again and anoise comes out like "Uh -- errrgh...”

WEél, that got me annoyed. Maybe shetried to say "ugh" and maybe she didn't, but hereit is
gtanding in the doorway with rain falling around it in little drops and werre staring at it like it'saclothes
dummy and not acustomer. So | think that's not right and maybe we're even making it fed alittle bad, |
wouldn't like Kathy staring at me like that, and | dry my hands on my towel and go over.

"Yes, gr, canl helpyou?' | say.

"Tablefor one," it says, like Charli€'sis some nice steak houseintown. But | suppose that's the
kind of place the government men mostly teke themto. And besides, itsvoiceis polite and easy to
understand, with a sort of accent but not as bad as some we get from the college. | cantell what it's
saying. | lead him to abooth in the corner opposite the old couple, who comein every Friday night and
haven' |eft atip yet.

He stsdown dowly. | notice he keeps his handson hislap, but | can't tell if that's because he
doesn't know what to do with them or because he thinks | won't want to see them. But I've seenthe
close-upson TV -- they don't look so weird to me like they do to some. Charlie saysthey make his
stomach turn, but | can't seeit. Y ou think he'd of seen worse meet in Vietnam. Hetaks enough like he
did, on and on, and sometimes we even believe him.

| say, "Coffee, Sr?’

He makes akind of movement with hiseyes. | can't tell what the movement means, but he saysin
that polite voice, "No, thank you. | am unableto drink coffee," and | think that's a good thing because |
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suddenly remember Kathy's got the filter out. But then he says, "May | have agreen sdlad, please? With
no dressing, please?"

Therainisdill dripping off hishat. | figure the government people never told him to take off his hat
in arestaurant, and for some reason that tickles me and makes mefed red bold. This polite blue guy
isn't going to bother nobody, and that fool Charlie was just spouting off his mouth again.

"The sdlad's not too fresh, Sir," | say, experimenta-like, just to see what hell say next. Andit'sthe
truth -- the sdlad isleft over from yesterday. But the guy answerslike | asked something else.

"What isyour name?' he says, o polite | know he'sredly curious and not trying to start anything.
And what could he start anyway, blue and with those hands? Still, you never know.

"Sly," | say, "Sdly Gourley."

"I am John," he says, and makes that movement again with hiseyes. All of asuddenit ticklesme --
‘John!" For thisblueguy! Sol laugh, and right away | fed sorry, like | might have hurt hisfedings or
something. How could you tell?

"Hey, 'm sorry,” | say, and hetakes off hishat. He doesit red dow, liketaking off the hat is
important and means something, but al there is underneath isabad blue head. Nothing weird like with
the hands.

"Do not apologize," John says. "I have another name, of course, but in my own language.”

"What isit?" | say, bold asbrass, because dl of asudden | picture mysdlf telling dl thisto my sster
Mary Ellen and her listening red hard.

John makes some noises with his mouth, and | fee my own mouth open because it's not aword he
saysat dl, it'sabeautiful sound, likeabird cal only sadder. It'sjust that | wasn't expecting it, that
beautiful sound right herein Charli€sdiner. It surprised me, coming out of that bald blue head. That'sall
itwas surprise.

| don't say anything. John looks at me and says, "It has ameaning that can be trandated. 1t means
--" but before he can say what it means Charlie comes charging out of the kitchen, Kathy right behind
him. Hesgtill got the racing form in one hand, like he's been studying the Trifecta, and he pushesright up
againgt the booth and looks red and furious. Then | see the old couple scuttling out the door, their
jackets clutched to their fronts, and the chocolate pie half-eaten on their plates. | seethey're going to stiff
me for the check, but before | can stop them Charlie grabs my arm and squeezes so hard hisnailsdice
into my skin.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?' he saysright to me. Not so much asalook at John, but
Kathy can't stop looking and her fist is pushed up to her mouth.

| drag my arm away and rub it. Oncel saw Charlie push hiswife so hard she went down and hit her
head and had to have four gtitches. It was me that drove her to the emergency room.

Charlie says, "What the hell do you think you're doing?’

