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INTRODUCTION

| love science fiction writers: the smaler the box in which you attempt to imprison them, the more
vigoroudy they fight to bresk free.

Takethisanthology, for example. The directive from publisher to editor was clear: abook of stories
about the ghosts of Christmas Pagt, Present, and Future. The invitation from editor to writerswas

identical; each of them wasto do astory about the ghost of Christmas Past, Present, or Future ... and the
farther they got from Dickens, the better.

Smple right?
Except that these are scienceffiction writers we're dealing with.

"I'll only do it if I can write The Ghost of Christmas Sideways," " replied David Gerrold, who I'm sure
sad it just to annoy me. So | dared him to, and, of course, he did.

"I don't care about the ghosts of Christmas,” replied Deb Wunder, "but I'll write about the Ghost of
Chanukah.” Sigh. So | gave her the go-ahead.



Mark Aronson's tory camein. "'l know you said to leave Dickensaone," hereplied, "but | thought of a
redly interesting way of using the material, and besides | didn't believe you." So okay, weve got a
Dickens story, too.

Alan Rodgers heard about the book and contacted me. "'I'm working on akind of unclassifiable novelette
that involvesaghogt,” he explained; "it wouldn't take
much rewriting to st it at Christmas.” So all right, not &l the stories have to be classifiable.

Then Brian Thomsen checked in with one of his Mouse Chandler mysteries. | gently pointed out thet the
last time | read aMouse Chandler story, it was set ten thousand yearsin the future and hafway across
the galaxy. "So what?" asked Brian with an innocent smile.

Puck Schimel handed in a400-word vignette. | had asked for 3,000 to 6,000 words. "I know," he said,
"but thiswas exam week at Y ale, and besides, Alan told me hewas coming inlong.”

And, of course, in every case, the stories were good.

| won't recite my experiences with each author, except to tell you that they're dl cut from the same mold.
What you hold in your handsisacollection of amazingly varied stories about what | had thought wasa
rather restrictive seasond theme. Once again, my hat is off to the men and women who write imaginative
literature for aliving; they not only manage to please the readers, but to constantly (and pleasantly)
surprise this editor.

—Mike Resnick

HUNGER
by Michelle Sagara

Fantasy novedist Michelle Sagarawas a 1992 Campbell Award nominee.
| used to hate Christmas more than any other time of the year.

Not because of the commercidism. Hell, with my VCR and my laser disk player and my stereo sound
system and car and you nameit, I'm just as much aconsumer as anyone else. And | didn't hate the
hypocrisy of it, at least not in the later years, because | understood it. | didn't hate the religious overtones,
and I'm not areligious man; | didn't hate the idiotic television specids or the hype or the gathering of the
family.

| hated Christmas because every Christmas after my fifth year, | saw her.
Let metdl you about her, redly briefly; it'll maketherest of it al make sense. Well, at least | hopeit will.

When | wasfive, | went traveling with my parents. We had three weeks at Christmas—and three weeks,
at least to afive-year-old, are forever. My dad didn't like snow much, and he especidly didn't liketo
shovd it, so when we chose a placeto travel, we went south. Fifty years ago and more, South America
wasn't aredly civilized place; hell, hi many placesit's pretty primitive now. But it had warm wesather, and
it had lots of people fussing over my dad, which made nun happy; it had good food, and Christmas was
dtill celebrated.



Of course, it wasn't Christmas like here, and there wasn't any tree, and there certainly wasn't much in the
way of presents—I got more than anyone ese—but it was happy enough, until she came to the window
of the dining room. The place we stayed, it was a big house—afriend of my dad's owned it, but | don't
remember him well. It had lots of servants and lots of land, and huge rooms. | ran about init for days; |
thought | could get lost.

Wéll, | saw her at the windows of the house while we were eating. She was thin and scrawny, with
sun-darkened skin and these wide, night eyes that seemed to open up forever. Her fingers were bony; |
remember that because she lifted her hand and touched the glass as if she wanted to reach throughiit. |
called out to her, but she was gone, and | grabbed my mother's hand and dragged her from the table to
the window.

"It'snothing,” my mother said, and drew me back. But | knew better.

"Shelshungry,” | said. "It's Chrigmas." Asif those two words meant something, meant anything. | didn't
understand the glance that my mother gave my father, but he shook his head: No.

They didn't have doorbells hi that huge, old house; they had something that you banged instead, hard. So
| knew it was her at the door when | heard that grand brass gong start to hum. | dipped out from under
my mother and ran toward the door. Because | knew she was hungry, you see, and it was Christmas,
and of course wewould feed her.

The servants didn't seeit that way though. Neither did our host. To them, she wasjust another one of the
countless beggars that came at inopportune moments. And | even understand it, sometimes—you don't
see megiving away al my hard-earned money to every little street urchin with ahand held out.

But whether | understand it or not doesn't matter.

Because | fed it with afive-year-old's shock and anger, after al these years. They drove her away. |
didn't understand what she was saying, of course, because | didn't know any Spanish back then. But |
know now, because | learned enough to try to speak to her later.

I'm hungry. Please. I'm hungry. Like aprayer or alitany. She had athin, raspy voice: she coughed once
or twice dthough it wasn't cold. | could see her ribs. | could see the manservant shove her, hard, from
the open door. Wdll, | wasfive and | wasn't too smart then, so | picked up the nearest thing and started
hitting him with it and hollering alot. It was an umbrella, and afive-year-old can't damage more than
pride.

And | just kept shouting, "It's Christmas! It's Christmas!” until my mother came to take me away. My
father was furious. The host was embarrassed, and made a show of remongtrating the servants, who
were only doing their job.

| went back to the table like a mutinous prisoner, and | was stubborn enough that | didn't eat athing. Not
that night, anyway. My mother was angry a my father, that much | remember. Dinner kind of logt its
momentum that night because of the tantrum of one haf-spoiled boy.

And Chrismaslost its magic for that boy.
Maybe it wouldn't have, had she stayed away. Maybe the toys and the food and the lights on the trees

would have sucked him right back into family comfort. Maybe Santa's lap and Santa's ear would have
encouraged him to fed the exact same way he dways had. I'll never know. Because in the winter of my



sixth year, tucked under the covers and dreaming of Santa, | heard her tapping a my windows.

Back then, | had my own small room on the second story of our house, and when | heard the tapping at
the window, well, | thought it was mongters or something. | gathered my blankets around melikea
shield, yanked 'em off the bed, and then trundled, dowly, over to the window.

And | saw her standing there, with her gaunt, darkened cheeks and her wide, wide eyes. Shewas
rapping the glass with her thin, bony fingers and she said the same words over and over again. | think |
screamed, because | could see the northern stars bunking right through her, and | knew what that meant,
back then.

My mother came firs—she dways did, moving like a quiet shadow. She asked me what was wrong, and
| told her, pointing—and my mother looked at our reflection in my window and shook her head softly.
Y ou were having anightmare, she said. Go back to deep.

But it'sher, | said. It's her, can't you see her? She's dead, Mom, and she's hungry. | don't want her to eat
me

She'snot here, she's not dead. Hush. My mother held mein her arms asiif she were astrong, old cradle.
And | cried. Because over my mother'swhispers, | could hear the voice of the hungry girl.

It didn't stop there, of course. Sometime in my teenage years, | stopped being afraid that she would eat
me. Instead, | started being afraid | was mad, so | never talked about the dead, starving peasant, and my
mom and dad were just as happy to let the matter drop. But she came every Christmas midnight, and
stayed for afull twelve days, lingering at the window, begging meto feed her. | even |eft the table once
and threw open the door, but dl | got was snow and agust of wind. She didn't come into the warmth.

She wasthere every year. Every day. She was there from the minute | went to college to the minute
graduated. She wastherewhen | findly left home, found my wife, and settled down. It wasn't my parents
she haunted athough they wouldn't feed her. It was me. | evenrailed againgt the injustice of it al—/ was
the only person who'd even cared about her that night—but hunger knows no reason, and she cameto
me

| have three children—little Joy, Alexander, David. Well, | guessthey aren't that little anymore; fact is,
they're old enough now that they don't mind being caled little. | consider it amiracle that they survived
their teenage years—I don't know why God invented teenagers.

But Mdissaand I, we had four children. Y ou see that black and white photo in the corner there? That
baby was my last child, my little girl. She didn't seethree. It'sfunny, you know. They talk alot about a
mother's grief and amother'sloss, but Melissa said her good-byes maybe ayear or two after Mary died,
and me—well, | guess| ill havent. It'sbecause | never saw her asateenager. It's because | can't
remember the deepless nights and the crying and the throwing up.

| just remember the way she used to come and help me work, with her big, serious eyes and her quiet,
serious nod. She'd spread the newspapers from here to the kitchen, same as she saw me do with my
drafting plans. | had more time with her than | had with the older kids—maybe | made more time—and |
used to st with her on weekends when Mdissadid her work. Mary'd deep in my lap. Draw imaginary
faces on my cheek.

| remember what shelooked likein the hospital.



But I'm losing the story, about Christmas. Let me get back toit.

Mary died when | wasthirty-five. Died in the spring, in ahospitd thirty miles north of here. | couldn't
believe anything could grow after she died. | hated the sight of al that green. Took it asan insult. Cosmic
indifference. Come winter, everything was darker, which suited me best.

Wewent to Mary's grave—at least | did—once aweek or more. Took flowers, little things. Near
Christmas, | took awresath, because she liked to play with them. I've heard al about how people think
graveyards are awaste of space and greenery, and maybe they're right. But | know that having that Site,
wherelittle Mary rested in the earth, was aboon. I'd cometo it weekly like a pilgrim to ashrine, making
these little offerings. Talking to her like acrazy person. Y ou don't know what it'slike, to loseachild. |
hope you never know it.

That Chrisimas, when | wasthirty-sx, my regular little visitor came, asusud, a midnight. | wasn't in bed
then; Mdissaand | were wrapping our presents, late as always, both of us crying and trying not to look
at thefireplace, where Mary'slittle stocking wasn't. Family thingslikethis, they're hard. But sometimes
you haveto cry or go mad. Melissas pretty good; she'd rather see me cry than go mad. Most of the

time, anyway.

She knew when | heard it, of course. | went gtiff and lifted my head, swiveled to ook out the window.
Mdissacouldn't ever seethelittle ghost, but after she decided | wasn't completely crazy, and that she
wasn't going to leave meif the worst thing about me wasthat | saw ghosts on Christmas, she did her best
to be understanding.

Thelittle nameess girl stared right through me, with her wide, hungry eyes. Her lips moved over the same
words that she spoke every year. Not for thefirst time, | wondered when she'd died, and whether it was
from starvation. Not for the first time, | wondered where.

But for the first time ever, | wondered if any parent have ever gone to mourn her passing or her death,
theway | had with my little Mary. And for thefirst time, thelittle ghost girl stopped her endlesslitany and
smiled at me. Smiled, tranducent and desperate, standing inches above the untouched snow.

| knew what | had to do then. Wondered why | was so stupid | couldn't have thought of it before.
Melissaand | had the worst fight of our marriage on Chrisimas Day .

"Can't you just leaveit until next year?' Sheld shouted, her eyesred, but her tearsheld in check. "Thisis
the first Chrissmas we've had to spend without—without Mary. It's the most important time for you to be
with therest of your family.”

"'Lissa," | said, because | knew shewasright, but | knew | wasright, too. "I've got to do this. That little
ghost—"

She snorted, which was about as close to open criticism as shed come.
"That little girl died somewhere, and | don't think her parents ever found her. She'slogt, she's hungry, and
she might even betrying to reach them, if they're il alive. Think about how you'd fed. How I'd fedl. |

haveto go."

"Next year," shesad, but her voice was softer. "Just wait until next year. Please.”



It took metwo daysto find aflight down south, which meant drawing money out of the savings account.
Two days noticeisn't usually enough to get any kind of decent charter. | thought we'd have another blow
over that one, but Mdlissawas Slent in amutinous way.

| thought she'd refuse to take me to the airport, but in the end, she and the kids piled into acar, and | had
to explain to my three living children why | was leaving them to go chasing after aghost they couldn't see.
Only Alexander remembersit now; the others were just alittle too young or alittle too distracted.

When | got onto the plane, | heard the tapping on glass that aways came for each of the twelve days of
Christmas. The window was atiny oval plastic pane, and the clouds were streaking past at hundreds of
miles per hour, but thelittle hungry girl wasthere, with her wide eyes and her voicdessplea. Thistime

| nodded and watched her face against the background of columned clouds and sunlight.

Widt, to make along story alittle bit shorter, | followed her. From the moment we landed, she appeared,
floating on ar in the arrivaslounge. Thin, scrawny and openly ravenous, she followed mewith her eyes,
and | followed her with my legs. | didn't bring much in the way of luggage because | thought it'd be best
totravel light, so | zipped right out of the airport on her trail.

She waked beside my car, tapping against the smoked glass, begging for food. It was hard to say who
was leading who, because | knew where | was going, or at least | thought | did. In retrospect, it was
lucky | had her with me, because everything had changed in the years between my five-year-old and
thirty-six-year-old salves. The great old manor house that haunted my inner eye was gtill there—buit it
wasn't ahouse anymore, it was asmall hotel and, at that, one that had seen better days. Therewasa
paved road leading up to its doors which showed that the place had had money once, and | took the
bend dowly, keeping an eye on my little companion.

After | got out of the car, explained what | wanted to four different peoplein two different languages, and
checked into asmdl room, | found thelittle girl waiting for me by the window hi the dining room. There
were two elderly couplesin the dining room, so it was quiet, amost austere.

That'swherel first saw you, | thought. And I stood up, pushed my chair back, and waked out through
the front doors. It didn't surprise me when | found her on the porch, wringing her hands dramatically and
begging for food. She didn't need to be dramatic; her arms were dmost skeleta, her eyes, sunken disks
in the paleness of ghostly skin.

"All right,” | said quietly. "Where?"

She started walking, and | started to follow her. All
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the while she was chattering away. Food, please. Please, I'm so hungry. Please, feed me.

"I'm not doing thisfor you," | said. "You're dready dead.” But | didn't redize, until the words eft my
mouth, how true both statements were. She stopped her chattering then; left it behind asif she didn't need
it anymore.

| must've looked funny, coming away from my car with ashovel and apick-axe. If | did, no one



commented, and | made anoteto leave ageneroustip if | wasn't interrupted or interrogated. Y ou see,
the Ste that she cameto stand on wasn't dl that far away from the grounds of the house.

"Did you die here, that night?" | asked her, hi between shoveling dirt.

She said, Feed me, please, I'm so hungry; feed me. So | didn't ask her any more questions. | just kept
upending shovelsfull of dirt until my back ached with the effort. Y ou'd probably laugh if you knew how
shallow the unofficia grave was, but | didn't get as much exercise as| should back then. But | found her,
and thiswas the only Christmas miracle | can think of: The body. It was dead, dl right, and it was
obvioudy the samelittle girl that had plagued my nights for twelve days each year, but it hadn't decayed
at al. No smell, no worms, no rot. | thanked God—and | didn't care whose. | hadn't thought much

beyond finding the bodly.

Should've, though, because asit turnsout, it was along walk from the hotdl to the place thet the little
ghost began to lead meto. Thiswasthe fourth day, and the day was definitely gone. Theresredly not
that much in the way of light along the dirt roads, and the lamp | held didn't help—the body didn't weigh
much, but it was really awkward to carry one-handed. | managed.

Funny what runsthrough amind in the dark with asmall girl's corpse hugged against your chest. Modtly,

| wasworried that the police would appear over the horizon, see me with thisyoung girl, and have me
shot on sight. | thought | was crazy; | thought | was stupid. But | wouldn't have let go of her; thiswas as
close achanceto peace as| was ever going to get. | kept following her and she kept leading.

And then we found it. An old farm, of sorts. Not agood farm, and not one that was meant to make alot
of money ether, dthough I'll be thefirst to admit that I'm no judge of farms. There wasthislittle light
nickering in thewindow of the smal farmhouse, and as | approached it, | redized that it was candlelight.
Someone was awake.

Y ou've never frozen solid in the middle of adark night with alittle girl's ghost nagging you and alittle girl's
corpseinyour ams. | didn't know what to do. | mean, now that 1'd found her and brought her home, |
wanted to drop her body and run. But she kept on at me, asking for food with her pale thin lips and her
wide eyes, and | knew by now that it meant she wasn't quite finished with me. So | did the stupid thing.

| walked up to the closed door of thelittle house, and | knocked asloudly as| could. After fivelong
minutes, someone answered. She was short, little; she seemed ancient. | thought she was going to drop
the candle she was holding when she saw what | was carrying; she went that funny white-green color that
people go when they're in shock.

I'm sorry, | said, in my broken Spanish. / wanted to—

But | didn't get achance to mangle the sentence; the little pale ghost suddenly threw herself over the
threshold of the house, chaitering away—chattering in achild's high, fluting burble. Saying something
other than please feed me or I'm so hungry. She pressed herself tightly against the apron of the old
woman.

No onein theworld had ever seen thelittle ghost but me; sheld ruined every Christmas I'd ever had.
Except this one. This one wasto be the exception.
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The old lady |ooked down at the apparition, and then she did drop the candle. | caught it beforeit hit the
floor, but she didn't seem to notice; her arms were tightly pressed into her granddaughter's shoulders.

No, not her granddaughter.

She began to speak in rapid Spanish, and the girl replied softly, dmost soothingly. Neither of them
spared aword or glance at me for the better part of an hour, and al | could do was stand and stare. |
wondered if Mary'd ever come back thisway for me. Shook my head, to clear it—but the thought was
sofierce, I've never forgotten it.

It might have been my shaking that caught their attention, either that or it wasthe fact that dawn seemed
ready to clear away the night's ghosts. That included my little tormentor. She cameto mefirst, and
reached out softly to touch her own dead cheek. Pulled back at the last minute and shook her head.

Thank you, she said, in toneless but perfect English. I'm not hungry anymore. She turned to look back at
the old woman who had been her mother. Said something esein Spanish.

Tears were streaming down the old woman's cheeks, and even though my Spanish was bad, |
understood what she said back. Her daughter walked into the dawn and vanished like morning mist. And
| stood on the porch, with my gtiff arms and her daughter's body, waiting for her to say something.

| buried the body on the groundsin front of the house, and made arough crossto mark the grave. There
were other such rough graves, but | didn't ask her and she didn't volunteer. Maybe if we'd spoken the
same language, we might have communicated better. But maybe not; | understood what it meant for her
to rest abattered old doll against the newly turned earth; | understood what it meant when she whispered
to the face of the awkward cross.

Intheend, shesaid"Thank you,” and| said,
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"Yourewelcome." Therewasalot of painin her face, but there was alot of peace there, too. If | could
have brought her daughter back to life, | would have. But | would have brought mine back, too.
Sometimes you just haveto live with your limitations, no maiter how much they hurt you.

| gave her al the money | had with me.

| know it'stacky, but shetook it. | told her to feed the children, but | didn't ask her what she was going
todowithit. | didn't care. | wanted to be back home, with my own family, before the end of Christmas.

On thefifth day, there was no sign of my hungry little ghost. On the sixth, there was nothing either. And
on the saventh, while | sat on the plane, tapping my feet and wondering if Melissahad moved dl of my
thingsinto the guest room, it was blissfully slent.

She met me at the airport, Melissadid. Her face had that searching look to it, and she stared at mefor a
long tune before she hugged me. It was agood hug, ared welcome home.



"I'mfree" | told her, and | meant it.

That wasthirty years ago, and that was the year that Christmas became atime of peace, rather than a
thing to hate or fear. | tell you about it now, because | saw her again—thelittle ghost girl. Only thistune,
when she knocked at my window, | wasn't terrified and | wasn't angry. | know what she'strying to tell
me thistime, though | don't know why she'd be bothered. Y ou'll have to take care of your mother when
I'm gone. Y es, she does need taking care of—just not in the obvious ways. Let her talk at you, let her
talk to you.

Just like I'm doing now.

| dwaysloved all my kids, and | know that it doesn't have to stop just because one of usis dead.
| loveyou.

Merry Christmas, No. 30267

by Frank M. Robinson

Frank M. Robinson is entering hisfifth decade asamagor sciencefiction writer.

His nicknamewas " Scrooge” and even hi the eyes of hisfellow prisoners, Lyle Jaffery had no redeeming
qudities whatsoever. Hed been on death row for 365 days and this night wasto be the last night of his
life. At five-thirty in the morning, the priest would hear hisfinal confesson and walk with him down the
short hall to the room where they would strap nun in a chair and attach electrodes to his shaved head and

legs.

At five-thirty-five he would be afootnote in crimind history and there wasn't aman among the other
inmates who didn't think that, at least in his case, justice would have been served.

Short, belligerent, and dy—the kind who never met your eyes when he talked to you, Lyle Jaffery was
not avery likable man. He had arap sheet that would havefilled an entire volume of the Encyclopedia
Bri-tannica, starting when, as ayoungster, he had been given a Daisy repeating BB gun for Chrismas and
promptly drilled out the left eye of Mrs. Krumpkin'storn cat next door. He married early, became
disenchanted with marriage shortly theresfter, and on another Christmas shot his overweight, nagging wife
somewhere between the turkey and the pumpkin pie.
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It took investigators only afew hoursto find the insurance policy hed taken out on hisformer beloved
two months before.

Lyle may not have been very smart, but he was very lucky and got off on atechnicality. And he
considered himsalf even luckier because he had found a profession. Ever since the gift of the Daisy, he
had been overly fond of guns. As much as Lyleloved anything, he loved the smooth, operating qualities
of aBerettaand the smple, functiona brick form of the Uzi. He became very good a using both and
there was no end to those who wanted to hire histalents.



But luck, likelove, doesn't last forever. Eventually he was apprehended, convicted, and sentenced to life
imprisonment. In the joint, Lyle was assigned to the machine shop where he turned out as fine a one-shot
pistol asthe guards had ever seen. They discovered it in hiscdl on ill another Chrigmaswhen, ina
frivolous argument over apack of cigarettes, Lyle offed the most popular prisoner there—one Steven
Marley, young scion of awedthy family, who was serving athree-year stretch for tax fraud. He had
more relatives than Madonna has bras and all of them remembered him at Christmas with boxes of
goodies whose contents Steven liberally distributed among the other inmates. His absence was sorely
missed.

It was ayear later and al Lyle's gpped s had failed and no "Save Lyle Jaffery” partisansbundled upin
swesters and watch caps had appeared outside the cold prison wallsto wave their signs and shout for his
freedom. Lyle huddled, half-adeep, on the end of his bunk reflecting bitterly on hislife and feding the first
faint twinges of remorse. It was close to midnight and the cdll block was deathly quiet.

Then Lyle jerked completely awake. Even though it was well-lit, the corridor and the cellswerefilling
with achill fog that had to be coming off the nearby river and the banks through which it flowed.
Somewherein the town afew milesaway achurch bell
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struck twelve while far down the corridor, Lyle suddenly heard a clanking sound and alow moaning. He
shouted for aguard, but the fog muffled hisvoice and his cries didn't carry more than afew fedt.

The clanking came closer and he shrank back against the concrete block wall, shivering beneath his
blankets. Just outside his cdll bars the wisps of fog swirled, then gradually coalesced into aroughly human
figure of mist and dust that sparkled in the tight and solidified into the unmistakabl e features of Steven
Marley, complete with pimply face, cowlick, and the usua apprehensve look in hiseyes.

"How'sit going, Scrooge," the gpparition chirped in Marley'sirritating high-pitched voice. "Pretty cold
ingde here, guess the gppropriation never came through for the new hesting plant, huh?*

Lyle was amazed by the resemblance to the Marley he remembered and almost embarrassed by the
gaping holein the chest right over the heart. He had been proud of it before—a clean hit—but now he
had second thoughts. Marley obvioudy hadn't come back to thank him for it.

Then hetook another look. Draped around Mar-ley's neck and waist and trailing after him down the
corridor was what looked tike along iron chain tufted with spreadsheets and Rolodex cards and twined
around an occasiond |aptop.

Lyle pointed. "What the hell's that?"
Marley gavethe chain adight sheke.

"That's my penance, Lyle. Haveto lug it around for Eternity. Y ou remember, | cooked the books for
Daddy's Savings and Loan. Cost the depositors millions.” He shook his head. "If only | had known, |
would havefixed it so Daddy took thefal." Hetried to look fearsome, then gaveit up, redizing he was
too baby-faced to gppear as anything more than petulant. "1'm not here to talk about me, Lyle. I'm here
to talk about you." He looked faintly embarrassed. "I'm supposed to be the Ghost of Christmas Past.”
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"Wise up, stupid,” Lyle growled. "Chrisgmasis aweek away."

"Technicdlity,” Marley said breezily. Herattled his chains again. "I'm here to give you a chance to repent
beforeyou fry, Lyle"

"| an't ashamed of anything,” Lyle said sullenly.

"Y ou never were aquick study,” Marley muttered, shaking his head. "L ook, enough smdl talk, Lyle, take
my hand and we're outta here.”

Marley thrust a pae hand through the bars but Lyle hesitated.
"Aren't you going to open the cdl?"
"No need to—it'll bejust likein Terminator 2. Cmon, let'sgo."

Lyletook his hand—it was somewhat cold and dry to the touch—and oozed through the bars. The cells
and the corridor and the prison itsalf promptly disappeared and he found himself floating with Marley ina
seaof gray.

"Downthere" Marley said. "Look familiar?' "I can't seeathing,”" Lyle grunted, and then amoment | ater,
of course he could. They werefloating over Evanston, Illinais, just north of Chicago. He could make out
whitecaps on Lake Michigan off the Northwestern campus and then allittle farther south, the home on
Seward Street, close by the elevated tracks, where held been born and raised. It was abig
brick-and-stone house with a huge backyard and an apple tree with a swing suspended from alower
limb. Blackberry bushes amost hid the fence separating the house from Mrs. Krumpkin's smdl bungalow
on theright and the Flohr house on the I eft.

He used to play with the Flohr brothers, but they had the disadvantage of being bigger than he waswhich
meant there was no way he could bully them. Instead, he/d hung out with the young van Dyke boy down
the block who was usualy too scared to say no to the various misadventures Lyle suggested.
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Lyle had even managed it so it was Mark van Dyke who got sent to juvenile hall instead of himsdlf after
they had burglarized a poster shop.

Therewasalittle wisp of smoke coming from the chimney of his house, admost lost in the blowing snow
of an early winter. Lyle shivered, then realized in his present condition he redly felt neither cold nor
warmth.

"Weought to look insde," Marley said. "That's the way the scenario usudly goes.”

They drifted down toward the rooftop and Lyle closed his eyes as they sank through the asphalt shingles



and plywood into the house bel ow. When he opened them again, hewasin alarge living room that
smdlted of roast turkey and mincemesat and was fragrant with the odor of pine needlesfrom the
Christmastreein the comer. Thetop of the tree nearly brushed the celling, while the bottom was swathed
in an old sheet on which were piles of presents. The tree was decorated with shiny glass ornaments and
chains of paper links made from brightly colored drawing paper. Lyle remembered with pride that the
paper chains had been hiswork.

Thefamily was stting around the dining table finishing the med before trooping into theliving room for the
digtribution of the presents. His father, heavy-set and florid, with athick head of black hair just beginning
to slver at the temples. His mother, matronly and pink cheeked, with a checkered apron wrapped
around her middle.

Andfindly, histwo brothers. David, hisfather'sfavorite, a sixteen barrdl chested with the build of ahigh
school wrestler, which hewas. Later, he would go to college, earn an MBA and become a VP with
Bechtdl. He would many and have three kids and live happily ever after, like first sons were supposed to.
Hewould also fal out of touch with Lyle shortly after he married. Infact, Lyle reflected bitterly, David
32

Frank M. Robinson

would tel him never to show hisface around hishouse, ever.

Nice bro, Lyle thought, aggrieved—what'd he ever do to him?

Bob was much the same story. A degree in dramafrom Northwestern, and now a documentary film
producer. The only contact held had with Lyle after leaving home was an offer to make afilm of hislifeto
be shown in high schools as awarning to sudents who might be headed for alife of crime.

"Okay, Marley, I've seen them,” Lyle grumbled. "A bunch of losers. What happens now?"

"Comeoff it, Lyle, they were dl winners. Shows you genetics has a sense of humor.” Marley pointed
with abony finger. "The boy at the end of the table. Don't you know him?"

Oh, yeah, the skinny little kid. A shock of red hair and freckles, atorn sweater and thin face smeared
with gravy and flecks of cranberry sauce. There was something dy about his expression. Lyle watched
while hisyounger salf coated a piece of turkey with pepper and then surreptitioudy held it below thetable
for thefamily dog, Barney, who would be sick for the rest of the evening. Now the younger Lyle turned
his attention to brother David, talking to hisfather. When David took his hand off the plate holding his
half-eaten pie, young Lyle deftly switched plates with his own now empty one.

David glanced back down at his plate, then shot awithering glance a young Lyle, dl innocence while he
complimented hissmiling mother onthepie.

"Smartkid," Lylesad admiringly.
"Youreared dummy," Marley said sharply. "That was when your older brother first sarted hating you."
Lyle shrugged. "Wherésit written that | had to love my brother?

Thefamily had finished dinner now and were gitting in the living room. His father had knelt down by the



tree and had started doling out the presents. Furry
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dippersfor hismother, acable knit sweater for David, a pair of skisfor brother Bob, apair of pantsfor
him....

Lyle sniffed. Nothing held ever wanted. But Christmas had dways been like that, his brothers got
everything, he got the leavings....

"Jesus, Lyle, turn off thetears" Marley interrupted. "This Christmas, you got exactly what you wanted."
The stack of presents dwindled and the pile of discarded wrapping paper grew to mountainous
proportions. Now there was only one present |eft—a box that was long and thin which his father handed
over to theyounger Lylewith awide smile.

"Merry Chrisgmas, son.”

The older Lyle watched with growing interest as hisyounger sdif tore off the paper and felt his own heart
jump in unison with that of himsdlf asasmdl boy. The Daisy repeating BB gun. Bright and shiny with a
hand-carved stock, or at least one that looked like it was.

The boy ran his hands down the barrel, then held therifle to his eye and aimed at the star on top of the
tree.

"Becareful," hismother warned sharply. Sheld never wanted him to haveit, Lyle thought. If the old lady
had had her way, he would've ended up playing with dolls....

"Okay, freezeframe," Marley said. Thetableau in the living room obligingly froze with young Lyle il
aming a the gar. "Thisiswhereit al began.”

"All what began?' the older Lyle asked suspicioudy.

Marley threw up his hands. ™Y ou know what | mean, Scrooge. Do | have to remind you that infiveand a
haf hoursyou'll be toast?'

The gun, Lylethought. The beautiful gun that wasthefirst of so many beautiful guns....
"l guessthey shouldn't have given methegun,” he said reluctantly.

Marley was exasperated.
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"A little more contrition would help, Lyle."

Lyle hung hishead. "I wish they'd never given methe gun," he whispered, with what he hoped wasthe



proper amount of regret.
"No wishes," Marley sighed, "that's another story. But 1*11 seewhat | can do.”

The tableau in the living room suddenly went soft focus and then hisfather was handing the younger Lyle
adifferent box, one that was shorter and thicker and somewhat heavier.

The boy tore the paper off it and stared in wonder and pride a the A. C. Gilbert chemistry set. It wasthe
exact present he'd been hoping for....

"Okay, that should doit," Lyle yawned. "Drop me off at my apartment, Marley." Hisfuture would be
different now, he was off the hook—hislove affair with guns had never happened. He could hardly wait
to be out and about. A six-course medl at Gordon's, the little cocktail waitress he'd been dating—
Therewas ablur and abrief sensation of cold. It took him one long moment to realize where he was,
though the surroundings were certainly familiar enough. The concrete walls, the hard bunk, the dight
noises of the other prisoners, thefog in the halway....

"Youlied to me!" Lyle shouted and grabbed for the somber Marley. His hands sh'pped easily through the
mist and fog and he sank back on his bunk, swearing. "What the hell went wrong ™

Marley shrugged.

"l said it was your last chance to repent, Lyle. Repentanceis good, people tike repentance, especidly
Him."

"l thought if | never got thegun ..."
Marley shook his head.

"Y ou didn't shoot anybody, Lyle. Not thistime—it's not your M.O. any more. Y ou were right about
thet."

"Sowhy the hell am | back here?" Lyle snapped.
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Marley casudly rearranged his sheet of fog where Lyle's hands had momentarily disturbed it.

"For poisoning your late wife. Plus quite afew othersdong theway." He looked sympathetic. "It
probably dl started with the chemistry set.”

Damn, Lyle thought.
"Y ou haveto repent,” Marley repeated, trying to look helpful. "And mean it."
Lylefet surly.

"What if | don't?"



Marley said nothing, but the hands of the clock on the corridor wall suddenly started to spin around.
Therewas aflash of darkness and Lyle was standing beside himself, watching along with Marley asthe
priest heard his Confession.

"Thisisyour last chance to confess your sins, my son. What is punished in thisworld may beforgivenin
the next.”

The Lyle on the bunk snarled and the priest murmured quietly, then turned as the guard unlocked the cell
door. Two more guards were waiting for Lylein the corridor.

Lyle shivered as he watched himsdlf stumble out into the corridor. The guards held him up al the way to
the small execution room, dragging him the last few feet. His other salf whimpered asthey strapped him hi
the chair and snapped the buckles around hiswrists and tightened the e ectrodes to his ankle and head.
"Y ou'd better close your eyesfor thispart,” Mar-ley whispered.

Lyle couldn't. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched one of the guards staring at the clock and at the
precise moment the hands struck five-thirty, he pulled the switch

There was arcing around the el ectrodes and the body in the chair struggled againgt the restraining straps.
There was the smell of ozone and the smell of something ... else. Cooking mest, Lyle decided after a
moment. More sparking and then the body went
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limp inthe chair, its eyes as dead and opague as poached eggs.

Repentance, Lyle thought feverishly. Marley hadn't been kidding, that was the only way out.

"Oh, God, | repent,” Lyle murmured in alow voice.

"l can't hear you," Marley said.

"I REPENT!" Lyle shouted. "I REPENT, DAMN IT!"

The scene faded and he was back in his cell, seated on his bunk once again while Marley picked at his
nailsand studied him for amomen.

"Y ou haveto redly meanit, Lyle, or otherwise you don't sland a chance in—if you'll pardon the
expresson—nhdl. Frankly, the odds are against you. Human nature rarely changes." Marley glanced at
the corridor clock. "We're running out of time—"

Lyle hung his head and whispered hoarsely, "I want another chance. Please—give me another chance.

I'm ... sorry for everything I've ever done." He meant every word of it, but then Lyle always meant every
word of it at thetime he said it. "Theleast you can do islet me see what Chrissmas might belikeif I ...

Marley shrugged. "Y ou've got a point. One changed future coming up.”

Once again there was a brief moment of blackness and then Lylewasin aliving room even larger than



that in hisfather's house. There was a Chrissmas tree in the corner whose top amost touched the ceiling
and a sheet wrapped around the bottom that was piled high with gifts.

"Bealittlemore quiet, Lyie," anasd voice said. "Y oull wake thekids."

He pinched himself. He could see Marley standing quietly in the corner but there was no other Lyle.
Which made sense, the future hadn't happened yet. At least not for him.

"Did you hear me, Lyle?
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He was wrapping adoll and perversdly crinkled the paper more than was necessary.

"Surething, dear, I'll keep it down."

Hetied aribbon around the doll'swaist, then turned to see how lucky held been in marriage. It was hard
to recogni ze the cute cocktail waitresswith her hair in rollers and wearing a shapel ess bathrobe.
Unfortunately, the bathrobe couldn't quite disguise thefifty extra pounds shed put on. And even dlowing
for the passage of time, she was older than he'd thought. Must've been the lightsin the bar....

" think you could've gotten Johnny something more practical than aBB gun; he could've used some
shirtsand a sportcoat.”

Her voice was petulant, whining, and a part of him redlized he had been listening to that voicefor at least
ten years. It had the same effect on him as pulling hisfingernails down a blackboard.

"Hisbirthday's hi February; I'll get him the damned clothes then.”

There was an added edge to the voice: "Don't forget me dear. | could use anew coat and some shoes as
wdl."

Hewalked over to put the doll under the tree, pausing at the mantle to glance at the photographsoniit. A
boy and agirl, both ashomely as ditch water. The boy was chubby cheeked with eyestoo close together
and the girl wasthin with stringy hair and a squinty expression on her face. They probably took after her.
The other photo was that of an older man in his office. Expensive suit, an expengive desk, costly paintings
onthewadll. Her father, not his, that wasfor sure. He looked around the living room again. Posh house,
rea eegance. Thewaitress gig must have been for kicks; hed married into money.

And then he wondered just how much money.

"Dear, the children will be up any moment—you know they always get up early on Christmas
morning—and you said you'd fix the lights."
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Jesus Christ ...

"What lights?*

"Thetreelights, swestie. Can't you see where the string is out?”!

He had to wrestle the ladder out of the basement and by the time he got it to the living room he'd made
up hismind. Therewere other cocktail waitresses out there, no reason why he had to be stuck with this
one. Hed have to take out apolicy and he might have to wait afew more months than before, but there
was no way he was going to live therest of hislife saddled with her and her two brats.

And just how much money?

He'd completely forgotten Marley's ghost in the corner, watching with pained disapproval. He wrapped
the new gtring of lights around the tree, then climbed up the ladder to plug it into the other string already
inplace.

It wasn't until he was holding the plug between hisfingers and pushing it into the end of the other string
that he realized the plastic plug had broken and bare wires were touching hisfingers. And that he was
gtanding in his bare feet on the iron strapping that ran down the steps of the ladder to reinforce them.

Therewas ablue arc and a sudden shock and he could sense himsalf toppling off the ladder, still holding
on to the broken plug, hisbody jerking from the pulse of eectricity that flowed throughiit.

He never heard his wife scream. Nor was he aware of Marley's ghost leaning over his body and shaking
his head and murmuring that nobody could change his future unless he repented of the past.

And then the ghost of Steven Marley glanced at the clock on the mantle and smiled faintly.
Five-thirty, it thought with satisfaction. Right on time.

THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

by Mark Aronson

Mark Aronson is an advertising executive who began writing and selling sciencefiction during the past 18
months

| hate my job.

Ebenezer Scroogeisfurioudy scribbling away at a shabby writing desk in the corner of histhreadbare
sitting room. Every so often he cackles, and when he does, his breath—you can see his breath, for
Scrooge wastes little gold on such luxuries as coal—his bresth freezes the meager flame of the sumpy
ydllow candle he writesby. It shivers, beggared by the concentrated gloom and greed in the thousands of
frozen Scroo-gish droplets.

| hateit.
Scrooge should not be scribbling in his sitting room or anywhere ese. At this moment, by the schedule |

have created, the schedule | have followed so many times before, Scrooge should be cowering under his
bedclothes, vainly snatching at courage, vainly hoping that | am not redl.



Inasense, of course, | suppose that I'm not entirely real. How red isaghost, even the Ghost of
Christmas Past? Y et I'm real enough to impel peopleto action. | have, within the limits of my job
description, free will; I can do my job as | seefit. Andit's not an easy job, believe me.

| can see Marley pointing a me, grinning with that hideous smile. He knows how much | didikeit when
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he removes that bandage and lets hisjaw drop. Oh, sure, it's easy for him to cast sones. AU he had to
do was materidize, show himself to Scrooge and mutter and moan and set the stage for us Ghosts. A
lousy page of didogue, that's al. And who do you suppose wrote it? One page, one manifestation — five
minutes, tops! — and he cuts histimein purgatory by a handsome term. And now he hasthe gdll to laugh
ame

Itshumiliating. But it'snot my fault. I'm redly terribly overworked. Anyone examining my Stuation
objectively would have to agree. | know it isn't smply envy. I've thought about thisagreet deal and I'm
sure of it. The other Ghostsredlly do haveit alot easier. Though not to hear them talk about it. But the
factsarethefacts.

Who digsinto the background of all those backdiderswetry to haul back into the light on Christmas
Eve?/ do. Who flits from month to month and year to year to find psychologically perfect momentsfor
malefactorsto relive? And perhapsto regret?/ do. Greed, lugt, envy, doth— thewhole lot — that's
what | get to see.

It's depressing.
And | doit al by mysdf. It'snot asif | had any help. Not like the Ghost of Christmas Present, for

example. He's got assistants— amost 2,000 and counting, so far. And for what? All hehastodois
carry the client around the here and now and point out the obvious.

For this he needs 2,000 assi stants?

Who softened the client up? Who put the fear of God into him? Who planted the notion, just on the
horizon of his perception, that thiswas red and not just some disturbing dream to tell histherapist about
on Thursday afternoon?

And Migter Chrismas- Y et-to-Come — well, give him credit for imagination. He'sthe closer, after dl,
and hasto concoct al thoseinventively bleak and dreary what-if futures. If you ask me, he'sthe only one
of us

IH* 0 hasany fun. But that doesn't Iet him off the hook



s« far as|'m concerned. After al, he getsto make it ;aB up. He doesn't have to do alick of research.
The etient is handed to him, fearful and trembling— cowering, too, nine times out of ten—ready to
believe, yeady to do anything to avoid whatever delightfully gridy yet not inevitable future he knows he's
going to see.

» Hedoesn't even haveto say anything. Gestures suffice. More than once, I've watched clients pass out
cold the moment Mr. Future extends that bony hand ,<rf his out from under his robe. Why? Because
they ,-irerewell prepared, that'swhy. By me.

"o |t'sredly too bad. | was rather looking forward to Scrooge's reaction at that stage. My bet was that
ahard case like him would tough it out with little more than agood cringe and a couple of whimpers.
Now, of course, all bets are off.

« |tal garted off quitewdl. | had done my homework on Scrooge. He really is atextbook case, you
* Jnow—aloner, abusive family, low saf-esteem, deep-seated fedlings of insecurity rooted in successive
aban-donmenls asachild. There was awedth of choices, an embarrassment of riches,
negative-role-mode-wise. It should have been acinch.

So | assembled my data, pinpointed the most poignant momentsin Scrooge's past: Hisformative
moments, al those moments which taken together plainly turned him from apotential nice guy into the
grasping, unpleasant, mean—and, admittedly, highly successfut—gnome of business he had become.
According to the profile, he was astting duck. And Jor awhile, everything went smoothly.

» Theopening bit, with Marley manifesting himself «n Scrooge's door knocker, was a nice touch that
st j Up Marley'swalk-on perfectly. It didn't hurt that j Scrooge was under the weather, thanksto the
merest £touch of food poisoning arranged by yourstruly. (Al-consdering the condition of the kitchenin
thet
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urinous tavern where Scrooge ingsts on dining, it'sawonder | had to do anything at al.)

So when | gppeared, Scrooge was aready just thetiniest bit out of control, just alittle off balance. His
defenses were down, and he was open to suggestion.

