A Touch of Earth
by Colin P. Davies

He' d said hewas awriter and at first I’ d considered that fact just cause to decline his company. But he
wasingstent, and clever. There was the coffee shop encounter and the accident with thedog in
hydroponics, the botulism scare and the missing mail from his mother. Within weeks, familiarity led to
capitulation and we became friends.

Carol was not happy. She said Gunn smelled odd and, like al writers, lived in the border country
between this universe and afar stranger one.

The children were not happy. They said he played with their toys.

Asfor mysdf, | wasintrigued by the concepts of creetion and free imagination, of writing something other
than technical reports. | was an architect and worked from the approved book of patterns. Free
imagination for me conssted of selection of wall colors and the choice of bidet. And anyway, writing
fiction seemed like harmlessfun.

Until, that is, the night of the carnival.

* * %

“Carniva? |’ ve never heard anything so ridiculous.” Carol climbed into the open-top minicab and
dammed the door. She pressed her thumb to the dash credit-meter. “We don’t have carnivals on Mars!”

“Gunn sadit’ satraveling carnivd... been to Athens, Soloi... last call was Marineris, | think.” | hoisted
her bags over onto the back seat. God knew why she needed so much stuff. It wasn't asif she brought
council businesshome— or, if shedid, she kept it well hidden from me. “He said it' s due here within
days.” She was only agoddamn councilor, and that for award of barely one hundred people.

“Ohwadl, if Gunn said it’s coming then I'm convinced it must be coming. Even now, it must be zipping its
way across athousand kilometers of frozen, near-airless desert just to lay on ashow for us... Grow up,
Robert! ” She leaned toward the dash. “ City Hall, and makeit for ten!” The cab eased forward.

| trotted after it. “He' sgot no reasonto lie. | believe him.”

“He san Earthman, for God' ssake! They'redl liars. Even the children don't believe aword he says.”
“They don’'t understand him.”

“And they dill blievein Martians”

| ran dongside the cab.

“But just say it turns out to betrue, just say...” | snatched at my breath between words. “We could all go,
couldn’t we? Me, you and the children.”

“Wi.]y?l
“It’ sdifferent, that’ swhy. Don't you want to do something different?’



“I mean, why would | want to go anywhere with you?’

| stopped running.

She stood and turned to glare back at me. “L ook, Bob, | know you' re not politically minded and you've
got the attention span of a narcoleptic two-year old, but there’ sa crisis about to break. | need to
concentrate on bigger things than anew trend in entertainment.”

Or your family, | thought. I’d had enough of her poalitics, of her pseudo-concern for the colonists. |
knew what lurked behind those blue eyes. Y es, she was beautiful... long yellow hair, body like astick,
but she was a bitch.

| raced ahead and waved my hand in front of the cab. Immediately, emergency systems yanked the cab
to ahalt. Carol caught herself by grabbing the dash. | stepped in front.

Sheglared at me with years of ditilled distaste. It was hard to believe she' d ever loved me. Politics had
changed her. I'd much preferred her as a children’ s entertainer.

| found | had no wordsto say.
She shook her head dowly. “Robert... don't be ridiculous.”
| knew when | was beaten. | moved aside.

The cab continued two junctions up the oak-lined boulevard, then turned aong the Corinthian colonnade
that led into the business district. Carol didn’t glance back once.

Confused, and alittle wounded, | stood for amoment longer. The sun waswarm thismorning. The
trand ucent city-roof, the great tent, glowed pink. | closed my eyes and tried to imagine a summer day on
Earth. How would it be? Warm breeze, birds exchanging gossip, the scent of cut grass... somewhere the
insect song of a Sunday mower.

Gunn’s storieswere full of such magic — made of memories of Earth, of thisplanet I’ d never seen. Next
time we met, I’ d ask to borrow more of his books.

But perhaps Carol was right and Gunn was not good for me. My current project was dready behind
schedule and | wasfinding it harder to motivate myself. Even my IBM was starting to get sarcastic. The
last timel’d sat at my desk, it had greeted mewith “Hello, stranger!” And it's voice had been a crue
imitation of Carol’s.