"I'm serving my table. Hewantsasdad. Large” | can't remember if John said alarge or asmal
sdlad, but | figure alarge order would make Charlie fed better. But Charlie don't want to fed better.

"Y ou get him out of here," Charlie hisses. He Hill doesn't look at John. ™Y ou hear me, Saly? You
get him out. The government says| gotta serve spics and niggers but it don't say | gotta serve him!™

| look & John. He's putting on his hat, ramming it onto his bald head, and half standing in the booth.
He can't get out because Charlie and me are both in theway. | expect John to look mad or upset, but
except that he's holding the muscles of hisface in some different way | can't see any change of
expression. But | figure he'sgot to fed something bad, and dl of asudden I'm mad at Charlie, who'sa
bully and who's got the fedlings of ascumbag. 1 open my mouth to tell him o, plus one or two other little
things | been saving up, when the door flies open and in bursts four men, and damn if they aren't all
wesaring hats like Humphrey Bogart in Casablanca. As soon asthefirst guy sees John, hiswalk changes
and he comes over dower but more purposeful-like, and then he'stalking to John and Charliein asincere
voicelikea TV anchorman giving out the news.

| see the Situation now belongsto him, so | go back to the catsup bottles. I'm till plenty burned
though, about Charlie manhandling me and about Kathy rushing into the kitchen to get Charlie. She'sa
flake and aways has been.



Charlieis scowling and nodding. The harder he scowls, the nicer the government guy's voice gets.
Pretty soon the government guy issmiling sweet aspie. Charlie dinks back into the kitchen, and the four
men move toward the door with John in the middle of them like some high school football huddle. Next
to therea men he looks stranger than he did before, and | see how redlly flat hisfaceis. But then when
the huddl€'s right opposite my table with the catsup bottles, John breaks away and comes over to me.

"l am sorry, Sdly Gourley," he says. And then, "I seldom have the chance to show our friendliness
to an ordinary earth person. | make o little difference!™

Wéll, that throws me. Hisvoice sounds so sad, and besides | never thought of mysalf asan ordinary
earth person. Who would? So | just shrug and wipe off a catsup bottle with my towe. But then John
doesaweird thing. Hejust touches my arm where Charlie squeezed it, just touches it with the pam of
one of those hands. And the palm'snot dimy at al -- dry, and sort of cool, and | don't jump or anything.
Instead | remember that beautiful noise when he said his other name. Then he goes out with three of the
men and the door bangs behind them on agust of rain because Charlie never fixed the air-stop from
when some kids horsing around brokeit last spring.

The fourth man stays and questions me: what did the alien say, what did | say. | tell him, but then he
darts asking the exact same questions al over again, like he didn't believe methe first time, and that gets
memad. Also he hasthissnotty voice, and | see how his eyebrows move when | dip once and say, "He
don't.” | might not know what John's muscles mean but | sure as hell can read those eyebrows. So | get
miffed and pretty soon he leaves and the door bangs behind him.

| finish the catsup and mustard bottles and K athy finishes the coffee machine. Theradio inthe ceiling
plays something instrumental, no words, real sad. Kathy and me start to wash down the booths with
disinfectant, and because we're doing the same work together and nobody comesin, | findly say to her,
"It'sfunny.”

She says, "What's funny?'

"Charlie called that guy 'him' right off. 'l don't got to serve him," hesaid. And | thought of him as'it’
a firg, leestwaysuntil | had anameto use. But Charli€'sthe one who threw him out.”

Kathy swipes at the back of her booth. "And Charli€sright. That thing scared me half to desth,
coming in herelikethat. And where there'sfood being served, too." She snorts and sprays on more
dignfectant.

Wédll, she'saflake. Always has been.

"The Nationd Enquirer," Kathy goeson, "told how they have adl thisfirepower up in the big ship that
hasn't landed yet. My husband saysthey could blow usal to smithereens, they're so powerful. | don't
know why they even came here. We don't want them. | don't even know why they came, dl that way."

"They want to make adifference,” | say, but Kathy barrels on ahead, not listening.