Please understand that in the early stages of the game, my only goal isto subtly misdirect the client's
attention while engaging hisimagination. | want him to gradualy suspend his disbelief in the supernaturd,
and | have found that small steps are sure steps. It's very important to begin with something dight,
something that can be explained awvay—nervoudy, perhaps, but rationaly—thinking it nothing more than,
say, ablot of mustard or abit of undigested beef, as| believe Scrooge put it at thetime.

Then, asthe client's belief in the patently unbeievable grows (for we tend to trust the reports of our own
eyes and senses), it becomes possible to take larger and larger steps, until at last we reach the flights of



fancy engaged in by the Ghost of Chrisgmas Y et to Come. But let me remind you that | am the onewho
does al the careful groundwork, who makesit possible for the GOCY TC to reduce the client to astate
of blubbering repentance.

For which hetakesfull credit, by the way. Irksome. Very irksome.

The first two scenarios proceeded very smoothly, dmost perfectly according to plan. | generdly begin
with an incident or two in the client's childhood, and Scrooge's case was no exception. For asmuch asa
person claimsto remember about childhood, seeing it againin full color—rdiving it, even asan
observer—is quite ashock. And as we travel ed through the countryside to the dingy boarding school
where Scrooge had passed much of hisboyhood, we were able to smell the cider steeping in the nearby
farms, fed the bite of the wind and the weakness of the winter sun.

| watched Scrooge taking dl of thisin and felt a
certain degree of satisfaction. He reacted with wonder
*nd ahint of regret to see himself there, dl done and 'tmclaimed for the Christmas holiday, filling himself

-Witb fantastic and comforting visions from the escapist titerature he was fond of asachild. | saw the
ghost of a smile—pardon the play on words—at the corner of his mouth, surely the first smile anyone had
seen on Scrooge's face besides that reserved for business rivals who had gone down flaming in
bankruptcy. . All very well and good. So on to the next scenario— tame place, somewhat later hi
childhood. Hissster fan had arrived to bring him home at last, and it was my thought to remind nun that
somewherein the ashes of hisheart lay afew dim embers of human

"Always a delicate cresture, whom a breath might jwve withered,” | said. "But she had alarge heart!” "So
shehad,” cried Scrooge. "Y ou'reright. I'll not gainsay it, Spirit. But she had abig mouth aswdl!" | was
gtartled. With my prompt, Scrooge should by al rights have been led to reflect on his poor treatment of
Fan's son, his nephew, whom he would barely Acknowledgein the streets of London. He should have
feft apang of guilt about the boy, which should have lied him well dong the path to self-examination. His
response threw me off stride. "A big mouth?”

"Yes, abig mouth," he replied waspishly. "Look at 'Jer—even then inclined toward expensveillness. For
dier frailty she bears no responsibility, but for her dis-position ... [ook at her! Dragging meto the carriage,
prattling on about Father's change of heart! Did she ask me whether | cared? Did she ask me but one
time "sAether | might rather ponder the whiter solitudein tile familiarity of my roomsat that school, than
return $to ahome | barely knew? Did she consider, in her Jyouthful zedl, that | had cometo enjoy my
own com-and that she might do well to keep her own 3! and leave me to keep my own?

44
Mark Aronson

THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

45

"No, shedid not, not once. And | was left with the choice of enduring her constant chatter or of rudely

slencing her. And despite what you may have heard of me, Spirit, rudenessis not within my nature. It
well bespeaks aman of businessto cultivate an efficiency of deportment which others may interpret as



rudeness, that, sir, istheir concern. Mine s the conduct of my business, and | am grateful to you for
illuminating one of the reasons| chose my present course.”

| should have aborted the mission. | have that power. | have aready told you that | can do my job as|
seefit, and | can reset to zero, so to speak, if asituation beginsto get out of contral. It isadiscretionary
power | had never felt the need to exercise, and | suppose it was my own confidence in my abilities— al
right, call it arrogance—that kept me from exercising it thistime. That and the fact that Marley would
never let me hear theend of it.

| decided that nothing further could be salvaged from this situation, and so proceeded to the next level of
the game.

There we were a the warehouse of jolly Mr. Fez-ziwig. Once again Scrooge showed signs of
recognition and perhaps even moments—very brief—of joy. Very wdll, | thought, if we can't use guilt,
well go for the gusto.

In Scrooge'slife, his apprenticeship at Fezziwig's was an important plateau. | was hoping that
re-exposure to this early, postive role model would remind him that thereis moreto life than acquistion,
that even aman of business—even a successful man like Fezziwig—ocould il find thetime and
wherewitha to bring joy into the hearts of his staff and associates. And this particular evening, one of
Fezziwig's memorable Christmas Eve parties, was sure to provide a perfect example.

Scrooge watched with a certain hunger as Fezziwig closed his business down for the Christmas
holiday—

«tched asthe shutters were put up, the furniture f¢jved, the fiddle tuned, and the punchbowlsfilled. Asthe
party progressed, | felt alightening of my m spirit (if a Spirit may be said to have aspirit). _Hfc, | was
sure, would go well. Thiswould make up for Scrooge's less than satisfactory response to my ef-Jorts
thusfar.

V-* Yes, yes, | should have been more careful, more Observant. | shouldn't have taken anything for
jjanted. But | was intoxicated by the joy of the party, ch as| had hoped Scrooge would be. | began to

"oy mysf.

VB, | told you &t the beginning that | hate my job. Y ou may have noticed that it isn't this part of it that |
ste. Even when things are not going aswell asthey HSght, this part, the execution of the plan itsdlf, isthe
part | enjoy. It'sthe grinding research that | hate. It's *fte brutal schedule, the overbooking. ~ Christmas
comes but once ayear? Isthat what you're thinking? Not for me. Do you truly think that highly trained
resources like the three of us devote al %f our attention to asingle individua on Christmas pro? Whet a
terribleway to run abusiness! All right, it's not a business, but the same princi-tes apply.

, Any given moment can be Christmas for me. | am ,"» Spirit. | am no longer bound by morta rules of
time. 1 havemy list, and | check it twice, but only the jKmghty appear on it, never thenice. Itisa
nonstop Job to run through the beads of time to find the last possible Christmas to redeem aclient, and
chase back through his past (or her past—there are, das, far more SEMOmen clientson my list than
there once were) to fjtad the proper momentsto carry them back to. * And it'sal last-minute work. The
Folks Who Run .vThings up here take the concept of free will quiteilacrioudy, despite the posturings of
some of their more pocal representatives on Earth. | have to wait until [fte last possible moment before
intervening, and |
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confess that my would-be clients sometimes surprise me by making it back onto a decent path on their
own.

But if they don't, they're mine. And that's when the tedium begins. See, time, a least the way humans
experienceit, has no existence of itsown. Y our path through timeis a pattern created by the decisons
you make. Try to seeit theway | do: Imagine an endless plain covered with beads, make them any color
you want. Y our lifeisastring attached to aneedle. In the beginning, you can pick a point on the horizon
and thread yoursalf through the beads that |ead directly to it. Nice and smple. Direct. Some people lead
their lives that way, but most take detours. Each bead is a decision, and some of the decisions you make
take you nearer to or farther from your originad goas. Sometimes you wind up in totally unexpected
places.

But asthe string grows longer, your options become fewer. Where you could have picked any point on
the horizon in the beginning, your scope becomes more limited as you leave whole sectors of beads—of
decisons, possihilities—untouched and untouchable.

My jobisto find you as you have but one chance left to make a good choice, and persuade you to take
it. Think of those millions of beads, think of the fragility of the thread, think of the impossibly vast number
of decisons you have made and have yet to make, and consider what my job must be like.

| doubt you would like that part of it. | know | don't. And | must even consider the possibility that this
jobisnot areward for alifewdll lived, but a punishment.

Whose servant am | really? That'saquestion | can't seem to get anyone to answer.

With such congderations cluttering my mind, perhapsit's no surprise that my attention wandered. Still, by
my own lights, | was doing the best job | knew how to do. So | focused on the Situation a hand, vowing
to make up for previous errors.

In duetime, the revdriesin Fezziwig's warehouse
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mellowed and dimmed, even as did the candlesthat lit the room. Fezziwig's loud good cheer echoed
through the streets to accompany his departing guests, and they responded in kind with shouts of heartfelt

thanks and good wishes for the coming year.

Judging thisto be the perfect psychologica moment, for Scrooge plainly wasrdiving this sceneinterndly
even as hewatched it, | ventured an observation.

"A smdl matter," | said, "to makethese slly folks so full of gratitude.”
"Small!" echoed Scrooge, clearly preoccupied.

"Why! Isit not?' | asked. "He has spent but afew pounds of your mortal money: three or four, perhaps.
Isthat so much that he deservesthis praise?’



"Itisnt that," said Scrooge. "It isn't that, Spirit. Well could old Fezziwig afford to bejolly. Well could he
afford such merriment, and more, much more. For the money he spent on good cheer, and, for that
matter, on many less cheerful but more profitable endeavors, was not histo spend. It was money that
entered through yonder doors, but never stopped to visit the pages of the ledgers kept by Dick Wilkins
and me. If Fezziwig was merry, it had more to do with a second set of account books kept by him aone,
never seen by and certainly never shared with the shareholders who were the foundation and lifeblood of
his

enterprise.

"And so | must once again thank you, Spirit, for reminding me of another early example by which | have
shaped my life. Busnessisto me asacred trust, and never alaughing matter. Do my practices seem
overly sharp? My dealingstoo clever? Do | seek every possible advantage before entering into
negotiations and striking aded? Y es, yes, and yes! For as a capitaist—how nobly ringsthe name—I am
responsible for the capital not only of my firm, but of those many individuaswhose faith in my acumen
givesme my bargaining power. | am asresponsible to them asto myself. To cheat them would beto
cheat mysdf—an
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absurdity! Let those who speak against me produce proof. Thereis nonel!

"Grasping? Greedy? Penurious? Me? Bah! Humbug! The empty words of the envious. | am amodd of
probity, as Fezziwig was not—a practical man of business. And those who do not like me as| am must
look to their own faultsfor explanation.”

Scrooge had drawn himself to hisfull height, and despite the fact that his clothing consisted of nothing
more than a nightshirt and nightcap, he presented the very picture of wounded dignity.

How was | to know that happy old Fezziwig was an embezzler? It's hard enough to trek through the
world-lines of my clients; how can | possibly do the same for the people they encounter?

| wasin trouble; there could be no doubt of that. And | had adifficult decision to make: Continue or
abort? Please understand that my ability to terminate an encounter is not absolute. If | left you with that
impression, | gpologize. For if | play out my last scheduled scenario, as| was about to do with Scrooge,
| am forced to turn the client over to the Ghost of Christmas Present (or to one of his numberless
assgtants, at any rate), no matter how ill prepared he might be.

| decided to gamble on thefina scenario. It was, after dl, thefirst | had investigated, and by far the most
powerful. Infact, early in the planning process, | had given serious thought to making this, Scrooge's last
encounter with the one woman to whom he professed love, the only scene | would force him to relive,

Persond pride prevailed. A single scene seemed to be such adipshod effort. Surely more material would
be more convincing—if not to Scrooge, then at least to those whom | suspect are looking over my
insubstantial shoulder at dl tunes.

Doubtless—doubtlessl—that single, potent moment would mellow old Scrooge as the others could not.
For while there are many who survive ther heart's
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first breaking, who can survive that same experience twice?

And o | transported us to the secluded bower where a somewhat older and world-worn Scrooge
conversed with Belle, the woman with whom he had long intended to spend the rest of hislife.

Belle had harsh words for Scrooge, words al the more harsh because they were uttered in sadness and
gentleregret. She dluded to his singleminded pursuit of the golden idol, as she put it. How hissmplelove
and hopeful outlook had become tainted by the pollution of business. How he had changed, how they
had grown gpart.

"That which promised happiness when we were one in heart, is fraught with misery now that we are two.
How often and how keenly | have thought of this, | will not say. It isenough that | have thought of it, and
can releaseyou."

"Have | ever sought release?" asked the young Scrooge.

"Inwords. No. Never."

"Inwhét, then?'

"In achanged nature; in an altered spirit; in another atmosphere of life; another Hope asitsgreat end. In
everything that made my love of any worth or valuein your sght.”

| observed the latter-day Scrooge most carefully during this exchange. He was riveted to the vision. His
mouth twitched, asif he had played this scene over and over again from memory through the years.

"Y ou may—the memory of what is past half makes me hope you will—have paininthis. A very, very
brief time, and you will dismissthe recollection of it, gladly, as an unprofitable dream from which it
happened well that you avoke. May you be happy in the life you have chosen!”

Sheleft him; and they parted.

| turned to Scrooge, expecting, if not atear, then
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at thevery least adawning redization of dl he had cast asdein reaching thispoint in hislife.

"Spirit!" said Scrooge, "show me no more!”

| breathed asigh of relief. It was working!

"No morel” cried Scrooge. "No more. | don't wish to seeit. Show me no more! The betrayd! Thefind
betraya! | learned well from the treachery inflicted upon me by that woman. Why do you delight to



torture me with the one moment of my lifethat will ever be with me?’

Thiswas not asit should be. Despair, yes, but adespair that quickly turned to anger. My last hope was
turning to dugt.

"Spirit! I know not how we cameto this place, but | would show you another, not far removed. Can you
take usthere?"

Y ou undergtand, it'snot asif | can change my plansat amoment's notice. Every ingant | visit with aclient
isrigoroudy programmed. | can't just gad through the space-time continuum like some rdlativistic surfer,
skimming from one event to the next. But Scrooge insisted, and as he was able to pinpoint both the time
and the place, | acceded.

| was desperate, grasping at straws. | had taken my best shot, and missed. | don't know how or why it
happened; | will probably never know. And now | was operating in completely unknown territory.

Following Scrooge's directions, we went back in time three weeks and across the fields to a village not
far from the glade where Bdlle had taken find leave of Scrooge. We were in aback guest room above a
comfortableinn.

"Behold!" said Scrooge with bitterness. "Behold the inconstancy of the so-called human condition.
Behold the high regard accorded the love of the naive!”

| beheld. And what | beheld nailed shut the door on any hope | had of escaping my predicament. For
therelay Bellein the arms of another, conversing between unabashed expressions of affection.

THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY
51

"And how will you tel him?" asked Bell€slover, for so he must be. "Will you be direct? Will you tel him
the smpletruth about us?’

Bdlelaughed. "Why mugt | tdl him at dl?'
"Bele...if wearetomary ..."

"Silly dear! Of courseI'll tell him. In my own time, in my own way. He has grown too serious; he'sno fun
anymore. Not as much fun asyou arel”

She ... wdll, never mind what she did.

"I'll haveto find away to makeit sound asif it'sdl hisfault,” she continued, pondering. "I'll haveto come
off asthe noble, injured victim who isbreaking it off for their mutua benefit. Let'ssee..."

"Youreteribly clever, sweet. Youll think of something.”
They both laughed.

Scrooge was not laughing. He glared a me.



"It was years before | discovered her treachery, quite by accident. Yearsin which | pined, inwhich |
sought desperately to find wherein | had erred to lose the love of such aone. And when the truth
presented itself to me, | resolved to devote the energy of my affection to the honest pursuit of business.
Y ou cannot be betrayed by a baance sheet. And unlike love, successis dways rewarded, with grudging
respect at least.

"l am again in your debt, Spirit, for confirming within me the smple, honest virtues of the world of
businessthat 1 have awayslived by, and which | will now pursue with undiminished—indeed,
strengthened!—vigor. Let usreturn at once to my modest home, for if, asyou say, | am to have further
Ghodtly vigtors, | must prepareto greet them.

"| confessto you, Spirit, that before you came to me and showed me thislong night'swonders, | had
actudly considered modifying some of my principles. Contribute to charity, perhaps, or even promote
that lazy clerk of mine, Cratchit. But you have showed methe vaue of sticking to one's credo. What
worked for me will work for others. Believein yoursdf! Trust
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no others! Up by your own bootstraps and scorn the treacherous hand offered in ad; it will come asking
for recompense many times over!™

He actually grabbed my hand and shook it mightily, wishing me aMerry Chrismeas.
And so we returned.

And there Sts Scrooge, writing in outline form the further turning points hi hislife, preparing for the Ghost
of Christmas Present. He's having awonderful time.

The bdlsare peding, and | tremblefor my own future. Onethingis certain, and it issmall consolation.
Thisnight, for once, | do not envy my two associates their jobs.

Perhapsit is not Scrooge who has been tested this sad Christmas Eve. Perhapsit is| who have been
tested and found wanting. If so, | fervently resolve to do better. | resolve to mend my dipshod ways, to
become a better Ghost of Christmas Past—as good a Ghost asthis old world ever knew.

But let my lesson be yours aswell. For when your turn comes—and it will—I will be far more diligent
with your case than | was with Scrooge's. And this Christmas Eve, as you hear the bellstoll, know thet |
am watching and waiting.

ELEPHANTOMS

by Lawrence Schimel

Lawrence Schimd, though still astudent &t Y ale, has more than adozen sciencefiction storiesto his
credit.

A bright star twinkled low over Kilmgaro, caling him north.

Ashe waked, he came across three e ephants between the river and the road, pulling apart the skeleton



of afourth. Their action was not unusua; though he did not know its purpose, he knew eephantswould
pull apart any eephant skeleton they came across. But the e ephants themsalves did not belong
together—an old bull with broken tusks, ayounger bull in musth, the dark ichor thick above hiseyes, and
asmdl caf who looked too young to be weaned from its mother— and for that reason he stopped to
watch them.

Their kinswere dl the samelight gray, pale as mud baked white by the sun.

The old bull picked up aleg bone and lumbered west into the drylands. Trees grew up around him a
every step, turning the desert green. Soon they had grown so thick the elephant waslost to sight.

The younger bull took arib and walked back aong the road into his village, which he had just I€ft. It
walked past the houses of dl the warriorsto the house where hiswife and children were deeping and
disappeared behind the side.

The caf picked up atusk in histrunk, and walking backward, dragged it to the east. With each step he
grew larger, hisburden easier. Soon he was able to
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lift the tusk off the ground. He lifted it with histrunk and turned around, to walk proudly into the future. A
man stepped out from the edge of the forest and shot him. The poacher took the tusk from histrunk, then
cut off hisown two tusks, which had grown large as he walked. There were no eephants|eft to separate
his bones; his soul was forced to linger in pain, and watch as the forest was razed by men.

He looked down; the skeleton before him was still whole. The e ephants had been ghosts. They could not
lift the heavy bones. If the bones were not separated, this elephant, too, would become a ghost yearning

for peace.
Theking of the Masaai scattered the gold he carried, as he separated the elephant's bones.

When he was done, he picked up atusk and waked in the fourth and last direction, carrying a gift of
ivory and wisdom to give to the child newborn in amanger.

A FOREIGNER'S CHRISTMASIN CHINA
Maureen F. McHugh
Moureen McHugh isthe author of two science fiction novels and ahandful of powerful short Sories.

| don't usualy drink, maybe a couple of timesayear. | warn you, a couple of wine coolers, alittle deep
deprivation at aconvention like this, and I'll bore anyone to degth. But since everybody istelling about
weird experiences.... My one paranormal experience wasin China, and it could have been astress
reaction. Let me preface my story by stating that in my estimation the People's Republic of Chinaisnot a
particularly mystical place. Granted, | cameto Chinabecause | thought it would change me, would make
me into something more than | had been before, but | foresaw this change to be purely an experience of
character. | wanted experience to make me wise. Not spiritual wisdom, not the new age Too of Kites



and union of souls pseudo-wisdom. | wasn't looking for ancient Eastern secrets; I'm biased against most
of that kind of thing anyway. And in my limited experience, mysticism and spiritualism seem more
particularly debased in Chinathan they are even in the U.S. When any of my many Chinese friends
launched into a description of paranormal experiences, | got the same uncomfortable feding | do when
someonein the U.S. tells me about the time they saw a UFO. | nodded and tried to appear to take them
very serioudy, be-
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cause they were usudly confiding something they fdlt dightly embarrassed about, but which was very red
to them, namey about miracles of kung fu and the magic psychic hedling powers of peoplethat afriend
of

thairsknew.

| do try to keep an open mind. For exampletherésalot of herba medicinein China, and dthough my
preferenceisfor antibiotics | am willing to concede that seven thousand years of pharmaceutical
experience has probably discovered thingsthat Eli Lily hasn't yet had tune to research and get past the
PDA.. So when my trandator came down with persistent diarrheal wasinterested in hisremedy, akind
of tea brewed out of something that the college infirmary gave him that |looked more like tree bark and
grassclippingsthan it did my estimation of controlled medication. But Xiao Wong was 5'9" and 120 odd
pounds and he didn't haven't enough body mass to lose much weight or fluid, so when three dayslater he
was gill excusng himsdlf abruptly in the middle of conversations| gave him two days worth of little white
pills out of my own horde of prescription medication, and his problem cleared up within six hoursand did
not manifest itsdf again.

So let me begin by way of gpology by saying that | do not place much stock in the metaphysical.

| wasthe only foreigner on gtaff at my college. | lived in Shijiazhuang, which isacity about the size of
Kansas City, located about five hours south of Beijing, hi a place where two railway lines cross.

Shijiazhuang was a sere place less than 400 miles from the edge of the Gobi Desert. It was cold in the
winter, hot in the summer, dusty and windy and ugly dl thetime.

Chrigmasin Chinais hard. The Chinese don't celebrate Christmas, dthough they have heard of it the
way we have heard of Chinese New Y ear, and they know it isabig dedl. Chrissmas fell on a Thursday,
which meant | taught British
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and American Culture and History. | dedicated the class day to Christmas.

So much of Chrismasisthe build-up. | bought giftsin Beljing; ateaset for my mother, cloisonne for
friends, atiny jade horsefor my sister; but | had sent the gifts off in October. My family sent chocolate
chip cookies, but there wasn't any reason to wait until the twenty-fifth to open the cookies, they'd just be
more sale. My sster sent me anew white swegter; awhite swesater in Shijiazhuang was so ingppropriate
| amost cried. By the end of aday anything | waswearing had aring of gray dirt at the neck and cuffs.
But the college decided to have a Christmas Eve party and to invite dl the foreigners—there were twelve
Americans and Canadiansin acity of over amillion—so | went and wore the Swvegter.



Chinese parties usudly involve speeches, and then everybody hasto Sng a song or something. The most
successful song | have ever done was "Oh Lord, Won't You Buy Me A Mercedes Benz," sung ala Janis
Jop-tin (the only impression | can do), but that was for students. At the Christmas party there were
teachersand adminigrators, so | sang "Silent Night" badly, but in English. Singing in English isso foreign
to most Chinesethat it is like watching adancing bear, it isnot that it isdone well, but that itisdoneat all.

| wastired 0| |eft just after the Mitchdlls. The Mitchdllswereretired, and they cameto China
sponsored by their church. They taught English using Bible stories, but could not openly prosdytize
becauseit isagainst Chinese law. Anyway, they tended to leave early, and | had yet another cold, so |
|eft early, too. There are no streetlights, and very few lightsin thewindows. Chinaisdark in the winter,
and this close to Beijing it's about ten degrees colder than New Y ork City in the winter.

| thought maybe I'd get abeer, akind of Christmas present. | liked thelocal beer, and a bottle would
make me deepy. | walked out the back gate and up
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Red Flag Road, watching for bicyclists coming out of the dark.

| usualy bought my beer at a place made out of the carcass of abus. Sheet meta was welded over the
whed wells and there was anarrow counter where the driver's window would be. They had bootleg
electricity from an gpartment building and alittle refrigerator where they kept pork sausage and abottle
of beer for me. (The Chinese don't drink cold beverages, they believe it causes ssomach cancer.) The
eectricity meant that it was dimly golden in the bus, dmost the samefrail light as some of the other sdls
lit only by kitchen candles. Most nightsthe proprietor or his very pregnant wife were there until about
eleven—and it wasn't aholiday for them so | assumed they'd be open—but halfway up the street | could
see that the bus was dark.

| was tempted to just Sit down on the road except that it was China, and Chinawas so foreign, and | was
sotired of itsreentless foreignness. It was Christmas and | wanted to be home, but | was between
homes, and when | left Chinal didn't precisely know wherel was going. A cold winter night in China,
standing in the street where | could see the window of my gpartment and it was as dark as anything else
hereand | waslost.

A Chinese girl stopped and said, "Tongshi,"

(Comrade.)

It was dark and she couldn't make out my face. She was about to ask me directions, it had happened
before. "Wo shi weiguoren,” (I'm aforeigner,) | said and added that | didn't speak Mandarin.

"Miss" shesad in English. "'l have comelooking for you."

A student, or afriend of astudent. | wastired from my cold and | didn't want to be politeto thisgirl in
the middle of Red Flag Road. "Yes" | said, without enthusiasm.

"You must comewithme" shesad.
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"I'm sorry, it'svery late and | have to teach tomorrow."
"No," shesaid. "It is Christmas, and | have come for you."

A party, | thought, feding sick. They do that, make plans and don't tell you until the last minute, and it is
rude not to go along.

"No," shesad. "'l am your Christmas spirit.”

The beer was supposed to be my Christmas spirit. "'l don't understand,” | said. "That isn't clear in English.
Do you mean you are going to wish me good spirits?'

"No, no. | am your Christmas spirit," she said. "Likeaghog." | could not redlly see her face in the dark,
just apaeova turned toward me. Therest of her was shapeless, buried under the interminable layers of
swesters and coats that we al wore. She was only astall as my shoulder.

"Ann," | said, asif | had aclue. "l am sorry, but it isvery late and | am sure you must be going on your
way, and | haveacold, | haveto go to bed."

"Comewith me" she said firmly and took my hand. | was going to pull away, but something happened.
Something ... happened. | know | said that, | am trying to explain it, but there is a space where the
thoughts should be, no exact memory, just the sense that something happened.

And then.

Wewerein alarge unheated room full of peoplein coats. The people were dl standing in rows, their
backsto me, rows of Chinese overcoats, women with hair penned in the precise curls of those old Toni
perms from the 50s and 60s (home perms had just hit China the way they did the U.S. in the 50s) and

men with their hair shining alittle, becausein Chinain the winter the heat isn't on very long and no one
wantsto wash ther hair.

Someone was murmuring.

| was standing at the back of the room, next to the
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girl fromtheroad. A blackout. A seizure of some sort. And adeep, cowardly relief, that thiswas serious,
and it meant that | could go home. | was stunned at the enormity of my relief. A blackout, brain tumor,
neurologica disease—who cared. | wanted to go home, to run from being here. | redized that the

tiredness | was carrying was akind of despair.

| wondered what tune it was, how far we were from my apartment, and how long it would take to get
back there.

The people dl murmured together, along muttered response in unison. "It'sachurch,” | whispered. |
don't know why | said it out loud, but a person who has had a blackout has aright to be disoriented.

The girl from the road nodded. "A Catholic church.”



Chrisgmas Mass. A sad dispirited Chrismas Mass. Being Catholic isahard thing hi China. | had one
Catholic girl in my third year class, and shewas almost mute, her voice inaudible when she answered
questions, silenced by the pressure of being a Chinese girl and a Cathalic.

"Chrismasisacdebration,” | said.

The girl from the road shrugged. What was she supposed to say? | supposed she was Cathoalic, too, and
had brought me here thinking that being in a Catholic church would console me.

| had not been in achurch in years, only went for weddings and funeras. When my father died, | went to
church for the funerd and my strongest memory was of an dtar boy holding awhite candle. The candle
tilted and wax ran onto his hand. He sucked in his breath but made no noise, because afunerd massisa
solemn thing. No dtar boys hi white here, plagtic flowers on a makeshift dtar.

| wondered how she had gotten me here during the space of my blackout, had | seemed normal? One of
those multiple personalities that no one notices?

"Areyou Catholic?' | whispered.
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At that moment people turned and smiled and offered each other their hands to shake. | dmost shut my
eyes when they turned, somebody would see me, notice the foreigner, and then al of asudden everyone
would fuss.

No one offered their hand to me, no one noticed me. So strange not to be noticed, everywhere | went |
was noticed. | walked down the street and people hissed to each other, weiguoren, "foreigner,” tapping
their companionsto get their attention, "look, aforeigner.” | caused bicycle accidents. Buses nearly hit
people, the whole row at the window turning their head to watch me, in aflannd shirt and jeans and four
months without a haircut, waiting to cross the street. But here in this church, no onelooked at me. No
one saw.

| went till, thinking that perhaps they just hadn't noticed me. | wanted them to have just not noticed me.

"I'm not Cathalic," said the girl from the road, her voice norma and therefore loud among these
whispering people. No one blinked. It was asif | wasn't there.

My Christmas Spirit looked a& me and | willed her not to say anything.

Sick with apprehension. | waslosing my mind. My Christmas Spirit had a sidelong look, aface with
smooth heavy eydids and long eyes, an ancient face. Not civilized ancient, primitive ancient. Bone-old,
faintly green in the shadows under her eyes, like oxidized copper. She was waiting and expectant.
Expecting something from me. Willing to wait.

| had awayswanted to beinvisblein China Y ou don't know the strain of doing everything under the
public eye, of having every purchase, even my choice of toothpaste or laundry soap, discussed in front of
me

| thought | was dead. There was no explanation. And | would spend eternity tike this, haunting China.



Shaken. | did not know if | would ever go home.
We stood through the mass. Therewasaclosing
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hymn, plainsong in Chinese. It took me amoment to hear it through the strangeness, but they were singing
"Oh, Come All YeFathful." Was| brought here to reprimand me for having given up on the church? My
Christmas Spirit said she wasn't Catholic, then what was she?

They filed out, looking through my Christmas Spirit and me asif we were not there. Middle-aged women
hi cloth coats, middle-aged women with tired eyes. Why is church awoman'sthing? They didn't look
saved, they looked dienated and cold and subdued. It still looked strange to see Catholicsin China.

And then thelittle room was empty. My Christmas Spirit ill looked at me. | didn't know what to say.
She shrugged again. "Come," she said, and something ... happened.

A Chineseflat, four rooms, concrete floor, walls painted blue to waist height and then white the rest of
the way. Comfortably-off peopleif they had four rooms. A Chinese man with an unruly shock of thick
hair came out of the kitchen. He was wearing awhite T-shirt despite the chill and smoking a cigarette and
| knew him.

It was Liu Liming, cook for the specid dining room and therefore, most of the time, only me. Hewas an
acoholic and acynic, and adeamaker, and | liked him very much. We were the same age. He spoke
amost no English, | spoke pidgin Mandarin, and yet we were friends because, somehow, we were. | got
hisjokes, we shared asense of irony.

But | had never been to his apartment. Never expected to. | knew alittle about him—Chinaisaplace for
gossip.
He stood there for amoment looking at hiswife. Their son was adeep on the couch, head thrown back.

Hewas still wearing his glasses. Thelittle boy wasfour, and he had an eye that crossed inward and it
made him shy. Hisfather was hard on him, dwaysa
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tittle angry because the boy was not a charmer, not hke hisfather.
timing'swife wasweatching televison.

"Why don't you put himin bed,” Liming said and | understood. Which wasthe other thing | dways
wished for, to understand what was going on around me. Be careful what you wish for. Liming wasn't
awarethat | was standing in his gpartment and athough | understood Liming better than | did most
people who spoke Chinese, | had never had this easy, conversationa understanding.

Hiswife didn't answer, pretending not to hear. She was the daughter of the president of the college and
shewas ashrew. Hewas a clever country boy who had seduced an upper class girl and expected to live
happily ever after.



He made alittle sound of disgust, avery faint ai-yah, and | could seein her face that she heard him but
she wouldn't admit it. So he went back into the kitchen and came out with a bottle of the clear sorghum
liquor the Chinese drink. It'sabout 120 proof and smellslike fingernail polish. He poured it into alittle
Chinese drinking cup and tossed it back, gang bel, bottom's up. It wasfor her benefit.

Sherefused to look at him.

Awful little scene, | thought.

"Areyou going to raise the second one like this, too?" he asked.

They had been granted permission to have a second child, because of the first boy'sinward turning eye.
"Areyou going to see Xiling," shesaid.

His best friend'swife. There were rumors about them, but most people seemed to think neither of them
would redly have an afair.

Helooked at her with hatred. "I am going to bed.”

| shook my head.

The Christmas spirit watched me.

"They don't haveto livethisway," | sad.

She shrugged. "What should they do?!
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"Divorce | sad. "It's not against the law, peoplein Chinado.”

"Wherewill helive?' she asked. "Thework unit hasawaiting list for housing.”

"He can rent aroom," | said, "Some people do. That's not what's stopping him."

"What's sopping him?' she asked.

A thousand things. Thefact that he would have to either share a single room with another unmarried man,
or pay for aroom. Thefact that she was the reason he had agood job. That in China, divorce wasthe
mord equivaent of bankruptcy.

"Why did you bring me here?" | asked.

"To show you hischoice," shesaid.

And took my hand and | closed my eyes.



She took meto the girls dormitories where my students lived eight to aroom, building curtains around
their bunk bedsto hide themselves and make themsdlves alittle space. | saw Lizhi, agirl from thethird
year classwho had stopped showing up. She was lying on the bed, unable to deep. Her grades had
plummeted before she left and she told me she had headaches and insomnia and she couldn't concentrate
and shewas sad dl the time. But China doesn't treat depression. During the Cultural Revolution it was
decided that depression was asign of an unhealthy society, and menta illness shouldn't existin asociaist
country. So peoplelike Lizhi were self-indulgent.

| had cometo visit her twice in the dorm, had talked to her and held her hand, but | hadn't really done
anything for her. Hadn't spent any red tune on her. | had dmost eighty students, and | convinced mysdlf
that she wasn't my problem, that | wasn't equipped to help her. But no one was equipped to help her and
| was at least aware that talking to her would help her fed lessaone.

What would happen to her? She would kill hersalf. She had talked about dying the last time. Or like
maty
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people who suffered from depression, she would get better, have bouts of it for the rest of her life. And
unless Chinamade antidepressant drugs available, shewould live akind of hdf-life, never knowing when
shewould be swallowed up. | could see her on her bunk, curled on her side, her eyes open, while the
other girlsdept. | could see the pearl of the whites of her eyes.

My Christmas Spirit stood next to me.

| understood depression, had spent some nights awake and alone. Had walked at two in the morning just
to fed the movement, hoping to betired enough to deep when | got back, hoping maybe something
would happen to me, then it wouldn't be my problem anymore, something would have happened and
everything would be changed.

And | remembered getting better, | remember the moment, walking to class, when | looked up at a great
beech tree whose roots grew through a stone wall and reached down to uproot the sidewalk, and saw
pale new green leaves againgt the white wood and through the tree saw the intense blue of the sky and |
realized | had not looked for beauty for over ayear.

| remembered choosing at that moment to look for beauty. And | remembered that it had not happened
over night, but that dowly, the world had come back to me.

When had | stopped |ooking again? How had | cometo China? | had come to Chinato make something
happen, theway | had gone on those 2:00 am. walks, hoping something monumental would happen.
There are people for whom depression is an indescribable force. For someone like Lizhi, there was no
choice, her depression was an illness, rooted in the chemistry of her body, asinescapable as cancer. But
then there are people like me, who walk a sort of cliff and who can ook into the abyss and know that it
isdown there, and who have to maintain their balance. | had learned how to balance, | thought.

When had | stopped trying?
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"Choose," said my Christmas Spirit, standing in the black dorm room. | could see the hdflit face of my
Chrigtmas Spirit in the little bit of light from the window at the end of the room, barely make out the
ancient shape of her head, her heavy lidded eyes. Lizhi did not stir, did not hear, the whites of her eyes

like pearls.
"I choose beauty,” | said, thinking of the pale tree and the green leaves and the intense blue sky.
And something happened.

| was alone on the road outside the college. | was chilled to the bone. A person on abicycle swerved as
if 1 had just appeared on the road in front of him, and maybe | had.

Of course, thisisjust aghost story, atravel story. | should stop now, tell you only that | finished my year
in China, during which time | made many close friends, and declined the college's offer to teach another
year. That | came home, and went back to writing. That | sold anovel and a couple of short stories.

But | want to say something about why | went abroad. No one goes abroad to go to something.
Everybody goes abroad to flee something. One of the people | knew in Shijiazhuang wasin remission for
lymphatic cancer and had been for three years. He was hiding from degth in China, and that year, in
January, in the city of Kunming, China, 150 kilometers north of the Vietnam border, seven of us
foreilgnersworking together got him on a plane to Beijing so he could fly from there to the Mayo clinic.
Thethingsyou fleefind you, evenin China. But that is another story.

It's old-fashioned to have morasfor stories, but indulge me. | wastrying to escape mysdf, trying to
become someone el se, someone wise. Maybe | had a sort of black-out on Red Flag Road, or maybel
met an old Chinese sirit. | am telling you now, | don't know. But some things you must choose. Choose
abad marriage, choose abad life, or choose to look around you and see.

UPON A MIDNIGHT DREARY
by Laura Resnick

Laura Resnick has sold more than a dozen romance novels and some 15 science fiction stories, and was
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Becker hunched gloomily over his computer keyboard, his mind ablank, his ssomach agurgling
repository of Coke and chili dogs, his soul aseaof despair. He clutched clumps of hiscurly, carrot-red
hair in his pale hands and turned his bespectacled gaze toward the window. Viewed from the fifteenth
floor, the smog of Los Angeles seemed to hover over the city like aliving thing. It swelled and undul ated
like someinchoate, supernatural creature preying upon the ant-sized inhabitants of the Streets, sucking
away their lifeforce to nourish itself for some dark, sinister purpose, so that eventudly its strength would
multiply athousandfold, whereupon it would take over the dying, decadent city and ... and ...

"Well, maybe not," Becker mumbled, reaching the end of that unpromising train of thought.

In any event, he was safe from the smog for the time being. Hiswindow didn't open, and he was unlikely
to be released from the building until he completed the task a hand. And he was tarting to fear hewould
never complete the task at hand.

Becker had a meeting scheduled tomorrow morning with Aaron Speller, the hotshot television producer
affiliated with Paramour Pictures. Speller was expecting Becker to present him with astorylinefor a
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Christmas specid: an action-oriented, tastefully violent, and reverently sexy retelling of the birth of Chrit.

"Wewant it to remain trueto the origina," Speller had explained, "while giving it aninetiestwis. The
characters have got to be redlly gutsy, sexy people, especialy the hero.”

"The hero?' Becker had asked.
"Yeah. You know: Chrig."
"Uh, gr, if youwill recdl ... Christ was ababy at thetime of hisbirth.”

"Well, we might have to change that,” Speller had said absently, glancing at his Rolex. "Gottago, kid. I'm
meeting Sean and Roger for dinner to discuss a James Bond comeback.”

"Really?" Becker asked.

"Y eah, but with aninetiestwist. Thistime, James Bond istwins. Isthat great, or what?' Speller lit acigar
as he passed by the "No Smoking" sign and concluded, “I'll see you Thursday morning, Belcher.”

"That's Becker, Sir," Becker said to the closing elevator doors.

That had been two days ago, and no inspiration was forthcoming. Becker remained locked in his modest
office and resolutely attempted every possible remedy for writer's block. He meditated. He exercised.
He screamed primally. He wrote his name seven thousand four hundred and twenty-six times. He stood
on his head for ninety minutes; but even after regaining consciousness, he was still without idess.

He didn't need the hourly phone cals of various members of Speller's senior gtaff, who were "just
monitoring progress,” to remind him that there would be serious consequencesiif hefailed on this, the
very first project for which Speller had singled him out. He would probably lose hisjob. Evenif he didn't,
he would certainly lose his parking space and his key to the restroom, two amenities without which he
might aswell be dead.
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Hoping to banish these unpleasant thoughts, as well asto prevent them from ever becoming aredlity,
Becker returned to histask with renewed vigor.

"Gutsy. Sexy. Action. Nineties." He shook hishead. "A fresh twist on the birth of Christ." Herolled his
eyes. "Oh, God," he moaned piteoudy. "Please. Help me."

And lo there came avoice from on high. "Well, snce you asked nicdy."



"Y ahr Becker legpt out of his chair, crashed into his printer, and fell prostrate at the feet—so to
Speak—of an angd.

"T<K, tsk. Rather clumsy, aren't you?'

He stared up at the gpparition, a pae, golden-haired, bewinged young man dressed in flowing white
robes. "Excuse me?"

"Youlook abit peaked,” said the angd. "But then, it's quite Stuffy in here, isn't it? Perhaps we should
open the window."

"It doesn't open,” Becker croaked.
"Ah, yes. Silly of me. Progressand dl that. Not like the old days."
"Who are you? How did you get in here?' Becker demanded, glancing at the closed door.

Following his gaze, the angel said shrewdly, "Oh, don't worry. It's fill locked, so none of Speller's
people can barge in to bother us."

"Did security let you in herein that garb?"

"It'snot asif they could stop me," the angel pointed out. "But, no, | bypassed security and smply
materidized here. | hope you don't think it rude of me."

Becker cleared histhroat, straightened his glasses, and rose to hisfeet. "Who are you?' he repesated.
"l am the angdl Gabrid." He added hopefully, "Maybe you've heard of me?

"I shouldn't have eaten those chili dogs," Becker said.

"| assure you you're not dreaming.”

70

LauraResnick

"No, that'snot what | ..." Becker turned an unbecoming shade of chartreuse.

"Oh, dear."

"Excuse me!" Since there was no time to find the keysto the restroom and dash down the hall, Becker
made use of the wastebasket.

"Good grief," Gabriel said after anoisy interva. "Being morta redly isamessy busness, isn't it?'
Becker glared a him. "What are you doing here?!
"Y ou asked for help. Remember?’

"l wasthinking morein termsof amuse of fire"



"Sorry, you'll have to settle for an archangd " Gabrid said somewhat sourly.

"Givemeabreak."

"l assureyou | am fully qualified for this sort of work." Becker's dishelieving stare spurred the angel to
add huffily, " Just who do you suppose worked with De Mille dl those years? He could never have made
The Ten Commandments without my help.”

"Y ou worked on The Ten Commandments!”

"Uh-huh."

Becker's high forehead furrowed in thought. "And Samson and DdlilahT'

"Of course.”

"Hmmmm. But how can you help me put anew and fresh spin on the birth of Christ?"

Gabrid rolled his eyes heavenward. "That's so obviousit's amost embarrassng.”

"Oh?' Becker's expression was a struggle between pathetic eagerness and the natural skepticism of the
sf-proclamed intelectud.

"I'm going to take you to the red event, thefirst Christmas. I'm going to escort you to the past.”

"Oh, yeah, right. And, like, where's Jacob Marley?' Becker quipped as skepticism won out.

Gabrid frowned. "Who?"!

"I'll bevidted by three ghodts, right?"

Gabrid blinked. "No. Thereésjust me. Of course, | could bring dong severd cherubim if you redly—"
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"And they're going to show me Christmas pagt, present, and future," Becker sneered.