Stopping only to collect awhite rose for my desk, | returned indoors. | needed to forget Gunn and his
digtractions and save my professiona reputation... and possibly my marriage.

* % %

The carniva arived & midnight.

A dust storm was building as the trucks emerged from the black desert. Through aviewport in the tent
wall, | watched the approaching headlamps bob across the rocky terrain.

Excitement caused an odd unease in my stomach. Y es— excitement! An emotion | hadn’t experienced
sncethefirs night I’ d taken Carol into my bedroom. She’ d dipped from her clothes with unsettling
artigry, causing atremblein me so intense it set the bedside lamp raitling. And she' d disgppointed me
then, as so often.



I’d had a skinful, that wastrue. But | was capable. For Carol, though, things had to be just... right! Can't
define, can’'t explain, know it when | trip over it! She got dressed; | got mad. Shewas sick of me; | was
sck on her shoes.

Now | watched as, one by one, the garishly decorated vehicles roared through the vast airlock and
rumbled into the city. Images of gathering children squabbled across the flank of one truck. Another
carried acolorfully fictive comic strip of the first Mars landing. Here and there, awell-placed holo-image
gave the unnerving impression of distant vistas within the substance of the trucks. | was impressed.

Gunn had brought me here, dragged me dl too easily away from my work. That’snot to say that I'd
totally jettisoned that infamous Martian skepticism, born of alegacy of disappointment. | redised now
that, even to the moment when the first headlamp had pierced the desert gloom, I’ d doubted him. Now |
was high on wonder. I’ d read about these thingsin Gunn’ s stories, but I’ d never truly believed.

Thetrucks lined up parale by Visa Control — twelve wide, dusty, thick-tracked vehicles, each four
timestaller than me, in red, green, purple, pink... strung out like bunting on Mars Day.

Out of the trucks spilled the travelers. An odd bunch; some short, sometdl, and dl fat. Ther build
reveded them to bevisitors. Y ou couldn’t get that bulky on Mars gravity and city rations. With that
indgght | redised Gunn' sfragility. I’ d been viewing him asafdlow Martian, not an emaciated Earthman.

He was ahead of me aswe crossed to where the travel ers were gathering. “1’m looking for an old
friend,” he said, as he peered into the chattering crowd of offworlders.

“Y ou know these people?’
“I know Captain Winter. We go back along long way.”

A grey-bearded face pushed out of the crowd. “All the way to Earth!” The man laughed. They embraced
with genuine warmth. “Who' syour skinny friend?’

Gunn rdeased himsdf. “ThisisBob.”

A strong hand attempted to crush my fingersinto ahomogeneous mush of flesh and bone.

“Bobisan architect.”

That threw me. | hadn’t redlised my occupation held the dightest interest for Gunn. | nursed my hand.
“Ahha...” Captain Winter’ seyeswidened. “Y ou're fill hanging on to that dream.”

Gunn clasped my shoulder. “If I losethat... I'll havelost everything.”

* % %

“You wereout latelast night.” Carol threw back the shower curtain, taking me by surprise. “Got a
woman? Should | bejealous?’

| turned off the hot spray of recycled water and rubbed at my eyes. “I didn’t know you cared.” |
watched the bubbles track towards the drain and disappear into the tanks below the house. I'd be
drinking that water tomorrow.

Carol held up the towe for me— an unexpected friendly act. Wasthisatrucein our undeclared war?|
accepted the offering and stepped out.



“I hear your carniva arrived last night,” she said.

| smiled smugly. “ Figment of my imagination.”

Carol rdleased agrin. “All right, dl right. I can be wrong occasiondly. Were you with Gunn, the writer?’
“Hetook meto meet an old friend.”

Shefollowed meinto the bedroom. “ So Gunn isinvolved with the carniva?’

“I wouldn't go thet far.”

“How far would you go?’

| peeked out past the window blind. lan and Mariawere playing out in the back yard — | am my own
grandfather, or some other equaly grotesque time paradox game.

| sat on the bed and draped the towel carefully acrossmy lap. “ That’ salot of questions.”