"The Pentagon will hold them off, it doesn't matter how much firepower they got up there or how
much they insst on seeing about our defenses, the Pentagon won't et them get any toeholds on earth.
That'swhat my husband says. Blue bastards.”

| say, "Will you please shut up?’

She gives me adirty look and flounces off. | don't care. None of it isanythingto me. Only,
gtanding there with the disinfectant in my hand, looking at the dark windows and listening to the music
wordless and dow on theradio, | remember that touch on my arm. And I think, they didn't come here
with any firepower to blow usal to smithereens. | just don't believeit. Sowhy did they come? Why
comedl that way from another star to walk into Charli€'s diner and order a green sdlad with no dressing
from an ordinary earth person?

Charlie comes out with his keysto unlock the cash register and go over thetapes. | remember the
old couplewho gtiffed meand | curseto mysdlf. Only pie and coffee, but it &ill comesoff my salary.
Theradio starts playing something el se, not the sad song, but nothing snappy neither. It'salove song,
about some guy giving and giving and getting treated like dirt. | don't likeit much.

"Charlie," | say, "what did those government men say to you?'

He looks up from histapes and scowls. "What do you care?'

" just want to know."



"And maybe | don't want you to know," he says, and smiles nasty-like. Measking hasput himina
better mood, the creep. All of asudden | remember what his wife said when she got the stitches. "The
only way to get something from Charlieisto let him smack me around alittle, and then ask him when I'm
down. Hell give me anything when I'm down. He gives me shit if hethinksI'm on top."

| think again about the blue guy. John.

| do the rest of the clean-up without saying anything. Charlie swears at the night'stake -- | know
from my tipsthat it'snot much. Kathy teases her hair in front of the mirror behind doughnuts and pies,
and | put down the breskfast menus. But dl thetime I'm thinking, and | don't much like my thoughts.

Charlielocksup and we dl leave. Outsideit's opped raining but it's till misty and soft, red pretty
but too cold. | pull my sweater around mysaf and in the parking lot, after Kathy'sgone, | say, "Charlie.”

He stops walking toward histruck. "Yeah?'

| lick my lips. They'redl of asudden dry. It'san experiment, like, what I'm going to say. It'san
experiment.

"Charlie. What if those government men hadn't come just then and the...the blue guy hadn't been
willing to leave? What would you have done?"

"What do you care?"

| shrug. "l don't. Just curious. It'syour place.”

"Damn graight it'smy placel” Through themist | can see him scowl. "I'd of squashed him flat!"

"And then what? After you squashed him flat, what if the men came then and made astink?”'

"Too bad. 1t'd betoo late by then, huh?' Helaughsand | can see how he's seeing it: the blue guy
bleeding on the linoleum and Charlie ganding over him, dusting his hands together.

Charlielaughs again and goes off to histruck, whistling. He hasalittle bouncein his step. He's ill
seeing it, dmost likeit realy had happened. Over his shoulder he callsto me, "They're built like wimps.
Or girls. All bone, no muscle. Even you must of seenthat,” and hisvoiceischeerful. 1t doesn't have any
more anger init, or hatred, or anything but akind of friendliness. | hear him whistle some more, until the
truck engine starts up and he peds out of the parking lot, laying rubber like akid.

| unlock my Chevy. But beforel getin, | look up at the sky. Whichisredlly stupid because of
course | can't see anything, with dl the mist and clouds. No gtars.

Maybe Kathy's husband isright. Maybe they do want to blow usal to smithereens. | don't think
30, but what the hell difference doesit ever make what | think? And all a once I'm furious at John,
furious mad, as mad as |'ve ever beenin my life.

Why does he have to come here, with hisbird calls and his politeness? Why can't they al go
someplace el se besides here? There must be lots of other placesthey can go, out of dl them bright stars
up there behind the clouds. They don't need to come here, here where | need thisjob and so that means
| need Charlie. HE'sabully, but I want to look at him and see nothing else but abully. Nothing else but
that. That'sal | want to seein Charlie, in the government men -- just smdl-time bullies, nothing specid,
not amirror of anything, not afuture of anything. Just Charlie. That'sal. | won't see nothing else.

| won't.

"I make so little difference,” he says.

Yeah. Sure.
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