"The present and future? No, I'm sorry, that's not my field,” Gabrid said with scholarly modesty. "I'ma
specidist in early Chridtianity. | wastherefor al the big events, after dl. Look it up if you don't believe
me"

"It's not the chili dogsthat are the problem,” Becker mused, circling Gabrid. "It's overwork."
"Overwork? All you've doneis Sit here staring out the window for two and ahalf days.”

"That'swhat | cal working!"

"Then | know afew angelswho'd love to switch jobswith you," Gabriel shot back.



"It'sthe Dickens specid." Becker nodded emphatically.

"What?'

"Another Christmas specid. That's the project Speller pulled me off of to work on this. Wewere
supposed to put anew and fresh ninetiestwist on A Christmas Carol, to make it an action-packed
extravaganzafilled with gutsy, sexy characters—"

"| get theidea," Gabrid Sghed.

"But | wasjust ajunior scriptwriter on that show. So when Speller offered me this opportunity ..." He
shrugged wearily.

"Y our vaulting ambition o'erleapt itsdlf, so to spesk?' Gabrid guessed.

"Something likethat,” Becker admitted. "And now I'm stuck doneinthislittle, airlessroom, fantasizing
about smog and ... and ..." Hisvoice arted growing shrill. "And not answering my phone because | can't
handle another single call from Speller's people, monitoring my progress and breathing down my neck!
And now," he continued in mounting hysteria, "'I'm being seduced by spectra images from the Dickens
gpecid, and | ... | ... | can't stand anymore of this! I'll crack! I'll—"

"l am not seducing you," Gabrid snapped. "Angels
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don't do that sort of thing. Look it up. Anyhow, if | were going to seduce someone, it would be a pretty
Canaanite girl and not some demented Hollywood scriptwriter with high blood pressure.”

Becker gasped. "I have high blood pressure?’ he demanded in darm. "Are you sure?"

"Look, | haven't got dl eternity. Can we get started?

"Whét are we going to—"

"Stick with me, kid." One graceful, white-deeved arm reached for Becker, and suddenly they were
soaring through the centuries with an explosion of specid effectsthat could have put Industrid Light and

Magic to shame.

"Wow!" Becker cried when they finally cameto rest. "That was great! Sort of like Terminator meets The
Abyss"

Gabrie winced. "With such limited powers of description, how did you ever become awriter?”

Becker scowled at him and then looked around at the hilly, arid landscape. It was nearly dark, and his



Raph Lauren sweater wasn't much protection against the chilly, dust-laden wind. "Where are we? When
arewe?'

"Chrismas Eve." The angel added, "Of course, no one e'se knowsthat.”

Becker's eyes widened. "The Christmas Eve?' When Gabrid nodded, he asked, "Isthat town over there
Bethlehem?'

"Y es, were just on the outskirts. And any minute now, we should bumpinto ... Ah! Here they arel™
Becker looked in the direction Gabriel was pointing. Sure enough, he saw two people approaching them
from the north. The man was smal and dark, with an incredibly bushy black beard and along-suffering
look in his eyes. He wore old |eather sandals, atan robe with fading blue stripes, and a dirty cloth around
his head. He was |eading a sour-faced donkey which carried on its back an enormous burden of clothes,
bun-

dles, wineskins, and one extremely pregnant woman. When the man turned to speak to the woman, the
donkey bit him.

The man hollered at the donkey, which brayed at him. Then the man and woman began arguing back and
forthin quick, guttural phrases.

"What are they saying?' Becker asked

"Oh, of course. How silly of me," Gabriel sghed. He waved one hand magestically, and suddenly the
people before them were speaking English.

"How much farther to the inn?' the woman demanded, her voice strident and irritable.
"Not much farther, dear,” the man replied through gritted teeth.

"Y ou've been saying that since thismorning,” the woman snapped. "I'll bet you don't even know where
we're going, do you, Joseph?”'

"Of course | do, Mary, my angel,” Joseph answered evenly, though hisface grew darker and he twisted
the donkey's rope with agitated hands. " That's Bethlehem right in front of us."

"That's Bethlehem?Y ou can't be serious! | am not staying in this dumpy little ratirap of atown overnight!”
Joseph sighed and turned away, pulling the reluctant donkey behind him. "We have no choice, my
treasure. The Emperor Augustus has ordered that every Jewish man report to his home town to see that
hisnameis added to the dectord roll."

"Only so he can figure out how many subjects he can grind under the hedl of his Roman boot, so he can
bleed them for taxes. | can't believe you're being so spineless as to cooperate with thisfarcel My brother
Ezraisn't obediently trotting back to Nazareth to enlist himsdlf in the Roman tax rolls.”

"Dear, your brother Ezra hasn't been gainfully em-, ployed since the Flood."

"That's not funny, Joseph! He's just had trouble
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finding apatron, that'sal. Ow! Can't you keep this damn donkey from stepping in holes?"
"Il try, my littleray of sunshine”

"What the hell iswrong with her?' Becker asked Gabriel. "Not even my Great Aunt Prudenceis as nasty
asthischick."

"It'salittle known fact that Mary wasin her tenth month by the time they traveled to Bethlehem. She's
rather uncomfortable right now. And,” Gabriel added significantly, "she doesn't quite recognize the
symptoms, but she started |abor about an hour ago."”

"Well, | supposethat's some excuse," Becker admitted. "But why is he putting up with her bitching?1
thought that back then ... er, back now ... that men were men and women knew their place.”

"True. But, my dear boy, Mary of Nazareth is, after dl, carrying the King of Kings."

"Y ou mean, Joseph knows?"

"Of course he knows. | told him. Don't you know any of the story?”

Stung by the angePs criticism, Becker said, "Of course. Uh, ah, brightly shone the moon that night..."
"That's the Feast of Stephen.”

"Oh. Well, then, isn't there supposed to be a partridge in a pear tree somewhere around here?"

"Wrong again."

Getting flustered, Becker continued, "Anyhow, | know that when they got to the stable, therewas a
red-nosed reindeer waiting for them.”

Gabrid shook his head sadly, causing hiswingsto flutter. "Y ou are ahopeless victim of pop culture.
Haven't you read your source materia ?"

Becker shrugged. "I tried, but it's kind of dow going, you know what | mean? So | watched a bunch of
old T.V. specidsinstead.”

"l can seel've got my work cut out for me."
"Hey, onething | know for sure. When they get to town, they'll be told therés no room at theinn.”

Now Gabrid looked uncomfortable. "Wdl, actudly,



I'm forced to admit that even the source material isn't dl that accurate.”

What?"

"Wdl, we had to clean up afew detailsfor pogterity,” the angd said defensively.

Becker stared at him. "So what redlly happened at the inn?"

"Come. I'll show you."

Inthe blink of an eye and the flutter of awing, Becker found himsdlf standing before adirty,
sand-covered, low-ceilinged hovel. Mary, gill perched on the donkey, was shouting a Joseph, while the
reptilian-looking innkeeper watched them with unblinking eyes from the crumbling doorway.

"I will not gay inthisfilthy, flea-ridden holein the ground, Joseph!”

"But, dear, it'srather late to find another—"

"Y ou should have made reservations at the inn my father recommended!" she snapped. "But noooo, you
had to ignore perfectly good advice and choose some rat-infested heap of rubble!”

"Darling," Joseph said tightly, "let's not antagonize the innkeeper, since we may not be able to get aroom
at another inn so latein the—"

"Joseph, | would deep in astable before | would deep in thisdump!”

"Think of your condition, my love. It's not good for you to get so excited,” Joseph ground out swestly.
"Areyou taking the room or not?' the innkeeper asked in abored voice.

Mary gave Joseph alook that Becker recognized immediately, since his ex-wife had used it on him often
during their two-year marriage. It was alook that said, / blame you for everything, and I'm going to make
you so terribly sorry for it all.

"Uh, | think welll keep looking," Joseph told the innkeeper.

So Becker and Gabnel followed Mary and Joseph around Bethlehem until late that night, but none of
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the inns pleased Mary. One was too expensive, one was too drafty, another wastoo near the main
thoroughfare, and yet another had too many painted women hanging out in the lobby.

"What does shewant?' Becker asked Gabrid. "The Dorchester?'



"She'sjust nesting,” Gabriel said generoudy.
"Aspicky assheis, | supposethat Nazareth must be a pretty nice place.”
Gabriel was dtill chuckling over this naive comment when Mary's [abor pains started in earnest.

"Please, you've got to let us have that room!" Joseph cried as he pleaded with an innkeeper, upon whose
ancestry Mary had speculated rather insultingly afew minutes earlier.

"Sorry. It'staken,” the innkeeper said with asmirk.

"But we've been standing right here, and no one €lse has come aong,” Joseph argued.

"No room & theinn, sonny."

"But my wife's about to have a baby!"

"Maze! tov. Good luck finding aroom.”

"Pleasein the name of mercy ..." Joseph glanced heavenward, then confided to the innkeeper, "My wife
is about to bear the Son of God, the Messah, the Redeemer. If you help us out, I'm sureit would count
inyour favor on'Yom Kippur."

"Man, what have you been smoking?' the innkeeper asked.

At that moment, Mary let out a scream that shook the pillars of the earth. Both men turned pale.

"All right," Joseph said, stiffening hisresolve. "If you won't give usaroom, my wifewill have her baby
right here on your doorstep. Now how would that 1ook to the tourists, huh?”

Asif to punctuate this threat, Mary screamed again, and the donkey brayed and urinated.

"Let'ssrikeabargain,” the innkeeper suggested, rolling hiseyes. "1 believe the lady said something about
preferring to deep in agtable?!

" She saysthat everywhere we go," Joseph answered dismissively. "It'sjust afigure of speech.”

Apparently the innkeeper didn't think so. He offered them agtall in the stable out back for half the price
of aroom.

"Takeit or leaveit," he ordered when Joseph protested.

"And that," Gabrid told Becker, "is how they wound up in the stable.”

Becker thought it over and shook hishead. "No, it wouldn't go over well with the prime time audience.”
Gabrid dtarted to argue, but Becker cut him off with an excited cry. "Look!" He pointed to the night sky,
\évgﬁgaﬂs:’] rllgl edar, directly above the stable, shone brightly in the dreary night sky. "It's the star of

"Oh, you've heard of it, have you?'



"Sarcasm doesn't become an angdl, Gabnel. Of course I've heard of it. The three wise men followed it to
find the Chrigt child so they could bring him giftsfit for aking.”

Gabrid cleared histhroat. "Actudly ..."
What?"

"Well, the star was my idea."

"Redly?'

"Y es, but we weren't trying to guide three wise men. No, we were trying to help the midwife get here on
timefrom Ashdod.”

"We?
"Meand Yahweh."

"Wow. Y ou and the Big Guy, huh?"

"Please. He doesn't like that gppellation. He's sengitive about hisweight problem.”

"Sorry. What did you need amidwifefor?'

"Honestly, Becker, sometimes | think you're as dim asthat Smeller fellow you work for."

"That's Speller.”

"Thisisawinter night in Judea at the end of thefirst century B.C. Therésawoman in that stable about
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to give birth to the Son of God. Did you redly think that we were just going to twiddle our thumbs and
hope for the best? Of course not! We notified amidwife! We planned ahead! It's not our fault that ..." He
swallowed and blushed.

"What happened?' Becker demanded.

"How were we to know that the midwife was dydexic?'

"Got log, did she?'

"Even as we speak, she's on her way to Megiddo.”

"WEell, easy come, easy go."

"So, we had to settle for three wise men.”



"Tough breek."

"We couldn't just let the event pass unnoticed,” Gabrid inssted.

"Who'sarguing?'

"And wetried to play up the whole aspect of the animas gathering in the stable to witness the birth of the

Savior. It redly didn't catch on until the Victorian era, since hardly anyone was sentimental about animals
for thefirst eighteen centuries after Chrigt, but | told Y ahweh | thought it would be agood long-term

policy.”

"So where did you find the wise men?' Becker asked, hunching his shoulders against the cold and wiping
dust from the lenses of hisglasses.

"The only place awise man would be on amiserable night like this," Gabriel said.

And Becker found himself in the Roman bathhouse. "Hey, this steam isno good for my swester,” he
protested. "It might shrink."

"| thought you wanted to see the wise men. Thiswon't takelong. There they are: Méelchior, Caspar, and
Bathezar."

"They're s0 young!" Becker said in surprise. The three lean, dark-haired fellows al appeared to be
around twenty yearsold. "Hey! Speller would like this. One of the three young wise men could fal in
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lovewith Mary, or maybe with some pretty female dave, and—"

"Forget it, Becker. These guys are on their way to Greeceto join the gay rights movement there.”

"In Greece!l"

"Things have changed alot in the past two thousand years," the angel explained. "Anyhow, these lads are
wedlthy intdlectuals from the East, so they kind of fit the bill, if you seewhat | mean." He frowned and
said, "Maybe wed better go check on Mary."

"Must we?' Becker asked faintly.

It was cold, windy, and dusty once they were back out in the Judean night. Becker grumbled, "What
about di those songs? Silent Night and Away in the Manger1? | thought this was supposed to be aclesr,
quiet, peaceful night with bright stars and abrilliant moon.”

"Ah, herewe are!" Gabrid said when they found Mary in the stable. "The baby'sjust coming now.”
"Joseph, can't you keep these lambs and goats away from me?' Mary snarled between panting bregths.

"Push, darling, push. Remember what the ingtructor in Nazareth said?’



Mary's expletives were cut off by another scream, and then the baby was born.
"Oh, gross!" Becker turned away. "I've seen ddlivery sceneson T.V. shows before, but | had noidea..."
"It'saboy!" Joseph cried with joy.

"Well, of courseitis" Mary grunted. "Weknew that."

"Weshdl cal him Jesus,” Joseph said. "That iswhat the angel told meto namehim.”
"Well, that'sjust tough, because the angel told meto call him Emmanud.”
"Emmanuel? Y ou can't be serious," Joseph protested.

"Who saw the angel firg, you lunkhead?"

"Well, perhapsthe angel changed hismind after he
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talked to you, because | know he told meto call the baby Jesus.”

"You're not cdling any baby of mine Jesus, and that'sfind."

"And you're not caling any baby of mine... er ..."

Mary arched her brows. "Y es?'

"Wadl, he's, you know ... sort of mine. | mean, I'm the one who's got to put food in his belly and clothes
on his back—"

"Can't you settle thisfor them?' Becker asked Gabrid as the argument continued.
Gabrid watched Mary bundle up the infant. Then Joseph laid him to deep in the manger. The angel
replied. "I did solveit for them. Here come the wise men. Oh, and there are the shepherds | rounded up.”

He shook his head and added, "'1'd forgotten what a rough night's work thiswhole event was for me.”

"Jesud” cried one of therichly garbed, wise, young men. "An angd told us of your birth, and we come
bearing giftd"

"Y ou see?" Joseph said smugly to Mary who glared at him.

"Wow!" Becker said, eyeing the gold, frankincense, and myrrh. "How'd you get the wise ladsto part with
thet stuff?"

"l got you to part with the twentieth century, didn't I? When an archangdl talks, people usudly do as
they'retold.”

"Myrrh?' Mary said. "Myrrh?' she repeeted shrilly. "That's hardly in good taste, young man.”

"Myrrh was afragrant spice used in burying the dead," Gabriel explained to Becker.



"What on earth can you be thinking of ?* Mary sad criticaly. "Why didn't you bring him arattle or some
digpers? Myrrh!"

"I'm sorry, It'sdl | could find on such short notice,” the fellow apologized.

Apparently hoping to ease the tension, another of
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the wise men asked, " So, are you three heading back to Nazareth in afew days, then?"
"Egypt, actudly," Joseph answered.

"Egypt?' Mary cried. "When did you decide we were going to Egypt?"

"Well, thisangd came and told me—"

"l am not going to that filthy country with itsincestuous kings and its—"

"My love, it'sthe oldest, most cultured nation in—"

"And that Suff they wear on their hair! Do you honestly think I'm going to raise my baby—"

At this point, the shepherds started singing in praise of God, the donkey started braying, and the three
wise men milled about in confusion while the baby cried and Joseph and Mary continued their argument.

"It'sal kind of downhill from here for the next couple of decades,” Gabriel admitted. "Shall we go?' ,'ve
seen enough,” Becker said, thinking longingly of the heated bathrooms back at Paramour Pictures.

Seeker's return to his office was as dramatic as his departure had been, but he arrived alone. Only a
message on hiswall, written in fire, gave proof that the angd Gabriel had ever been there at dl: Good
luck with your meeting tomorrow!

Becker worked through the night, and the meeting with Speller the following morning did indeed go well.
Spdller wasthrilled with the concepts Becker presented to him.

"Oh, wow, yeah!" Spdller exclamed enthusiastically. "I especiadly love the part about the three young,
handsome, wise men. Thewise/add" He guffawed with delight. "These are gutsy, sexy characters! And
that bit in the bathhouse, with abeautiful Nubian dave girl pouring oil over their bodies—perfect!"
Onthewall behind Speller, Becker saw words of fire appear: Y ou can't be serious.

"But | think my favorite part,” Speller continued, "is the vol uptuous young midwife who gets kidnapped
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on her way from Ashdod by the handsome, sexy Jewish zedlot who failsmadly in love with her.”
Kidnapped?

"Glad you likeit, gr," Becker sad, trying not to look at the burning wall again.

"Now, Mary needsto be reworked a bit, Belcher—"

"That's Becker, ir."

"I mean, she wasthe Virgin Mother, the Madonna, Our Lady of Perpetua Purity. She'sgot to be
sweetnessand light. A little human touch isnice, but you'retaking it too far.”

"l seewhat you mean, sir. Sweetness and light. Of course. | should have thought of that myself.”
"Hey, kid, that'swhat I'm here for. Right? To inspire you!"

"Yes, gr. | dont think | could have done thiswithout your inspiration.”

Hypocrite.

Speller popped some pillsand lit up acigar, talking the whole while about how pleased he was with
Beck-er's progress on the project. "In fact, | think you're just the man to handle my next idea."

llgrl?l
"A new two-hour specid to pull up those duggish late spring ratings: The Immaculate Conception.”
Becker nodded knowingly and used his best Hollywood drawl. "In-ter-est-ing."

"Wewant to remain trueto the origind, while giving it aningtiestwigt," Speller continued. "And the
characters have got to be redly gutsy, sexy people.”

"Uh, gr, if you recdl ... there was no sex involved in the Immacul ate Conception; Mary wasavirgin."

"Well, we may haveto changethat,” Speller said absently, glancing at his Rolex. "Gottago, kid. I'vegot a
meeting with Jackie, Kate, and Farrah. We're looking into doing an Angels comeback.”

"Funny you should say that, Sir." Becker glanced at thewall.

"Only thistime, the angdswill travel back through

UPON A MIDNIGHT DREARY

83

timeto the court of Louis X1V, who wantsthem al to be his mistresses. Isthat grest, or what?"

After Speller's departure, Becker looked at the wall and murmured, " So, what do you know about the
Immaculate Conception, Gabe?"



Wl ,.. Thefire stopped for amoment, and then scrawled rapidly acrossthewall. / wasthere, you
know.
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by Barbara Delaplace
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"Thewors of amodern stylish manson isthat it has no place for ghosts."
—Oliver Wendell Holmes, S

Mondays are dways hectic. That seemsto be a given among humans—particularly my master—and, of
course, that meansit ishectic for me aswell. | have some empathy with ayoung woman | saw recently,
wearing alapel-crawling active-brooch bearing the legend " Abolish Mondays." But this particular day

"took the cake," if | may interject anote of dang, even before the ghost appeared in the reception room.

From the moment my master and | had entered the office suite after taking the airlift down from the
penthouse, there had been asteady stream of televid calls and holofaxes blinking for attention on my
desk'stouch panels, and human visitorsto deal with. AsaPersona Servitors, Inc. Model 6251-PA
(Personal Attendant) it was my job to sort the important calls and visitors from the ones my master
regarded asawaste of time. (A good many of them, by his estimation.) Usualy my judgment was quite
accurae.

But it appeared that thistime | had made an error. | had assumed that my master would be willing to
meet with the representatives from aworthy cause like
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the hospice building fund, flattered that they had sought him out. Unfortunately, programming does not
cover al possible human behavior—in fact, | harbor suspicionsthat my programmers had never met a
man like Jacob E. Widdoes—and | could hear him shouting, even through the bonded ceramic door.

"No, I'm not interested in funding some home for dying people! It'sacrimina waste of money. They're
going to die anyhow—uwhat'sit matter wherethey die?'

"But, Mr. Widdoes, surely you can understand our desire to make the fina days of afellow human being
more comfortable? That a patient might want to end hislifein more congenid, peaceful surroundings than
those of ahospital, which is devoted to massive technicd intervention to sustain life?" One of the visitors
attempted to reason with him, which | could have explained was amistake. When he wasin thismood,
My master was not responsive to reason.

"If they're dying, they can diein ahospital wherethey belong. In fact, they can diein the Street for all |
care. Who let you in here, anyway?' His voice suddenly became louder as the door jerked open and he
stood there, pointing accusingly a me. "Friday! | know | told you | didn't want to have my time wasted



by trividities. Get these professiona beggars out of herel”

"At once, master,” | replied. "Madam, gr, if you would come with me, | will be happy to escort you to
theairlift." The man and woman, both smartly clad in executive gray, filed out of the office with very
mixed expressions of anger and relief. My master dammed the door after them.

"Isheawaysthat ... touchy?' the woman asked me. | paused while attempting to frame a sympathetic
response—for | thought my master's rudeness toward them was uncalled-for—yet one that would not be
indiscreet. The man mistook my slence.
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"Come on, Dianne, you know android servants can't say anything bad about their owners.”

| felt | should correct his misgpprehension. "Whileit istrue that we are programmed to treat matters
concerning our owners as confidentid, | may say that | fail to understand Mr. Widdoes' opposition to
your project. It ssemsto me alaudableinitiative, and one | would willingly donate to, were artificia

congtructs permitted to have money."

Thewoman smiled at me. "1 wish you were permitted, too. What did Widdoes call you? s Friday really
your name?"

"Y es, madam. After aservant famousin literature, I'm told." We reached the airlift and | passed my hand

over the pand. Thetdl-taesblinked from red to orange to green, indicating the air cushion was now
completely formed, and the safety field vanished in asparkle of slvery force patterns. "There, thelift is

reedy for you."

"Wdll, Friday, I'm sorry | won't be getting to know you better."

"Thank you, madam. | regret it aswell. However, I'll remember our meseting and derive pleasure from
doing s0." She smiled at me and stepped onto the air-cushion; her companion followed her. The safety
fidld re-formed, barring accessto the lift. | turned to the man. "Good-bye, sir." He nodded briefly.
"Goodbye, madame.”

"Good-bye, Friday," shereplied, smiling again, as the cushion moved downward to the main floor. |
could hear the man's voice fading away.

"Dianne, why do you bother talking to those dummies? They're just machines...."
("Dummies' isapopular dang term for androids.)
The ghost was waiting in the reception room when | returned.

Initialy | did not realize that he was a ghost. He merely seemed a dark-bearded human maledressed ina
manner | had not seen before: hewore along,
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belted, deep green robe bordered with white fur around the cuffs, neck and hem. Somewhat more
unusual, hisfeet were bare. However, since | knew it was considered impolite to remark upon aperson's
gppearance, | smply inquired hisbusiness.

"I'm here to discuss something of great importance with Jacob Widdoes," he said.

"Do you have an gppointment, Sr? Mr. Widdoesis an extremey busy man."

Herdlied, "No, | don't, but helll see me.”

| was doubtful, but said, "'If you give me amoment, | will inquireif heisavailable.

He smiled. "That's not necessary, my friend. I'll just dip into hisoffice.” And before| could respond, he
strode across the room—and straight through the closed door.

My programming is designed to cover awide variety of socid and business situations so that | may
respond appropriately. But it had not prepared mefor asight likethis. | ran an interna diagnostic, but my
sensorswere dl working at optimd levels.

Meanwhile, it did not take long for my master to react. "Friday! Get thisintruder out of my officethis
ingant!"

| interpreted this as an invitation to enter the office and did so. My master was on hisfeet, red-faced with
rage. The strange intruder, however, was Sitting quite at ease in one of the chairsthat furnished the room.

"Oh, no, Jacob, it won't be that easy getting rid of me. Y ou see, I'm here on an important misson—to
rehabilitate you."

"l don't careif you're hereto crown me Miss Universe. | want to know how you got in through that
closed door. And more important, | want you to get the hell out of herel”

"The answer to how | got iniseasy: I'm aghost, so doors aren't much of an obstacle. | smply walk
through them. Through walls, too." The ghost winked a me.
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"Garbage. There's no such thing as ghosts. How did you really get in here? | know the door's security

shield isworking—they werein here yesterday testing it. Speak up! I'm willing to pay well for new
technology.”

| decided to speak since my master was obvioudy laboring under amisapprehension. "Oh no, master, he
did indeed pass through the door. | saw it myself, and my optical sensorsare in perfect working order.
Heiswhat he clamsto be, adiscorpored being."

"A what?'

"A ghog, sr," | replied.



"Ridiculoud They don't exiq."

The ghost spoke again. "I'm afraid we do exist, Jacob. If you can't believe the evidence of your own
senses, you should trust those of your attendant here. If an android can see me, | must exist. After dl,
android senses are more acute and |ess prone to error than mere human ones.”

My master smiled grimly. "Y ou've never owned one, that's obvious. They'reincredibly finicky and bresk
downdl thetime"

| would have liked to correct this statement—my downtime since | had been purchased five years before
was sSix hours per annum for annua servicing. But it did not seem agood time to mention it. Besides, my
master was speaking again.

"A holo projection, of course. | should've guessed.”

The ghost replied, "No, I'm afraid not, Jacob. Run all the testsyou like, but it won't change the fact of my
presence here.”

It appeared that my master was doing exactly that; hisfingers moved over the touchpads on his desk. At
last, heleaned back and rolled his eyes. "All right, you're aghost. Get out and leave me done.”

"Ah, Jacob, that's the problem, you see. Y ou want to be |eft aione, and that's not good for your soul.”
"My soul? What the hell are you talking about?"

The ghost looked at him gravely. "Hereit is, only
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afew days before Christmas, and | see no signsthat you're celebrating thistime of good will toward your
felow mortals”

"Christmas? Why on earth should | celébrate an outdated religious holiday? It's just an excuse for
merchants to make abundle of credits while pioudy mouthing worn phrases about brotherhood and
peace. Hypocrites, thelot of them.”

"I'm getting the distinct impression you beer little good will toward anyone at any time, Jacob.”

"Why should 1?7 No on€'s ever borne any for me." My master scowled.

The ghost frowned in turn. "Y ou think you're entitled to receive before you have to give? That's not how
it works, Jacob. | fear you'rein graver peril of losing your soul than | thought.”

"Who cares about my soul? Assuming | have one, it's no one else's business.”
The ghost sighed. "I was afraid thiswas going to be along assignment.”
"What do you mean, 'along assgnment'? Who sent you?'

"Since you're doubtful about the existence of your soul, | don't think you'd believe meif | told you. Why



don't we just leave that question for the time being?"
"Finewith me, since I'm not going to have anything more to do with you. Friday, get rid of thisidiot.”
| could see that was going to pose a problem. "How, master?”

"What do you mean, how? Pick him up and carry him out if you haveto. Do | haveto explain every little
detall?'

Of course | can't refuse adirect order, so | reached out to take the ghost'sarm. And as | expected, my
hand went right through him. "1 am afraid | cannot, master. Thereis nothing for meto touch.”

"Face up toit, Jacob. Y ou can't get rid of me until | decideto leave," said the ghost. | could see my
master's face turning a deeper shade of red, never agood
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sgn. Apparently the ghost was also aware of this, for he continued, "However, | think you need timeto
adjust to theidea, so I'll leave you for now." And he walked out of the room. | noticed hisfeet floated a
few centimeters off thefloor.

My master glared at me. "Well, what are you waiting for?*

"Do you have any ordersfor me concerning our guest, sSir? It gppears he wil) be with usfor sometime.”
"He can hang around al he wants. It doesn't make adamn bit of difference to me. Now get out.”

"Yes, ar." | left the office.

The ghost was in the reception room. | asked, "I s there anything you require, Sr? Any servicel can
perform for you?'

He smiled a me. "None, thank you, Friday."

"Very wdl, gr. If you will forgive me, | must return to my duties.” My desk's touch panelswerelit up to
an darming degree.

"One question before you do. I'm curious. the idea of talking to aghost doesn't bother you? It certainly
seemed to distress Jacob.”

"In the course of my reading, | have learned of the existence of discorporea beings, such asthose from
Beta Pisces. Why should | not speak to you?”

He sounded amused. "There's been agreat ded said, over the centuries, about the benefits of having an
open mind. My friend, it's a pleasure to meet someone with atruly open mind,” and he bowed to me.



At alossfor an gppropriate response, | paused, then with some hesitation nodded and replied, " Thank
you, Sr." He did not seem displeased with my reection. | returned to my desk and began dealing with the
waiting messagetraffic.

When | had finaly referred or otherwise disposed of everything, | glanced up. The ghost had vanished.

| commented on the fact to my master that evening

aswe floated up the airlift to the penthouse gpartment. "The ghost did not stay very long, did it?"

"Ghosgt, my buitt. I'll bet thoseirresponsbleidiotsin R & D were fooling around again.”

| was puzzled. "But sir, you checked with them—I put the call through myself.”

"They're b-sing me again. Not that it matters, | expect that sort of thing. | told them to cut it out. They
got the message. Good riddanceto it, whatever it was."

But my master was premature in his conclusions. The ghost wasin the office when we entered the next
morning. It appeared that he had been there for sometime, for he was seated at my desk, and displayed
inthe view tank was acompany file. A confidentiad company file—I could seethetriple scarlet "C"
flashing in the corner of the document. The ghost glanced up, disapprova on hisface. "Not implementing
the new safety regulations? Redly, Jacob, thisisinexcusable.”

"How dareyou invade my filed™

"Quite easily. How can you stop me? There's advantages to being a ghost, you know." The ghost looked
grim. "Y ou must put this right, Jacob. Y ou're needlesdy endangering the lives of your workers. To say
nothing of bresking the law."

| shared the ghodt's views; it did not make sense to me that my master would ddliberately contravene
lega regulations. But when | tried to discussit with him, he would tell meto be quiet, and, of course, that
ended the matter sSinceit wasadirect order. | was curiousto seeif the ghost would prove more effective
in getting him to change his behavior.

But it did not appear promising. My master reacted as he dways did, bristling with anger. "Who the hell
areyou to tell me how to run my business?'

The ghost spokefirmly. "Y ou have lived in and for yourself for far too long, Jacob. It istime you came
out of your shell and looked around you. And what
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better time for an avakening than Christmas, the time of good cheer and joy among people?"



My master snorted. " Christmas again! One day ayear everyone behaveslike little angels. Then they dl
go back to their usud lying, cheeting, steding selves. Why bother at dl?*

The ghost replied, "Y ou're wrong. Christmas doesn't live in the hearts of people of goodwill only one day
ayear, but every day of the year. But so what if afew only liveit one day ayear? Or afew days of the
holiday season? Y ou're hardly in aposition to pass judgment, Jacob—you dont liveit at al.”

"At least I'm honest about it."

"That kind of 'honesty’ doesn't merit any pride. And you've been dishonest about those safety
regulations.”

"I don't give adamn what you think!" he shouted at the ghost. "And keep your nose out of my business
affaird™ He stormed into his office, damming the door behind him.

| looked at the ghost. "I was hoping you would succeed where | failed in the matter of the safety
regulations. He refusesto discussit with me.”

The ghost raised his eyebrows. "An android with asense of mora outrage? Y ou intrigue me, Friday."

"Oh, no, gr. But | do know what is considered ethical business practice. If nothing else, hisrefusal strikes
me as short-sighted. It will cost money to implement the regulations, but in the long run, there will be less
downtime dueto injuries, fewer medica pay-outs, and so on. And it isunfair to hisemployees. implicit in
their serviceto himisthe trust that he will provide safe working conditions.”

The ghost smiled. "Y ou may deny it, but you certainly sound like an android with ethics. | don't think
Jacob has any idea of how specia his personal attendant truly is.”

| felt astirring of pleasure and was astonished. Persond Servitors, Inc. regards itself as one of the most
advanced manufacturers of android servants, and felt

it important that androids recelve grétification from satisfactory performance of their duties. Thus,
programming for persond attendants such as mysdlf alows usto experience such fedlingsin response to
our masters—and supposedly only our masters. Y et here | was fedling an emotiona response to another
being—a discorpored being at that. Perhaps those tracks of my bubble memory were faulty? They are
the mogt sengitive parts of our programming. Furthermore, they had seldom been accessed in my years
with my master. | made amenta note to run some memory checksin the evening, after my dutieswere
ended.

Now that | considered it, | seemed to be running alot of diagnostics asaresult of the ghost's presence.

If my master thought he could get rid of the ghost by damming the door on him, he was sadly mistaken.
The ghost would ssmply appear without warning and there was nothing my master could do about it. This
put himin afoul temper immediately, so that he was m no mood to listen to whatever it was the ghost
wished to say to him. When he reached the shouting stage, the ghost would retire from thefield of battle.
He aways had a pleasant greeting for me, but | could not help but notice how he was |ooking more
discouraged as the days wore on.

| wasin the kitchen one evening, just removing a batch of Christmas cookies from the oven, when the
ghost gppeared.



"Y ou cook, too? Y ou're amulti-talented creation, Friday,” he laughed.

"Personal attendants have awide range of skills" | replied. "Though | do not prepare my master's
meal s—he uses the auto-cook for that, or he has me order ameal to be ddlivered.”

"I notice Jacob seemsto place greet confidence in modern technology, judging by the way herelieson it
in his household," said the ghogt.
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"I would have to respectfully disagree, sir," | replied. "My master often complains about how expensive
the various mechanisms are, and how precise he must bein hisingtructionsto them and to me. He has
said anumber of timesto methat he prefers dealing with humans, who 'don't have to have to be told
evay little detall.™

"Then why doesn't he employ human servants? He certainly could afford them.”

"He complainsthat they are unreliable and cannot be counted on to show loyaty." | paused. "I believeit
might have something to do with the fact that human servants would not work for him for very long."

The ghost smiled dightly. "It seemsthat poor Jacob is doomed to perpetua disappointment, then.”

"It would seem s0," | replied. The cookies had cooled enough to hold their shape, and | used a spatulato
lift them off the sheet and onto arack to cool further.

The ghost watched with interest. "I can't imagine Jacob being interested in frivalities like Christmas
cookies. Ther€'s not even any decorations around the apartment.”

"| did put up seasond decorationsthefirst Christmas| cameto work for Mr. Widdoes—I thought it was
the accepted thing to do. | purchased atree and put tiny glo-globes on the branches, and glassballs. And
| bought a Nativity scene and put it on the mantle, and wreaths on the windows." | paused, remembering
how held swept the tiny manger, the shepherds and kings, to the floor in anger. "But my master informed
methat it was not gppropriate, and | refrained from doing it again.”

The ghost looked a me with sympathy in hiseyes. "I'm sorry to hear he felt that way, Friday. | can
promise you, with any other master, your decorations would have been greeted with delight.”

"Perhapsyou areright, but it isirrdevant. My duty
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isto Mr. Widdoes, and of course hiswishes are paramount.”

The ghost was slent as| finished transferring the cookies. The previous batch | had made were ready to

be packed away, s0 | placed them in agaily decorated box, then closed thelid. | added it to the other,
already prepared boxes on the counter.



"Since Jacob isn't interested in cookies, who are you baking them for? And why?* he asked.

"| bake them for thejunior staff. | fear my master payswhat you might cal 'bottom dollar' for some of his
less-skilled employees, yet expects them to work the same extensive hours he himself does. For them,
both time and money are limited resources.”

"Doesn't Jacob get annoyed at the waste of your time and his resources?”

| was mildly uncomfortable, as my programmersintended meto be when | am edging closeto
contravening my duty parameters. "'l have not told him. The cost isavery small percentage of his
household budget, and | do the baking at times when he does not require my services. | regardit asa
way of rewarding his saff and thus kegping them working at optimum efficiency.”

The ghost gave addlighted laugh. "And how does the staff fedl about the bosss personal attendant
baking them Christmas goodies?"

| paused, uncomfortable again. Pleasure in performing my duties ... perhaps those memory tracks had
been faulty longer than | had permitted mysdif to redize. 'They seemed pleased that | would take the
time" | sad at last.

"Friday, youre asource of constant delight to me," said the ghost.

Onceagain | felt adtirring of gratitude in response to hiswords, stronger thistime than before. Perhaps|
should arrange for servicing? It was not yet time for my annua check-in, but....
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"Thank you, sr. May | say tha | enjoy your company?' The ghost chuckled. "Y ou certainly may.”
Matters between my master and the ghost did not improve. One evening, | wasin the study with Mr.
Widdoes, helping him plan his schedule for the next quarter. Neither of us heard anything, but when my
master glanced up, the ghost was Sitting on the sofa, studying him intently.

"Tve never met anyone as unrepentant as you, Jacob. What am | going to do with you?”'

"Nothing," growled my master. "I'm sick of hearing about Christmas, good will, and my fellow man. | just
want to beleft done so | can run my businessin peace.”

"So you've told me many times, Jacob. Y ou fee money isamore worthwhile pursuit than faith.”

"Damnright | do. I've never killed anyone, but millions of people have been daughtered in the name of
rdigion.”

The ghost's expression became sad. "And so you turn your back onit. Y ou're confusing the message
itself with those who speak about the message. Not that you're thefirst to do so."

"And I'm quite surel won't bethelast.”

"I'm quite sure you won' ether, unfortunately.”



My master regarded the ghost. "If you're so dl-fired concerned with rehabilitating me, why don't you
show me something solid that will force me to believe you? Show me Hell. Or Paradise—either will do."

"| can't do that, Jacob. I'm not permitted to compel. The mortal must choose his path of hisown free
will."

My master looked delighted. "That's al it takes? For me to make my choice?"

"Yes, Jacob, that's all."

"And youll leave me doneif | do?'

"Yes" sad the ghog, resignation in hisvoice,

"Then | chooseto stay as| am.”
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"Very wel, Jacob. I'll make no more attempts to influence you."

"Good. That's exactly what | wanted to hear. Now get lost.” Without another word, the ghost vanished
before our eyes. "At last!" my master sighed. Then he turned to me. "And you—if that thing regppears
and | catch youtalkingtoit, I'll send you to the salvage yard. Do you understand?’

"Of course, master,” | replied.

But things did not end quite there.

My master had long since gone to bed and the night was dtill. | wasin thelibrary, reading avery old story
about Christmas, when | sensed | was not aone. | looked up, and saw the ghost Sitting in the chair

acrossfrom me. "Hdlo, my friend," he said.

"Helo," | replied. "Did | misunderstand? | thought you had gone, now that my master has made his
choice

"Ohyes, I'm gone, asfar as he's concerned—I won't appear to him again. But you, Friday, you're
another matter. Full of surprisesyou are. I've been checking the household accounts," said the ghost.
"Baking cookieson the dy isn't your only secret, isit?

| cannot blush, of course, but | began to have some comprehension of what my master felt upon
discovering the ghost going through his confidentia businessfiles. | did not know how to reply, for |
knew at thetimeit was possible | was exceeding my initiative parameters.

My discomfort must have showed, for the ghost smiled at me and said gently, "Come now, what you
were doing is something to be proud of, not ashamed. Anonymoudy sending a Christmas hamper of food
to aneedy mother and her young child ishardly ahanging offense.”

Atlast | found my voice. "But | was not instructed by my master to do so."
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"Let me guess. Jacob told you to ‘take care of it' after deciding to fire her, correct?”

| nodded. "His reasoning seemed faulty to me. If he had allowed on-site childcare, she would not have
missed thework days dueto theillness of her baby."

" 'Childcare? Too damned expensive,’ | imagine," the ghost said wryly.
"A ghort-term view, it seemsto me. In the long run, the benefits—"

The ghost held up hishand. "I know, my friend, and | agree with you." He paused. "I'd say you carried
out hisingructionsto the letter. Y ou 'took care of it,' fully and with compassion.” | felt gratification &t his
words, as | had before, and again wondered at my reaction. "In fact, I'd say that you understood what
Chrisimasistruly about far better than the man you cal your master. Forgive mefor not noticing it
sooner.”

"Of course, air," | answered. "It isentirely understandable. Y ou could hardly be expected to expend
precioustime on an android servant, when your task isto redeem my master.”

He frowned. "Redemption isnot for meto grant. That gift belongs to the Child whose birth we celebrate.
And | fear Jacobistruly in need of Hismercy, for it's proved beyond my skill to reach him." Then he
looked at me and smiled. "But you, now...."

| foresaw aproblem. "But, sir,” | said, "From my reading | understood that in order to be redeemed, one
must haveasoul. | am an artificia construct.” | paused, for to my surprise, | found it difficult to ask the
question | knew must be asked. "Do | have asoul?'

The ghost regarded me for along moment, then he said at last, "My friend, | don't know. I'm not the one
Who judges.”

Disappointment is not part of my programming, so thereaction | felt in response to hisanswer might have
been related to the possible problem with my
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bubble memory. "Metaphysicsisasubtle topic, one | do not fully understand,” | said. "'l will haveto read
more deeply, and perhaps that way achieve enlightenment.”

"I'm not sure that more reading will help you find an answer,” said the ghost. Hisface brightened. " Some
things are best learned by living. Why not come with me? Y ou'll have an opportunity to mest many
people, some wise in the ways of mercy and compassion, some poor in spirit, some eager to right the
wrongs they've seen committed, others needing but atouch to start down the path of good will—and
some, like Jacob, unreachable. Y ou'd learn much and | know you'd enjoy it."

| felt a sudden surge of longing that overwhelmed my usua programming. To have such an opportunity



offered to me! To travel the world and learn as no one of my kind had ever had a chanceto learn before!
Tofully exploit the potential desgned in me! How could | refuse?

The ghost said gently, "Wdll, Friday? Will you be my companion?”
Companion. Not servant or attendant. An equd, not an underling.

But then my programming reasserted control. My duty was to my master. That waswhy | had been
constructed, why | had been programmed, and why the man Jacob Widdoes had purchased me.

| looked at the Christmas ghost and finally replied, "I cannot.”

The ghost looked a me along, long time, and his expression was sad. "I'm not permitted to compdl, only
to offer. Thisisthefirst timel have ever regretted that Stricture, Friday.”

| could think of nothing to say.

He amiled, but it was not ahappy smile. "Onewill not, one cannot. | don't know which isthe greater
tragedy.” He paused for amoment. "I'vefailed in my assgnment, soit is ended; and we are not allowed
to
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linger. | must bid you farewdl, my friend. | will never forget you."

"Good-bye, sir. | will not forget you either.” My voice seemed unsteady for some reason; | made anote
to set afirm date for servicing. Whatever the cause, obvioudy | was not performing at peak efficiency.