“I’'mjust curious.” Shetook aband from the dressing table and tugged her hair into apony tail, then
tidied up theresult viathe mirror. “It' san unusud event... and these are unusual times.”

“Y ou see aconnection?’

“No... . No connection. How could there be?’

“ Another question?’

| reached around Carol to open adrawer. She moved aside.
“When are they open for business?’ shesaid.

“Thisevening. The trucks are moving to the west shore of the city lake. They need water for some of
their sdeshows... are we taking the kids?’

“What exactly are they sdlling at these sdeshows?’

“ Something you wouldn’t understand. Gunn told me about it. Nostalgia and magic. A touch of old and
a touch of strange. A touch of Earth. Gunn’swords... not mine. The themeisthe home planet. The
sense of things being log, like the beauty of the changing seasons.”

“We have seasons.”
| shook my head. There was no point trying to explain to her. “As| said, nostagia.”

“Nogtalgiaisasickness,” Carol said. “It’s not good to have people getting sentimental about Earth when
our leaders are in the process of severing ties. Marsis about to break free.” Her voicerose. “The
Colonia Governor isat present under house arrest.”

“And what’ sthat got to do with me?’ | pulled asweatshirt from the drawer.

“You'reanidiot, Robert. Y ou can't see what’sgoing on... or you don't care.” She kicked the drawer
shut. “The people can't be distracted right now. They must be single-minded. ”

“Ah... the people. The people are anything but asnglemind.”



“That'swhy we haveto think for them.”

| laughed. “And you caled me anidiot!” | turned my back and pulled my sweatshirt on over my head.
Behind me, the door dammed.

In the dressing table mirror, | was smiling.

* % %

The carnival opened for business at sunset and the crowd, at first thin and curious, quickly swelled until
rivers of men, women and children flowed between the trucks.

| arrived late and alone and was swept on the currents beneath strings of colored lamps and ghostly
flights of paeillusory owls. Country dancing music tugged at my feet while, high above us, the dust sorm
composed achorus of whispersasit played across the tent skin. I’ d arranged to meet Gunn at the gold
truck, the sdeshow cdled IllinoisMorning.

| findly reached our rendevous an hour before midnight. Gunn was waiting and quickly ushered me up
the steps, past the attendant, and into the truck. Out of the night and into... asummer’smorning. | was
sunned into immobility.

A short distancein front of us, two boys sat on the grassy bank of anarrow river, their makeshift fishing
rods held high. Blue sky and a cornfield horizon. A static sun. | spun around — 360 degree panorama.
Where was the entrance we' d just walked through... the electronic curtain that had whispered across my
skin like the teasing of warm breath?

“Don’'t worry.” Gunn held my ebow. “It' sunnerving & first. Just hold onto thefact that it' sdl illuson. A
technica trick. Anti-noise shuts out the real world.”

| laughed as the tension uncoiled from my spine. “It’ sincredible... so peaceful. | can hear insects. And the
river, it smdls”

“And the breezeiswarm.”
| held up my hand. “Yes... the breeze.”
“The entrance is behind us, between those ancient Sgnposts.”

| regretted not bringing Carol and the children. | should have tried harder to convince her. Surely even
shewould beimpressed, moved, by this magic — even if only by the technology.

One of the boys scrambled to hisfeet and ran up to me. He held out hissmall hand. “Hi there, migter.”

| reached out and my fingers passed through his hand. | shuddered, amost afraid. The boy jeered and
ran back to hispal.

“Remember it' sdl anilluson,” Gunn said.
“But | was sure he could see me. He knew | was here.”
“It' sinteractive”

“It's...." | searched for the right word to pin down these curdling emotions that had me lightheaded
and... happy. “Wonderful.”



Cautioudy | tried walking along the dried mud path that ran beside theriver. It held my weight and |
became bolder, walked further.