"Friday!" | turned; my master had entered the room. "I heard your voice. Have you been talking to that
§pook?'

| glanced back to where the ghost had stood. "It has gone, master, and will not return.”

"So you weretalking to yoursdlf, were you? Make an gppointment to get serviced. | won't put up with a
haf-crazy android.”

An odd heaviness of spirit seemed to descend on me, but | responded promptly. "An excellent idea,
master. | was thinking of doing exactly that—I have noticed that | do not seem to be operating at
optimum levels”

He stalked away, muttering under his bresth. My acute audio sensors could pick up the words, however:
"Dummy!"

| wasinclined to agree with him. The chance of alifetime, and | had declined it.
| wonder if my programmerswould be proud of their work?
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The night they first heard her, the air seemed cold enough to freeze sound. It left Jeffreys Falls, aquiet
town on any night, swathed in sllence; crossing the parking lot of St. Mark's, Annawondered if, were she
to speak, the words would crystallize asthey came out of her mouth, forming lattices as complex as
snow-flakes, which would collect in drifts of thought on the hard ground.

Inside, the rest of the choir was gathered around the organ in the sanctuary. On Sunday mornings, before
sarvices, they practiced around the old upright in the undercroft, so as not to disturb early worshipers,

but this was aweeknight and they had the small church building to themsalves.

"I-I'm sorry I'm late," Anna mumbled, as she draped her coat over the back of a pew and grabbed a
hymnd.

She was not that |ate, though she had hoped to be; Charles, the portly organist and choirmaster, had not
even sat down at the organ yet, and he waved her gpology off. "'l have that music for you, Anna," he said,
riffling through papersin afolder. "We can try Sght reading it tonight.”

Oh, well, Annathought; not late enough.

While the other choir members chatted quietly, Anna, along with Grace and Nancy, stepped up to the
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organ and listened while Charles played through the dto solo from the "Messiah that he had chosen for
them to do asatrio. Usudly the introductions to the hyrr washed over Annalike warm weter, relaxing
muscies and leaching tension away, leaving her freeto reve in thejoy of Snging. But not thistime.
"Anna, why don't you go firg—try the whole thing through,” Charles said. Shelooked up at him quickly,
but saw only kindliness on his face. Perhaps he wanted to help her break theice, get it over with as
quickly aspossble.

Hewas il patient when, after threetries at along melismain the second section, she kept running out of
bregth in the same place.

"It'salong phrase," he said. "It won't be so bad when you sing it up to speed.”

She amiled shyly; inwardly, she cringed. The offer to do atrio on Christmas Eve had been too flattering
to refuse, but even here, in the familiar, high-raftered church, with only her choirmates listening, she was
S0 nervous she could barely sing. Thank goodnessthey had al of Advent to rehearse. Thank goodness
she had some time to work up the courage to beg off doing it &t all.

"All right,” Charlessaid. "Nancy next."

Annacalmed down as she listened to the other women sing, and soon she was surrounded by the rest of



the choir asthey ran through some hymns. Thiswas what she loved, the interweaving of the threads of
voices, the way the disparate group—its members differing in age, gppearance, outlook—~breathed as
one cresture, united in themusic. For Anna, it was aform of prayer.

Sometimes she wished she could sing done. She'd been told she had agood voice, and at home she sang
her heart out, for happiness or sadness, whatever she was fedling. It would be ablessing, awitness, to be
ableto share it with the congregation; people shared what tal ents they had, and though she basked in the
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harmony of chora singing, she was saddened by her inability to share her one gift more fully. Almost
everyone e se dternated solos; for that matter, dmost everyone else seemed to have other thingsto
give— adminigtrative ability, sewardship, outreach....

But they did sound awfully good tonight, and she could not be sad for long. They sounded better than
they ever had before, in fact; the imminent Christmas season must be motivating everyoneto givetheir
fullest voice. The sopranos sounded especialy angelic, she thought, and smiled as they approached the
end of hymn 94, which had anice descant in versestwo and six. Their voices soared, to high F, high G—

Annaglanced up. Some of the others—atenor here, a bass there—had stopped singing; their faces were
awed and confused. Anna stopped, too, and watched the three sopranos. They sounded much more
together than usud, much fuller, not sraining for the notes. What was different? As the concluding chords
faded away, Anna heard an odd echo, something sheld never noticed in three years of singing with this
same group. Something dmost likeadgh....

"Wow!" said Mary Ellen, ashort, dark-haired soprano. "That waswild."

"Lovdy, ladies, lovdly," Charlessad. "Particularly the descant.”

He got them started on the next hymn; they only had an hour or so before people would have to get
home for supper. It was Annasfavorite carol, "Angels We Have Heard On High." Partway through the
refrain, nearly everyonein the choir sopped singing. Mary Ellen kept going for afew measures, finishing
thefirst half of the refrain, and then her voice, too, dropped avay—

Leaving onevoice, fill Snging.

Charles fingers must have dipped on the keys, for he missed afew notes; hisfeet dropped completely
away from the foot pedas. But he kept playing, and the sweet, heartbreaking, ethereal voice sang the
find
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"Gloriain excelsis Deo"; theniit, too, died away, with thelast chord.

For along moment no one spoke. Some of them stared at each other; some stared at Charles, asif it had

been sometrick of hisinstrument. Anna, inexplicably, found her eyes drawn to the rafters; but there was
nothing visblein ther crisscrossing shadows.



Sam Leeson, amillworker who sang bass, grunted. " Someone'sidea of alittle Advent humor,” he said.
But hisfeet shifted back and forth.

Grace, in atake-charge manner, checked the PA system, which was off; she looked under the lectern,
tapped the microphone, went into the crying room and checked the speakers. Alex and Nicholas,
brothers who sang tenor, checked the sacristy and the back stairsto the undercroft; other choir members
began searching under pews, under the narthex tables, one even shining aflashlight into Father Uher's
locked office.

Finally, Charles clapped his hands. "Come on, everyone, thisissilly. | have no ideawhat that was, but
we don't have much rehearsa time this season, so we'd better not waste what we have on some practica
joke. Let'sgo. Number 103, in unison.”

They gathered reluctantly, sang hesitantly; the sopranos, in particular, looked uneasy. Everyone kept
glancing up from the hymnals.

But the eerie, disembodied voice did not sound again.

Annadrove home, past the sparkling Christmas displays of the shops on Main Street, to her londly
two-story house. She kept shivering when she remembered the sound of that voice, but it was more the
kind of frisson she got when music deeply affected her, and less the shudder engendered by a spooky
book.

It just hadn't felt like atrick, and despite the giggles and head shakes of the choir as they had said good
night, she suspected the othersfelt the same way.
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As she hung her coat on the oaken rack, Annaglanced at the pictures of her parents on the sideboard in
thefront hall.

Loved ones should be remembered with joy, she thought, regarding the freeze-framed smiles of happier
times. But the grieving never ends; it just mellows, its sharp peaks weathered down to rounded hills of
loss.

She had never married, and held only odd jobs, and Mother and Dad had alowed her to livein this
house into her adulthood; when they'd grown elderly and ill, she'd been able to take care of them at
home, and the hard work had been well worth it, saving them the indignity of nursing homesand
hospitals. But aside from her few hobbies, they had been her life. Now that they were gone, she had only
the house they had |eft her, filled with memories.

| wish this house were haunted, she thought, diding afrozen dinner into the microwave and wandering
back into the living room. Then | could always be with them; | would never be done a Chrissmas again.
But with that she redlized she'd articulated what must have been on everyone's mind: that the voice that
had sung with them, adding beauty and clarity to their group without outshining it, had been some kind of
haunting.

Annasat in afaded, floral-patterned wing chair, in-hated the musty scent of the old house, looked at the



books and antiques that had been her parents pride and joy. The only ghosts are the onesin our own
hearts, shetold hersalf. She switched on the televison set.

At the locdl library where Annaworked shelving books, the supervisor charged her with putting up the
Christmas decorations. It took her afew days, in between her regular assignments, to cart out the boxes
of lights and garlands and wreaths, and set up the ladder in various locationsto nail them up. But thejob
cheered her, made her fee! Christmassy, and by the time the next rehearsal rolled around, shefelt d-
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most too happy to be nervous. It wasn't that bad to be alone during Advent, even if you were as shy and
tongue-tied as she was, because there were aways people nearby, there was dways someoneto smile
a.

Thethree dtos sang the "Messah" excerpt together, after the other soloists had run through their own
pieces. But even with two voices accompanying her, Annafelt spotlit, scrutinized. She kept losing her
place, misreading the words, she flubbed severa notesin the faster passages.

It waswith amixture of guilt and hope that she looked up a Charles when they were finished. Maybe
hell et me off the hook, she thought. Maybe | won't have to insult him by bowing out.

But he said, "That'sfine, that's coming along nicely. WElII portion out sections next week. Number 109,
everyone.”

Annaopened her hymnd, feding numb. Sections? She would have to sing a section aone? What was
Charlestrying to do to her? Speak up, shetold hersdlf; tell him how you fed. But she couldn't do it. She
resolved to talk to him after rehearsd, in private. They began "The First Nod."

Therewas an optional descant, during which everyone but the sopranos sang the refrain in unison. Anna
tried and failed to be surprised when the strange extra voice began to Sing again, its pure high Gsringing
like chimes, emanating from no pinpointable location. Mary Ellen and the other sopranos dropped out,
flustered, but Charles, with an odd look on hisface, continued to play. "Keep singing, everyone,” he said.
"Sopranos, sng melody. That'sit!" The choir went through al six verses, with the disembodied voice
snging descant on therefrains.

"What on Earthisit?' cried Grace, abit hystericaly, when they were through.

"Whatever itis, it'sbeautiful,” said Mary Ellen.

The choir erupted into debate. "It'saghogt!” "That's nuts.” "Do you think it will Sng with usat

Chrigmas?"' "'I'm searching this place top to bottom, right now." "Why bother? It's a ghost, you won't find
anything." "That's the most prepogterous..."

Annacould till hear the sweet notes Singing in her heed. "1 think we should cal her aher, not anit,” she



said softly. Then she put ahand to her mouth as everyone turned to her abruptly. She dmost never said
anything; but in her ghost-induced reverie, shedd forgotten to be shy. "I-I'm sorry," she sarted, then fell
glent.

"That'sdl right,” Charles said gently. "Somehow, Anna, | have afeding you'reright." Before debate
could break out again, he added, "Now, I'll talk to Father Uher about this tomorrow, all right? For the
moment, let'sjust rehearse asusud. If it—she—sings, try to ignoreit. The show must go on."

And 0 they sang, and the voice sang with them. They had never sounded so good. It wasn't just the
voice, it wasthe way the voice made them sing their best. Annafelt mesmerized; when you redly listened
to thevoice, got past its sivery beauty and otherworldly reverberation, you could hear asadnessinit, a
yearning that made Annas chest congtrict. Her decision to talk to Charles about her solo dipped
completely from her mind.

She took the next day off from work and went in to church. Father Uher was out making calls, but Stacy
Cox, the church secretary, told Annathat Charles had phoned and that Father Uher had agreed to Sit in
on their next rehearsdl.

"Uh, Stacy, | have afavor to ask you," Annasaid, twisting adim notepad in her hands. "1 wonder if you
could help me go through the canonica register; | want to try to find—something out.”

Stacy cocked an eyebrow. ™Y ou want to track down your ghost?"

What makes you think it's my ghost? Annawanted

**
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to ask, but instead she nodded, squirming alittle, expecting to be laughed at.

"Sure, come on. Episcopa registers are usualy amess, | should warn you; sometimes| fed like averger
inaDickens nove, poring over baptisma recordsto find out who's the heir to some fortune. But I'll point
you in theright direction.”

It took most of the morning—Stacy |eft her to it, Snce the parish newdetter's deadline was the next
day—but by noon Anna's notebook contained alist of women who had died in the last few years. She
had starred some of the names, meaning that that person had sung in the choir. Not al good singersdid,
of course; and there was nothing to indicate that the ghost had been a parishioner at dl. Annaknew her
search was crazy. But something in the memory of that voice compelled her. Shetried not to question her
own motives.

She spent the afternoon phoning around town, tracking down relatives. Sheld crossed off half the names
by suppertime, for one reason or another. Just as she was about to give up, she got through to the
widower of the least likely name on her list: awoman who'd been baptized and had funera ritesat St.



Mark's, but had |eft the parish forty years before.

"Yeah, Jill loved to sing," Mr. O'Connell said. He'd been suspicious at first, abit bewildered, but seemed
eager to tak about hiswife; Annathought he must miss her terribly. "I'm a Catholic, so she switched
over, but she missed St. Mark's something awful. She grew up there, you know. I'll aways regret that....
Anyways, she came down with cancer, had her larynx removed; had to talk with one of them boxes.
Lived agood fifteen years after; died during Advent. Always said she missed the caroling most of all. |
had her funerd at St. Mark's, to make up for things, like. Y our rector was redl nice about it."

Annalisened to him as he went on about Jill; it seemed to make him fed better, and she knew how

bereavement felt. "Would you like to come down and hear us rehearse?’ she asked, and immediately
wondered if shed made amistake; then he said yes, if sheld give him alift, and she didn't know how to
retract her impulsive offer.

But when the dight, grizzled man was Sitting in a pew, listening to them sing, hearing the ghostly voice, the
look of awe and joy on hisface convinced Annathat shed done the right thing. He did break down in
tearsafew minuteslater, so it was fortunate that Father Uher was there; Charles cut the rehearsal short
asthe priest took Mr. O'Conndll into his office to comfort himin private.

"Anna, | remember that funerd,” Grace said. "It wasthree years ago. Assuming that'sredlly her ghost,
what made her start singing with us now?"

Annashook her head; she had no idea. The choir was arguing again, in noisy whispers. "Shell be grest
PR! WEll have apacked church.” "Y eah, and cars dl over our lawns and total disruption, like with that
datuedownin Jersey." "Thisisagiant hoax; | can't believe you peopletakeit serioudy.” "What do we
tell people at Christmas?'Our churchis haunted.' Y eah, right.” "Let's just Sing, welll sound great, nobody
hasto know why." "That is so self-aggrandizing! And | don't know if | want to be shown up by adead
person...." But past theflurries of gesticulation, the faces beaming or frowning or smirking, Annasaw
Charleslooking a her over the organ's polished surface. When she met hiseyes, he just smiled and
turned away to gather up histhings; but the look had been thoughtful, appraising.

Annafet suddenly uncomfortable, and went out to get the car so she could pick up Mr. O'Connell at the
front door.

"Shewas shy, you know," said Mr. O'Connell—or Rob, as he had told Annato cdl him. "Dunno if sheld
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likealot of attention. Y ou know, likethe media, dl that.”

Annaglanced over a him; he looked tiny, engulfed by the bucket seat of her subcompact, with oncoming
headlights degpening the wrinklesin what skin hisbeard didn't hide. "Y ou know," she said quietly, "l

could redly use a cup of coffee. How about we stop by the diner on Route 23, and we can talk more
about Jl1?"



Rob'sface opened into asmile. "I'd like that, Anna. I'd like that an awful lot."

The night of the next, and find, rehearsd, Annawent to church an hour early. Shelit avotive candleand
prayed for awhile—for her parents, for Jill, for lonely old Rob, who brightened up so when she
visted—then did abill into the poor box and went to Sit in one of the choir pews.

"Taking to JIl?" It was Charles, standing in the archway of the narthex. She hadn't heard him comein.

She shrugged. "I guess. Y ou'd think her soul would be in Heaven, not down here singing with us. | hope
she'sokay.” She knew she should tell him now, about thetrio. It wouldn't be abig dedl; Grace and
Nancy could split it between them. Instead she said, "Do you think it'sredly her spirit, or just somekind
of—I don't know, psychic echo?'

Charles sat down next to her, elbows propped on knees. "Anna, whatever Jill is, | think she sings
because you're afraid to.”

Annapaed. How did he know?

"I know you're doing thistrio thing for me because | asked you to. | know it scares you. My homespun
theory isthat the ghost is responding to your emotions somehow. All | know for sureisthat if you keep
on gifling your own talent, you're going to fed lousy. Will you try the piece one more time, tonight?*

Annanodded, but what she felt was panic. How could she say no now?

Asthe choir arrived and rehearsal began, shetried to forget her churning ssomach by listening intently to
the debate about the ghost; Father Uher had told Charles that he would wait to hear the choir's
consensus before doing anything about it. But the arguments themselves were too upsetting; Annafelt
they were threatening the poor ghost who, after all, wanted only to sing. Finally, overwhelmed by the
whirling viewpoints, she stepped forward and spoke. "Jill's husband said she's shy,” shetold them.
"Redlly shy. | know how that fedls. | think we should just let her sing, and keep it to ourselves. It'sthe
charitablething to do. In—in my opinion.”

Perhaps words from her, being so seldom uttered, carried extraweight.

"All right," someone said; "Okay," said Sam Lee-son, "I'm gettin’ kinda used to her, wouldn't want to
drive her off." One by one, the other choir members agreed.

In her amazement, she sang right through her part in the "Messiah” trio, not brilliantly but clearly, audibly,
no quavering, no lack of bresth. Jll, she kept thinking, it's okay, no one's going to frighten you away....

Later, during the carols, she thought it might be gratitude that she heard in Jill's ethered tones.

Christmas Eve. The church was packed, athough the town was knee-deep in snow. Pine boughs and
garlands festooned the walls, and each pew had ared velvet bow at the end; poinsettias bloomed around
the chancel stairsand in every stained-glass window, and every candle waslit. The choir wasto sing for
half an hour before the service started, aternating performance pieces with carols sung with the
congregation. Annavested in adaze, pulling the cincture too tight around the middle of her white robe
before remem-' bering that she would need to breathe. How would
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she ever be able to breathe, in front of two hundred people?

Then thefirst carol had started, " Joy to the World," the dtos and sopranos singing in thirds, and Anna
listened for Jill, but with two hundred extravoicesit was hard to tdll if she wasthere or not. And
suddenly it was time: she was stepping forward with Grace and Nancy, and Charleswas playing the
introductory measures of their piece. As Grace sang, Annainhaed deeply, of pine scent and parishioners
perfume. And then, miraculoudy, she was Singing—her voicerich, with agentle vibrato—and even asshe
focusad intently on the music, shethought: Thisisfor you, Jil, for the voice that was locked avay insde
you al those years, just as mine has been locked inside me. Thisisfor you, and for me, and for everyone
here. Thisismy Chrigmasgift todl of us.

There was no gpplause at the end; just a pause, and then the next hymn. But when Annalooked out at
the gathered faces, she saw Rob O'Connell sitting in the back, and he nodded to her. Then, as"The First
Nod" soared up into the rafters, she heard Jill's voice clearly, blending into and accentuating the sopranos
on the brilliant descant. It wasn't something anyone would notice; she could aswell have been just
another member of the congregation.

Which, Annathought, maybe she was. And it was enough.

At the feast in the undercroft after the service, asthe clock chimed midnight and people wished each
other Merry Christmas, Annathanked Charlesfor his help and encouragement, and accepted a
somewhat startling invitation to dinner; then she turned to Father Uher, and tried to rally some of her
newfound courage.

"l waswondering," she said; hesitated; then plunged in. "If you have any openings on the shepherding
committee, maybe | could help vist shut-ins, maybe the
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nursang home. I've had alot of practice with ederly folks, and, well ..."

Father Uher smiled. "Knowing what you've done for Rob, I'm glad you volunteered before | drafted
you."

A taent, to be shared, to be given: fulfilling one had made her recognize that there were others. Waysto
come out of her shell, to reach out to people who were even more closed in than she was. Jill had
reached out; it could be done.

She went upgtairsinto the peaceful, darkened church. The only sound was the ticking of snowflakes
griking the windows, which glowed softly from the lights outside.

"I don't know if you'll come sing with usagain next year,” Annasaid. "But | thank you, and | wish you
well. Merry Chrigmes, Jil."

Then she turned and went back downgtairs, where her family was waiting for her.



GORDIAN ANGEL
by Jack Nimersheim
Jack Nimershem is the author of more than 20 non-fiction books and a dozen sciencefictions stories.

"Itisrequired of every man, that the spirit within him should walk abroad among his fellowmen, and travel
far and wide; and if that spirit goes not forth in life, it is condemned to do so after desth.” —Jacob
Marley'sghost, A CHRISTMAS CAROL

Jonathan Thackeray isamystery. He'slike someintricate knot that | haveto unravel, before | can trace
the threads running through hislife.

Y eah. That's the perfect description. Thisjob reminds me of amarvel ous story about Alexander the
Grest, the one where he fulfilled the prophecy of the Gordian Knot. Maybe you've heard it.

Seems like an oracle once told the ancient Phrygians, back around 2000 B.C. or 0, that their next ruler
would arriveriding in acart. The oracle should have been alittle more specific. Y ou see, the next cart
that rolled into town was driven by a peasant named Gor-dius, who, of course, the population
immediately elected king; peoplefollowed their oracles pretty blindly back then, much like Americans
today react to dection palls.

It turns out that Gordius was an gppreciative kind of guy. In gratitude for this unexpected rise in socid
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satus, he dedicated his cart and yoke to Zeus— fastened them to a pole, smack dab in the center of the
acropalis of Gordium. In case you haven't noticed, Gordius was aso quite vain. Like most kings, he felt
this overwhelming urge to name al sorts of places and thingsin his honor, once he assumed the throne.
But | digress.

Now, Gordius may not have come from roya stock, but the old geezer sure knew how to tie aknot. The
one he used to secure his yoke to that pole was akiller. It was so deceptively eaborate, in fact, that it
prompted yet another oracle—soothsaying was big businessin ancient times—to declare that
"whosoever should unlooseit would beruler of dl Asa”

By way of job qualifications, this makes about as much sense as crowning someone king smply because
he knows how to steer a cart. Neverthel ess, this second prophesy appears to have discouraged a
number of would-be conquerors from taking over afairly large chunk of theworld, for afarly long
period of time. According to the legend, you see, the Gordian Knot held fast for approximately sixteen
centuries, right up until 334 B.C. That's when Alexander the Great came along and came up with a
Crestive way to "unloose” it.

Oh, yeah. Alexander went on to conquer Asia, just like that second oracle foresaw. They didn't call him
Grest for nothing, you know.

Anyway, back to Jonathan Thackeray. He reminds me of that legendary knot. At first glance, Thackeray



doesn't seem dl that complicated. Just your run-of-the-mill serid killer who maimed, murdered, and then
dismembered people. Twelve, indl. Passing judgment on the soul of aman like that should be a pretty
easy gig, onewould think. | certainly did, when they first handed me the job.

| pictured Thackeray'sfate to be astraight line— one covering the shortest distance between death and
eternal damnation. If ever apost-expiration interview quaified asamere formdity, thiswasit. | mean,

hey,
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the man snuffed out adozen of hisfellow human beings, the souls of whom had aready submitted sworn
depositions confirming hisidentity.

Theway | saw it, I'd ask afew routine questions, trot out these affidavits, then send Thackeray packing
to Perdition City. What could he possibly say or do to diminish his culpability in this matter? Not adarn
thing, | figured. (Actudly, | would have stated my conviction alittle more emphaticaly, were stronger
language permitted herein the afterlife. It'snot. So, "not adarn thing” will have to suffice)) Anyway, |
expected thisjob to be the proverbia piece of cake. Wham! Bam! Damnation, man! Then on to my next
assgnment.

Look. | admit it. | waswrong, okay? So, sue me. When was the last time something you planned
worked out exactly like you expected it to?

| was waiting for Thackeray asthey threw the switch. He looked extremely disoriented, more so than
most people when they transcend the physica world and settle into their first few seconds of Eternity.
Thisdidn't surprise me. Thackeray's soul literally erupted from his body—forcibly gected, no doubt, by
the 1,500 volts of aternating current flowing between the moistened el ectrodes attached to his head and
right calf. Pretty gruesome stuff. But then, no more hideous than Thackeray's own acts, which procured
him areserved seat in the eectric chair to begin with.

Try as| might (athough, | must confess, | didn't try that hard), | found it difficult to marsha much
compassion. Instead, | watched in grim satisfaction as Thackeray's spirit, suspended severd feet dbovea
now-charred carcass—medium-rare—twitched.

Doesthat word adequately describe the actions of something so etheredl asa soul? Not redly. But in this
instance, it works.

| gave my new charge gpproximately fifteen secondsto adjust to his new surroundings. That's nowhere
near
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enough time, | redize. Tough bananas. Sympathy for the Devil may be a catchy title for arock-and-roll
song, but it's not an emotion | careto cultivate.

"Okay, Thackeray. Intermisson’'s over. Timeto move on to the next act."



"Merry Chrigmas.”

Thiswasthe only thing Thackeray had said— mumbled, would be a more gpt description—since we'd
arrived. | asked him if he knew where he was and he answered ...

"Merry Chrigmas"

| asked him if he understood why he was booked for aone-way excursion down the River Styx and he
responded ...

"Merry Chrigmas"

| asked him if there was any explanation, anything, he could offer in defense of hisindefensible deeds and
her plied ...

"Merry Chrigmas"

What we had here was your basic failure to communicate. There | was, threatening a crazed psychopath
with fire and brimstone, and dl he did was keep wishing me ahappy holiday. Now I'm no Pythagoras, I'll
admit, but either Thackeray was working some totaly new angle on me or something about thiswhole
scenario didn't add up to 360°. | had to determine which of the two it was, before passing sentence on
thisbozo.

You see, our judicid system, for want of abetter term, isn't like Earth's. Down on terrafirma, alegd
decision can berifewith ambiguities, leaving aperson'sfind fate somewhat up in the air. Should anything
go amiss, therésamogt dways another court, dightly higher upon the legd ladder, waiting to straighten
things out. Since we did away with purgatory awhile back, however, dl God's children ultimately end up
in one of two places: heaven or hell. There ain't no in-between anymore. And there aren't any appedls,
once afind verdict is handed down. It
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would hardly befair to lock someone away behind the gates of Hades, without first making darn surethis
condemnation isjudtified.

In order to give Thackeray afair shake, therefore, | had to try to figure out why he was so obsessed with
Chrigtmas. | then had to determine what it was about this holiest of holy days that could push aman so
far over the edge asto transform him into asavagekiller.

A sinking feding devel oped where my stomach used to be, back when | had one. My supposed piece of
cake was turning into a pan of baklava

"Heswhat?'
"According to our research, he'sthe Ghost of Christmas Present.”
That sinking fedling dropped alittle lower within the pit of my nonexistent digestive tract. The story of

Jonathan Thackeray adready had moretwigsin it than your typical O'Henry plot. Thislatest, however,
was by far the most convoluted of thelot.



"The Ghost of ... asin Scrooge's second escort from A Christmas Carol? C'mon, man. Y ou've got to be
yanking my chain!”

"Those of uswho work down here in the Bureau of Missing Souls take our responsibilities very serioudy,
| assure you. We don't yank anyone's chain, as you so flippantly phrased it.”

"Sorry, pal. | wasn't trying to insult your precious profession. But the Ghost of Christmas Present? Don't
you think you guys might be reaching abit on this one?

"Firg of dl, A Chrissmas Carol isapiece of fiction. It'saparable, an alegory reflecting the author's belief
that everyone has aright to a decent standard of living. Second, Dickenswrote that story in the
mid-eighteen hundreds—somewhere around 1840, if | remember correctly. How in the heck doesa
fictiond character from anineteenth-century fable resurface
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more than ahundred years|ater asavery real mass murderer?’

"That's not my problem, isit?'Y ou asked usto help you identify a soul you've been assigned to
adjudicate. Thisis precisdy what we did.

"The last time this department was eva uated, our performance rating was quite impressive. 99.9997
percent’, as| recall. Looking at it another way, there's gpproximately a.0003 percent possibility that our
findings on thismeatter arein error. | can state with dmost absolute certainty, therefore, that your
mysterious Mr. Thackeray is, indeed, the Ghost of Christmas Present. A highly unusual reveation, I'll
admit. Nevertheless, one can't deny the facts.

"And now, if you'll excuse me, it appears that someone has submitted yet another request for any
information we have about Amdia Earhart. That's the second tune this shift. Thetruly great mysteries
never losetheir apped.”

Tak about asplit decison! On the plussde, | findly had an answer to my mogt critical question: Who
was Jonathan Thackeray? Over on the negative Side of the scorecard, however, the answer | had only
opened the door to more questions.

A few minutes earlier, my only worry was amaniac. Now | found mysdf deding with amyth, aswell.
Some mornings, it just doesn't pay to strap on the old wings and hit the celestid treadmill.

"Merry Chrigmas."

Thisriff was beginning to bore me. Since finding out who Thackeray redly was, I'd been trying to break
through to him for amost two weeks, as mortals measure time. Despite al my efforts, we still hadn't
managed to get past the Season's Greetings stage of our relationship.

Onceagain, | couldn't help thinking about that Gor-dian Knot. There were secrets bound up insde
Thackeray's demented mind that | needed to know. There

no
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had to be some way to unravel these memories| just hadn't discovered it yet.

My only solid lead in the mystery surrounding Jonathan Thackeray remained Dickens popular ory.
Somehow, | had to get him to remember that time, that place. If | could return Thackeray to the past,
maybe we could pick up thetrail from there and begin ajourney that would lead me, ultimately, to an
explanation of his current madness.

That'swhen inspiration struck. Of course! If A Christmas Carol seemed alikely starting point, then why
not start there, literally? Theideaformulating in my mind was acrazy one, I'll admit. But maybe, just
maybe, it would be crazy enough to work.

It took me another week to set up my little experiment. | wanted everything to be just right. It had to be,
if thisnutty ideawas to have even adim chance of succeeding. | surveyed my handiwork onefina time
before caling Thackeray into the room.

Thewallswere covered with dl theright foliage— berries, holly, mistletoe, ivy. Laying my mittsona
stand-al one fireplace had been no easy task; the symbolism suggested by fire is anathemato those of us
who ended up on—How shdl | put this>—the less siwdltering Side of the Almighty's sunny disposition.
But there it was, amighty blaze roaring on its hearth, flames legping up the chimney. The piece de
resistance, however, lay in the great amounts of food heaped upon the floor. Turkeys, geese, game,
poultry, brawn, great joints of mest, suckling pigs ... well, you get the picture. And these were just the
entrees. 1'd a'so managed to scrape together mince pies, plum puddings, red-hot chestnuts,
cherry-cheeked apples, immense twel fth-cakes and assorted other items guaranteed to tempt even the
most adamant anorexic. Severa seething bowls of punch permested the air with their delicious steam.

Truthtotel, | felt kind of slly Sttinginthe middle
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of thisbounty, clothed as| wasin nothing but a green mantle bordered with white fur. The holly wreath
bedecked with shining icicles sitting atop my head didn't help matters any. Nor did the rusty scabbard
dung around my waist, made dl the moreridiculous by the fact that it did not even contain asword. Oh,
yeah. And then there was the torch, a pretty good reproduction of Plenty'shorn, if | do say so myself. |
serioudy debated whether my deception required this last, admittedly melodramatic element. Then |
figured, What the heck? | might aswell go for broke. It was al for agood cause. Any embarrassment |
might be forced to endure would be worth it—provided this crazy scheme worked. Now seemed as
good atimeasany to find out if it would.

Putting on the most cheery voice | could manage, | exclaimed, "Comein! Comein! and get to know me
better, man!"

On cue, someone opened the door and let Thackeray into the room. He entered timidly, his head
lowered, and mumbled, "Merry Chrigmeas.”

"Look upon me!" | commanded. He did. And when he did, he noticed me. | mean, truly noticed me.
(Let'sfaceit. | wasalittle hard to miss, Stting there amidst such grandeur, wearing such an outlandish



outfit.) "Y ou have never seen the like of me beforel™

"Who?What?' It was the first time Thackeray's eyes had displayed any emotion other than absolute
ennui. It was aso thefirg time I'd ever heard anything other than insipid holiday greetings cross hislips. |
decided to presson.

"Have you never waked forth with the younger members of my family; meaning (for | am quite young)
my elder brothers born in these later years?'

Maybe it was the mention of family that did it; ancestrd tiesare strong, even in the spirit world. More
likely, Thackeray responded to the totdl tableau. How could he not? So many sights, sounds, and
scents—a cornucopia of overlapping stimuli designed to over-
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whelm the senses. But would his response be the one I'd hoped for?

"Don't | know you?1 fed asif | should. Wait aminute. | don't merely know you. | am you. Or you are
me. One of the two. I'm not sure which one. But | do recognize you. | know what you're supposed to
be. | recognize this place d 0. I've been here before. Thisiswherel ... wherel ..." Hisvoicetralled off
into ahollow, haunting slence.

C'mon, man, | found myself mentally prompting him. Put it al together. Y ou can doiit. | know you can.

And then, in onetearrible ingant, he did.

"Oh, my God! Thisis Scrooge'sroom. Thisiswhereit al sarted. The boy, Ignorance. The girl, Want.
Thisiswherethey firg ... they first ..."

The Gordian Knot came unraveled. So, too, did Jonathan Thackeray.

Firdt, he screamed. Then, he collapsed—curling up into afeta position on the floor, there amidst the
turkeys and geese and game and mince pies and plum puddings and red-hot chestnuts and
cherry-cheeked applesand all therest.

Except for atable and two chairs, the room was once again empty. I'd stripped it bare within an hour of
Thackeray's dramatic catharsis. The garish trappings and bountiful feast had served their purpose. Like
Alexander the Great, 1'd cleaved the Gordian Knot. Thackeray's memory had returned.

"Ignorance and Want. They drove meto it, you redize.”

This reference no longer euded me, not since I'd managed to dig up an unabridged copy of A Christmas
Carol. Not every version of that famous tale includes a complete account of Scrooge's experienceswith
his second guide. More than afew omit the end of this encounter, segueing immediately from the events
at the home of Scrooge's nephew to the midnight arrival of the third and final ghost.



The seeds of Thackeray's insanity were planted during those often ignored fina moments he spent with
Scrooge. That'swhen, at the old money changer's request, he pulled from hisrobe two pitiful children, a
boy and agirl. They were—wsll, I'll let Dickens own words describe them: "wretched, abject, frightful,
hideous, miserable. . . yelow, meagre, ragged, scowling, wolfish ... Where graceful youth should have
filled their festures out, and touched them with its freshest tints, a stale and shriveled hand, like that of
age, had pinched, and (wisted them, and pulled them into shreds. Where angels might have sat
enthroned, devils lurked, and glared out menacing. No change, no degradation, no perversion of
humanity, in any grade, through al the mysteries of wonderful creation, has mongters haf so horrible and
dread.”

Not exactly afamily portrait of the Waltons. en?

The boy, Thackeray had explained to Scrooge in his previous incarnation of Christmas Spirit, was
Ignorance. The girl, Want. He dso gave awarning to the old man. Once again, I'll ep aside, in
deference to Dickens own account: "Beware them both, and dl of their degree, but most of al beware
thisboy, for on hisbrow | seethat written which is Doom, unless the writing be erased.”

Within afew moments of making this dire prophecy, Thackeray, the Spirit, vanished. For the purposes of
Dickens plot, his story was over. As| now discovered, however, old Charlie had been sorely mistaken.

"Y ou have no ideawhat it was like, being the custodian of those two. Recdll, if you will, how deeply they
affected Scrooge, and he only saw them for afew brief moments. | was forced to endure their company
for decades.

"It wasn't 0 bad when they were young, still children in both body and mind. Certainly, they were
formidable, even then. But being children, they remained under my control, submissveto my will. During
their encounter with Scrooge, for example, as Dickenshim-
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sf pointed out, they knelt down a my feet, and clung upon the outside of my garment.

"But children do not stay young forever. They age. They grow up. They evolve. And asthey evolve, they
pass through many phases, one of which isrebellion. In time these two children, which Fate had entrusted
to my care, began to defy me.

"At fird, their tranggressons were minor. A series of innocent pranks. Nothing more. Astheyears
passed, however, they became more and more daring in their deeds, more determined to gain their
independence. Findly, they staged the ultimate rebellion. They ran away from home, so to speak, to
weave their own designs within the tapestry of Man.

"Imagine Ignorance and Want personified turned loose upon the world, with no restraining hand to guide

them. | did. But nothing | could imagine prepared me for the true depth of their malevolence, once they
fled my guardianship.



"I watched in despair as the world reflected the delicate influence of these twin scourges. | watched asa
pair of primal forces manipulated that world on both agloba and personal scale. | watched asignorance
compelled one race or nationdity to seek the destruction of another—not once, but time and time again. |
watched as want became desire and, ultimately, metamorphosed into greed—stripping people of their
innate generogity, their inherent decency, turning them into selfish and salf-centered creetures barely
desarving of thetitle humanity.

"For many years| watched. | watched until | could not bear to do so any longer. Then, | acted.

"They're dtill out there, you know, Ignorance and Want. Roaming aworld gtill unaware of their presence,
dill fdling under their subtle spell.

"| thought I'd found them. At least adozen times, | thought 1'd found them. But each time, | was wrong.
"Migtaken identity. That'sdl I'm guilty of, you redl-
ize. I'd never knowingly harm an innocent. Y ou must believe me."

Strangdly, | did. | believed that this sad soul stting across from meindeed belonged to the Ghost of
Christmas Present. | believed he had once been a compassionate and noble Spirit whose only flaw was
that he did not possess the strength required to fulfill adestiny thrust upon him by forces beyond his
control. | believed that his subsequent actions, reprehensible though they were, were not rooted in evil. |
believed that, although responsible for amora transgression of anature most vile, he was not himsalf
immora—xby any definition of that word.

| believedl of thesethings. All of which leavesme... where?

Thedecison | gill faceis now more difficult than it was before. My convictions, previoudy black and
white, have merged into amurky gray. The noncha ance with which | once gpproached my responsibility
in this matter now seems sorely out of place.

I'd eliminated one Gordian Knot, to be sure. But another had appeared to take its place—this one of my
own cregtion.

THE TIMBREL SOUND OF DARKNESS
by Kathe Kojaand Barry N. Malzberg

Kathe Kojais abest-sdlling horror novelist aswell as a science fiction writer; Barry N. Malzberg, winner
of the Campbell Memoria Award, has published more than 90 books and 300 short storiesin his career.

On November 15, 1900, one week before hisdeath, Sir Arthur Sullivan isvisited for the second and last
time by the specter who had made these last years so lively for himin retrospect. Thefirgt vist camejust
after Ilvanhoe had opened in 1893 and the news had been astonishingly grim. ™Y our grand operawill fail,"
the specter had said, through a smile which wasin no way seemly. "Y our grand operawill run two
hundred performances and bankrupt Rupert D'Oyly Carte and will never be performed again in this
country in thiscentury. It will fail aswell in Berlin. It will not be taken up in America. It will be heard of
no more. Y our fateisto be remembered as the composer of the operettas. Y our name and Gilbert's will
belinked through dl of the decades; you will be famous and your tunes subject for laughter while your
cantatas and oratorios and symphony collapse into the dust. Thisisthe true and ageless verdict of history



and of al forthcoming prophecy.” How distressed Sullivan had been! This cruel and ungiving news,
ddivered by a shapeess creature who claimed to be the ghost of the killer in Whitechapd , the notorious
Mystery Jack himsdlf, had
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driven Sullivan into astupor of rage and futility which had not abated in these intervening years even
though (or perhaps because) the prediction of the specter more and more seemed to have some basisin
fact. The Golden Legend sunk, The Martyr of Antioch exhumed for the Leeds Festival only because
Sullivan had insisted upon conducting it. The disaster of Ivanhoe in Berlin. Even the last two operettas
with the wretched Gilbert toward which he had been driven only for the cold pounds, and make no
mistake of it, had been failures, Utopia Limited lasting for only haf ayear and emptying out at the end
(likeadopjar, like adregged glass), The Grand Duke a disastrous one hundred twenty-three
performances for the most venomous responses of his career, worse than anything even for theill-fated
Ivanhoe. Oh, hewas glad to have

\ been out of it then, but the words of the specter had stayed with him for al these years and there
was— despite the momentary reassurances, the false gilt of his own devisngs—no release, no release.
Now in hisroomsin London, arched numb against the bedclothes, fegling the true seediness and
devagtation of hisfifty-eight years and welded to the conviction that his health had collapsed, Sullivan
stared at the specter with loathing and attention, the fine features of the ghost hazy and uncertain in the
weary off-light of the dawn. He had given up disbdlief along time ago. The night wasfilled with portents
and now dl of hisfriendswere dying. Like Sir Ruthven Murgatroyd, descended from the painting on the
wall in the second act of Ruddigore, the specter seemed very sure of himsdf, raised ahand in graceful
and indolent greeting. "And isit as| predicted?’ the ghost asked, with the smile of onewho issure of his
answer. "Have you any reason now to doubt what | have said?" Sullivan looked at the anima, then away,
toward the

f dresksof light. In Whitechapel, progtitutes had been found with their features grazed, then
eviscerated; in

«* adingy room for copulation a prostitute, once as
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dingy, had been found dismembered in ways so intricate and horrifying that the police would release no
details. But nothing done, no violence, no ravages perpetrated on those prostitutes could have been as
thorough as what this specter had done to Sullivan's psyche. "Why?' he said, fedling like the hapless
Mur-gatroyd descendant, "why do you haunt me so?"

"Nothing elseto be done," the specter said. "Fillsin the time, you have no idea whatsoever—but you will,
you will—of how eterndl eternity can beand | was, | am aman of action after all. Y our reputation,” and
what atwigt to the word, must the ghost utilize that particular tone, "is quite secure, you know, you will
last through the next century, your workswill be played everywhere but will be particularly popular in
England and America. Y our workswith Gilbert, that isto say. Therest of them—well, theré's no need to
review that depressing business again, isthere?”



"William Shwenk Gilbert isaswine," Sullivan said, with what he felt to be a pure dispasson. He pulled
the bedclothes toward him, feding their warmth, their sheer corporedlity; surely he was not dreaming this.
"Heisachegp hack and asynonym for dishonor. He would have turned me into an accompani<t, an
organ grinder for hismonkey rhymeshad | not forced him to be otherwise. And what would you have of
thet?'

"Very little" the specter said. "Oh, The Lost Chord will survive and Onward Chrigtian Soldiers ... but
they will survive to be mocked, as examples of art gone bad. The Overture di Ballo will be played now
and then aswell. But that's pretty much the certainty of it, Arthur. | wish | could give you better news, |
know how ambitious and serious you are, but theres no way | can manipulate the truth. Y ou have
advanced kidney failure and your heart—surely you can fed it— isin perilous condition; the extreme
hydration has put terrible untoward pressure on the organ. | understand these things, you seg, it is part of
my ingght. All part of thejob." Thelight through hisfestures paer than
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gadight, wasit light he carried or only the treacherous dawn?" It won't be much longer for you, | am
sorry to say, but | won't tell you the exact date or time of your death. That would be, | think—and | think
you agree?—much too crud.”

Sullivan fedsthe arch of hismortdity, acold descending triad, then feel s the hammer of that betraying
heart asif it were the dead march in Y eoman of the Guard. "Oh, it istoo cruel,” he says, "too, too cruel
for you to come and berate me so, to confront me with omens of my impermanence and folly. Y ou, too,
are aman, were aman, are you not? | would not do the same to you if our positions were reversed.”
Killer of progtitutes, he thinks, torturer of women, creature of gpostasy and terror in the night, ina
hundred nights and athousand, man of legend free to create his own. What, isthis my penance for
deferring to Carte's demands, Gilbert's dimy mockery, my own helplesslust for agood tune, and the
easy response of fools? | would not have done it so, he thinks. "Begone,”" Sullivan says, as had
Murgatroyd in the second act of Rud-digore. "Begone, specter, | will speak with you no more.” The
hoots of Jack's amusement fill Sullivan's hot and crowded bedroom and he fedsathin and desperate
clutching in histhroat, some prescience or prestidigitation of doom asthelight shiftswithin the room and
he falls back againgt the sheets, stunned and exhausted, astonished by the force of hisgrief. He would not
have thought of himsdlf as such asmple and vulnerable man.

But there are vulnerabilities and vulnerabilities, smplicities masquerading as cunning complexities as Jack,
Mystery Jack, Springheded Jack himsalf must masquerade: through dark and light: astoff, as
working-man, as doctor, as empty-eyed and smiling drunk: smple asa couplet of Gilbert's base
doggerd, come with his hands out to the progtitute herself as smple and base, smiling in the soot and
blackness of the alleyways, smiling as he palped and fingered the
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breadt, the belly, her hot and dirty dress rucked up and bare beneath and mumbling about the money
firgt, gr, al the gentlemen must pay firgt, but for what he seeks no payment is sufficient, no coin can be
tendered or accepted; it isagift, after dl, fredy given: it islegend in the making; it isart. Imagining him
now—as Sullivan liesdeeplessin the fretful and unforgiving light, imagining his glide through streets made
empty by the rumor of his passing, the surety and elegance of that passing, the shocking shape of the
kidney in the box: kidne, he had spdlled it, adeliberate joke, anything for alaugh. Give the people what
they ask for: who, infact, is subsdizing this performance? The police? The newspapers, panting yellow



journalists chasing his exploits with ignorant fervor, keeping score with the dead bodies of women? To
whom does he answer, Jack, with his mystery and his smiling knife, to whom must he account? Has he
no partner, no collaborator? No?—in the huffing dawn, light upon light and the thin wheeze of Sullivan's
lungslike the sound of failureitsdf, no, thereisonly Jack to come before him, Sullivan in histormented
bed, to bring the news of defeats and disasters and to smile like a gentleman as he does.

Lying with Fanny Ronadsin the rut of the night, attempting to express himsdf to her as he never has,
even in slhouette, been able to open to the common herd, Sullivan in 1884 hasavivid intimation of what
Gilbert's degth will belike: seventy-five yearsold in 1911, hewill belying indolently by thelake on his
edtate, the cries of awoman vigtor, someinconsequentia friend of Nancy Mclntosh in from London will
take hersdlf to bein trouble in the water and Gilbert, dways afool and helplessto the distressed sounds
of women, will toss aside the newspaper, rush bumbling to the lake and attempt to rescue the young
woman, alarge and resolute bulk who floundered like afreighter atop the waters, protesting. At that mo-
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ment Gilbert's heart would give out, Gilbert would feel the empty and suddenly unmotivated coursing of
the blood and then Gilbert's earswould fill with the dull and doglike sounds of aman in red distress. that
man himsdlf. Terified Al hislife by drowning, seized by images and intimations of drowning, Gilbert &
last would cometo pay to fate what he had so maicioudy and gleefully extracted over the decades.

Fanny in hisarms, crushed againgt himin her own swim and palor, Sullivan refracts the panting and
desperate noises of Gilbert's bresth with aroaring and coursing of his own, the sound must be so
distressing in thisisolate bedroom at an inn in Shepperton that Fanny clutches him and cries, "Arthur,
Arthur, areyou dl right?' He does not know if heisal right Truly, he can make no sense of it. / havea
song to sSing-o0. The waters rush in and out of hisbrain, heis sunk, excavated, drowning, and as he
clutches Fanny in the desperate baggage of his own grip he hears the Executioner's lament in Mikado,
someday avictim must be found and that villain is Shwenk. No, it is Seymour, Arthur Seymour Sullivan.
He chokes, trying to drag himself to the surface through the force of his grasp of Fanny. She groanswith
pain and as Sullivan rises Gilbert snksinto the stinking lake, his emergent, flatulent corpse as hdplessand
desolate as any Whitechapd victim, riven with bubbles and dust, sea-creatures and foam, and try ashe
may in that flickering recession of vison, Arthur Sullivan cannot see himself amongst the mourners.

Sullivan conducts The Martyr of Antioch in London. The chorustosses him flowers, Sterndae Bennet
pays him compliments, after the performance Parry and Stanford, their virginal faces dolorous with envy
pay their abashed regards. Surely hismusic is of consegquence, such triumphs cannot have been
contrived—as was perhaps The Tempest or In Memoriam—upon youth and access, the oratorio isone
which Menddls-
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sohn himsdlf would have signed. Over and again Sullivan is assured of thisin the haze and glow of the
performance and yet somehow he cannot bring himsdlf to sufficient conviction; in the night wind, howling,
he hears not benediction but hysterica, harsh laughter. D'Oyly Cartetellshim that heisbehind on his
commitment; what will fill the theatreif Patience does not comein? At the reception which should have
mede his brilliance heat and light for the night wind within, Sullivan finds himsdf unable to take any
comfort whatsoever. Gilbert sends him a polite note the next day congratulating him upon the triumph yet
reminding him, like the talling of amourning bell made of lead, that rehearsd's soon enough must begin.
Sullivan stares at the note for along time, the sound of his brother Fred's voice in Cox and Box



resonating through the room. Poor Fred, more than a decade passed and never, never to come again.
Rataplan, rataplan.

"You see" the specter from Whitechapd saysto Sullivan most reasonably, "trying to replicate or relive
your lifewill, in fact, change nothing. All of the choices have been made, they are asirreversbleand
remorseless as that skein of rope with which | dragged poor Dolly over the edge to her doom. Besides,”
the specter continues, "it isnot abad fate. It is not nearly the worgt fate you could have," with the silent
laugh of one to whom fate isacommodity to be delivered, not an appointment to be kept. ™Y our work
will, after dl, be remembered after afashion and who isto contend with the judgment of history?
Certainly not those abominable women of the night with whom no man of decency would ever consort,
am | right?" Sullivan nods solemnly. The wretchedness from his kidneys and bowes, that new
wretchedness which seemsto foreshadow his eventud oblivion has coursed through him with the speed
of utter conviction. Now and at the end of this, hiseyesarefully open to hisawful stuation. "'l
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mistreated no one," Sullivan says, "1 wrote honestly. | missed no effective deadline, not even with The
Grand Duke. | dways produced. Did | want too much? Were my ambitions so unreasonable?’

"Y ou mistreated Fanny," the specter says, as sternly as befits a man who has known and plumbed the
secrets of women, who has flexed and griped like araptor through darknessto ultimate light. "You led
her along and gave her only what she needed to continue to bed with you. Y ou lied to other women of
affections you could not fed; you never completed your Second Symphony or another mgjor orchestral
work; you throttled the L eeds festival when you felt threatened by younger and better composers. Y our
snswere not greet, no," in the musing judgment of atrue sinner, aliar, akiller, apreader of chaos and
blood and truly in the face of such disorder, Sullivan thought, his own sSinswere as nought, depressing as
it might be to have them listed thisway, "not grest but they were recognizable. Gilbert will live only
through your music; your music will live only through Gilbert's doggerdl. Could one conceive amore
fitting fate for either of you, gentlemen of such persuasion and fixity? Come now," the ghost says,
"congder the dternatives. Y ou could be one of those women, boxed gizzard, floating intestines, perfect
and sacrificid teeth glinting at the horrified constable. Instead, you are going to die in your own bed and
make a good job of it, too. Y ou should have no real objection to your fate."

Sullivan does not know what to say to this. Truly, thereis nothing to say, he hasindeed, asthe ghogt, as
Fanny, as D'Oyly Carte, as Sterndale Bennet had told him, made of hisfate what it should be. Victoria
had predicted mgor work from him, had persuaded him to attempt Ivanhoe, then had not even had the
kindnessto attend any of the performances of the opera. There was moreto this certainly than smple
doth and indolence. "No more," he says, "I know my hedth isnot good; | can fed that decline within me.
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| must rest, | must rest. | tried inlifeto give no hurt, if | failed it was not from an excess of passion but its
deficit, thet isdll.”

Silent in light the ghost regards him; in silence he regards the ghost, smelling in the heat and disorder of
the bedroom another smell unpresent, asmell hotter till and not of death; but only the moment that
precedesit. And in that moment, itself composed of light, it isagain asif heridesin the spectator's sedt,
with helplesdy opened eyesto see the Whitechapd streets, the rowdy shine of the taverns emptying into
the larger darknesses: the sallow defeated drunkenness of the progtitute, in her ears one of the tavern



songs, on her lips the base quartet of itsrefrain and: hishand, her breast: hissmile, her stare: hismotion,
her transfixion—Ilike the Stare that greets the true emergence of art, the eyesthat see clearly, the ears
spoiled now and forever for the cheap grind of tavern songs, popular tunes no longer able to enter these
ears now ringing to the muffled song of screams: and ripped skirts and spooling guts and thet faint
whicker of breath asthe busy hands stay busy and the night becomes one music in thislast and greatest
collaboration: sheismusic and its consummation, it isher song which will live forever: and he her
conductor, her accompanist, her instrument aswell: and Sullivan behind those eyes sees everything,
everything, with the immediacy with which he viewed the desth of Gilbert but none of the attending
bitterness or satisfaction.

Watching the specter emerge from its portrait, Sullivan had had a sudden, flickering apprehension of his
father, the bandmagter, and the professors at the L eipzig Ingtitute, a solemn and portentous bunch like his
fether, dl of them clustered toward him, filled with ideas of what should be done, of what condtituted
form. He had given them a symphony, then the music for The Tempest in response to their urgings and
what had he gotten in return? An easy success which went
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nowhere, then after the travelswith Grove, the triumph of the recovered Schubert manuscripts, they had
gotten him Cox and Box and later Tria by Jury and the rest and the—well, then what? What had he
become, what had Gilbert been? Dedlersin magic and spells and blessngs and curses and al kinds of
verses, they had lived so that Gilbert—Sullivan had seen with such perfect clarity—would drown and he
now would be taunted by the perceived ghost of amadman in Whitechapd who had carved out the
bowels of progtitutesin the effort, the solemn and serious effort to produce the light of the world. No less
than Sullivan himsdlf, Jack had sought the Light of the World.

Sullivan lay back on the bed, sensing with asudden and terrible gpprehension, the full circularity of his
life. So beit then, he said though not aloud. Worthless lover, despoiler of women (but never their
eviscerator!), sacker and pillager of hisown talent, helay on the bed, facing the taunting mask of the
gpecter, and said in reply nothing at al, passing at last into some apprehension of afuture which neither
included nor excluded but smply accommodated him: as Jack was accommodated: as the women in their
bloody silence and defeat were accommodated, and preserved.

A week later, Jack, the ghost of past and future aswell, came with enormous and clever handsin the
early dawn. "Not my kidneys, not that now but my heart!" Sullivan screamed desperately and banged the
bell beside him with the hed of his hand, banged and banged the bell, but when his nephew came he
could see it was aready too late; the dead face of the composer arched against the escaping hands of the
assassin seeking the Light of the World, trying to find the Lost Chord while the dusty, unheard choirs
urged him indolently to hisdestiny.

A PROPHET FOR CHANCIKAH

by Deborah J. Wander

Thisis Deborah Wunder's third sciencefiction story.

Don't give me any of that Chrissmasjive! | don't carethat it'salmost here, and that people are being
wonderful to each other. | don't care that the radio's been playing carols since the day after Halloween. |
don't even want to know about it. It's not that | don't appreciate the tradition—I grew up, after al, ina

working-class Itaian/GermaryIrish neighborhood; but my holiday—my beloved Chanukah—istreated by
most of you asapoor stepsister toit, and | won't stand for that any longer!



| sat through it for years, it'strue. My kid sster and | were made to feel we were outcasts because we
couldn't share your big day. When we countered that our holiday had the obvious (to us, at least)
advantage of eight nights of gift-getting, the other parents complained to ours that we were trying to start
trouble. Of course, Chanukah meant alot to usaskids. giftsfrom relatives, fun thingsto eet, games, and,
of course, lighting candles each night and saying appropriate blessings (most of which our parents didn't
redly know, so wedl faked it alot).

| officialy stopped celebrating Chanukah when | moved out of my parents house for the second time,
into awomen's hotel in Manhattan, though my observance had been, a best, cursory for years. This
particular move was very traumeétic, because my parents marriage was starting itslong, final, downhill
dide. My
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menorah—a housewarming gift from my best friend, Elizabeth—sat unused on one of the milk crates|
used as a bookcase. Why celebrate afamily holiday, | reasoned, when | had, in essence, no family to
celebrate with? Besides, we had never redlly been very observant; holidays were observed mostly so that
the neighbors wouldn't think we were "bad Jews." Anyway, I'd chucked dl that standard religious
garbage in favor of the "design it yoursdlf observances of the New Age. What did | need with areligion
that was antiquated, created and dominated by men, and impossibly strict? After dl, | had learned in
collegethat religions were mainly used by the monied classes to oppress everyone e se, and that one of
the prime reasons for your Apostle Paul's conversion was the impossibility of successfully following six
hundred and thirteen commandments.

All thiswas running through my mind afew weeks ago, asit often does thistime of year, given my
curmudgeonly disposition. | was giving my closet its mid-December cleaning when | ran across my
mom's memory box—one of those patterned, cardboard boxes you can buy a Woolworth's, assemble,
and stick under abed or stack in acloset. | had inherited the box after Mom died last May, mostly
because my sster couldn't handle looking inside. | opened it and started going through the contents. It
smelled of Mom,; of the Jungle Gardeniathat was her signature perfume since before | wasborn. The
contentswere al jumbled up—the result of the Sx movesin two years the box had undergone before
landing in my closet. While sorting the various things Mom had considered worthy of keeping, | found a
white card envelope under the cowrie-shell turtle that Dad had brought home from the Korean War. The
envelope had been addressed to my sister and myslf, in awavering handwriting that | recognized as
belonging to my Great-Aunt Rachdl. | opened the envelope, and took out the card. It wasthe " Story of
Chanukah" card that Aunt Rachel had
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given uswhen | was twelve and Judith wasten. It was a specia card to begin with, being the first card
that we had ever gotten that was almost a book, but the fact that Aunt Rachel had sent it made it even
more specid.

Aunt Rachd was my favorite relative on Mom's side of the family. A lifelong spinster, she somehow



aways knew exactly what to give two children to set their imaginations &fire. Further, shewaslittle and
ddicate, and looked like the engraving of the "Blue Fairy" from theillustrated volume of Pinocchio that
she had given me shortly after I'd learned to read.

| looked at the card for afew minutes; then opened it dowly, savoring the till-rich coras, sands, and
blues of the desert scene on the cover and the gilt lettering, in astyle highly reminiscent of Black
Chancery, garting, "Many centuriesago ..." | read the text dowly, severd times, wondering why | should
feel so moved by apiece of paper—amere "thing"; wondering why Mom had chosen to keep this
particular card. Had she meant for it to ambush me, after she was gone, with fedings1'd long forgotten? |
had no idea but, bdieving heavily hi what the New Agerstermed "syn-chronicity,” | decided to ponder
my find over acup of tea

As| waited for the water to bail, | read the card again. Although | had always been a bit vague on the
details, the story of Chanukah, and of the reclamation of the Second Temple, had aways been one of my
favorites. | knew that the Second Temple had been defiled by one of the many groupsthat had
persecuted the Jews, and that when Judah ha-Maccabee and his men reclaimed the Temple, they only
found enough consecrated oil to last for one day. | dso knew that the oil lasted long enough (eight days)
for more ail to be produced, but that was about it. Y ou don't learn al that much in one year of Hebrew
school—just the basics. | let mysalf get lost among the colors swirling across the cover. When | looked
up, | was no longer
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alone. | wondered if | was daydreaming, but the lady seated across from me looked to be asred as|
was.

"Who areyou?' | asked. She was dressed in robes smilar to the people on the card—plain cloth of a
neutral color, woven of rough-spun thread.

" am Deborah, whose name you bear. Since there are no men here, may | remove my vell?' Asshe
unfastened the materia, | wondered how we communicated, since she couldn't possibly know English,
and | know neither Hebrew nor Aramaic.

"Would you like something cold or hot to drink?" | covered my confusion with the good manners Mom
hed drilled into me.

"Thank you, no. | cannot.”
"You sad, 'Deborah,’ like in the Prophetess and Judge of Israel ?
"Exadtly."

"How isit, may | ask, that we can understand each other? | wasn't aware that we had any common
language.”

"Areyou not the person who believes that God appears to each group of people asthey can best
percave Him?'

"Yes. It seemsthe only logica explanation.”



"Wadll, that ishow we are communicating. | am what you are cgpable of perceiving me as.”
"Dare| ask why you're here?!

"Y our attitude has drawn me. Y ou, among many of today's nonobservant Jews, retain some curiosity
about your heritage. If you throw that heritage away, you lose much of what you are.”

"But how can | not rgect it? It's cruel, man-made, demeaning to my whole gender.”

"So you would throw the baby out with the bathwater? Come with me. If you observe one holiday
thoroughly, you might get a better idea of the richesyou are rgjecting.”

"Oneholiday?'

"Yes. Chanukah. It isthe season, after dl.”
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"Do you redly beieve that looking a one holiday can change how | fed?!

"I do not know. All | can dois present the facts of history. Y ou will be freeto draw your own
conclusonsfrom them.”

"Where will we belooking?'
"Various places. | think about 165 B.C.E. might be agood placeto start.”

"165 B.C.E.?" Thiswas beginning to take on the flavor of abad Dickens nove, although | was curious as
to how she planned to show me anything. Still, I had been cleaning for at least four hours. It was
definitdy timefor abresk.

"Jerusalem during Kidev should be agood time. When the Maccabees and their men entered the
Temple, after the Syrian Greeks had defiled it, all was confusion. Look for yourself."

A tableau opened before me, dong the eastern wall of my apartment—the one with no hangings or
paintings. | could seethe courtyard and main area of the Second Temple as clearly asif | were viewing
them through my dormer window. A number of men were going through the remains, making disgusted
grimaces. The apparent leader called the othersto order and started organizing tasks. | could see them
building afire outside the Temple, to purify the implements used during services. | could see severa of
the men weeping openly, as they handled each piece with the same reverence they would normaly
reserve for handling the Torah. Others were wiping blood and entrails from the atar, and removing idols
that had been placed there. One group was sent out to find Torah scrolls that had not been burned by the
Syrian Greeks. At some point, the people trying to purify the altar redized that the job wasimpossible
and, with much mourning, rending of clothing, and covering of their heads with ashes, they made anew



atar and utensils and buried the old ones. During the search, one un-contaminated flask of oil was
found—seded with the

T

4 high priest'sown sedl. It was used to light the lamps ;e» for the next morning's services, including the
Eternd Light in front of the Ark of the Covenant. Thiswasthe famousvid of oil that we were taught in
school had lasted eight days, until more consecrated oil could be prepared.

"Thisisthe miracle we commemorate by celebrating Chanukah,” Deborah noted. "Not only were we
ableto reclam the Temple; we were able to complete our observances despite greet obstacles thanksto
God's intercession. Because we Jews are a stubborn people, this has been true many times throughout

higory."
"How do you figure that?'

"Did you not learn that, no matter what the risk to themsdlvesis, there have been Jews celebrating the
holidays and practicing the strictest forms of Judaism;  for dmogt 3,700 years?"

"| was taught that in Hebrew school when | was akid, but sometimesit doesn't seem to make much
sense. Anyway, | assume you have more than that to show me.”

"Why don't welook at England in the late twelfth century; shortly before Richard Lionheart massacred
the Jewsof York."

"Richard Lionheart did what?' | had learned in schoal, if | remembered correctly, that Richard had spent
the mgjority of hisreign outside of England, either on Crusadein the Holy Land or asa prisoner of the
German Emperor.

"His archbishops waged war on the Jews of Y ork, with his knowledge and compliance, shortly after his
marriage to Berengaria. The Jews of Y ork were forced to lock themsalves into one areawhere they
starved to degth, as at Masada, rather than submit to forced conversion.”

"Definitely not whet they taught usin schoal.”

"Perhaps they have learned shame for their past misdeeds.”
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"Nan. Moreiikdy, it'sjust another case of history being written by the winners." Thewal again went
screenlike, showing afortressed areathat even | could tell was England in the late 1100's.

Thefocuswasasmdl family, not too shabbily dressed. They were gathered around asmple wooden
table with acloth of homemade lace, and acrudely fashioned menorah, with smal cupsfor ail. | figured
that it wasthefirgt night, because only the cup at the far right had awick init. Z could hear aswell as see
thistime, and the words of the blessings rang out clearly, asthe mother steadied the shammeslight in the
hand of one of her daughters.

"Boruch atah Adonai Elohenu Mdech halolom, Shehekianu v 'kiymonu v "higt-onu lazrnan hazeh.” They



finished the first night's blessings, and proceeded to light the wick.
"Papa, what does that mean?' the youngest, aboy dressed in green, tugged at hisfather's waistcoat hem.

"It says, in Hebrew, 'Blessed art Thou, O Lord, our God, King of the Universe, who has kept us dive
and sustained us and enabled us to reach this season."

"But what doesit mean?"

"That God has kept the Jews dive through centuries to bear witnessto His Greatness and Generosity.
We must always remember that God has set us up to be an example of the goodness that comes from
keeping Hisways, regardless of any danger to our persons. Further, it isalaw that during times of
religious persecution, such as now, one must be even more stringent in his practice. One of the wayswe
can best do thisisto raise our voicesin blessing and song, so let ussing 'Maoz Tsor.' " All joined in the
traditiona song, Snging with gusto.

"Come, let us eat whilethefood is gill warm.” The lights had burned down, and the mother and
daughters started carrying in platters from the cooking area. There was meat of some kind, various Sde
dishes, and alarge platter of what looked like potato latkes.
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Deborah assured me that they were not latkes, since potatoes had not been brought to England yet, but
were fried dough, sweetened by dripping honey over them. A blessing was said over the various foods,
which were consumed with alibera amount of wine. "Fried dough?' | blanched at the thought. That
could do a hatchet job on anyone's cholesterol, and mine was none too good the last time I'd had it
checked.

"Y es. We egt foods on Chanukah that have been fried in oil to remind us of that one smdl flask of ail
which proved so important. Also, did you observe that the women did no work from the time the candles
were it until they burned down? Although thisisnot law, it isour custom, in honor of the women whose
sons were martyred, or who played a sgnificant role, in the Maccabeean revolt." Slowly, the scene faded
out. | wondered why Deborah was so intent in impressing on methe onething | dready knew about the
day. Having recently spoken to an Orthodox friend, | knew that the holiday was more about the
reclamation of the Temple than about the miracle of the oil, but to many people the oil and the lights
seemed to be thewholefocus. | found the dichotomy confusing.

"Whereto next?' | tried the old trick of covering my discomfiture with aquestion. In spite of my
apprehensions, thiswas Sarting to get interesting. After dl, how many people got their own persond,
guided tour of the pat?

"How about your own area? Let'slook at, say, Oceanside, New Y ork."

"Oceansde?'

"Why not? Surely you can identify with the assmilated Jewswho live there?!

"I suppose. | mean, | never had much in common with the Long Idand kids, in generd...." We zoomed in
on atypica Long Idand family; they could have stepped from the pages of afashion magazine. Their



home was impeccably decorated, and spotlessly clean.
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It was obvious, even to me, that they had gone beyond the "upwardly-mobile" stage of existence severd
generations back. Their menorah was stylish; clear lucite, shaped like a Star of David. Holdersfor eight
candies were spaced equally aong the top bar, and one for the shammes was at the upper point of the
dar. | dlently gave thanksthat it wasn't one of those tacky electric menorahsthat you see more and more
of these days. The candles were brightly colored; obtained, no doubt, from one of those boxes that
various yeshivas and Jewish welfare organi zations send out asfundraisers. | noted thet | had at least three
boxes of them somewhere. Guilt had impelled meto return the envelopes they came with, enclosing small
donations— five, maybeten, dollars.

Thefather and his young son were placing the candlesin the menorah, which was then placed on aclear
plate. "Miriam, cadl thekids. It'stime." After the entire family assembled, the shammeswas it and given
to the eldest child to hold. Their blessing rang out, "Blessed art Thou, O Lord, our God, King of the
Universe, Who has sanctified us with His Commandments and has commanded usto kindle the
Chanukah light." The eldest lit thefirgt candle, then passed to shammesto hissigter. Shelit the next light,
then passed the shammes to the youngest child. The fourth and fifth candleswere it by the parents.
Dreidds (tops) were brought out and spun by the children, in atraditional gamethat I'd never quite
learned the rules of, and Chanukah songs were sung. Even if it wasn't the most religious of observances,
it was clear that the family was enjoying itself immensaly, and had astrong sense of their identity as Jews.
"Do you remember what the Hebrew letters symbolize?

"Hebrew letters?'

"Onthedreidd. Do you know what they mean?'

"No."

"They are an acronym for 'A great miracle hap-
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pened there!' They were used also used as ameans of teaching. When questioned by an oppressing
force's soldiers, men spinning dreidelswould smply state that agambling game was being played and,
no, the carved letters didn't have any meaning beyond that of counting devices.

"The ceremony hasn't changed very much, hasit?!

"No, but that works to the good. Y ou cannot surpass the fegling of being avitd link in achain spanning
centuries, can you?"'

"l guess not. But it sure differsfrom what and how | wastaught.”

"How s0?"



"For one thing, observance dways seemed to be something imposed on us, rather than actions based on
belief or fedlings. For another, it lways seemed to me that the emphasis was more on avoiding contact
with modem American customs, rather than learning the meaning behind the prayers and rituals. | was
never taught how to make it work in context with thelifel lead here in twentieth century New Y ork.
Besdes, if Jewsare not going to emigrate en masse to |sradl before the Messiah arrives, thenisn't it
logical for those who don't to try to assume parts of the culture they areliving in?"

"It would seem logical, except that such acculturation is often little more than an excuse to become lazy
about observance of HaShem's Commandments. Asfor not learning the meanings behind things. Canyou
make a dress without knowing how to sew?’

"No, but you can seetheresult of putting stitchesin the cloth. Just memorizing a prayer doesn't tell you
why we pray for athing in that specific manner, or give you afedling of tradition and continuity.”

"True enough, but you need to master each step initsown time. Still, if tradition and continuity are what
you fed ismissing, why don't we look at amore traditional celebration?”

" think that some sort of roots are morewhat I'm
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missing, but Fm not realy sure. What do you havein mind thistime?' | could fedl her subtly pressuring
me to accept the religion Fd rg ected wholesale so long ago, and | resented it. The decision to become
observant or not was mine, after al, wasn't it?

"l thought we might look at a more Orthodox family; perhapsin Brooklyn."
"Do | have achoice?'

"Inwhat we observe? Not redlly. My task isto show you what Chanukah is about. It isnot for the
student to pick which lessonsto study.”

"Then | guesswe're going to look at Brooklyn,” | sighed. "L et'sget onwithit." | waited asthewall again
became atranducent, glowing screen. | was interested in what Deborah was showing me, and in
obtaining some of the "connectedness' she was so sure | would find, but | was not, by any means,
convinced that it would be the road for me. | was aso beginning to resent, very strongly, her pushiness.

The focus cleared on my friend Fran's gpartment. It had clearly been freshly cleaned, because it lacked
the usua clutter of books, yarns, and computer disks and manuas. She placed candlesin her small silver
menorah, and placed the whole on asilver tray. She then covered her head with alace shawl. Sheand
her hushand, David, recited the blessings, then lit the candies—Fran holding the shammes, David's hand
covering Fran's. They placed the Menorah on the living room windowslll, and sat down at their small
tablein front of the window to the dinner Fran had prepared. They seemed so close and so happy that
for abrief moment, | wastouched by envy. | wondered if lighting candles with Eddie would fed at dl like
what Fran and David shared, even though | doubted such athing would occur, since Eddieis neither
Jewish nor religious. | wanted what they obvioudy had, even though | knew that, if asked, Fran would

deny having anything specid.
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"They look so happy together." Evenif it wasacliche, it wasthe only thing | could think to say.

"Y es. They know how observing the holidays can bring a couple close together. They have agood
marriage, and it is strengthened because it is built on the foundetion of sharing their religion.”

"I can see how having the same views on mgjor issues could strengthen amarriage, but | don't see how
thisfitswith what youve shown me so far.”

"Family has aways been one of the most important aspects of Judaism. Our religion provides a code of
ethicswhich, if observed, dmost guaranteesthat many of the abusesin family relaionshipswill not
occur." "That sounds good in theory, anyway." | was less than convinced, having been the person that
most of my Dad's abuse had been aimed at and, in fact, having the scar up one leg to remind me—asif |
could ever forget. Deborah seemed to redlize that this particular example had not scored whatever points
shewas aming for, and seemed rather anxiousto get on.

"L et us now observe someone celebrating the holiday secretly.”

"Why would anyone do that, outside of Russia?' " Sometimes, when a person first beginsto return to
Judaism, he or sheisembarrassed to celebrate in front of family. Perhapsthe family isaready too
assmilated; perhaps they will ridicule the child of return." "Seemssilly to me, but | guessit could happen.
Still, I can't imagine observing aholiday that way." Thewal turned again. Thiswas becoming so familiar
that | wondered if it would continue to do so after Deborah left, and if | would missit muchiif it did not.
Thistime, the screen showed my old room. | was abouit thirty-two, and was on my kneeslighting candles
in the menorah my friend had given me. | had moved back into my parents house after my Dad had a
stroke, and was making one of anumber of periodic, abortive attempts to explore my roots. Many of my
friends had attempted these explorations but, other
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than my cousin Michael, and my friend Fran, none of us had stuck with it. My parents had, in fact,
ridiculed these attempts, so | had confined my observancesto my room, cherishing the roots | thought |
had found, and feding vaguely superior for having found them.

"| guess|'d forgotten about that.” | felt pretty sheepish. | tried to remember why that particular attempt
had failed, and couldn't. | wondered whether it had been lack of community—Iack of someoneto share
the rituas with—or just the effort of trying to make extremely large-scale changesin ardatively short
time, but couldnt, for thelife of me, remember.

| briefly wondered if | could fit such celebrationsinto my life now. After al, one of the things1'd kind of
lost while assuming New Age practices was holiday observances of any kind. Wasit possibleto redly
celebrate a holiday, even while having largdly rejected the tenets of the religion that the holiday was part
of? And, if | wanted to pursuethis, what kind of place would it havein my life? The few rdigiousfriends|
had, no matter which religion they followed, often seemed to have to pass things by because of one
religious stricture or another. Would | be able to do that?



Why, | wondered, am | asking myself these things? | wasn't sure, suddenly, if these were my own
thoughts, or aresult of Deborah's subtle pressure. My resentment bubbled to the fore, finally, and |
wondered, "Why Deborah? Why not, say, Ruth—who was, after all, the first noted convert to

Judai sm—or Judah ha-Maccabee?' Deborah was at least as pushy as| am, and | didn't feel completely
comfortable with her in my kitchen. | decided to handle the Situation more or lessthe way | handle most
things: direct confrontation.

"Why areyou here?'

"I told you. Y our atitude has drawn me."

"But why you? Why not Ruth or Judah ha-Maccabee? Either would seem amorelogicd choice.”
"Why do you fed they would be more logica ?
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"Judah ha-Maccabee is dready strongly associated with the holiday, and Ruth was, we were taught, the
first mgor convert, and would have had to learn dl the rituals and their meanings as an adult.”

"For onething, Chanukah didn't exist in Ruth'stime. And Judah ha-Maccabee was no prophet; merdly a
righteous man. Besides, they're busy plaguing Saddam Hussain with nightmares these days. Although my
erawas closer to Ruth's than to the Maccabees, | took this on because, as a prophetess, my calingisto
educate Jews and encourage areturn to observance.”

Her idea of encouragement felt more like alesson in Applied Jewish Guilt #101, but | held my tongue
and thought over dl we had looked at so far. The richness of the celebration was not lost on me; neither
was the closeness among the celebrants, regardless of the setting. If | waslessthan thrilled with my guide,
well, that was my own problem, | guessed.

"What would happen if there was no Chanukah?' | mused.

"If things keegp going asthey have been, thiswill occur severd centuriesin the future.”

"Y ou can't possibly mean that?' | was thoroughly taken aback by the prospect. | could see choosing not
to observe the holiday, but not having it around to observe was another thing entirely.

"Oh, but | do. According to some British calculations, there will be one year on your calendar in which
Chanukah is not celebrated.”

"Not celebrated at al?"

"Unlessthe Messiah arrives, the Third Templeis built and dedicated in Jerusalem and the Sanhednnis
reconvened, it will cometo passthat the year 3316 will have no Chanukah. The Chanukah that you
would expect to have that year will not begin until sundown of 1 January, 3317. It will, however, be
celebrated in the Hebrew calendar, inthe year 7077, so it will not belost to those who are observant.”
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Deborah J. Wander
"| till don't understand this. How can ayear not have Chanukah?'

"The Hebrew calendar has been calculated correctly until the year 6,000. After that, we arelost unless
the Messiah arrives. When the Sanhedrin is reconvened after the Third Temple has been rebuilt and
dedicated, they will examine witnessesto determine when the new moon fails, and will recalculate the
caendar from that point.”" | was still abit perplexed. I'd had no idea that the Hebrew calendar had, in
effect, atermination date. I'd just assumed that it went on indefinitely, much the way our Gregorian
calendar does. | had alot to digest, just from this question.

I'm not exactly sure when Deborah |eft my kitchen, or how. At some point, | redized | wasaoneagain. |
went over al | had seen with her, then double-checked my apartment wall to make surethat it had not
been rigged with some sort of projection device.

| returned to cleaning my closet, mostly repacking al the stuff that | had gotten out earlier. | made sure
Mom's box was on top, so that | could go through it at my leisure, to see what other curves|'d be
thrown.

| had learned alot about Chanukah, and about mysdlf. Although | was beginning to accept that, for many
people Judaismisnot only dive, it isthriving, | wasn't sure I'd seen enough to make me change my beliefs
about it in generd. My curiosity had been whetted, even though | il felt that Judaism was, at bedt,
antiquated. | also had alot of questions about the way 1'd learned to look at Judaism—the whole bit
about very publicly observing some holidays while ignoring others, and ignoring the meanings behind
them. | saw the dichotomy in my own militancy about Chanukah being "better” than Christmas, and how |
had mindlessly adapted the very attitudes | condemned most in my parents. It seemed to methat, at the
very least, afew tripsto the library werein order, and | vowed to do some serious rethinking and reeval-
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uating of thingsthat | had taken for granted, and attitudesthat | had held, for most of my life.

Meanwhile, it wouldn't hurt if I got my menorah down from the top of the refrigerator, where I'd kept it
since moving into my current home, and cleaned it, and if | found at least one of those boxes of candles.
They'd make alovey light in my front window.
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Aaron Brubaker consdered himself arational man, alogical man, amodern man of the enlightened
nineteenth century. He was a prosperous lawyer in the City, he had anew house in the suburbs, and he
cultivated other men like himsdlf, including afew friendsin Parliament. He believed in the modern; he had
gaslad onin hishouse, had indoor bathroomswith the best flushing toilets (not that a polite man would
discuss such thingsin polite company), and had alibrary filled with the writings of the best minds of his
time. Supergtition and old wives taes had no placein his cosmos. So what he was about to do was dll
the more extraordinary.



If hisfriends could see him, he would have died of shame. And yet—and yet he would have goneright on
with his plans. Nevertheless, he had made certain that there was no chance he might be seen; the servants
had been dismissed after dinner, and would not return until tomorrow after church services. They were
grateful for the haf-day off, to spend Christmas Eve and morning with their own families, and asa
consequence had not questioned their employer's generosity. Aaron's daughter, Rebecca, was at a
properly chaperoned party for young people which would end in midnight services a the Presbyterian
Church, and she would not return home until well after onein the
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morning. And by then, Aaron'swork would be done, whether it bore fruit or not.

The oak-panded dining room with its ornately carved table and chairs was strangely slent, without the
sounds of servants or conversation. And he had not lit the gadights of which he was so proud; there must
only be two candiestonight to light the proceedings, one for him, onefor Elizabeth. Carefully, helaid out
the plates, the silver; arranged Elizabeth's favorite winter flowersin the centerpiece. One setting for
himsdlf, onefor hiswife. His dear, and very dead, wife.

His marriage had not precisaly been an arranged affair, but it had been made in accordance with Aaron's
nature. He had met Elizabeth in church; had approved of what he saw. He had courted her, in proper
fashion; gained consent of her parents, and married her. He had seen to it that she made the proper
friendsfor his position; had joined the appropriate societies, supported the correct charities. She had
cared for his home, entertained hisfriends in the expected manner, and produced his child. In that, she
had been something of a disgppointment, Since it should have been "children," including at least one son.
Therewas only Rebecca, adaughter rather than ason, but he had forgiven her for her inability to do
better. Romance did not precisdly enter into the equation. He had expected to fedl a certain amount of
modest grief when Elizabeth died—

But not the depth of loss he had uncovered. He had mourned unceasingly, confounding himsdlf aswel as
hisfriends. There smply was no way of replacing her, thelittle things she did. There had been an artistry
about the house that was gone now; alife that was no longer there. His house was a home no longer, and
hislife abarren, empty thing.

In the months since her death, the need to see her again became an obsession. Visitsto the cemetery
were not satisfactory, and his desultory attempt to interest himsdlf in the young widows of the parish
came
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to nothing. And that was when the old tales from his childhood, and the stories his grandmother told,
came back to—literaly—haunt him.

He surveyed the table; everything was precisaly in place, just asit had been when he and Elizabeth dined
aone together. Thetwo candlesflickered in adraft; they werein no way as satisfactory asthe gadights,



but his grandmother, and the old lady he had consulted from the Spiritualist Society, had been adamant
about that—there must be two candles, and only two. No gadights, no candelabra.

From achafing dish on the sideboard he took the first course; Elizabeth's favorite soup. Tomato. A
pedestrian dish, dmost lower-class, and not the clear consommes or lobster bisques that one would
serve to impress—but he was not impressing anyone tonight. These must be Elizabeth's favorites, and not
his own choices. A row of chafing dishes held his choices ready; tomato soup, spinach salad, green pess,
mashed potatoes, fried chicken, gpple cobbler. No wine, only coffee. All depressingly middle-class....

That was not the point. The point was that they were the bait that would bring Elizabeth back to him, for
an hour, &t least.

He tossed the packet of herbs and what-not on the fire, a packet that the old woman from the
Spiritudists had given him for just that purpose. He was not certain what wasin it; only that she had
asked for some of Elizabeth's hair. Hed had to abstract it from the lock Rebecca kept, dong with the
picture of her mother, in alittle shrindike arrangement on her dresser. When Rebecca had first created i,
he had been tempted to order her to put it al away, for the display seemed very pagan. Now, however,
he thought he understood her motivations.

Thislittle drama he was creating was something that his grandmother—who had been bornin
Devonshire—called a"dumb feast." By cregting a setting in which all of the deceased's favorite foods and
drink
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were presented, and aplace laid for her—by the burning of certain substances—and by doing dl thisat a
certain time of the year—the spirit of the loved one could be lured back for an hour or two.

The times this might be accomplished were four. May Eve, Midsummer, Halloween, and Chrigmas Eve.

By thetime his need for Elizabeth had become an obsession, the Spring Equinox and Midsummer had
already passed. Halloween seemed far too pagan for Aaron's taste—and besides, he had not yet
screwed his courage up to the point where he was willing to ded with his own embarrassment that he
was resorting to such humbug.

What did dl four of these nights have in common? According to the Spiritualist woman, it was that they
were nights when the "vibrations of the earth-plane were in harmony with the Higher Planes." According
to his grandmother, those were the nights when the boundary between the spirit world and thisworld
thinned, and many kinds of creatures, both good and evil, could manifest. According to her, that was why
Jesus had been born on that night—

Well, that was superdtitious drivel. But the Spirituaist had an explanation that made sense at thetime;
something about vibrations and currents, magnetic attractions. Setting up the med, with himself, and al of
Elizabeth's favorite things, was supposed to set up amagnetic attraction between him and her. The
packet she had given him to burn was supposed to increase that magnetic attraction, and set up an
electrica current that would strengthen the spirit. Then, because of the alignment of the planetson this
evening, the two Planes came into close contact, or conjunction, or—something.

It didn't matter. AH that mattered was that he see Elizabeth again. It had become a hunger that nothing



else could satisfy. No one he knew could ever understand such ahunger, such an overpowering desire.
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The hunger carried him through the otherwise unpaatable med, amed he had timed carefully to end at
the stroke of midnight, ameal that must be carried out in absolute silence. There must be no
conversation, no clinking of slverware. Then, at midnight, it must end. There again, both the Spirituaist
and his grandmother had agreed. The "dumb feast" should end at midnight, and then the spirit would

appear.

He spooned up the last bite of too-sweet, sticky cobbler just asthe bells from every church in town rang
out, cdling thefaithful to Christmas services. Perhaps he would have taken timeto fed gratitude for the
Nickleson's party, and the fact that Rebeccawas well out of the way—

Except that, as the last bell ceased to peal, she appeared.

There was no fanfare, no clamoring chorus of ecto-plasmic trumpets—one moment there was no onein
the room except himsdlf, and the next, Elizabeth sat across from himin her accustomed chair. She looked
exactly as she had when they had laid her to rest; every auburn hair in place in aneat and modest French
Braid, her body swathed from chin to toein an exquisite lace gown.

A wild exultation filled his heart. He leagpt to hisfeet, words of welcome on hislips—

Tried to, rather. But he found himself bound to his chair, hisvoice, hislips pardyzed, unable to move or
to spesk.

The same pardysisdid not hold Elizabeth, however. She amiled, but not the smile he loved, the polite,
welcoming smile—no, it was another smile atogether, one he did not recognize, and did not understand.

"So, Aaron,” she said, her voice no more than awhisper. "At last our positions are reversed. Y ou, silent
and submissive; and mysdlf the magter of the table.”

He amost did not understand the words, so bizarre

DUMB FEAST

157

werethey. Was this Elizabeth, his dear wife? Had he somehow conjured avindictive demon in her place?
She seemed to read his thoughts and laughed. Wildly, he thought. She reached behind her neck and let
down her hair; brushed her hand over her gown and it turned to some kind of medievdist costume, such
asthe artissswore. The ones cdling themselves "Pre-Raphadlites," or some such idiocy. He gaped to see
her attired so, or would have, if he had been in control of hisbodly.