“I can't seethe bordersether,” Gunn said. “But invisible hands will stop usfrom hurting oursalves.”
“Isdl thisaccurate?’
“Meticuloudy. It' sso closeto thered thing it hurts.”

| examined Gunn’ sface, possibly for thefirst time. Benegath his unkempt white hair, his skin was scored
with wrinkles. | wondered, could | count them to determine his age, like the rings of atree?“Why did
you cometo Mars?” It seemed the obvious question. | wondered why | hadn’t asked it before. “Y ou
don’'t belong on our planet. That muchisplan.”

Gunn’s eyes narrowed, as though he was attempting to peer back across the decades. “I thought Mars
had something | wanted. | waswrong.” Moisture gathered in hiseyes. He blinked at me, then smiled.
“God, was | wrong!”

| waited for him to tell me more, but he moved away, back towards the signpodts.
“I think I" ve been herelong enough,” he said.

| wasn't surewhich here hewasreferring to.

He stepped between the signposts and vanished.

Alone now inthat 1llinois morning, sadness swept over me. So much has been lost. It wasGunn's
regret, not mine. | shook mysdf free and followed him through the curtain.

| was met by screams and sirens. Men and women ran past me. Children were crying. Not far away,
approaching between two trucks, | could see the black tunics and hard hats of a police troop.

“Bob! Quickly... thisway.” Gunn was standing below me. Heran off. | legpt down the steps and
followed, away from the police.

“You'd best get home,” hesaid as| caught up.
“What about you?’
“You've got moreto lose.”

People came charging towards us. They arrived like awave... mindless, unstoppable. A woman barged
meinto ared truck. My head thumped againgt the plasted side.

“Bob... down to the lake. Come on!”

Gunn dragged me around the cab of the red truck and down a short grassy dope and into the path of half
adozen troopers. We turned and, deaf to commandsto hdt, dived back behind the truck. Whips
cracked their charges on empty air.

“Where the Hell to now?’ | yelled at Gunn as we squeezed into the confused crowd. | couldn’t help
feding he' d got meinto dl this. “ The police are everywhere. They must have sent the entire bettaion. ”

“They’'rescared,” he said.



“They are scared?”’

“In here!” Gunn bounded up six steps and into atruck. He was quick on hisfeet for his apparent age. |
went after him. As| passed though the curtain, the outside world was silenced and | became aware, for
thefirst time, of the sheer volume of terror that had filled the night air.

Inside the truck | discovered another carnival — not like this gathering of trucks beneath aMartian tent,
but a genuine carniva, onelifted right out of Gunn’s stories. There were rides, shooting gdleries, candy
and carousdls, laughing and cheering. Somewhere nearby acalliope played. It was nighttime under the
sky of Earth and | knew that bright crescent was the moon.

Gunn gestured and, once again, | wasin histracks.

“There sonething herethat isread,” he said. He led meto arotating caroused — amarveloudy intricate
piece of nostalgia. Asit passed him, he dapped the leg of one of the white horses. The carousel began to
dow. “Let’'sget tothemiddleand lie low.”

We stayed there for an hour asthe carousel dternately rotated and stopped. Occasiona ghost-visitors
clambered on and off its beautiful animals. No one entered through the curtain — here disguised asa
door into ashabby caravan. The carniva illusion continued around us: the excited chatter of the crowd,
the smdll of fried onions, children running and laughing. It became difficult to convince mysdf it wasal
fake, and | felt foolish huddled up on theride.

Wetaked little at firgt; just speculation about the reason for the police raid. But Gunn was reticent and |
found myself doing most of the talking.

In spite of my conviction that he was not telling me everything, or perhaps because of that, | got to asking
him why it was so important that | was an architect.

“It'sjust adream,” hetold me. “A mad eccentric vison.”
“And you need me?’

“Right now I’'m nat in a position to need anyone— | mean from afinancia postion. My money istied up
on Earth... unpaid roydties. That sort of thing.”

“So you've got money?’
“It'snot cheap getting to Mars.”
“And now you can't afford to go back?’

“I may not want to go back... yet.” He glanced around at theillusion that surrounded us. “What | can see
isthe possihility of making thisred, this holographic, imitation Earth.”

“Theterraforming project began decades ago. Intime... .”