"l am no demon, Aaron,” shereplied, narrowing her green eyes. "'l am il Elizabeth. But | am no longer

'your' Elizabeth, you see. Degath freed me from you, from the narrow constraints you placed on me. If |
had known this was what would happen, | would have died years ago!™



He stared, hismind reeled. What did she mean? How could she say those things?

"Eadly, Aaron," Elizabeth replied, reclining alittlein the chair, one ebow on the armrest, hand supporting
her chin. "'l can say them very, very easily. Or don't you remember dl those broken promises?’

Broken—

"Broken promises, Aaron,”" she continued, her tone even, buit filled with bitterness. "They began when
you courted me. Y ou promised me that you did not want me to change—yet the moment the ring wason
my finger, you broke that promise, and began forcing me into the mold you chose. Y ou promised me that
| could continue my art—but you gave me no place to work, no money for materias, and no timeto
paint or draw."

But that was smply achildish fancy—

"It wasmy life, Aaron!" she cried passionately. "It was my live, and you took it from mel And | believed
all those promises, that in ayear you would give me time and space—after the child was born—after she
began schoal. | believed it right up until the moment when the promise was 'after she finishes schoal.!
Then
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| knew that it would become "after sheis married,’ and then there would be some other, distant time—"
Again shelaughed, awild pedl of laughter that held no humor at dl. " Cakes yesterday, cakestomorrow,
but never cakestoday! Did you think | would never see through that?"

But why did she have to paint? Why could she not have turned her artistic sensibilitiesto a proper
lady's—

"What? Embroidery? Knitting? Lace-making? | was a painter, Aaron, and | was agood onel
Burne-Jones himself said so! Do you know how rarethat is, that someone would tell agirl that she must
paint, must be an artist?" Shetossed her head, and her wild mane of red hair—now as bright asit had
been when he had first met her—flew over her shoulder in atumbled tangle. And now he remembered
where he had seen that dress before. She had been wearing it as she painted, for she had been—

"Painting aself-portrait of myself asthe Lady of Shdlot," she said, with an expression that he could not
read. "Both you and my father conspired together to break me of my nasty artistic habits. "Take me out
of my dream-world,' | believe he said. Oh, | can hear you both—" her voice took on a pompous tone,
and it took him amoment to realize that she wasimitating him, " ‘don't worry, sir, once she hasachild
shell have no time for that nonsense—' And you saw to it that | had no timefor it, didn't you? Scheduling
ladies teas and endless dinner parties, with women who bored me to death and men who wouldn't know
aRembrandt from an El Greco! Enrolling me without my knowledge or consent in group after group of
other uselesswomen, doing utterly usslessthings! And when | wanted to do something—anything!—that
might serve aussful purpose, you forbadeit! Forbade me to work with the Salvation Army, forbade me
to help with the Wayward Girls—oh, no, your wife couldn't do that, it wasn't suitable] Do you know how
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much | cameto hate that word, 'suitable? Almost as much as the words'my good wife.

But | gave you everything—

"Y ou gave me nothing!" she cried, rising now to her feet. Y ou gave mejewery, gowns ordered by you
to your specifications, furniture, usdesstrinkets Y ou gave me nothing that mattered! No freedom, no
authority, no repongbility!”

Authority? He flushed with guilt when he recalled how he had forbidden the servants to obey her orders
without first asking him—how he had ordered her maid to report any out-of-the-ordinary thing she might
do. How he had given the cook the monthly budget money, so that she could not buy a cheaper cut of
roast and use the savingsto buy paint and brushes.

"Didyou think | didn't know?" she snarled, her eyes ablaze with anger as she leaned over the table. "Did
you think | wasn't aware that | was a prisoner in my own home? And the law supported you, Aaron! |
waswell aware of that, thanksto the little amount of work | did before you forbade it on the grounds of
'suitability. One woman told me | should be grateful that you didn't beat me, for the law permitsthat as
wdl!"

Hewas only doing it for her own good....

"Y ou were only doing it to be the master, Aaron,” she spat. "What | wanted did not matter. Y ou proved
that by your lovemaking, such asit was."

Now heflushed so fiercely that hefelt asif he had just stuck hishead in afire. How could she be so—

"Indelicate? Oh, | was more than indelicate, Aaron, | was passionate! And you killed that passion, just as
you broke my spirit, with your crudty, your indifference to me. What should have been joyful was
shameful, and you made it that way. Y ou hurt me, constantly, and never once apologized. Sometimes |
wondered if you made me wear those damned gowns just to hide the bruises from the world!™

All at once, her fury ran out, and she sagged back
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down into her chair. She pulled the hair back from her temples with both hands, and gathered it in athick
bunch behind her head for amoment. Aaron was till flushing from the last ondaught. He hadn't known—

"Youdidn't care," shesaid, bluntly. "Y ou knew; you knew it every time you saw my facefal whenyou
broke another promise, every time you forbade me to dispose my leisure time where it would do some
good. You knew. But al of that, | could have forgiven, if you had smply let Rebeccaaone.”

Thistime, indignation overcame every other feding. How could she say something like that? When he
had given the child everything agirl could want?

"Because you gave her nothing that she wanted, Aaron. Y ou never forgave her for not being a boy.
Every time she brought something to you—a good grade, a school prize, a picture she had done—you
belittled her instead of giving her the praise her soul thirsted for!" Elizabeth's eyes darkened, and the



expression on her face was positively demonic. "Nothing she did was good enough—or was as good as
aboy would have done."

But children needed correction—

"Children need direction. But that wasn't all—oh, no. Y ou played the same trick on her that you did on
me. She wanted a pony, and riding lessons. But that wasn't suitable; she got a piano and piano lessons.
Then, when her teacher told you she had real talent, and could become a concert artist, you took both
away, and substituted French lessong™ Again, she sood up, her magnificent hair flowing free, looking
like somekind of ancient Celtic goddess from one of her old paintings, paintings that had been filled with
such pagan images that he had been proud to have weaned her away from art and back to the path for a
true Chrigtian woman. She stood over him with the firelight gleaming on her face, and her lipstwisted with
disgust. "You still don't see, do you? Or rather, you are o sure, so certain that you could know better
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than any foolish woman what is best for her, that you sill think you wereright in crushing my soul, and
trying to do the same to my daughter!”

He expected her to launch into another diatribe, but instead, she smiled. And for some reason, that smile
sent cold chillsdown his back.

"You didn't even guessthat al thiswasmy idea, did you?' she asked silkily. "Y ou had no ideathat | had
been touching your mind, prodding you toward this moment. Y ou forgot what your grandmother told
you, because | made you forget—that the dumb feast puts the living in the power of the dead.”

She moved around the end of the table, and stood beside him. He would have shrunk away from her if
he could have—but he still could not move asingle muscle. "Thereisagaslesk inthisroom, Aaron,” she
said, in the sweet, conversationa tone he remembered so well. ™Y ou never could smell it, because you
have no sense of smell. What those awful cigars of yoursdidn't ruin, the port you drank after dinner
killed. | must have told you about the leak a hundred times, but you never listened. | was only awoman,
how could | know about such things?!

But why hadn't someone €lse noticed it?

"It wasright at the lamp, so it never mattered aslong as you kept the gadightsit; since you wouldn't
believe me and | didn't want the house to explode, | kept them lit day and night, al winter long.
Remember?1 told you | was afraid of the dark, and you laughed, and permitted my little indulgence. And
of course, in the summer, the windows were open. But you turned the lights off for this dumb feast, didn't
you, Aaron. Y ou sedled the room, just as the old woman told you. And the room has been filling with
gas, dowly, dl night.”

Was shejoking? No, one look into her eyes convinced him that she was not. Frantic now, hetried to
break the hold she had over hisbody, and found that he still could not move.
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"In afew minutes, there will be enough gasin thisroom for the candlesto set it off—or perhapsthe
chafing dish—or even thefire. There will be aterrible exploson. And Rebeccawill be free—freeto
follow her dream and become a concert pianist. Oh, Aaron, | managed to thwart you in that much. The
French teacher and the piano teacher are very dear friends. The lessons continued, even though you tried
to stop them. And you never guessed.” Shelooked up, asif at an unseen sgnd, and smiled.

And now he smelled the gas.

"It will be aterrible tragedy—but | expect Rebeccawill get over her grief in aremarkably short time. The
young are so reslient.”

The smell of gaswas stronger now.

Shewiggled her fingersat him, like achild. "Goodbye, Aaron," she said cheerfully. "Merry Christmas.
See you soon—"

SHADES OF LIGHT AND DARKNESS
by Josepha Sherman

Josepha Sherman is afantasy and science fiction novelist who is aso an editor for one of the mgor &
publishers.

Itwasn't fair! It smply wasn't fair!

Natasha Piotrovnajust barely stopped hersdf from stamping her foot in frustration, pretending to busy
hersdlf instead with straightening afold of her wide skirts, and told herself sharply, Don't be foolish!

No, being stuck here in the middle of—of nowhere wasn't fair, particularly now, with Christmas so near,
but she wasn't going to help Pappa or poor Maman and her headache by acting like ababy! Shewasa
young lady, after al, awoman dmost, of nearly seventeen.

Besides, Natashatold hersdlf resolutely, if Pappahad decided they would spend Christmas with his
brother out here in the country instead of back in Moscow (oh, Moscow, with dl itswonderful, glittery
parties, and maybe even an invitation to one of the Tzar's own holiday galas ...) well, that was hisright. It
certainly wasn't Pappals fault that the runner had snapped right off the family deigh with only thissmall
peasant village nearby to serve asrefuge. Nor could he be blamed for the snowstorm that had trapped
them dl here behind the village's ol d-fashioned wooden paisade.
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The peasants had been very kind. (Or, adry little part of Natasha's mind murmured, very much afraid of
not being kind to the nobility.) These roomsin the village's one inn were plainly furnished but scrupuloudy

cdean.

But these rooms were adso so small\ Now that dl their belongings had been transferred to here from the
deigh, Natasha thought, there was barely enough space left in which to turn! If she had to stay cooped up



here much longer ...

What else could she do? Stifling asigh of sheer impatience, Natasha pulled open awooden shutter a
crack so she could stare out at the village. Ach, bright! The sun was out at last, dazzling on the snow,
turning theicicles hanging from every eave to sparkling crysta, and the sky wasthe clear, flat blue of fine
enamd. Her father was off with the village smith, going over what could be done to mend the damaged
deigh, but her mother remained here, shut in thistiny, stuffy room—

"Maman ... 7' Natasha asked tentatively.

"Close the shutters, there'sadear.” The woman lay with her eyes covered by adamp, perfumed cloth,
maid-servants fussing over her.

"I'm sorry, Maman. There, isthat better?’

"Much." She spokein French, of course; their native Russian, those who set the fashions had decreed,
was only for peasants. Natasha thought wryly that even with an aching head, her mother wasn't going to
be anything but fashionably correct.

"Maman, I'm sorry your head hurts. But | only wanted to ask if—"

"Ah, darling, not now."

"But I—"

"Darling, please. Don't be so tiresome." The woman broke off with afaint moan, and her servants hurried
to bring her anewly soaked cloth for her head. "L et me be," shetold Natashawith alanguid wave of her
hand. "' Go and—and do something.”
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"Yes, Maman."

Natasha curtseyed properly and left with equally proper obedience. But she was fuming. Maman acts as
though I'm il alittle girl! What does she expect meto do? Go play with dolls?

Enough of this. "Misha," she caled to her own maid-servant, "come help meinto my greatcoat.” The fur
of that coat waswarm, but it was heavy. "Oh, and get your own coat.”

Mishawas a pretty, cheerful girl Natashas own age, with blonde braids fairer even than Natasha's own,
but she wasn't dwaystoo clever. "Mistress? Are we going somewhere?

"Theair issuffy in here. Were going out to see whatever sghtsthis village possesses.”

There weren't many. Every house was of wood—not surprising, with the forest al around—mostly of
logs left with the bark on them for added warmth, and the sharply doping roofs warned of long, snowy
winters. All the door frames and window shutters were intricately carved and brightly painted. And for a
time, Natasha and Misha enjoyed looking at them, giggling together, their breeth pluming in the cold,
clear air, ignoring the occasiond curious stare from thisvillager or that. But al too soon, the girls had
made acircuit of thewholevillage.



Natashas laughter faded. Now what were they to do with themselves?

"Midgtress?' Mishaasked suddenly. "L ook, up there on that hill, there. What do you suppose that is?
A—aruin?'

Natasha blinked, stared, stared again. "A mansion!" she gasped. "Misha, that hasto be somerich man's
mansion!" She glared accusingly at the watching peasants. "Why weren't we directed up there?"

Ach, no, of course the peasants wouldn't understand French. Natasha caught the glance of asolid,
rosy-cheeked woman, stocky form nearly hidden beneath
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countlesslayers of skirtsand shawls, and asked in Russian, "Who lives up there?"
"No one, lady."

"BUE"

"Theold Dukeislong dead, lady. And hisson ..." The woman crossed hersdlf. "No one has lived there
for ages”

"How sad.”

"Ah...yes, lady. Very sad."

But something odd glinted in the peasant's eyes, something secret, and Natashainexplicably felt alittle
shiver race up her spine. She glanced a Misha, who waslicking her lips nervoudy, then straightened
indignantly. It wasfine for amaid servant to be superstitious, but alady was supposed to be above such
things. Besides, what secrets could a smple peasant woman possibly possess?

"It'ssuch abeautiful day," Natashadecided doud, "1 think I'll take alittle stroll outside the village gates.
Misha, come."

"Be careful, 'ady!" the peasant woman cdled.

"Of what? We won't go too far. There aren't going to be any bears about in the middle of winter. And
surely no wolf isgoing to come so closeto avillage!”

Again, that eerie hint of asecret flickered in the peasant's eyes. "Just do not Stay out too long, lady,” she
said evasively. "The days are short, as you know. Come back before the sunlight fails. He can only do so
llHé?l

But the woman had aready scurried away.

"How drange!"



"Migtress, maybe we shouldn't ,.."

"Nonsense. The woman was only trying to frighten us. Everyone knows these country folk are full of
weird old beliefs." Closdly followed by Misha, Natasha stepped through the open gate in the palisade out
into the surrounding forest. "Oh, lovely!"

Every branch seemed to be outlined in sparkling
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white, diamonds against the dark green velvet of the larches, and snow lay in smooth folds, like so much
ermine, on every sde.

For atime the two girlswaked silently together. They broke into laughter when a crow shook snow
down on them, then fell quiet once more under the weight of the forest's peace.

But the unmarked mounds of white were just too tempting. Natashaforgot all about being ayoung lady,
amost awoman, and grabbed a handful of snow, flinging it at Misha. The servant shrieked asflakes
wormed down her neck, and daringly snatched up ahandful of her own

"Now, Misha, you wouldn't—"

Natasha gasped as snow hit her right in the face.

"All right, thet doesit!"

Rank and dignity were shed. Squealing and giggling and scurrying thisway and that, the two girls started
asmall snowstorm of their own. But suddenly Natashafroze. It was difficult to see the sun under the
canopy of larches asthey were, but surdly the brightness was turning more and more swiftly to the soft

blueof twilight.

"Ahwell, Misha, | suppose we'd best be getting back. Besides, think of how nice agood, hot cup of chai
will taste! Misha? Come on, girl, don't dawdle. Mishal"

Suddenly Mishawas virtualy in Natashas arms. "M-midiress, Mistress, there's something out there,
something t-terrible!”

"What nonsense—Stop pulling at mel™
"We haveto get away! We haveto—"

"Mishal Stop it!" Natashagripped the girl firmly by the shoulders, resisting the urge to shake her. "Now.
Wheat did you see?’

"A ... darkness..."
"Ach, Mishal Since when areyou afraid of shadows?"'
"It wasn't—Migtress, hurry, it—it'scoming!"
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Natashawhirled, staring, thinking wildly, A bear? What's a bear doing out of hibernation?

But it wasn't abear, it was a—a darkness, and with it achill, dank sense of such evil her blood seemed
tofreezein her vains.

"Hurry, Migtressl Run!”
Mishascurried off without abackward glance. But running, Natasha knew with aquiet, dreadful
certainty, wasn't going to do any good. The darkness, she was sure, could move more swiftly than

anything morta. Heart pounding painfully, she closed atrembling hand on the tiny golden crucifix onits
chain about her neck, praying its power would be enough, and waited....

Without warning, the darkness swirled back on itsdlf. Without warning, it was gone completdly, leaving
Natashagasping in relief.

"Go back, lady," aman'svoice said softly in Russian. "Go back to the village.”

Natasha gave a startled yelp. Who—what—

He was young, this sudden gpparition, tall and lithe, hisface finely drawn, hishair o pate it seemed to
glow with itsown light. Hiseyes, afierce, clear gray that reveded nothing of histhoughts, seemed to
glow, too, and the jewelsin his degant, old-fashioned caftan glinted without sunlight to spark them.

Oh, nonsense. They're probably reflecting off the snow or something. And asfor him, he's some local
nobleman trying to play aprank on me, he—he hasto be. Of course! The whole thing hasto be only a
prank!

"Who are you?' Natasha snapped. "And what was al that about?*

The steady gaze never flickered. "Nothing to concern you, lady." The young man bowed gracefully. "Call
me Stefan if you must have anamefor me" He straightened, sill staring at her. "The kudlak had no
chanceto formitsdlf; you are quite safe. But now, back to the village before full night ishere.”

That piercing, unreadable gray stare was sarting to
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frighten her. Hardly knowing what she did, Natasha turned and hurried back to safety. Misha,
shamefaced, was waiting for her in the gateway.

"Migress, forgive me, | didn't mean to—"
"Hush." Natasha squeezed the girl's cold hand in her own. "It'sal right. | wasfrightened, too.” She
glanced back over her shoulder, but the villagers had dready shut the gates behind them for the night. "I

wonder who hewas. Redlly was, | mean.”

Mishashivered. "No onefor usto know, Mistress. A devil, perhaps or something out of the old, evil
days"



She hastily crossed herself. But Natasha, remembering the steadiness of that gray stare, shook her head.
"A devil ... ?No ... | don't think so. But just what this—this Stefan might be ..."

There wasn't an answer for that. Natasha shuddered suddenly with a perfectly prosaic chill. "Ach, hurry,
Misha," she said, pushing thoughts of mystery from her mind, "let's get back ingde whereit'swarm! But
you are not to say anything of thisto Pappaor Maman. Isthat understood?’

"Yes, Midtress,” Mishamurmured, and seemed al too glad to drop the whole subject.

But that night, thetall, eegant figure wandered Na-tasha's dreamstill she woke, staring blankly up at the
galy painted celling.

Who was Stefan? When sheld asked that peasant woman about the mansion on the hill, the woman had
as good as said the whole noble line was extinct. Y et Stefan was so blatantly noble, even with his
unfashionable clothing and choice of language! From where elsein this backcountry place could he have
come? And what in Heaven's name had he been doing out there in the forest al by himself?

Come morning, Natashadecided firmly, / will learn the truth.

But dl the next day, frustratingly, no matter what
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villager she managed to corner, the result was the same: he or she would murmur something about
krsnik—whatever that might be—then hurry off.

"Natasha, dear,” her mother scolded her mildly at dinner, "you've been vague al day. Whatever isthe
matter with you?'

How could she answer? How admit that the fierce-eyed, noble figure who called himsdf Stefan was
haunting her mind?"| ... wasjust daydreaming abit. Forgive me, Maman, Pappa.”

"Mm." Pappawasn't redly listening. As soon as Natasha finished, he began explaining to Maman, "My
dear, I'm afraid we aren't going to reach my brother's etate in time for Christmas.”

"Oh, dear, why not?"

"When the runner torefree, it did afair amount of damage to the underside of the deigh, more than can
bereparedinjust aday."

"But to spend Christmas here! These folks have been very kind to us, surely, but ... well ... to spend a
holiday //erel"

"Thereredly isn't much of achoice. We can hardly set out in some ox-drawn cart!”
"Oh, but herd"

As her parents argued, Natasha let her mind wander. She was sorry for poor, disappointed Maman, but



what difference did it make where they celebrated (since they couldn't bein Moscow), aslong asthey
weredive and well? Aslong asthey weren't done.

Alonelike Stefan. Who are you? Natashawondered, and then, rather to her surprise, found herself
adding, What are you?

Thisisridiculous, Natasha scolded hersdlf. Thisisworse than ridiculous, thisis madness!

And yet, her feet continued to move her toward the palisade gate dmost of their own will, her hands
continued to pull it open just enough to let her dip through into the cold, cold night. For along moment,
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Natasha stood shivering in her warm furs, staring into blackness, telling hersef that now she wouid give
up, now she would go back to her bed and forget there ever had been anyone named Stefan and—

“My ladly.”

Hewastherein the darkness, fair hair glowing, fierce eyesblazing. Heart racing, Natasha did the only
thing she could think to do and swept down in aproper curtsey. "My lord Stefan.”

His bow was curt. "Y ou should not have come.” Stefan's voice was strangely distracted, his gaze
continualy raking theforest. "It isnearly time."

"Time? Timefor what? For the—the kudlak to appear?’

The steady gray glance flicked to her, then away. "For what must be."

"Stop that!" Natasha snapped, and Stefan turned to look at her fully, onefair brow raised in surprise.
Odd, how she could see him so clearly even in the darkness, dmost as though he bore his own inner
light. Which was nonsense, of course; his pale hair and face must be reflecting ... what? Starlight? Fedling
her own face starting to redden, she hurried on, "I didn't come out hereto listen to—to mysticism.”
"Why did you come?'

Oh Heavens, she was blushing worse than before. But Stefan, mercifully, didn't ssemto notice. "I ... |
don't know," Natashastammered. "Curiosty. Confuson. What was that thing last night, thet ... kudlak?
How did you frighten it away?'

"| didn't frighten it. The time had not yet come, That'sdl.”

"Thereyou go again! What time? Why are you out here every night?'

Thefierceeyesdl a once, gartlingly, glinted ever so dightly with amusement. "The night ismy friend. |
don't fear it."

A sudden gust of wind made Natasha shiver and
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hug her coat about hersdlf. "What, or—or fed the cold, either?"

"No."

Something in the smpleway he said that sent anew shiver prickling up her spine. But the odd little hint of
amusement il flickered in his eyes, and Na-tasha thought sharply, Hesteasing me! tie hasto be. "I
came out here," she said daringly, "because | was worried. About you."

"Ah. Thank you, but you need not worry. And, as|'ve said, you shouldn't have come at all." He ftirred
restlesdy, dmost as though embarrassed. "Ach, enough of thisl | am long past silly flirtations. Go away,
Natasha."

She dtiffened. "How d-did you know my name?"

Now he definitely was embarrassed. "Y ou must havetold me."

"I didn't! How did you know?Who are you, Stefan?'

Hissigh barely troubled the night air. "Has no onetold you?' he murmured. "Krsnik, Natasha. | am
kranik."

"That doesn't tell me anything! What does—"

"Hush." Stefan came suddenly tautly dert, dert as somefierce predator, staring into the forest. "Go back,
Natasha," he said shortly, and now there wasn't the dightest trace of amusement to him. "Go back!"

And Natashafound hersdlf at the village palisade without the faintest idea of how sheld gotten there.
Back pressed againgt the sturdy logs, she stared into the night. Stefan was a barely seen glow against the
darkness....

The darkness that was suddenly more terrible than anything natural. The darknessthat ... hungered.
Kudlak. Whatever kudlak might be. Hand at mouth, Natasha watched—

Watched whatt Suddenly light and darkness rushed together like so much swirling mist, and she could
see nothing.

SHADES OF LIGHT AND DARKNESS 173
Oh God, oh God, Stefan ...

Then, as suddenly as before, the darkness was gone, leaving only normal night behind it. Natasha cried
out hi fright as Stefan staggered, then crumpled to one knee, and rushed to hisside.

"Stefan! Areyou hurt? Let me—"
"No!" he gasped, struggling to hisfeet, gray eyeswild. "Do not touch me. Y ou must not touch me."
"That's the mogt ridiculous—" To her horror, Natasha redlized she was close to tears. "What's going on?

Oh, please, Stefan, you haveto tell me! That— that kudlak. Isthat ... thing adevil? Why are you fighting
it? Are—are you a sorcerer?'



"Ach, Natasha..." Stefan started to raise a hand, dmost as though he meant to stroke her hair, then
froze. Letting his hand fail again, he gave her the faintest ghost of asmile. "Why couldn't | have met you
.. ealier?

"What do you—"

"No. | amn not asorcerer. | am krsnik. And what that is..." Gray eyeslooked into hers, and just then they
were S0 sad she wanted to weep al over again. "1 shal not tell you."

"Bth—"

"No. Go back, Natasha."

"But | can't just leave you herdl™

"Y ou can. And you will. Go."

The power in his stare was beyond bearing. With a strangled tittle sob, Natashawent. Hurrying al the
way back into theinn, she threw hersaf down on her bed and wegpt fiercely, not at al surewhy. At ladt,
exhausted, she wiped her eyes and curled up like achild.

But her thoughts were anything but childish.

It's not settled between us, Stefan. Not at dll.

Tomorrow, Natasha realized with a sudden shock, was Christmas eve. Nothing evil would be abroad
then, surely, not if the talesweretrue.

But ... what if Stefan disappeared aswell?
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Oh, nonsense! That was saying there was something supernatural about him!

And wasn't there? Hadn't she seen him vanquish the darkness? Hadn't she—

"No!" Natasha snapped, then echoed hersdlf, more softly, dmost wistfully, "no."

Thevillage priest, Father Gleb, was astocky, round-cheeked little man, rather flattered that a daughter of
nobility (and al the way from Moscow, too) should cometo him, but far too busy with the coming
celebration to spare her too much time. As he bustled about overseeing the scrubbing and dusting of his
tiny wooden church, Natashafollowed him around, asking him bits and pieces of questions, innocent
things about village life and customs. And then, heart racing, she added, as casudly as she could:

"I've heard some odd snips of loca tales since my family's been staying here. But | don't redlly
understand al of them. What, for instance, isakudlakl Oh, and krsnikT*

Father Gleb froze in dismay. "Those are pagan things, my child. Y ou shouldn't even know the words.”



"But—but what do they mean?"

The priest sghed and took her gently by the arm. "Come with me, child. Away from prying ears. Yes.
Thiswill do." He hesitated an awkward moment, then began carefully, Y ou must remember these are
only stones from the old, ignorant days. But akudlak is said to be a creature of darkness, afoul, evil
thing that preys on beasts and men dike. When it finds awhole village on which to prey, no oneis safe.”
Father Gleb crossed himsdlf. "Stories, as| say.”

"Of—of course. And ..." Natashaswallowed dryly, then choked out, "What of the krsnik?1s... that an
evil cresture, too?”'

"Oh, no, my child! The old stories say that akrsnik isamagica being, avillage's protector, the only being
cgpable of banishing the kudlak."
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"Then he'sa... sorcerer?’

"Nothing so mortd. A kranik, the old tales say, isno longer aliving man at al. And—why, child, what's
wrong? Wait, where are you going?'

But Natasha, righting back tears, had dready raced from the church. It can't be trug, it can't, not Stefan,
he'sso—so dive, soreal/

There wasn't anything she could do about it, not until night fell. All that long, endless day, Natasha
endured, not daring to think about what Father Gleb had told her, not daring to think about what sorrows
might yet beto come.

Much to Maman's disiress, the village was too smal to have anything as grand as amidnight service.
Instead, she and Pappa and Natasha celebrated Christmas Eve with what seemed like everyone dsein
the village crowded into that tiny wooden church, listening to rosy-cheeked, stocky little Father Gleb.
Maman sniffed something in French about him being only a peasant, but Natasha knew he was devout
enough. And if he wondered about her sudden rush from the church that afternoon, he didn't seemto
mind.

Not that Natashatruly heard what was being said. She wandered through the service like someonein a
dream, and endured yet more seemingly endless hourstill at last her family was back intheinn and safely
adeep. At last shewas ableto dip from the village out once more into the forest, looking wildly about.
"Natasha," said aquiet voice, and she turned to see Stefan watching her somberly.

"Hetold me," she blurted out. "Father Gleb told me dl about the kudlak. and the krsnik.”

"l see Stefan sghed dmost soundlesdy. "And you're terrified his stories might be true.”

"Arethey?'

"They are. | annoliving man.”

"But— No— You can't be—"



"Dead?" hefinished gently. "I'm sorry, Natasha
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Thelast thing | wanted wasfor you to learn the truth,”

"But you look so reaW

"l anred. Inafashion.” Hisvoice just atouch too casua, Stefan continued, 1 was mortal, once, truly,
and of noble stock, for what that's worth now. That ugly old ruin of amansion up there on the hill was my

rightful estate.”

"Oh. Y-you'e the son that peasant woman mentioned.” / can't believe I'm saying this, | can't believe I'm
accepting that—that he....

"l was," Stefan corrected softly. "We never redlly appreciate what we have, do we? Here | was,
well-to-do, young, and hedlthy, but ... well, | wasn't exactly evil, but | admit | wasn't exactly good, either.
Too much temptation, perhaps.” His smilewas rueful. "I've had plenty of timeto regret that. But | did
have onevirtue: | cared about the welfare of these my tenants.” His sweep of arm took in the whole
village. "I Hill do."

"How didyou ..."

"Die? Oneday | didn't makeit back from my hunting trip." Stefan shrugged. A ccidents happen, and
boars do sometimeswin. My servants did what they could, but | was dead before they'd reached my
estate. Ach, no, don't pity me, Natasha. That happened long before your birth.”

"And you've been here ever Snce?"

"Indeed. The combination of my less-than-spotlesslife on one hand and my love for these folk on the
other hand has |eft me here as then- protector. Waiting."

"Forever?'

"Ach, no. They'd hardly need one such as me against mundane problems! No, akrsntk can only fight
againg supernaturd ills. | have certain ... abilities now no mortal man possesses. If | can defeat and
banish the hunting kudlak that's discovered this village before it gathers dl its strength to it, then | need
not
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remain krsnik, but can go onto ... whatever one goesonto. And," he added, hisvoicelosng its
too-casud lightness, "that find battlewill bethisnight.”

"Now? Stefan, thisis Christmas Evel™

"Even s0. It will be the last chance of the kudlak to get past me and drink al those nice, warm human
lives before human joy in the holy day drivesit back. So | redlly do think you should return to the village,



"| can't just abandon you!"

"I'm dead, Natashal Y ou can't do anything for me." The steady grey gaze studied her, then flicked
uneasily away. "And you can't possibly love me."

"l don't," Natashainssted, and told hersdf it was the truth.

"Ach, Natasha ... Go. Please.”

"No! Firdt tell mewhat happensif you ... lose."

"Ahwell, I'm not sure. If the kudlak doesn't devour my soul, | suspect I'll be trapped here, between,
forever. But," he added sharply, "1 have no intention of losing. Or of keeping you out herein peril! Get
back to the village before—"

"Toolate..."

The voice was deep, rough, chill, the words barely understandable, so full of inhuman hunger, inhuman
hate, Natasha knew even as she turned what she'd see.

The kudlak. The kudlak fully formed, agresat, vague manshape to which darkness till clung and swirled.
Natasha heard Stefan draw in his bresth in aquick, fierce hiss, and hastily scrambled back out of the way
to give himroomto do ... whatever it was akrsnik did.

"/ ghall pass..."

"I think not." Stefan’'s voice rang out cold and hard as stedl, never amorta man's voice.

The kudlak rushed forward. Stefan rushed to meet it Natasha's merely human eyeslost track of what
happened: flashes of light, swirls of darkness. Now it was two men who grappled, now two stalions
besting a each other with deadly hoofs, now two terrible winged
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things, one light, one dark, that screamed and tore at each other with blazing talons.

And just as suddenly, kudlak and krsnik broke away, the kudlak back into the darkness, Stefan
stumbling and faling to one knee dmogt a Natashas feet, shaking in every limb.

"So grong ..." He glanced up at her, gray eyeswild with strain. 1 never thought it would be so strong.”
"Youcant giveup!"
"I'mnot.”

Stefan struggled back to hisfeet asthe kudlak charged. With afierce shout, he legpt back into battle.
Again light and dark swirled together, again kudlak and krsnik whirled through a dozen deedly shapes.



And again they were hurled gpart. But thistime Stefan fell flat and did not move.
"Stefan!”

"I'm afraid ... thereés fill too much of ... human in me." Hisvoice was the barest wry whisper. "Not
enough krsnik.™

"No, that's not—you—"

The kudlak laughed, very softly and terribly. Na-tasha straightened with a gasp and found hersdf staring
right into the empty blackness of itseyes. And that was so very terrible her mind quite Smply refused to
accept her fear. Almost camly, she moved to stand between the kudlak and Stefan's crumpled form.

"Go away." Wasthat her own voice, so smdl yet sure of itself?"Y ou ugly creature, go away.”

The kudlak stiffened in surprise, aimost, Natasha thought, as though arabbit had dared defy a hawk.
Plainly no human had ever dared spesk to it. Y ou shal bethefird," the creature promised her. "Thefirst
onwhich | feed."

"So you say. But | don't see you doing more than talking." What do you think you're doing? part of her
mind gibbered. Don't bait thething! Y et Natasha heard herself continue, quite rationdly, "Infact, | don't
think you can do anything else. Not while| re-
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fuseto be afraid of you." Not afraid! the inner voice shrieked. Have you gone mad?

Behind her, Natasha heard the faintest of rustlings. Stefan was regaining his strength. Keep talking, she
told hersdlf, just keep talking. "Asamatter of fact, | don't think you're haf as powerful asyou pretend. |
mean, just look at you! Not even adecent, solid shapeto you: al that silly swirling darkness, like tattered
oldrags.

The kudlak hissed, stirring restlesdy. "Smdl thing, fboUsh thing, you shdl dieforever ..."

"Nonsense. We humans have been promised eterna life in Heaven—but you wouldn't understand about
Heaven, would you, or salvation or—"

It understood. It knew and ached for what it would never have. A furious blow hurled Natasha aside as
though she were achild'stoy. Mercifully she landed more on snow than frozen ground, but even so, she
couldn't seem to catch her breath, and the kudlak waslooming over her—

"No!" Stefan roared. "Y ou shdl not have her! Y ou shall not have any of these my people!™

He hurled himsdf at the kudlak. And thistime Stefan blazed with dl the pure, bright, avenging fury of the
krsnik, so bright Natasha couldn't bear to look. But she didn't dare not look. Glancing from behind
shielding fingers, she saw the krsnik drive the kudlak back, saw Stefan tear darkness from it shred by
shred, tear shape fromit, tear the very existence fromit. With one grest, terrifying rush of light and wind it
was gone, and only Stefan remained.

"Stefan!" Natasha struggled to her feet, ignoring her aching muscles. "Areyou dl right?!



The blazing light was dowly ebbing from him, leaving behind only onetall, dender young man, weary and
disheveled and looking so very human, so merely human she ached to weep hi despair. "Yes" hesad
bresthlesdy. "And you?'

"Bruises, that'sdl," she gasped, "nothing worse."
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"Y ou saved us both. Gave me achanceto caich my ... ah ... breath. Gave me aprod to my pride, too!"
"Sefan ..

"The kudlak isn't coming back. No other islikely to comeinitsplace. | can leave now."

"No."

"Yes" He paused, studying her. "Come now, you knew it would cometo this."

"Yes but..."

AH about them, the forest was dowly turning from black to twilight grey. Stefan glanced up and smiled,
his face suddenly radiant with joy. "L ook, the dawn is nearly here. Happy Christmas, my dear.”

But Natasha couldn't answer.

"Oh, don't be ridiculous, Natashal Well most probably meet again, somewhere, somewhen else. Now
do wish me aHappy Christmas, and let me go."

His eyeswere s0 very gentle and amused that al at once Natasha, to her amazement, felt joyous laughter
bubbling up within her. "Y es, oh yes, be free! Happy Christmas, Stefan! Happy Christmas, my love!”

Even as she spoke, he began to fade, as softly as mist. Natasha caught one last glimpse of his amused,
tender gaze.

Then Stefan was gone as the sun rose and the village bells chimed out the coming of Christmas Day.
THE RIVER LETHE ISMADE OF TEARS
by John Gregory Betancourt

John Betancourt isasuccessful science fiction writer and anthologist, and is the editor/publisher of
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Keth was playing sad, hdf-familiar little riffs on his guitar when | walked into hisroom at the Radisson
New Y ork. The melody was soft and smple and rather haunting, which wasn't like him. Soft and smple
and rather haunting doesn't crack Billboard's Top Ten these days unlessit's by Paul Simon, and Keith
De-Vito—lead guitarist for Diabolique—was none of thosethingsinred life.

But then it hadn't seemed likered lifeinalong time.



Keith put ahand over the strings before | could identify the song, and the sound quieted. "Hey,
Jamie-boy," he said. His voice was hoarse, little more than awhisper. "Y ou fedling okay?"

"Not too bad," | lied. "How about you?'

"Hey, thisisme we're talking about. What do you think?' He managed alopsided grin. It wouldn't have
fooled anybody, but | let it pass without comment. Everyone copes with degth differently. With Keith it

wasdenid. If you didn't say it, if you didn't believeit, if you pretended you'd never known David Keyes,
then it wouldn't matter if he was dead and buried the day before Christmas. | understood that. | wished |
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could be that way, too, sometimes. But David had been my brother, and we'd been through too much
together for meto ever push him away like that.

We'd been to David's funera that afternoon. Seeing David in that casket with too much makeup on his
face and too much lipstick on hislips, with his mouth twisted into that dight bestific smile, had been one
of the worst experiences of my life. That thing in the casket wasn't him, | wanted to say. It was some sick
practical joke.

But | knew ingdethat it realy was David. The morticians had done the best they could; held been ared
mess when hedied. At least our parentsweren't diveto seeit.

Just thinking about the funeral got me all choked up. It couldn't have happened, | kept thinking. But it
wasredl, it had happened, David was dead and he wasn't coming back, and there wasn't athing | could
do about it. The truth was like a dedgehammer blow to my chest. If not for Keith and Demi and Mary, |
might have cried for thefirs timein twenty years, it hurt so much.

That morning, before the funerd, | thought the worst had been over. It had been three days sncethe
accident, for crying out loud. Three days of nothing but Keith and Demi and Mary sobbing on my
shoulder, while | had to be strong enough for al of us. David had been my brother and | couldn't even
weep for him, since the others needed me strong.

That afternoon Keith, Demi, Mary, and me—the four remaining members of Diabolique—had stood
around the open grave while that damned Catholic priest droned on and on. They al started to break
down again, the chinksin their mental armor opening wider than ever. It was me who held their hands
during the service, wiped their tears away, kept them al going while my own horror built and built insde
metill | thought I'd explode.

Please, David, | remembered thinking. Just get up.
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tt'sall ajoke, right? Please, God, please get up. 1'd do anything for another chance. Oh, God, please—

It wasn't like Dave had AIDS or cancer or some slow wasting disease. He was clean, didn't drink, didn't



deep around, loved hisgirlfriend Mary. Everyonefigured held live forever. He and Mary were planning
to get married and settle down in June—no more touring, just studio dbumsfor afew yearswhile they
raised abunch of happy, squeding kids.

Where did al that goodness get him? Smeared across the pavement four days before Chrismas by a
hit-and-run gypsy cab on 44th Street. The police caught the driver afew blocks avay when he crashed
into a vegetable stand. Drugged-out Cuban trash, it turned out; didn't even know hed hit David. His
public defender was dready pleading insanity, and | had afedling in my gut held walk away from murder
with adap on thewrist, sometimein arehab clinic, and afew hours of public service. Therésno
goddamn justice.

Demi, Keith'swife, was Sitting against the king-sized bed's headboard with a pillow clenched between
her knees. There were tears on her cheeks and her eyes were closed. She was rocking back and forth,
but she'd stopped sobbing out loud. Thank God for that. | don't think | could've handled any more tears,
not hers, not anybody's. David had been her lover briefly, about five years ago, when we first put
Diabalique together, but since then they'd been more like brother and sister, or very closefriends. | knew
hislossfeft her feding al chopped up indgde ... maybe not as bad as David's fiancee or me, but still plenty
bad.

"Mary finaly settled down,” | said to break thetensionin the air. " She'stalking about going hometo her
parentsin Nebraska."

"Ah," Keith said digtantly. He didn't sound surprised.

"| think shell stay, though,” | said.

After holding her hand and letting her cry on my
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shoulder for the last four hours, I'd finally gotten her to take a sedative. Twenty minutes later she'd been
out cold. On my own way to bed I'd stopped in to see Keith and Demi onelast time. No more eulogies,
no more words of wisdom, no more shoulder to cry on—I felt like an empty bottle, all gone, al used up.
Diabolique was my family now that David was gone, and | had to support them, comfort them, keep
them going somehow, no matter what it cost.

"Ah," Keith said again. He hit achord, then | et it die unfinished.

| Sighed. " She said she's not sure she can ever play again. Like that'swhat David would've wanted.”
Keith looked pained, and for asecond | thought he was going to say something, but he didn't. He just
turned hisface away. | shouldn't have mentioned David's name, | redlized. It was all too soon, his hurt
too raw for that.

The awkwardness grew.

"I think I'll turnin,” | said after amoment. "Cal meif you need to talk. Room 1412. I'm aways there for
you. Y ou know that."



"Yeah," Keith said. He strummed his guitar, then started to pick out that haunting little tune again.
"Thanks, Jamie-boy," he whispered, more to himself than to me.

"Good night, " Demi said. "Slegp tight. Don't let the bedbugs bite.”

Each to hisown therapy, | thought. Keith by denying it and retreating into his music, Demi with her
cliches, Mary with her parents and religion. Perhaps it would work out for them. Perhaps.

| eased my way out the door, not at all comforted mysalf, and went back to my room. Inside, |
discovered that the maid had turned down the bed and |eft alittle chocolate on the pillow. | stared at it. It
seemed surreal, somehow, but | couldn't manage alaugh. What away to spend Christmas Eve.

| flopped down on the bed and stared up at the
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ceiling. Thewhitetiles seemed to swirl ever sofaintly. | pressed my eyes shut and felt like throwing up.

Far off, aclock chimed midnight. In the next room, someone was watching television. | could hear CNN
droning about revol utions overseas, Christmas coups, bloody executions, and purges.

Theresnothing in thisworld abullet can't fix, | thought. | dmost wished | had one mysdif; too bad I'd
never believed in guns. Today, though, | would have welcomed the release. | wanted to curl up into
mysdf and die. Therewas adarkness at the edge of my vison, liketheworld closing in on me. Therée's
nothing left here, | thought. Nothing at all.

"Jamie..."

| came awake with agtart. A voicelike velvet and gravel—David's voice. | could have sworn | heard
it—

| sank back. Of course the room was empty. | felt cold, suddenly, and shivered. I'm redlly cracking up
thistime, | thought. It'sonly the television next door.

"Jamie..." that same voice whispered, stronger now, amost by my ear. "Ligten ..."

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. There was an dmost eectrica chargeto theair, and a
amell like ozone after alightning storm, only more so, athousand times more. | sat up dowly, my heart
pounding, alump the size of abasebadl in my throat.

"David?' | sad.

| turned, dowly, so dowly, and it was him. He floated two feet off the floor, his body stretched out
behind him like aswimmer in apool, pae as milk, gauzy and indistinct. He even had his trademark

diamond-stud earring in hisleft ear.

When hewhispered, "Jamie..." again, the breath caught in my throat. Then he smiled, so perfect, so
beautiful, like the angd from God he'd beenin life, and reached for me.

| buried my face in the pillow, knowing he wasn't there. This couldn't be happening, couldn't beredl.



| felt asudden weight shift the bed, and then he
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was Sitting beside me, as solid as ever, like hed never been away. Hisfingersradiated cold, though,
when hetook my arm and pulled me up beside him.

My fear must have been obvious. But he was the one crying, not me. | could only stare in bewilderment
and ask, "Why?'

"Shh, Jamie, shh," he said gently. "I'm herefor you. That'sal you need to know. Trust me, Jamie."
"Butwhy?' | ingsted.

He sighed and brushed at his own tears. ™Y ou were dways the strong one, Jamie. Do you remember?

Y ou kept us together when we were children and they wanted to split usup. Y ou made me laugh
whenever | hurt insde. Y ou did without so | could have everything | needed. Do you remember, Jamie?"

| thought the world was faling out from under me. | closed my eyes, willed mysdf avake, willed mysdf
away from here, awvay from the nightmare. David was dead. David was dead.’

"Y ou weren't born to suffer,” he said. "Don't take the whole world's grief onto your shoulders. My
passing was meant to be. Just as you were meant to carry on with life."

| looked at him. "Isthat why you're here? To lecture me?”

He sad nothing, but held out hisarmslike amother to achild. "Please,” he sad.

| bit my lip and felt tears Sart to well up ingde. Ingtinctively | pushed them down.

"Please," hesaid again. "For me, Jamie."

David could have gone to anyone, | redlized. He could have goneto Mary or Keith or Demi, but he'd
chosen me. | moved closer, and then he put hisarms around me and held melike | used to hold him,
back when he was a frightened little boy with no mother or father in the world.

"You'l never bedone, Jamie," he whispered.

He rocked me gently, not saying anything, speaking more with that silence that we'd ever said to each
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other as adults, and somehow that was enough. | clung to him. The cold left hisbody and | could hear a
heartbesat in his chest, warm and strong and reassuring. He was there when | needed him, as strong as|'d
always been, and | knew deep insde that | wasn't alone anymore.

"Thank you," | whispered.

Then the floodgates opened and my tears began to flow. | wept into his ches, dl the sorrow, dl the hurt,



al the pain I'd been keeping inside suddenly pouring out for the first time since childhood. | thought of our
parents, dead in aplane crash when | wasten and David was six. I'd sworn I'd never cry again after they
died. Perhapsit was the greatest mistake I'd ever made.

David held me and let me cry for what seemed hours. When at last my shaking quieted to little sobs, then
little shivers, he rose and began to drift away like abaloon in awind.

"David—" | cdled, reaching for him. "David—!"

And then he was gone like a bubble burgting. | blinked and the room seemed to dide back into focus.
Far off, aclock was chiming one o'clock.

| rose, hugging mysdlf, and went to the window. Carolers were passing in the street below. Their words
seemed to float up to me done. "God rest ye merry gentlemen,” they sang, "let nothing ye dismay.
Remember ..."

That was the song Keith had been picking out on his guitar in hisroom, | reglized. Remember, remember,
remember. Like aghost of an echo, David's words came back to me. ... You''ll never be done.

"Thank you, David," | whispered, staring up at the cloudless night sky. The stars glittered, cool and
distant, the milky way apaeriver in the heavens. There wasalump in my throat, but al the paininsde
was gone, washed away. "I'll never forget again.”

ABSENT FRIENDS
by Martha Soukup
Martha Soukup is a Hugo and Nebula nominee.

It was amistake getting the tree. Douglas hands were scraped and sore, and his joints ached from
spending too much time wrestling with the thing in the damp, steady wind. Ten minutesjust to get it up the
gtairsto his second-floor gpartment.

Ah, well, but an lowawinter would surely kill him. That, or his parents cutting concern. Better to take his
chanceswith San Francisco, and londliness, and Mrs. Aguilar downgairs.

On cue, she started with the broomstick, banging it on her celling. Bang, bang. Bang, bang. Douglas had
expected it. He had provoked her by dragging a heavy Christmas tree up past her door at nine at night.
He had provoked her with the noise of his grunts as hewrestled it up the stairs, and with the scattered
pine needles he was too exhausted to sweep off the stairs. He dways provoked her, with hisfriends, his
hours, his clothes, hisinability to understand Spanish, his pallor and thinness. His existence.

Thefirst hadn't troubled her for sometime, and the last shouldn't trouble her much longer.

He sat very gill, waiting. If she didn't use the broomstick for more than afew seconds, she usudly didn't
go onto cdl the cops. Thetreelay on its Sde across from hisworn sofa, filling athird of the spacein his
living room. Bedroom. Room. He couldn't put
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it up tonight, or shewould call the cops. By tomorrow it would be haf-dead. "Sorry," hetold it.
Thetree was silent. It was agood neighbor.

Douglas risked getting up and going to the kitchen for ahit of oxygen. Hewalked carefully in stocking
feet, but he could hear the floor creak. Damn. He put the mask over his nose and mouith, turned the
vave, took afew deep breaths. He fdt alittle less dizzy. Had he eaten today? His volunteer would be
pissed a him if he hadn't made adent in hislarder next time she came by. Tough love, that'swhat she
wasinto. Douglas had liked his previous volunteer better, but Ray had got sick, and had to quit. Maybe
now Douglas new volunteer was visiting Ray's house, too. Douglas didn't want to call him. He might call
and find out—he might get bad news.

He couldn't put up the tree now, and he couldn't fall adeep for hours, probably not before three or four.
Hetook ajar of crunchy peanut butter and ahalf-full bag of pretzel sticks and went back into the main
room, pushing hisfeet dong without lifting them. The floor creaked.

"Damnit!" Douglas said. Hewas just sure tonight sheld call the cops.
It was Chrisgmas Eve.

The cops were always nice; they dways seemed to guess about hisillness; they always | eft again after
talking to Mrs. Aguilar for atime and him for atime, not saying they thought she was crazy, but showing
itintheir eyes. And pity for him. But it was embarrassing, it rattled him, and he had enough trouble
deeping a night. Sheld call tonight, of course she would, because it wasjust his damn luck.

Don't think about it. HEd worry himself sick. Couldn't afford to. Wouldn't. He sat and unscrewed the jar,
the lid rasping hollowly, and jammed a pretzd stick in the peanut butter. The pretzel, when hebit into it,
was stae. Hed |eft the bag open. Hisfeeble excuse for an gppetite [eft him, but he finished the
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pretzel. There, Margaret, I've eaten, are you happy? he thought. There's half an ouncelessI'll havelost at
my next checkup.

Oh, hdll, even Margaret with al her stubborn volunteer concern wouldn't be thinking about him tonight,
wrapped in the bosom of her family in Chrismas bliss.

Fine. Enough. He leaned forward in his unfolded futon sofabed, one of two pieces of furniturein this
room, to the coffee table. Hefdt alittle dizzy as he reached for the lower shelf. The scent of dying pinein
the room was too strong. He grasped for his photo album, found it, and opened it in hislap.

There was afilelabel stuck to thefirst page: " Christmas—1958-1981." The page was empty. The next
ten pages were empty, front and back. The film over each page showed marks where it had once held
down snapshots. Douglas could remember afew. Therewas apicture of him at two in his grandmother's
lap; she had died when he was four. There was one of him at twelve with ablue, adult-size bike. One of
him at fivein acowboy suit. Now he knew friends of friends who decked out in cowboy parapherndia



every night they went out, but he didn't think his parentswould think that cute. It made him think of
himsdf asalittlekid at Chrimas, playing with hisnew plastic Sx-shooters: not hisidea of sexy.

Thaose photos were gone. Hed ripped them up and thrown them out last year, when hissister said she
couldn't possibly come visit. She had to worry about her smal children, and whatever the doctors said,
how could you be sure? And his parents had supported her. So much for Christmases past. They didn't
want him now, he didn't need them then.

Past the blank pageswasthelabel "Auld Lang Syne." These pictureswere ill there. He wasn't related
to anyone in them. They werein no good order: faded pictures of grade-school friendslay side by sde
with photographs taken only afew years before.

There was Jerry. He was dead. There was Patrick.
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Hewas dead. There was Rob. Douglas pursed hislips, considering. He didn't know if Rob was dead.
He hadn't seen him in three or four years. Safest to assume he was. There were George and Carlos.
Carlos was dead and George had gone home to Mississippi to die. Mississippi had to be aworse place
to die than lowa. Douglas was lucky.

Except he wouldn't go hometo lowa

"Home? Screw it," Patrick had said. What wasit, Sx years ago? Hed had an enormous party, tinse and
presents and mistletoe, in hisflat on Noe, the place that was the envy of most of them, right near the heart
of the Castro. Douglas had been living in the Sunset digtrict then. He liked going hometo aquiet
neighborhood. "Thisis home and thisisfamily. We can make our own traditions and screw anyone who
doesn't want usin theirs." Patrick had had afew.

Who else was at that party? He couldn't remember. That was before any of the gang was sick. A life
away. Many lives. All hisold Christmases were gone. New Christmases might never come. This could be
it. The ultimate, find extent of his Christmas cheer.

Suddenly furious, he threw the dbum againgt the wall. Pages came loose and scattered on the floor.
Pounding started up beneath hisfeet.

Douglas sat breathing hard, fists clenched. He wanted to go down and confront the woman. Shout at her.
Give her what for. Who was he kidding, though? She could knock him over with one blow, overweight
woman of fifty that she was. Pethetic.

There was arap on the door. Douglas started. Mrs. Aguilar? She preferred to act asthough he didn't
exig, assaulting hisfloor or caling the police without ever speaking to him. He stayed till. The pounding
had stopped downstairs. The rapping came again from the door.

She had to have run up the gairs. Did she think yelling at him in Spanish would do any good? Maybe
was going to hit him with that broom.
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He got uncomfortably to hisfeet and went to he door. He would spesk dowly and maybe she would
understand. "Maam," he said, opening the door, "please, it's Chrisgsmas Eve."

"Maam?' said the man at hisdoor. Douglas blinked at him. "Excuse me, but | think I'm as macho as
anyone you know, fela"

"Rob?" Carrying abottle of burgundy. ™Y ou're not dead.”

Rob gave him an incredulouslook. "Well, thanks, Dougy. Y ou're looking good, too. Areyou going to let
mein?'

Embarrassment fought with old irritation at the unwanted nickname, with nervousrdief at seeing an old
friend dive, with the knowledge he was not looking good. Douglas gave up on trying to make his mouth
work and stepped back from the doorway.

"Hey, apicture show," said Rob. He walked over to the wreckage of the photo abum, boothed s clicking
on the wooden floor.

"Um," said Douglas. Rob took off his heavy leather jacket and tossed it at the coffeetable. It skidded of f
and thumped on the floor, zippersjingling. "Y ou haveto be careful here. About noise.”

"Pdl," said Rab, "you don't haveto tell mewhat | haveto do.”

"It'sthe downgtairs neighbor, she's sort of sengtive and she gets upset. She can't deep. If therésany
noise"

"Therestraffic and people playing their radios out there, Dougy, she's going to get upset because
someone walks on your floor? Not on Chrissmas Eve, pd. Thisisaparty.”

Douglas sat carefully on the futon bed, hoping Rob would follow hislead and stop pacing the floor.
"What are you doing here, Rob? Where have you been? It's been years.”

Rob shrugged. "Hanging out with people.” Hecir-
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ded the room, examining the old posters taped to the walls, glancing at the progtrate tree.
"Not anyone I've been hanging out with."

"Thelooks of things, you haven't been hanging with anyone, Dougy. Hot partiesin clubsal over the city,
and you St at home Chrigmas Eve. Isthe dust haif aninch thick in here or isit just your mood rubbing oft

on everything?"

Hewent past Douglasinto the kitchen. The click of his boots on the linoleum was high and sharp.
Douglaswinced. Rob came back into the living room with two glassesfilled with wine. "Good god, man,
you've got no two clean glassesthe same. Isthiswhy you never invited any of the gang over to your old



place?| dways thought it was because you were afraid of what your nice straight neighbors would think."
"Jesus, Rob, did you look me up to insult me?"

"Not me, Doug." Rob's voice softened. "I'm just here to spend Christmas Eve." He handed Douglasa
root-beer mug. "L ook, some winefor you. A toast.”

Douglas wrists ached, holding up the heavy mug nearly topped off with dark red wine. Heraised it
dlently in both hands and let Rob clink hisjuice glassagaing it.

"Tofriends" Rob sad.
"Absent friends," Douglas said.

"Absent, hell, what good isthat?' Rob said. Hetook abig gulp from thejuice glass. "Let'sinvite 'em
over."

"Rob—"
"How long hasit been sincewe all got together? | ain't seen you in ages, just for one."

Didn't he know they were al dead?"Rob, you Can't"

"Canand did," Rob said. "Ran into an old high-school buddy of yours. It's what made me think of
coming over to start out with, when we found out we knew you in common. He's on hisway. Had further
to come."
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"Who?'

"Billy McElroy." Douglas vaguely remembered a skinny blond kid he thought was Billy. ™Y ou know he
told me he never knew you were gay? What amissed opportunity.”

"What, you mean?"'

"You didn't know either?' Rob shook hishead. "Typica. Well, heré'syour big chance. So romantic,
reunited across the years—"

Douglaswaslosing patience. Y ou never change.”

Rob stopped and looked at him. "Not anymore," he said. He looked like he would say something else.
"Wait, there'sthe door.” He trotted across the room, his steps echoing like gunshots from thewalls. This
time maybe it was Mrs. Aguilar, and Rob would talk to her and make things so much worse. Douglas
drank severa long swallows of wine.

"Billy, man, glad you could makeit!"

"l wasn't doing anything ese. I'm glad to be here. That is, if Doug even rememberswho | am—"



"Y ou bet he does. The onethat got away. All he can talk about, poor sgp. Comein, comein!"

Rob escorted the newcomer inside, arm around his shoulder. Billy looked much as Douglas would have
expected him to, thicker around the middle and thinner on thetop. A little uncomfortable. He was shy,
back in schoal. Billy shook free of Rob's arm, removed hisjacket, and draped it quietly across the coffee
table.

"Let meget you adrink, Billy," Rob said. "I'm sure| can find aHintstone glass or something.”

Douglas put his mug down and stood up to shake hands. "Um, hi, Billy. Long time."

"Yeah," sad Billy. Helooked around, and findly sat awkwardly on the coffeetable. "Nicetree.”

"I should have picked asmaller one." Douglas shrugged, sdlf-conscious. "It'stoo big for me."

"Thought you liked 'em that way, Dougy boy!" Rob shouted from the kitchen.
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"Areyou just going to leaveit lying there?' Billy asked.

"I havethis downgtairs neighbor,” he said. "If therés any noise at night she goes baligtic.” It sounded
stupider every time he explained it. It was better than saying he was too weak and tired to put up adamn
Chrismastree, though. He took up his mug and drank half the remaining wine.

"Yeeh, okay," sad Billy.

"So, um, what have you been doing the last— eighteen years? Jeez, isit eighteen years?"

"l guessitis. Wdll, | went to collegein Illinois. Northwestern. Studied engineering.”

"And since then, what, you've been an engineer? What have you been up to?"

"Nothing, redly.” Billy looked like he didn't want to talk about it. That was dl right. Douglas knew very
well about not wanting to be pushed.

Rob came back from the kitchen and handed Billy atall iced-teaglass. "Cheers," he said. He poured
more wineinto Douglas mug.

"To friends less absent than before,” said Rob. He and Billy clinked glasses and smiled at each other.
Douglas wondered just how good friends the two were. "It'stoo damn quiet in here," Rob said. "Could
driveaman crazy. Let's have some music, for god's sake!”

"Wait, Rob, come on—"
"Y ou got any Chrismas music?' Rob was squatting down by the short piles of CDs stacked in the corner

behind the boombox Douglas used for his stereo. "No, no, no, no—your tastein music is il boring, pd,
by the way—nothing Chrissmasy here at dl. Where's your spirit, Dougy?"



"Gee, I'm sorry, Robby," Douglas said. "I didn't prepare properly for this party. Thoughtless of me."
"Y ou ought to put thistree up,” Billy said. He sounded worried. He rustled its branches, examining
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it. "It's getting dry dready. Dying. And it'safire hazard."

"No problem.” said Rob. His bootheels made war on the floor as he went over to where hisjacket lay on
the floor. He pulled a blank-label ed cassette out of the inside breast pocket. ™Y ou wouldn't have seen
this. It's the Christmas compilation dbum | waited al my lifefor. Sisters of Mercy doing 'Silver Bells—
redly, I'm doing you such afavor." Three strides and the cassette was in the boombox. The first bars of
"White Christmas’ floated glumly across the room. It sounded like Lou Reed. Then it sounded very
loudly like Lou Reed, as Rob cranked the volume al the way. " There's Christmas for you!

"Let's put the tree up, okay?' said Billy. "Redlly, okay?"

"Dancefirg," said Rob. He grabbed Billy by the hand and sivung himinto the smdll clear spaceinthe
middle of the room. The creaking of the floor was just audible over the music booming through the

apartment.
"GWS—I 1

"Okay, it's not the most danceable tune on the album,” Rob shouted. "Next one works alot better. Come
on, we don't need to divide by partnersfor this, Dougy, get off your butt and enjoy yoursdlf alittle!™

Billy was dancing with his eyes shut, brow furrowed in concentration, head thrown forward, back. He
was completely off the beat. His sneakers thudded more quietly than Rob's boots, but the floor was

groaning.

"Grest tune, but you redly can't danceto it,” Rob shouted. "Just a second!" He bent over the boombox.
Themusic shut off as he hit Fast-Forward. Billy's solo shuffling was till loud, unaccompanied. Therewas
no broomstick againgt hisfloor. She must have caled the cops. Probably half the copsin the precinct
were bearing down on him, pissed a having their Christmas disturbed.

Rob hit Play with aloud click and the boombox
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screamed with dectric guitar. Douglas couldn't recogni ze the tune over the ditortion and theriffs. "All
right\" Rob shouted. He legpt into the air and crashed to the floor doing air-guitar. Billy increased his
pace to a near-flamenco.

"Stop it!" Nothing changed. Douglas screamed, " Stop it!”

Rob stopped. Billy stopped. The music stopped.



"What the hdll are you doing here? Are you just here to make what's left of my life hel?"
"Not us," said Rab.

"My neighbor hates me, you're going to get the cops called on me, maybe I'll be evicted, this could be my
last goddamn Christmas and what are you doing to me?"

"Spending Chrigmas,” Rob said.

"Jesus, don't you seeit? I'm dying, you moron. Y ou're spending your goddamn Christmas with a
goddamn dead man.”

"You?' Rob sounded amused.
"Did you ever hear of rest in peace? Would you get the hdll out of here?"
"Everyoneisnt hereyet."

"Y ou should put the tree up,” Billy said. "Y ou've got to trim off the bottom so it doesn't die so soon. |
don't think you should wait any more."

"I don't give adamn about thetree. | hurt. | have nauseaand | can't breathe right sometimes and you are
pissing the hell out of me. Go away. Go away!"

"We have no place else, Douglas,” said Rob. "For a so-called dead man you're not so swift on the
uptake. Y ou should at least give everyone else a chance to come by and have Christmas.”

Billy went to the door and opened it. "I don't know these guys," he said.

"Jerry," said Rob. "Patrick. Carlos. George here?"

"Not yet," Carlos said. "Hes atough one."

"How are you doing, Douglas?' Jerry asked. Thelast time Douglas had seen him, he was skeletal, en-
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meshed in tubing, blotched with K/S. Five years ago. Now Jerry'sthick hair was beginning to gray and
there were more wrinkles around his eyes. He looked older.

Rob smirked. "Oh, he thinks he's dead already.”
"Theresadifference, Douglas. Trust me, you can tell,” said Jerry.
"Do you have any of that wine?' Patrick asked Rob.

"Inthekitchen,” Rob said. "Help yoursdf. I'm turning the music back on." Electric guitar filled the room
again, somewhat less deafeningly. Rob hadn't touched the boombox.



"Go away," Douglassaid. "You'renot red. Leave medone. All of you." He sat heavily on hisfuton. It
cameto him that, benegth the wild improvisation, the tunewas"I'll Be Home for Chrismas." "Who the
hdl isplaying that?'

"Hendrix," said Rob. He shrugged. "I waited adl my life to hear Hendrix do Christmas. Had to wait for
your life"

"Never understood why you were so into that guy,” Jerry said.
"Y oure dead? Billy, you're dead?' Billy smiled faintly. "It?'

"Oh, no, that'sthe part | hate," Billy said. "l wasavirgin. Wiped out by asemi truck. | was nineteen. |
bardly knew who | wasyet; | wasjust figuring myself out. Y ou're alucky guy, Doug."

"Isthat what thisdelirium isabout?' He wasfurious. "My subconscioustelling me where there'slife,
there's hope? Buck up, take your AZT, tomorrow there's a cure and true love is around the corner?
Will, screw that. Tomorrow | could bein intensive care, and | never found true love, and | don't need a
bunch of party animalsfrom beyond the vell telling me piein the sky!"

"Screw you," said Patrick, coming from the kitchen with a coffee mug of wine. "Who said thisisanything
about you, Douglas? What about us? Where the hell
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do we exigt except in you? Our loving families? Give me abresk. Y ou go gentle, but if you're taking me
with you, I'm gonnafight, man."

Douglas blinked. His anger had spooled itself out in one burst and now he didn't know what to say.

"Hey," said Carlos. "Were the guests here, guys, be nice. Come on, Douglas, sit back down.” His hand
on Douglas arm felt strong and redl.

"If thisisredly your last Christmas, Douglas, how are you gonnaspend it?" said Jerry. "Pretending for
your neighbor's sake you're dready dead?’

"Can we put thetree up?" Billy asked. "Let's put the tree up.”

Douglaslooked around at al of them. Hendrix faded into Sisters of Mercy. "It'sredlly drying out, isn't it?"
hesad.

"Yeah, but it'll last awhilelonger if you get the bottom sawed off. Y ou have asaw?’
"Inthekitchen,” Douglas said. "Bottom drawer next to the stove.” Billy turned to get it. "Hey, Billy?"
"Yesh?'

"If—it happened—when you were nineteen, how come you look like my age?"



"It's 1993, Doug," Billy said. "How old should | get to be? | didn't come here to be nineteen forever.”
Douglas nodded. "Righthand side of the stove.”

Officer Yi sighed as he climbed the stairs of the old Mission district building. He wastoo damn old to il
be working Christmas Eves. His partner, Kelley, behind him, had heard about this building. "This dizzy
old woman calls on this poor asshole dl thetime, Jm," hedtold Yi inthe car. "Clams he's, | dunno,
bowling with eephants up there. Every one noted as unsubstanti ated when the cops got there. One night
she caled threetimes. | think she just hates hisass." Better than a domestic dispute, though. Y ou never
knew who might wave agun in your face when you to one of those.
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He knocked loudly on the door. Get it over with and find out what the next cal was. Finish the shift, then
get about two hours of deep before his kidswoke him so they could tear into their stockings.

"George?' said avoice on the other side of the door. It opened. A very thin man in pgjamas stood
looking at him. He was pae, though there was color high in his cheeks. Another poor jerk with AIDS,
for sure.

The man amiled crookedly and held up ateacup filled with wine. Behind him, in the corner of asmall
studio room, a scraggly, undecorated Christmas treetilted at aprecarious anglein its stand. A boombox
hissed white noise.

"Oh. Youredive" Hehanded Yi the cup of wine. "Comein and help me get thistree Sraight, would
you?"

Yi looked a his partner. Looney-tunes, Kelly mouthed.

Yi amiled. "What the hey, it's Chrismas" It seemed like something to do. The three of them went into the
gpartment to fix the tree.
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Fraakie nudged his way through Sears and headed north, more or less, toward the center of jam-packed
Blossom County Shopping Mall.

Before the breakup of Franki€'slive-in relationship with Gina, he could never have imagined the trauma
involved in shopping the weekend before Christmas. Teen-aged girlstraveled in packs like wolves,
hunting for matesin varsity footbal jackets. Women dressed like snow-bunnies, wearing tight white ski
jackets, Jopped past him asif he were standing ill, making him dizzy and snow-blind. Salespeoplein df
hats handed him coupons and flyers. Inept dads bruised his ankleswith baby strollers at every turn.

Frankie squeezed through to the food court where he waited for a seet to free up, then out-sprinted a
mother of threefor it. The woman sneered at him. He had problems of hisown: A Chrisimaslist aslong



ashisleg and only one box under hisarm—a Liz Claiborne blouse too smdl for his mother and too large
for hissgter, but the blouse had been the only thing left on the rack with a"recognizable name," and the
sngular piece of advice he remembered from his boyhood days of shopping with Mamawasto buy
brand-name merchandise or don't buy at dl.

Frankie sagged in his seat. Swegt ran down hisribs, benegth the parka and swegtshirt only an idiot would
201
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have worn to a packed mall. He closed his eyes againgt the deafening noise (asif that would help), and
for amoment he couldn't decide whether he wasin a shopping mall, an airport, or Hell.

Frankies bely grumbled and hislegsfdt like egg nog. He needed food, but if he got up to get something
to eat he'd lose his seat. Which did he need more, energy or rest? He was too damned tired to decide.
Could the holiday season have taken such atoll, or wasit redlly the absence of Ginadragging him down?
Smells—oh, God—pizza, cheeseburgers, pastries, hot pretzels—

"Mary Madre" said an old lady who had snuck up beside him while his eyeswere closed. "What a bunch
of crazies these people before Christmas, no?" She glanced heavenward. Her Sicilian accent reminded
Frankie of hislate grandmother's.

"No," hesaid. "l meanyes."

She smiled a him. "Mind if | St?* She held ahalf dozen bagsin each hand, squeezed severad boxes under
her arms, and a black-leather purse hung over her shoulder. She deposited her packages on the floor,
deftly edged past the table next to Frankie's, grabbed a chair out from under ateen-aged girl who had
just sood to leave, and did easly into the empty seat—all in one remarkably graceful motion.

She reached into one of her bags and dropped a huge piece of hot pizzaon thetable in front of Frankie,
and the smell shot straight up hisnogtrils. He sdlivated.

"Go ahead," shesaid, "est."
"No, | couldn't.”
"Youmeanit?'

ng

"Thanks," he said, deciding not to wait for the old lady to change her mind. He took a huge bite and



chewed open-mouthed to cool his paate. He thought

the old girl reminded him abit of hislate Aunt Rosa, the way she sat cockeyed with acrooked smile, the
way she held her thumbs and forefingers dightly parted, asif poised to pinch his cheeks, and that fleshy
neck, about the same circumference as her thigh. "What do | owe you?' He put down the pizzaand
reached for hiswadllet.

"Never mind the money,” she said. "Y ou look like you're starving. All ribs, you young people today. You
cdl that hedthy? In my day that wassickly.”

Frankie chewed and swallowed and chewed, deciding heldd pay her as soon as he finished making apig
of himsdf.

"It doesn't look like you have much shopping done," she said.

Frankie shook hishead. " 'Fraid not."

The old lady placed apaper cup and astraw infront of him. "Large Coke," she said, winking and
nodding. "Had it stuffed in one of my bags. A red shopper findsaway to carry everything she needswith
no being dumsy—Drink, drink!"

"You sure?'

"Please. Looks like you have rough morning.”

"Amen," Frankie said to that, Spping at the soda.

"Rough year, probably, too, no?*

Frankie glanced up at her. Shewas gill smiling innocently, with avacant ook in her eyes, alook hewas
sure he'd seen somewhere before, maybe his own baby pictures.

"Don't look so surprised,” she said. "It'swritten al over your face. Y ou young people today and your
crazy relationships. Y ou don't know what you want, and you al hurt each other.”

Frankie nodded. That was certainly true. He still remembered the day Gina announced she no longer r
loved him. Eight months ago. And twenty-one days. i Almost to the hour.

So she said shedidn't love you anymore." The old shrugged. "Isthat the end of the world?!
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"Wed been living together for three years. We shared everything. At least | thought we did. | had no idea

anything waswrong." Frankietore off apiece of crust and stuffed it in his mouth. Apparently alot of
things had been wrong, mostly with him: the way he dressed too casudly for every occasion, theway he



didn't mingle enough with her crowd and hisinappropriate comments when he did, theway he dways
used her toothbrush, his softball league in the summer and his bowling in the winter, hislove of cheesy
made-for-televison movies....

"How did you know she said she didn't love me?'

"Itswritten dl over your face." theold lady said. "Let metell you what else | read there. This Christmas
you wanted to show everybody in your family you're okay, you're surviving and moving on with your life
and everybody can see how strong you are. No? And what happens? Y ou get busy at work and you're
not so good at taking care of yoursdlf and you get behind in your shopping ... and here you are, three
days before Christmas and you got one blouse that doesn't fit anybody.”

The Oswego County Choir blared "The Twelve Days of Christmas' remarkably off-key. A kid in Santals
lap shrieked like atrapped hyena. A man dressed in awhite-chocolate Fanny Farmer santa-suit flipped
off hismanager and somped away, cheeks asred asabowl full of cherries. At the Hickory Farms, Mrs.
Claus beat one of Santa's elves over the noggin with a huge beef-stick. His mother had dwayswarned
him Christmas brought out the worst in people.

Frankie pushed aside the pizza. "How did you know about the blouse?"

"Cdl itintuition."

"No, it's more than that. Cmon. What is this? Can-did Cameraor Americas Funniest Home Videos or
something? Who told you so much about me?"

"Let'sjust say I'm good friends with the Ghost of

Christmas Past. HEll tell me anything | want to know ‘for aplate of calamari and tomato sauce.”
Frankie sighed. It's not worth an argument, he thought. The old lady had been nice to him and he Was
grateful for that, but he had alot to do today. His stomach churned thinking about his Chrismaslli<.
"Thanksfor the pizzaand Coke." He stood up and pulled out hiswallet.

"What about your nephew?' she said.

"What about him?"

"Little Joey worshipsthe ground you walk on and you don't even put him on your list."

Frankie thought about it. How could he forget Joey?

- "Here, takethis" Theold lady reached into one of fcer bags and pulled out abright, lime-green box.
"It'sone of those crazy Pong Blagters. Hell loveit.”

"Pong Blaster?"
"Sit ook, you load it up with adozen Ping-pong balls, and then you just pull the trigger—bang, bang,
bang—like ared carabina—it's got arange of up to twenty feet. He asked Santafor it." She smiled and

wrinkled her nose, reminding Frankie of hislate GrandpaMario.

Frankie sat down. "Y ou're related to me. Y ou have to be. Y ou know too much about me and my family,



and you look—I mean you remind me of al my deed relatives. Who are you?"
"| took thisform because | knew you would be comfortable with melike this."
"Took what fo-m?What are you talking about?"

"Look at this," she said. She pulled out another

/bag. "Thiswould be perfect for your sister. She needs

i*anew purse and she won't buy herself agood leather

one. Too much money." She dropped the purse on

thetablein front of him.

She opened another bag and placed asmall box in Jfpne palm of her hand. " And how about thisfor your
|. mama? Y our Sster's getting her apair of dippersand
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abathrobe. That's nice. She needs those things. But | bet you don't know how much your mama adores
turquoise.”

"Doessheredly?'

She opened the box. "A turquoise-and-silver pin. It will go beautifully with that lovely black dress she
wearsto funeras and baptisms.”

"How do you know about Mas birth-and-death dress?”

"And how about this?' shesaid.

A tin of butter-cookiesfor his Aunt and Uncle Mo-lanaro. A cuticle set and alint brush for his corporate
executive brother, Pauly. A collection of sk kerchiefs (hand-woven, madein Italy) for his Aunt Teresa.
Cherry cordids spiked with rum for his second-cousin's grandmother who used to drive him home from
high school when he missed the bus after baseball practice....

And on and on.

"Thisstuff is perfect!” said Frankie. "What do you want for it al2—name your price—I'll write you a
check—anything you want—"

"Mease, enough aready about the money. | don't expect any money from you. Y ou're going through a
difficult imeand I'm hereto help. Just remember this: E meglio piegars che scavezzars. It means, 'Tis



better to bend than to be broken. What I'm saying isthat it's okay to be ahuman being, it's okay to have
faults and weaknesses, people won't love you any less—"

She waved her arms at Blossom County Shopping Mall, at the throngs of people, asif she were giving
her blessing to the chaos of aholly-jolly Chrigmas. "Thisisaspecid time of year, you know, atimeto
celebrate life, not failure; atime of hope, not despair; atime to renew and step forward.”

The mall seemed to spin, asif Frankie were riding the merry-go-round afew hundred feet away in
Little-Kiddie Land. Jesus, his nerves were shot. He sucked in adeep breath and tried to remember the
lasttime

he'd seen life as something to appreciate, not fear. What the hell was hope, anyway? What did it fedl
like? He couldn't even remember. There were times, like now, here with this old lady, when he feared the
lossof hissanity. How much of himsdf had heinvested in Gina?—so blindly, so naively—and among all
the giftsthe old lady had purchased for hisfamily, was there something there for him? Something that
could cure amaimed ego, a broken heart? Something that could make this Christmas, just this one, here
and now, worth living?

"Yes" shesad, "thereis something herefor you, too. You have only to find it. It will not be wrapped in a
little box with abow, it will be out in the open, intheair, it will befree, and it will beinsde, too." She
tapped her fist over her heart. "Capisci T*

Frankie nodded. Y es, that made sense, in astrange

* ot of way.

"You'regoing to bedl right, you know," she said. "I have it on good authority. The Ghost of Christmas
Yet To Comeisafriend of mine. Hell tel me any-

*" thing | want to know for aplate of linguineand 1 shrimp marinara.”

"Who areyou?" asked Frankie. "Y ou don't know yet who | am?No?' She stood, jE placed dl of the
packages, dl of the wonderfully per-

* feet gifts sheld bought for hisfamily's Christmas, in a”* tidy stack on the chair shed just vacated. '
"l am the Ghogt of Christmas Presents.™
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Torin walked the New Y ork streets, searching every doorway, peeking into restaurant windows and
ignoring the holographic carolers and the actud tourists gaping at the virtud image of the Millennium
Center Christmastree. The old man had to be somewhere; he couldn't just vanish, unlesshewasa

hologram, or aghost.

The December night was warm and breezy, like past Christmas Eves had been. The L5 habitats and
comm satdlliteslit up the sky with their red and green colors.



The holidays had always given Torin moderate pleasure in the past, and he had aways taken notice of
the wreaths and lights and the singing. Now dl he could think of was doing away with the old stranger
who had watched Torin take Peter's throat between his hands and squeeze the last bresth from his body.

Peter was a stupid foo!. He could just have ignored Torin's smuggling operation from the Martian mines.
Torin hadn't wanted to kill him.

"But you did kill me, Torey. True, | would have died m amonth anyway. The doctorssaid | had let things
wait too long. | had briefly considered suicide, did you know that? But dlong you came, and sped my
demise quite consderably and probably less painfully too, dthough | wouldn't have chosen asphyxiation
as
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aform of mercy killing. | suppose | should be abit grateful. Then again ..."

Torin shook his head. It sounded like Peter'svoice at his elbow, but that wasimpossible.

Peter Sdayo had been the contralling partner in their mining firm, but Torin had recently begun smuggling
some of the Martian mineralsto some proscribed governments. These governments were willing to pay

handsomely, and Torin had discovered he had some rather exotic needs and expensive tastes.

Unfortunately for them both, Peter had scruples. Last week, when Peter ssumbled upon Torin's
long-running black market operation, Torin had offered to cut Peter in for a reasonable percentage.

"No, Tonn, | just can't do this. We can't do this. This business has areputation to uphold.”

Of course, Peter had immediately threatened to call the police, the sanctimonious bastard. Then, claming
he was remembering their boyhood friendship, Peter changed his mind and had offered to forget the
wholething if Torin would quit the smuggling and make some retitution, giving Torin one week to think
things over. Torin had considered the offer but had decided that he liked the intrigue and the adventure of
being part of asmuggling racket. Besides, the money was top-notch.

"But smply smuggling wasn't enough for you, wasit, my friend?Y ou had to become amurderer aswell.”

As he passed the glass-sided Merchant Center building, Torin thought for amoment that Peter had been
walking beside him, whispering in hisear. Thiswas crazy. Peter was dead. DEAD.

"Y ou know, if you would agreeto run the business as | dways have," the ghostly voice continued, "close
down your smuggling operation, everything we were talking about last week, it's not too late to fix things.
We could arrange my body to look like asuicide and get you off the hook for good. | know you aren't a
bad man at heart, Torey. Just m too deep right now."
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Torin flinched as something cold touched him on his shoulder. He turned, and there was Peter, or at least
Peter's ghogt, staring at him with deep sunken eyes. Torin gasped. The ghost cackled with glee.

"Oh, comeon, Torey. You can't tell me you don't retain afew old supergtitions, can you? I've seen your
lucky Gold Spaceship piece. So what's a ghost between old friends?!

The ghost leaned in, and Torin got awhiff of decay from Peter's breath. "Now, about my offer. You
going to takeit?"

"Still trying to make me do things your way, eh, Peter? Even after you have become disembodied?”

Asthe ghost chuckled, Torin redized he had suddenly decided to accept this gpparition as agenuine
ghost. Well, stranger things could happen. 1t might even turn out to be amusing, something Torin could
share with his smuggler buddies a afuture date.

Torin thought about what the ghost had said. That suicide thing wasn't abad idea. But no, Torin had paid
too high apriceto gain sole control of the company, and he planned to run things just as he pleased.
Peter couldn't control what he did now, that wasfor sure.

Torin stopped at a chestnut stand to buy something for munching. As he paid the man his credits, Torin
looked at his hands. Both were curled into the same position in which they had been when wrapped
around Peter'sthroat. Torin hurriedly grabbed the bag of chestnuts and turned away, sticking one hand in
his pocket.

"Didn't you know that murder marksaman?' the ghost moaned in its best moaning voice.

"If you'retrying to scare me with atrick of muscular control, forget it. We aren't children any more,
Peter.”

Good thing there were mostly holographic people out tonight. Torin didn't know how he would explain
his behavior, taking to the empty air.
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"You gtill plan on finding this man and kilting him? Maybe by then you redly will bear amark.”
"Still playing the big brother, Peter? Why can't you play DEAD like you redly are and go away?"

Peter had brought Torin into the firm more asafavor for their past childhood friendship than because
Torin had any real business acumen, but Torin knew Peter had never quite trusted him. Torin had never
been afraid to dirty his hands and deal with the dightly less savory charactersin the Moon and asteroid
mines to keep operations going when there was trouble, al the thingsthat Peter had scorned doing. If
Peter had thought Torin would ever change and become like him, he had learned too | ate that he had
been mistaken.

Peter had called Torin earlier this evening to come to the office for adrink and to discuss Torin'sfuture,
Peter had poured them each a glass of non-alcol sherry to celébrate the holiday season. As heturned to
put the bottle back on the shelf, Torin had struck him with a paperweight. Torin thought he had killed him
then since he could see blood on Peter's dark curls, but as he searched the desk for the partnership



agreement Peter had groaned and stirred. Torin went over and knelt by his body. Peter began to open
his eyes. Without stopping to consider, Torin reached down and choked Peter to death.

That should have been the end of things, and it would have been too, except for the old man outside the
office door. As Peter gasped hislast breath there was a sound from the ha lway. Torin whirled around
and caught a glimpse of snow-white beard and something red. He quickly looked around the office to
ensure he had lft no trace of hisvisit behind and then hurried out to catch the old man.

But other than afaint jingle of bellswhich must have drifted up from the street, Torin could find no sign of
the stranger.

One old man couldn't be that hard to track down
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inacity of bioengineered youth and beauty. Torin had to be patient, but time was growing short. Soon
the Eve would be over, and the actua residents of New Y ork would begin to pour into the streetsto
frolic, making histask much harder. Avoiding hologramswas easy, but Torin didn't relish dedling with
crowds.

"What will you do when you find him, Torey? Kill him to kegp him quiet? Suppose someone seesyou do
that? Will you kill athird time?"

Just as Torin ate the last chestnut, he caught the faint jingle of bells again. He looked up at the glass
elevators of the Marriott hotel, and there inside stood an old white-haired man wearing ared suit. Torin
chuckled. Soon dl hisworries would be over and he could lay Peter to rest once and for all. He entered
the hotel and bought a bunch of newspapers. It wouldn't hurt to pretend to be addiveryman. Torin
walked over to the elevator bank. He'd take a chance that the old man went up to the penthouse. When
the doors opened Torin entered the elevator and said "P, please.” The voice-activated elevator doors
closed and the car began to climb.

"Niceview from here, isntit, Torey?"
Thistime when Torin glanced over, he noticed that Peter's ghost bore the imprints of Torin's hands
around its neck. It occurred to Torin that he had never considered the logical reasons behind the

gppearances of ghoststo theliving. Torin couldn't believe he was manifesting sgns of insanity.

"It'snot as crazy as you think. People whose lives have been cut dramatically short have ways been
ableto return and put thingsright if need be."

Torin suddenly redlized how close the ghost was to him, and moved away with ashudder.

"What's the matter, Torey? Don't you like sharing an elevator with aghost?' The ghost chuckled. "Have
you asked yoursdlf yet, Why has Peter returned from beyond?' It grew serious and looked Torin
quardy
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inthe eyes. "Y ou intend committing another murder and, quite frankly, | intend to prevent it."

Now Torin had to laugh. This had to be hisimagination. He dways did have avivid one, but thiswas
beyond compare.

"And just how do you plan on preventing me, Peter?
Torin reached out to touch the ghost, but his hand passed right through it.

"Just as | thought, Peter. Y ou have no substance. So what can you possibly do to me, eh? Perhapsyou
should leave now before you embarrass yoursdf further.”

The ghost sighed. "Torey, you aways did have to be shown things before you understood.” The ghost
reached out with hisfinger and touched Torin's chest. Anicy chill spread through Torin from the place

where the finger had met his skin. With that, the ghost raised his hand and vanished. The eevator doors
opened onto the penthouse.

Torin shook himsalf and walked out into a plush living room area. Wrapping paper lay everywhere, as
did trinkets, toys, and gifts of every size and shape.