“I'm not immortal. | want to enjoy it in thislife, not haunt it from the next. No... I’'m talking about atheme
park. A new independent tented city in which just about every memory of Earth would be genuine. You
could touchit ... tasteit. Y ou could live there. The only illusions would be horizons and sky.”

“Very ambitious, and totaly beyond my capabilities” | said.
“I'll need ateam, not a Frank Lloyd Wright.”



“It would be chegper to take areturn flight to Earth.”

“That wouldn't help aMars-born boy like you. Y ou’ re not young anymore. That gray’ s not just fashion.
It would be tough enough now for me, but the higher gravity of Earth would cripple you. Yet we dl need
atouch of Earth. It'swhat makes us human.”

“Y ou're beginning to sound like Carol. Different words, but the tone isthe same.”
“Perhaps you' ve never felt anything deeply enough.”

| wasn't sureif | should be insulted by that, but then | considered it could be the truth.
Wefdl into slence. The carousel continued to turn and stop, turn and stop.

Findly, aswe once more cameto ahdt, Gunn crawled under the horses and fell to the grass. | wasright
behind him. Welay awhile asthe ground continued to spin below us.

When we could stand, we approached the caravan — the exit curtain. | grabbed Gunn’s deeveto hold
him back. “The police...”

“Wecan't say herefor ever,” he said. Then he stepped through the curtain.
After amoment, and afina look around at the beauty of Earth, | followed.

Some way from the steps, Gunn was in the firm grip of two troopers. Closer to me, more police waited,
whips poised. And at the foot of the steps, hand raised to accuse me, stood Caral.

* % %

The chaiselongue was out of place in the bare interrogation room. An attempt to unsettle the unfortunate
visitor, no doubt — an impression strengthened by the blood-red uphol stery.

| was Sitting uncomfortably on the edge, guessing at what would happen now that they’ d brought me
from the cdll, when Carol came in. The door was locked behind her.

She stood well away from me and stared, asthough | was astranger, and astrange one at that. | rose
from my seat and stepped forward. She retrested. Apparently she' d determined asafe defensive
distance, just asthislast year she' d cultivated an emotiona distance between us.

“There sthe question of the children,” she said.

Despite mysdf, | felt aboot land squarely in my stomach. “Y ou know, you look alot like my wife... but
she had aheart... and she wasn't in the secret police... at least | didn't...”

Shecut in, “Y ou' ve made things more difficult than they need to be.”
“For you?| couldn’t giveadamn.”

“Y our eccentricitiesare...”

“I’m an architect!”

“...and your bloodymindedness...”

“What does that mean?”’



Sheturned to converse with thewall. | watched her bresth surging Sow and deep into her body. Then
shelooked at meagain. “1 can't live in the same house with you anymore.”

“Jud tdl mewhen | canleave here”

“When exactly you will get out of here, Robert, isadecison for the Mayor. I" ve pleaded emotional
immeaturity on your behaf.”

“You'reagem.”

“I’ve got my feet screwed to the ground and my eyes fixed on the future. Y ou, Robert, are adreamer. Of
course, | knew that when | first met you, but at thetime | thought it quite endearing.”

“Politics and maturity aren’t necessarily mutualy compatible. For instance, take yoursdlf...”

Shewas slent amoment, then said calmly, “Let’ s stop bitching. We re only providing entertainment for
the guysin surveillance. Let’ stalk about Gunn and his Sories”

“You're hardly qudified.”

“They’ reunhepful... anuisance. And more than that... subversive. His books circulate for high prices.
The carniva isamanifestation of his poison.”

| couldn’t help laughing.

Her tone hardened. “We re trying to prepare the ground for anew order here. We want hope and grand
futures, ingpiring futures. Fiction must be uplifting... mord and beneficid. Optimigtic. Otherwise it serves
no purpose.”

“Y ou mean you want stories of the great daysto come.” | found myself growing angry on Gunn’s behalf.
“Some would cdl that propaganda.”

“Thelast thing we need is Gunn gtirring up nostagia. It makes people fed cheated, asthough something is
missng.”

“Something ismissing!” | yelled. “How can you compare this dry desert wildernessto Earth? Where's
the rivers, the meadows...? We must be crazy living here.”

“Youonly prove my point.”
| sat down again, somewhat confused by my outburst. “What now then?’

“For now, you go back to your cdll.” She knocked on the door. It swung open. “And in themorning Il
have atak with my children.”

* % %

When the two guards locked me back inthe cell, | glanced at Gunn. He was deeping. Being irritable and
unable to settle— apart of me was il arguing with Carol — | went to the small solitary window that
looked out over the city lake.

It was dtill night. That surprised me. I'd lost track of time. The brilliant guardian lamps at the top of the
central support arm swept lazily about, pouring prying light into secret dleys, washing green parkland
white, peering into bedrooms. The lake itself was evident by the wavering starfield of reflected
promenade lanterns and the occasiona sweep of aguardian beam.



My bregth misted on the window.

“No bruisesthen?” Gunn was awake.

| turned my head and squinted into the brightness. “None that show.”
| think he understood.

It could be hours before daylight. Neither of uswere able to deep, so we taked. We talked about
childhood adventures, family loved and lost, ambitions achieved and abandoned. The hope of youth and
the frustration of adulthood. We taked about Earth. He told me his stories and, for atime, | lived on his
planet.

| lay back on my hard bed and let hiswords transport me millions of kilometers through space, and soon
the meaning of the words was unimportant; they became merely soothing sounds, comforting... .

| dreamed.

| was looking out through the cell window. It was morning, though the sky above the tent was dark and
heavy. Thelake surface was glass-calm. Then snow began to fall. Large flakes drifted within the tented

city.
At firgt | searched for explanations— perhaps afreak drop in temperature outside the tent — then it

didn’t seem to matter. | watched the flakes dancing down. Soon the lake shore, the copse of oaks, the
concrete streets... al were white.

Thelake was frozen.
| wasin aslent winter heaven.

| was about to call to Gunn, to urge him to the window, when the snowflakes thinned and | saw
something move down there by thelakeside.

It was aman, too far away to be seen clearly, walking dowly away through the thick snow. Asl
watched, he turned and waved. | knew that wave wasfor me. And | understood that it was goodbye.

| was awoken by rough hands dragging me from the bed. | was hauled upright. The room was brilliant
and blinding.

“Check under the beds!” avoiceyeled.

“I have checked!” Another voice,

“Then how...? Take thisone aong! There sgoing to be some questions...”
*x %

Gunn has gone.

Carol ingsted that he had escaped — somehow conjured hisfreedom in the middle of the night. The
carnival aso departed that night, and perhaps he went with them. She showed no great concern. Hewas
gone, and that was al that mattered.

But | can’'t escape the conviction that he was removed... Murdered. They wanted him out of the way. |
guessI’ll never know the truth. Some things though are clesar.



Carol and me... we'll never reconcile these differences. It would be easier to reconcile the governments
of the two planets. | can't even bear to hear her broadcasts — she thinks she' s entertaining children

agan.
Our children are with me — Carol’ s choice. She moved out last month.

I”’m working again. Without the distractions |’ ve actudly improved on my initid targets. Finances are
looking better. But | can't shake off Gunn’swords or hisworld. | suspect now that he never truly
believed in the theme park idea. | think he cultivated my friendship for another, more subtle reason.

Last night | started to writeastory. Yes... | surprised mysdlf. It was on impulse, but now I’ ve had the
tagte | doubt I'll ever be ableto quit. | waswriting of strange things. Gunn’ sthings.

Am | happy?Inaway. Thejob’s okay and the kids are grest.

However, | want theimpossible. | want to return to Earth— yet I’ ve never set foot there and never can
et foot there. Theemotion isgenuineand | curse Gunn for the gift.

So | will write of apast | never lived and of people | never loved and perhaps, in time, there will be those
who wish to read my stories and together, through the magic of words, we will reach out and touch the
Earth.

[Author'snote: A Touch of Earth first gppeared in issue #2 — June-July 1995 — of the short-lived UK
magazine Beyond - Fantasy & Science Fiction]
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