There was avoice coming from the side bedroom. Torin crept over as quietly as he could and stood
ligening.

"No, no, Harry, that just won't do. We need the extra bags immediately to take over to those kids at
Children's Hospitd. Give Prancer the package.”

Torin nearly collapsed with laughter. Fine, just what he needed, some crazy old idiot who had a Santa
obsession. Looking around at the furnishings, Torin knew thiswas amighty rich old idiot. Good; when

the police found his body they'd suspect robbery.
"You areredly quite cool about this, aren't you, Torey? Almost asif you plan murders every day."

The voice from the bedroom stopped, and footsteps began coming in Torin'sdirection. Torin ignored
Peter and quickly hid behind the sofa. He peeked out and
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watched as the old man sat at the table and began to wrap some presents.

Torin looked around the room for awegpon or something heavy. The old man didn't look very frail, but
he shouldn't be much of a problem.

"Oh, no? Let'sjust see about thet, shal we?'
Suddenly a breeze erupted from nowhere and began to blow the paper and ribbons al around. The old

man looked up in confusion, stood up, and walked over to the patio doors. As he was checking them,
Torin quickly moved to the fireplace and grabbed a statue from the mante!.



"/ redly can't let you do this, you know."

AsTorin was creeping quietly toward the old man, he suddenly tripped over aspool of ribbon which had
appeared in front of hisfeet. The statue dropped to the floor. The old man turned at the sound and
sghed, "Oh, hdlo, | didn't know | had company.”

Torin cursed.

"I'm sorry! Areyou hurt?' The old man helped Torin to stand. "I don't know how al this stuff got al over
thefloor. | wastrying to keep things neet and tidy so that the owner wouldn't find anything amiss when
shereturned.”

A squatter? So much the better. Nobody would care if a crazy lunatic were to be found dead in someone
elsg's gpartment.

The old man kept babbling on. "Y ou see, | only have this one day to get everything wrapped. The boys
will be coming by solarcar later to hitch up the reindeer and ... what wasthat you said?’

Torin had burst out laughing. Thisguy redly must believe he was Santa Claus. Well, no matter. Nothing
was dtered by Torin seeing what anice harmless old man this" Santa" was. Torin gill had to kill him
before he remembered seeing Torin commit murder and tried to cal the police.

Santa continued on. "Anyway, whenever | cometo thiscity | try to stay in penthouses. They usudly have
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enough room for my reindeer and the ownersarerarely home and ... am | boring you, young man?"

Torin had been looking around for arope or something. He couldn't stay heredl night and it could only
be ameatter of minutes before" Santd' recognized him.

"Uh, sorry, what were you saying?'

Santalooked at him closdly. ™Y ou know, | fed | have seen you somewhere before.” Torin tensed,
preparing to spring on the old man before he could cry out and dert the Al security system. "But then, |
have met so many peoplein my travelsit's hard to remember them all.” Torin relaxed for the moment.

"Oh, that'sdl right. Peopletell mel have arather familiar face.

"Yes, that must beit. Forgive meif | seem abit muddled, but the day hasn't been going well. One of our
biggest contributors, Mr. Peter Selayo, seemsto have vanished. He and | had an appointment for earlier
thisevening, but just as| reached his office | was caled away to an emergency.” The old man sighed. "'l
probably wouldn't have met with Peter anyway. | am sure| heard someonewith him as| wasleaving. He
must have gotten involved in some business.”

Santaor no "Santa," thislunatic was playing him for afool, he must know that Torin was a Peter's office
and he must have seen him choking Peter. Any minute now the old man would probably try to blackmail
him.



Torin could wait no longer. He picked up alength of ribbon and twirled it in his hands.
"Excuse me, but | think | hear the boys now. | must go out to the patio.”

Torin followed "Santa" through the outside doors. He looked up, but couldn't see any solarcar or other
vehicle. The old man was definitely crazy.

Santamoved over to therailing and stood looking up at the sky. "They should be here any time. We have
aschedule to keep, you know."
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Torin dropped the ribbon. All he had to do was give one good push and ... he grabbed the old man
around the throat in a half-Nelson and began to push him forward over therailing.

Suddenly Peter was standing there, looking just as he had in the eevator, though hisface and body had
begun to lose their shape. He shook hisfinger in Torin'sface.

"Thisisredly quite naughty of you, Torin. And after | gave you every opportunity to reconsder.”

Peter blew acold fetid breath into Term's face, forcing him to rel ease Santa, who collapsed unconscious
onto thetiled floor.

"What are you going to do, Peter? Make me repent? Turn mysdf in? Ghosts can't redly do that, you
know, no matter what that old story said.”

"Torey, do you know you were about to murder Santa Claus, just because you are terrified he might turn
you in? Santa Claus, for pity's sake.”

Torin sudied the old man at hisfeet. White curly hair, long bushy white beard, rosy-red cheeks. Hewore
awhite thermd shirt tucked into apair of bright red trousers, and had shiny black boots on hisfet.

Okay, so the guy looked like Santa Claus, or at least like the old picturesin the books Torinread asa
kid. Costumes were cheap these days with the new disposable materias.

Torin looked at Peter's ghost. " Sorry, he's just a crazy old man. What do you think you can do about it?!
He began to bend over the old man and take histhroat in his hands.

'Wo, Torey, it'smewho issorry. You get one last chance. Then well see”

With that, the ghost waved a hand, and the patio and penthouse, in fact the entire city, began to fadeinto
mist. Torin's spinefelt icy needles. Maybe there had been some hallucinogen in the chestnuts. That sort of
thingwent on dl thetime.

When Torin could see clearly around him again, he
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wasin theliving room of alarge country house. A genuine pine tree cut from the nearby woods adorned
one corner of the room, and it was covered from head to foot in garlands, lights, glitter, and color.
Presents covered every inch of floor under the tree.

A small reddish-brown puppy ran into the living room and began sniffing the presents.
"No, Jasper, don't you rip any presents. Santaleft them for us. They aren't yours!”

Torin froze at the sound of the laughing young voice. It was soon followed by the appearance of asmdll
dark-haired boy accompanied by adightly taller red-haired boy. The two boys stopped and stared at all
the gifts, then turned to each other.

"Pete, did you ever see so many presents?’ The young Torin could not believe hiseyes. Thiswas hisfirst
Christmas since leaving the orphanage to visit with Peter and his parents, who served on the orphanage
board of trustees.

"My dad saysthat Santa Clausflies hisreindeer deigh late on Chrissmas Eveto arrivein plenty of timeto
drop presents at every house where children live."

Torin was young, but he had dready learned not to believe everything he heard. ™Y ou don't redly buy
into that garbage, do you?'

Peter smiled and shook hishead. "Does it matter? The presents are here. And | can promise, most of
them have our names on them. They won't dl be toys, mind you but they'll definitely belong to us.”

The boys proceeded to open the presents, and sure enough, after every piece of wrapping paper had
been ripped apart and every box and bag had been opened, nearly every gift had been for Peter and
Torin.

Looking back in later yearsto that time, the happiest in hislife, Torin had remembered having been
astonished that people would do something so nice for someone they barely knew, just because they
wanted to do so.

Right now though, Torin found himsdif rdiving that
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first Christmas of hisfriendship with Peter. Watching Peter help him put hisfirst bicycle together.
Teaching Peter how to use his anti-grav boots. Laughing together as they teased Jasper with virtua
paddieball.

Peter's ghost waved his hand again, and Torin saw himsdlf and Peter one year later on Chrisgmas Eve,
plotting to keep each other awake so they could spy on Santa or his emissaries. The two boys laughed
uproarioudy the next morning after they each discovered the other had fallen adeep.

With afina wave of hishand, Peter's ghost brought Peter four Christmases forward. That was the day
the two boys swore eternd friendship, no matter what the world would throw at them.



Torinfdt thetearswdl up in hiseyes, and angrily pawed at them. "All right, Peter, get me away from
here," he snarled.

Peter's ghost waved both hands, and back they were on the penthouse patio. " Santa" lay on the ground,
gl unconscious.

"Seewhat you have given up, my friend?' The ghost spoke softly, watching Torin sniff and wipe hiseyes.
"Thereis dill timeto arrange things. | don't require seeing you suffer on the pend asteroid for doing to me
what nature would have accomplished eventualy.”

Torin walked to the railing and looked out over the city. He thought about the past he had just revisited,
about the boy he had once been, the childish dreams and idedls he had once shared with afriend. He
thought about the excitement and the fun he had been having in the present, the freedom to do exactly
what he wanted, and the price which he had paid and been willing to keep paying to preserve that
lifestyle and that freedom. Torin then thought about the kind of life he would haveif he chose Peter's
aternative. No fear of retribution, certainly. Hed be free asif Peter had never died. But with Peter being
in fact deed, Torin would become full owner of the firm. Assuch,

PETER'S GHOST
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Torin would have respect, even honor, from every corner of the globe.

Torin looked a Peter's ghost, but could find no help in its decaying features. He found himsdlf wondering
if Peter had found anew kind of freedom in the afterlife. No responsibilities, no anxieties, no partnersto
share profits or losses. Torin Sghed. No nothing, most likely. He looked down at the old " Santa" and
then up over the city.

Torin looked back over hislife, reflecting on what he had accomplished and still could. The possibilities
wereendlessand dl led in onedirection. Suddenly it all seemed very clear. Torin redized there was
redlly only one decision he could possbly make. It wasn't so very hard after al.

He climbed over the railing and stood on the outside rim of the building. Torin turned to the ghost and
said, "You know, Peter, inlife, you were dwaysadull sort. | don't think | could comfortably be like you
were. Nor do | relish the thought of serving out my days on apena colony.”

Torin looked again at the old man. "Bring him around as soon as possible. He has a schedule to keep.”
With that, Torin turned away, walked forward and stepped out into oblivion. Peter's ghost stepped to the
railing and looked down. " Strange. | never once considered that to be an option.” The ghost snapped its

ringers and Santa awoke. Looking up, the two saw adeigh circling to land on the balcony.

"Merry Christmas, Santa." Peter's ghost disappeared into the darkness as Santa and his elves began to
load thedeigh.

THE CASE OF THE SKINFLINT'S SPECTERS
by Brian M. Thomsen
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Marley was dead, to begin with. Thereis no doubt whatever about that. The register of hisburid was
sgned by the clergyman, the clerk, the undertaker, and the chief mourner. Scrooge signediit.

Old Marley was as dead asadoornall ... but that was seven years ago, and besides, | hadn't been hired
to investigate Marley. Scrooge was the subject of my investigation, and after amonth of tracking down
lost leads, ancient archives, and absentminded former acquaintances, | now had adossier in front of me
that could have been cdled "Everything you aways wanted to know about Ebenezer Scrooge but
couldn't careless about.”

| waswaiting for my mysterious unnamed client to come by, "he" who had earned my loyalty by payingin
advance provided that no questions were asked, and that the information could be picked up no later
than early Chrismas Eve morn.

It wasjust past dawn on December twenty-fourth, and | was waiting to fill my half of the bargain so that |
could go off on my usua holiday bender down in the sin dens of Whitechapd .

My nameisMa colm Chandler, Mouseto my friends, and I'm your typica down on my luck Victo-
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rian gumshoe, who'd probably be spending Christmas hi the poorhouse if my client hadn't come through
with enough of an advance to settle afew way overdue debts to some reputable establishments who had
in the past shown acertain willingness to donate the services of some of their lessfortunate debtorsto the
locdl treadmill (aswell asafew other creditors who enjoyed the sound of kneecaps shattering). Money is
good, honestly earned or otherwise, and quite necessary for one's genera well being since London had
become so tough on its debtors.

| spped from my mug of early morning grog, and hoped that my client arrived shortly. It wasn't asif | had
any Christmas shopping to do or anything. It'sjust that | enjoyed the concept of acase closed, and as
soon as | had handed over thisfile that was the concept to be imprinted.

The warmth of my draught awakened the dumbering little gray cellsthat had been dormant since| closed
thefile the night before. They had the uncanny knack of asking my senses the most avkward questions at
the most awkward times.

"Mouse," said thegray cdls. "Mr. Scroogeisasingularly uninteresting character. Why would anyone
need to know hislife story?'

"Shut up,” | said.

"Why would the selfsame person be willing to pay so much for the aforementioned information,
particularly from adown on hisluck gumshoe like you?'

"Because I'm good, and you get what you pay for," | replied.
"The gentleman on Baker's Street with his physician companion is better.”

"Shut up!” | indsted, just managing to stifle my outburst before my client entered the office.



Regaining my composure, | quickly jumped to my feet, and offered my hand to help my benefactor off
with hiscloak. He quickly denied the offer, saying, "Thefile. Do you haveit?"
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"Right here, my lord," | offered in my classiest tone, pointing to the sheaf of pages on my desk.

The client picked up the folder, and quickly began skimming through the materid. Ashe skimmed, |
scanned. | couldn't help noticing that he was dressed amost purposdly to disguise his build and obscure
hisface. His cloak waslong and drawn across the bottom haf of hisface like some sort of Rumanian
count out for agood evening. A gentleman's silk topper covered his crown, and a muffler succeeded hi
obscuring the territory between his cloak and the hat. Even while he wasrifling through the pages, he
managed to carefully balance his maskslike ashelk in a sandstorm.

He must have sensed my eyes boring into him, because he quickly looked up and said, "Fine. Y our
services are appreciated and no longer necessary” and then reaching into his pocket, he extracted a
coin-purse, and lobbed it onto the desk, saying, "consider this an added bonus. Now forget everything
you've learned over the past few weeks. Forget Scrooge, forget me. In fact, you and | have never met.”

"I don't even know your name," | added.
"Exactly, and let'skeep it that way,” and with that he was gone.

Any other day of theyear, | would probably have just |eft the office at that point and headed off to the sin
pits, but since | probably would not be making it back before the New Y ear given my current state of
flush, and wishing to avoid the unnecessary difficulties that ensue when onetrips over debris, | decided to
give my office adight once-over before leaving (my underpaid secretary, Victoria of the elegant legs, had
gone hometo Walesfor the holidays).

After removing and disposing of severd |eft-behind corset stays from some former business
acquai ntances, afew tobacco stained |OUs, and a Hogarth pin-up, | came across abusiness card of a
certain F.S. Rogers, Esquire.
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Sincel didn't know anyone caled F.S. Rogers, Esquire or otherwise. | wasfairly certain that he must
have been my mysterious employer.

Rogers ... the namerang abell, but | couldn't figure out why ... in fact thisfurther tickled my curiosity to
the point where | quickly found mysdlf muffled and mittened againgt the cold, and off down the street to
the address on the card.

No sooner did | arrive within half ablock of my destination, did | recognize my former employer heading
off in the opposite direction. Doing aquick 180, | took off in hot pursuit at adiscreet distance.

| soon found myself in the theetrical lowlife section of town where the division between actresses and
harlots, and actors and conmen depended on one'sincome for a given week.



My quarry ran into arundown tavern caled The Charley D, where he quickly joined three equally
bundled and obscured figures, a atable.

| took aseet at the bar, yet well within earshot, being careful not to remove my muffler or turn down my
collar so asto give my presence away.

"Mighty cold out,” said Bumble the bartender.

"Sure, guvner,” | replied, watching the four figures remove their long coats.

"What'll it be," he asked, not having time for deadbests.

"A gpot of brandy, and an extrashilling if you can tell me who that gentleman iswith that motley trio."
"Sure. That's Mr. Rogers, aregular patron of the artsheis.”

Bumble fetched my brandy and returned to serving the rest of the bar while | set my effortsto spying.
Thethree figures my former employer was conversing with were an odd lot. On hisleft was a strangely

androgynous, amost childlike, abino who was no tdler than five one. Next to him, or her (or whatever, it
took al typesin the theater world) was aburly bear of afellow who could have just aseasly made a
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on theloading dock or in the wrestling arena. Every few minutes the tavern's conversation would be
interrupted by his boisterous laugh that threatened to shake the bottles down off the shelves and the
inebriated off their perches. Thethird was atal yet somewhat emaciated fellow who could have won the
best-looking cadaver contest at any local poorhouse. All three listened to my former employer intently.

"All of theinformationisin these notes," he said and then focusing on the wan one continued.
"Remember, you are the past. Bring up dl about that horrible Christmas season he had at boarding
school, adding details like how he loved the Arabian Nights, and such. Then move into his gpprenticeship
under Fezziwig. Dick Wilkinswas hisold crony, and Bellewasthe girl that got away.”

"Yesdr," thewan onereplied in an asexud Hit.

"And you," he continued, moving on to the bearish fellow, "remember to cover his current life. All of the
factson that guy Cratchit'sfamily will do thetrick. Play up that brat Tim, the one with the gimp. The old
buzzard hasto walow in guilt, and regret.”

"What about the nephew?" the bear asked. "This guy named Fred."

"Oh, yeah," my former employer agreed. "Cover him, too."

Turning to thewaking corpse, hefinished with, ™Y ou don't say anything. Just show him those pictures,
and try to look creepy ... like death warmed over."

"Isthat al?' the cadaver inquired.



"That'sit. Y ou dready have your cloaks. White for past, green for present, and black for ..."

"Y et to come," the cadaver interrupted.

"Whatever. Just remember to show up starting at twelve, one of you on each hour. No later than that or
the drug that will be mixed in hisdinner will have worn off. By morning, hell be araving lunatic, and by
New Y ear's Bedlam's latest inmate.”
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"And bonuses dl around," added the bear. "Here, here!™ the group replied.

*~  From my tavern stool observation post | was horrified. It was clear that they were using the
research | had carefully gathered to drive an admittedly unlik-able yet innocent man insane.

The question waswhy, but it quickly al clicked in place.

The nephew Fred, the son of Scrooge's sister Fan tine.

Fantine's married name was Roger's.

How could | have been so blind? Fred Rogers, Scrooge's nephew, was my former employer.

| was s0 busy flagellating my stupidity, that | didn't even hear the bear come up behind me and put me;
inachokehold. |s| | passed out asthe weight of athousand curses of

f supidity came crashing down.
1
A. | cameto, what must have been hours|ater.

| was trussed up like aholiday goose, in the back area of some storeroom. Above | heard the voices of a
crowd at play, a Christmas party of some sort. My

4 head hurt, and the more | struggled the more ex-

fhausted | became. After an infinite amount of effort | finaly managed

*" towork the trusses off my ankles, freeing my legs' from their bondage of unending bending.
| passed out again, the stupid singsong of aholiday 7 round begting through my skull.

My rest was disturbed by alantern bearer, who doused my face with aglass of holiday cheer.

"Stupid detective," avoice behind the light scolded. \ "All of the party guests have gone home, and now |
f, must dedl with you."

"I guess so, Fred,” | said, and then added in false % bravado. "And, by the way, seasons greetings.”
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"| was afraid you had put it all together, Mr. Chandler. That'swhy | had Barnaby escort you here. Y ou
may not remember. Y ou were quite unconscious at thetime.”

"Barnaby the bear,” | offered.
"Y ou could have been enjoying the holiday right now, but no. Y ou had to be nosy," he accused.

"And you had to be greedy," | countered "Y ou're Scrooge's only heir. God knows he's not going to give
it to charity. Couldn't you just wait? His days are obvioudy numbered at this point.”

"With any luck, tonight'slittle dramatic recital will have taken care of that dready. The best caseishis
ticker givesout, a which point | inherit the firm. Theworst caseis he goes crazy, at which point, | take
control of the firm and he goesto the loony bin. | win either way."

Somewherein the distance the bells of Christmas dawn tolled.

"There! A new day isdawning. Scrooge & Marley will now be Fred Rogers and Company,” he laughed,
and then added, taking agun from out of his pocket, "And you arethe only flaw in a perfect plan. A flaw
that will be taken care of now."

The gun wastrained on me, and | was about to kiss my arse good-bye, when a ghostly bellow shook the
cdlar.

"I don't think s0," the unearthly voice cried, accompanied by shaking chains, and the sounds of ledgers
and coin boxes dropping. "It's till my busness”

Taking advantage of this otherworldly occurrence that had temporarily distracted my former employer, |
barreled forward into Fred's midsection, knocking him down, and beat a hasty escape up the cellar stairs
and out a nearby servant's exit.

| heard a scream that sounded like Fred's, but kept on running.

| finally reached my office, where | eventudly worked my hands|oose from their bonds.

Exhausted, | locked the door and passed out from fatigue, exhaustion, and the beatings my body had
taken.
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Therest of thefacts of the case are rather sketchy. Scrooge got up Christmas morning, and wasa
changed man ... maybe crazy mind you, but at least for the better, and not in away that he could be
committed. He became aregular humanitarian, helped out his clerk, and signed over al of hisestate to
charity.

Fred Rogerswas found cringing in his cellar, claiming that adead man wastrying to kill him.

He was Bedlam's newest inmate of the New Y ear.



What can | say—postic justice.

Nosing around, | later heard that the word on the street was that Scrooge had joked about being visited
by four spirits on Chrisgmas Eve.

Four, | thought, but Fred had only hired three stooges to be ghosts. Who could the fourth have been?

Thefollowing year on Christmas Eve, | had once ; again managed to drink mysdlf into astupor and
wound up deeping it off inthe office.

When | cameto, | felt strange ... asif | had been visited by someone the night before.
On thefloor leading to my desk were scratches asif |eft by some chains that had been dragged acrossit
bit by bit.
On top of my desk was an envelope with afifty pound note. T There was a'so a short note attached.
It read: "For your trouble of last holiday season—JM"
JM, | thought, who could it be? Then it dawned on me.

... but Jacob Marley was dead, and thereis still no doubt about that.

| decided not to think about it, put the fifty pound note in my pocket, and made the New Y ear'sresolu-2
tion to cut back on my drinking.

CHRISTMAS PRESENCE
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CHRISTMAS PRESENCE

by Kate Daniel

Kate Danie isafull-timeyoung adult noveig; thisis her third short story.

Ding dong merrily on high,

Inheav'nthe bdlsareringing ...

The clang of the hand bell fought with the recorded carol blaring from the loudspeaker acrossthe Strest.
Allan Mann scowled as he pulled the scarf closer around his neck and pushed past the Sdvation Army
kettle. The woman swinging the belt faltered for amoment as he passed, then regained her rhythm, an
odd counterpoint to the song. Carefully ignoring her, he stepped to the curb to flag acab. Behind him, he
thought she raised her voice to carry, as some sucker dropped his pocket change into little red pot.
"God blessyou, sir. Merry Christmas!”

Y eah, right, Allan thought. Like shedding a couple of quartersisredly going to gain you points with the



Big Boy upstairs. Or Santa, take your pick. He stepped back as a car cut too closeto the curb and sent
up anicy spray of dush, soaking his pantsleg. But he didn't underestimate how many of those quarters
fell into those little pots al over the country. The woman, face red and nose watery from the cold, had a
lot of company swinging those bells, and the take added up, even if they did blow it al on winos. It
wasn't as much as the company would make from Twinkle-Tunes, though, not if he was lucky. And that
should help him get something better next yeer.

228

L>Alaybeif he played his cardsright, he could get a' piece of the Live-Action Dragon Dudes. That is,
asr suming those were il big by then. Y ou never could

leU, with toys.

But in the meantime, those damned bell ringers

‘were apublic nuisance. A cab cut across and pulled . up dongside Allan, adding afresh spray of dushto
* feis pants. Allan swore as he climbed into the welcome

- warmth of the interior. Jerk can forget about tipstill he learnsto drive better. The cabby added insult by
beeping the horn a couple of times at the kettle lady. She waved back with the bell, sending Allan off with
clangs. The war of nerves had been going on for over ft week now, ever since hed signed the petition to
ban the bell ringersin the Loop during rush hour. Hed made the mistake of telling her one evening when
-' sheld given him that Merry Christmas routine. He'd |%had a headache that night, which the be!l hadn't
T& e ped. She hadn't said another word to him. But ever £ since, the way she swung that bell when he
walked by f 4er felt like a persond attack.

His sour mood lasted dl the way to the gpartment. "Twinkle-Tunes were doing dl right, although sales
were alittle dower than the forecast, but they werea

*"Seasond item only. Toy companies made most of their

% Sdesaround Christmas, sure, but there was no resl

Nature in something like toy Christmas lights. Maybe

1' Ihey could spin off aline with computerized chipsthat

tinkled out Happy Birthday or something, not just

those damned carols ... Nah. They il looked like

- miniature Chrissmastree lights. Dumb idea, but peo-1 file were buying the things for their kids. Allan
didn't Careif the kids hung them from their noses, aslong asal the mommies and daddies paid for them.
r»' He paid the cabby the exact meter fair, enjoying Q *he sullen thanks he got in response. The
satisfaction f~fpom the minor win faded before the eevator arrived, 4j} and the problem reoccupied his
mind. All thered

*Mork on Twinkle-Tunes had been done months be-
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fore; thiswas pay-off time. But the pay-off wasn't as big as he'd expected. He needed alever, something
new to move him up in the company.

Drink in hand, he sank onto the couch and picked up the TV remote, at |oose ends for once. Simes had
canceled dinner, pleading the flu that had haf the city sneezing on each other, and in fact he hadn't been
able to get through the conversation without two sneezes and a coughing fit. So far Allan hadn't come
down with it, and he wasjust as happy to avoid contagion. But it left an empty evening. He played
channd-changer roulette for awhile, hismind stil! wrestling with the problem of anew product. Hed
haveto go vidt his brother again and see what the kids thought. Allan's nephews, ages eight and eleven,
were an asset in away; unmarried himself, the boys were his only direct contact with the potential

market. But he couldn't stand them. Rowdy, noisy, rude, endlesdy destructive—fear of getting stuck with
something like them was as good a reason as any not to get married.

Heflipped into the middle of acommercia for anew doll that burped red spit-up. God, it wouldn't stop
till they had real babies on the market, or clones, or some sort of robot. He took another drink, eyes
staring without focus at the screen. That was athought, some sort of arobot doll, something with achip
that could do more than wave arms and make faces and say stupid cutsie-poo babybabble. But he
wasn't surethe state of the art in artificia intelligence was up to what he needed yet....

The commercia ended and the program resumed, but Allan didn't seeit. Hismind was il juggling the
costs of specia R&D, potentia payback, possible short cuts. He didn't really notice what was on the
oversized screen until avoice behind him drew hisattention to it.

"Wonderful costume. The hally wregth isaclassy touch.”
For just amoment, Allan stared at the television,

where Francis DeWolff chuckled heartily at something Aiastair Sm had just said. Dickens. It wastheold
movieverson of A Christmas Carol. Then hisears replayed the sound of avoice herein the room with
him. He hadn't et anyone in. He dropped his glass and twisted around, ready to run or yell for the copsif
it was ajunkielooking for cash. The voice went on. "It's better than I've got, I'm afraid." Thevoicewasa
warm, educated baritone, and the speaker was a complete stranger to Allan. The guy didn't sound likea
junkie, but he looked like arefugee from an adman's nightmare. Big frame, full curly brown beard
streaked with white, long hair—that part was dl right, just an aging hippy, but the clothes! The guy was
wearing some sort of bathrobe in Day-Glo red and green,

o-trimmed with tinsdl straight off astreetlight. A pin ~covered with blinking lights spelled out Merry
Chrigt-'4& na$. The most bizarre touch was the guy's hat, or [1"*hatever' the hell it was; aring of plastic
greenery ~gripping with tin-fail icides and set with tiny winking

lights. Therewas athread of overly-familiar sound



*Coming from them: Twinkle-Tunes Toy Chrismas Lights, playing adozen of Y our Chrismas
Favorites, /.just like the ads said.

fe Allan became aware that he was staring at the guy
Jikeanidiot. With those Twinkle-Tune lights—who
"Nfce hell in advertisng had come up with this bright
ffcjea? It had to be a setup for an ad campaign, and

, iney weretrying it out on him asagag. Only that
didn't make any sense; with Chrissmasin three days,
Jthere wasn't time for that. Maybe the gag was dl
there was.

»  Wel, Allan wasn't laughing. The costume was gar-
,ish, not funny, and there wasn't anything amusing
§,4bout bresking into his gpartment. He'd seeif the guy

laughing when the cops arrived. But for some reason, he couldn't Sretch his hand for the portable phone
on the end of the couch, man laughed and pointed to the TV. Unwillingly,
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Allan looked back. Francis DeWolff was saying something. DeWolff s costume as the Ghost of
Christmas Present caught his eye. An open, fur-trimmed robe, aholly wreath set with iciclesand candles
asacrown— Alan looked back at his saf-invited vistor and took in the man's outlandish outfit again.

"It'snot ajoke, Allan, I'm the Ghost of Christmas Present. The costume's been updated. Unfortunately |
don't think mogt of it'san improvement, but ..." The extremdy substantial ghost shrugged shoulders that
looked like they belonged on aBears fullback. There was nothing in the least specterlike about Allan's
vigtor.

"And I'm Scrooge? Y eah, right, give me abreak. I'm the toymaker, man, | give the kiddies the goodies
they want. Besides, aren't there supposed to be three of you? Or are you trying harder because you're
number two?" Allan scowled, trying to ignore his hand'srefusal to pick up the goddamned phone. It had
to be some sort of agag. "Now why don't you cut the crap and tell me who set this up? Joe Murray over
in Sales? Smes, isthat why he canceled out tonight? Or ..."

"Stand up, Allan." The vistor was no longer smiling. "It'snot ajoke, and thereisn't much time. We have
far totravel tonight.”

Allan screamed at his muscles not to move, not to twitch, but he stood up anyway. He was starting to



fed scared, the way he had back when he'd been alittle jerk kid and the only way he could keep the
bigger boys from ganging up on him wasto give them histoys. Thetoys he built for himsdf, the toysheld
grown up to design and .

"Touch my robe."

Allan'shand didn't even fed like apart of him. He watched it reach for the tinsdl trim on the red deeve.
Ashisfingers brushed the shiny metal, the room about them flickered, like the lights were going off. For a
moment, it was dark, nolight at dl, and Allan heard
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himsdlf whimper. Then the lights came back. Only they weren't in Allan's living room any longer.

They were standing in front of the Picasso sculpture downtown, and it was broad daylight. From the
clouds of frozen breath surrounding everyone, it waswell below freezing, and the big bird-shaped hunk
of metdl had awhite frosting of snow. But Allan'sfeet, il in the dippers held replaced his muddy shoes
with, were warm. The stranger stood beside him, smiling around at the crowd. It wasn't anorma crowd;
this collection was too mixed, and smiling too much asthey listened to agroup of kids singing. The carol
was afamiliar one, something about bells, and the kids sounded better than any of the recordings Allan
had heard lately. He didn't care about the song, though.

"The booze," he said, mumbling to himself. "Maybe someday spiked the booze with something. God,
what have | taken?'

"Now these are people who know me!" Allan's visitor waved an arm, encompassing the crowd, the
choir, even the bird. His voice boomed, loud enough to compete with the singing, But no one glanced
around. Allan moved aside asawoman amost walked into him. It wasn't rudeness; shewas amiling at
someone behind Allan. Behind him. Him, with his dippered feet and shirt deeves, she didn't even see.

"Or maybeit'sanightmare. And everybody will laugh, because | don't have any pantson—" Allan
looked down. His pantslegs, still damp from their earlier dush-bath, brushed the tops of hisdippers.
Hed never beieved people redly had dreamslike that anyway.

"Allan." The—Ghost>—shook his head, with alook of patience that immediately got Allan's back up.
Dammit, no onewas going to treat him like akid too stupid to know what was going on. "It'snot a
dream. Or acohol."

"Yeah? Thenwhat isit?'

"Why, it's Chrigmas!" On thelast word, he touched
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Allan's hand, and the lights did their flickering routine again. Since there were no man-made lights, just
that from the sun, the effect was interesting. When the light steadied, thistime they stood in a crowded
department store, filled with hurried last-minute shoppers. Most of the faces here had expressions



oppositethose in the plaza. Good will was at alow ebb.

Allan thought he recognized the store, but he wasn't going to let himsdlf be distracted thistime. "All right,
you're the Ghost of Christmas Present. Grest. It's crazy, but dl right, I'll go dong for now. So why me?
Andwhy arewe here?'

"So you can see Christmas, Allan. And we're here so you can see—that\"

The Ghost pointed to adisplay Allan knew dl too well. He could have sketched it blind drunk; he'd been
living with it for months. Tinkle-Tunes. Damn, he hated those things. The endlessly repeated snatches of
songs, played by the dightly off-key microchip, had ruined what never was a good season for Allan.

"They get on my nervesaswell," the Ghost said. His voice was lowered, even though once more no one
seemed to notice them. "Why you couldn't have used a decent recording—but that's not important. There
iswhy we are here, why you are here.”

A little girl was staring at the display of tiny colored lights, her eyes opened wide enough to riva her
mouth. Allan was hazy on the ages of actud children, dthough he was an expert at assgning age
groupings to toys. He thought she might be about five, but it was possible she was younger. She was cute
enough to bein commercids, though.

"No, not acommercid,” the Ghost said. Allan jumped dightly; wasthe guy reading hismind now?"To us,
these toys arejunk. And they're off-key. But to her, the lights are aglimpse of Magic. | wear them for
her, not you."

Shedid look like she saw morein the stuff than he did, Allan thought. His memory flashed to the mo-
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ment of sparkle that had accompanied the origind ideafor Tinkle-Tunes, the moment that marked al of
his best ideas. That one split second when he gtill believed in magic. Then the memory faded, asthe
moments dways did. Before he could say anything, the store lights faded aswell. He recognized where
they were when the light came back, and shuddered. They werein the family room of his brother's house
out in Schaumburg. His nephews were fighting over the Nintendo.

"Here?" Hisvoice cracked on the single word. Neither boy looked around, which wasn't asurprise. The
boys weren't too big on Miss Manners stuff. But when his sster-in-law passed through the room with a
digtracted, "Boys, settle down!" and complete indifference to Allan and the Ghogt, he relaxed. They were
goparently gill invisble, which meant thistime, a least, he wouldn't have to put up with hisbrother's
interminable stories about hisjob.

By thistime the boys had switched their fight to another toy. With ajolt, Allan realized the Chrisgmastree
in the corner no longer had the piles of professiondly wrapped packages under it that had nudged the
lower branchesthe last time held been over. Instead, there were drifts of wadded-up colored paper in
one corner, an overflowing trash basket with more paper in another and severd of the toys held gotten
wholesalefor the brats were lying around, abandoned. The blue Dragon Dude had aready lost hislance.

"Hey, today's just December 22!"



"We are here so you may see the present Christmas,” the Ghost said. He winced dightly as Joey, the
younger boy, set up awall of "I'mteling!”

"Why me? I'm no Scrooge.” Allan pushed back the memory of the petition to get rid of the bell-ringers.
That did sound alittle bit like bah-humbug, when he stopped to think about it. "And what happened to
the Past Ghost?"

236
Kate Danid
"Have you memories of past Christmases you cherish?’

Allan didn't answer that one. He and his younger brother had grown up in ahouse that was dways
freezing, no matter what the temperature. Plenty of everything but life,

The non-answer was answer enough. The Ghost nodded and said, " These two are noisy, but if my
colleague ever needsto vigt them, hell find materid to work with. These won't be bad memoriesin

twenty years."

"That?' John was making faces a Joey now.

The Ghost shuddered again, but he also smiled. "Obnoxious twerps, aren't they? But they're normd,
Allan. Loud, and not the best behaved kids I've seen, but—normal. They'll have decent memories." He
touched Allan's hand. Thistime his voice continued as the lights started changing again. "None of the toys
you've given them are part of those future memories, though.”

"They never say anything besides, 'Isthat al thereis? " Allan whined the last words out, hisvoice
jumping two octaves.

"Possibly they don't mean toys,” the Ghost said. ™Y ou could be part of their memories, if you—do you
recognize this place?'

For thefirg time since they left hisliving room, Allan didn't have any idea of wherethey were. It wasa
big step down the socid ladder from the placesthey'd been. Many of the peoplein this crowd were
wearing clothes that |ooked astired and old asthey did. The large room was warm, too warm in fact, but
the congtantly opening door sent icy breezes aong the floor. It was some sort of charity medls
organization, he supposed, since al the long tableswerefilled with people eating. A number of them were
shoveing thefood in with alack of manners equa to his nephews, but not dl of them. And while he
gpotted quite afew obvious winas, there were anumber of family groups aswell. The more he looked at
the crowd, the more
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it looked like a cross-section, like the people in the plaza or the department store. Except these people
were egting a charity medl.

"l getit," he sad. "The whole thing's about those damned kettles, right? That'swhy I'm getting the
cut-rate Ghost business, isn't it? I'm not afull Scrooge, so | don't get thefull act, | just get one of the



three stooges...."
"What kettles?'
The whole story came tumbling out of Allan's mouth before he knew he wastdlingit. The

sdf-judtification he heard in his own voice made him wince, but he couldn't stop. Finaly heran out of
words and excuses.

"So, what's next?" hefinished bitterly. "A Christmas Future that |ooks like the Grim Reaper, to tell mel'll
croak before next year if | don't give dl my money awvay and save Tiny Tim?"

"Asyou sad, Allan, you only got one of the three— stooges, | think you caled us" At that, Allan took a
closer look at the Ghost. The bastard was laughing a him. If you could cal! aghost that. Funny, this guy
redly didn't sound much like the ones Dickens had written about.

"Master Dickenswrote for adifferent world. And he dressed it up abit, to suit the style of the times.”
Hed read Allan's mind again. "But for what it'sworth, I'm not here because you're scheduled to die. You
might be, but | wouldn't know about that. No, thisisjust asmal reminder."

"Because of the kettles. | knew it,"” Allan said.

"Asamatter of fact, thisisn't the Sdvation Army. It's the Community Home Soup Kitchen. Different
outfit. They do alot of the same sort of thing, though. No, we came here to see one of my people, one
you know." The Ghost pointed to the serving line.

Allan looked at the short stocky man behind the counter scooping up mashed potatoes and swore.
"Damn it, what's he doing here? And what do you
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mean, one of your people? Jake doesn't even celebrate Christmas!”

"I know. He has his own traditions." The Ghost smiled broadly toward Jake, who was joking around
with the peoplein line, chatting with them, asthough he did this every day. Like he worked hereinstead
of being the vice prez of an up-and-coming toy company. "It counts, it al counts. For Jake, thisisa
mitzvah. December 25, he comes and helps out down here, lets some of the Christian volunteers have the
day off. Twelve years now he'sbeen doing it. A tradition. Like | said, he's one of mine." Allan could have
sworn the Ghost whispered mazel tov to Jake.

And without any lightshows, Allan was back in hisliving room.

"Jesus, don't do that!" he gasped. "I wasjust getting to know how to tell we were going to jump, and you
changethings. Isthe tour over?"

No answer.



Allan looked around. No Ghost. No trace of anyone ese. It was night again; there was the semi-dark of
acity night sky beyond the drawn curtains. Thefilm creditswererollingonthe TV.

He collgpsed onto the couch, breathing hard. There was his glass, still on its Sde, adarkish stain on the
cream carpet where asmall amount of liquid had spilled onto the rug. He picked it up and sniffed it
suspicioudy. It smelled of expensive booze and nothing ese, but would he be ableto tell if there were
anything dsethere?

After awhile he got up and fixed himsdlf another drink, opening afresh bottle just to be on the safe sde.
Allan didn't think he'd lost his grip on redlity, which meant that either someone had dipped him some
chemical dreams, or he'd been adeep, or it had happened. All right, supposeit really had happened?

Hetried to remember the ending of the movie. Hed seen it before, even if he hadn't redlly watched it
tonight, and years before that he'd read the story. The

last Ghost had been the one for the future, and Scrooge hadn't had much to look forward to. But
Scrooge had been ahard case. He wasn't. Thiswasjust alittle warning, the Ghost had said so. Allan
was rdieved, snce he didn't even have any bed curtainsto be stolen from his corpse, ringsand dl, and
he didn't like to think what the 1990s equivaent would be. DOA in an dley and nobody identifying the
body, maybe. Something grim.

On the other hand, the Ghost had said he didn't know. Not that Allan wouldn't die, but that the ghost
didn't know. And desth wasn't the only possibility. That soup kitchen—it would be ahdll of anoteif the
next holiday saw him across from Jake, getting afree meal, one of those people. For amoment, Allan
had a chilling vison of standing there, hisfeet colder than they'd, been while hed stood in the snow in his
dippers dongside the Ghost. He could feel the holesin the bottom of his expensive shoes, the achein his
bones from deeping beneath abridge. Then it faded. The Ghost of Chrismas Y et to Come hadn't really
vidgted him. Just Christmas Present.

Jake. There was apossible redlity check. If Jakeredly did volunteer at that place every Christmas— but
that was no good ether. Allan redlized glumly that was the sort of thing that he could have heard without
listening to, fue for his subconscious. If it was adream. Or ahdlucination.

Allan had several more drinks, considering it. After awhile, he redized he wasn't making any progress,
hewas just getting drunk. Hefindly said to hell with it and went to bed.

The dream or whatever it had been wasfogged in his memory the next morning by ahangover of classic
proportions. He considered caling in sick, but it wasthe last day before the holiday, and it wouldn't look
good. Hefindly madeit in to the office, feding like his complexion was a nice seasona green.
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But the hangover, or nightmare or whatever, paid off. Halfway through the morning, Allan came up with
what he thought was his best idea yet. The Ghost Gang! Maybe held be able to find some sort of
thermo-sengitive plastic, so the ghosts could turn invisible in the kids hands. Hed try the idea out on the
brats when he spent Christmas out at his brother's, the way he dways did. And he'd spend hisweek off
outlining the proposal, so he could turn it in as soon as he got back to work in January.



By thetime he lft that afternoon, Allan's briefcase held sketches and an outline for a possible cartoon
tie-in show. Onimpulse, he stopped as he left the building, right in front of the woman swinging her bell.
Ignoring the startled ook on her face, he mumbled "Merry Christmas' as he fished in his pocket for
change. He dropped the dime in the kettle, the,n hurried to the curb to hail acab. Behind him, the woman
called out astartled thanks.

Ghosts, huh. Nothing had happened the night before; he'd just had too much to drink while watching an
old movie. Nothing more than that. He could use it, and he would. For the Ghost Gang.

But alittle insurance never hurt.

THE GHOST OF CHRISTMAS SCAMS

by LeaHernandez

LeaHernandez is a successful comic book artist and writer; thisis her third sciencefiction story.

Snow, fdling in sticky clumps, patted the windows of Detective Pere Sampson's office on the second
floor of the downtown station of the Police Department. She looked past the white blobs suiciding, then
melting, againgt the glass to the department store across the street. It was festooned with the tackiest
holiday frippery money could buy: giant evergreen wreaths on the marble facade, wicker reindeer
anchored by their festive crotches with theft-deterring chains to planters on the sdewalk.

The front doors were flanked by atoy-collecting Marine on one side, and a Sdvation Army bellringer ail
the other. The congtant tink-a-tink-a-tink was driving her crazy. Pere thought again about wearing ear
plugs until Christmas was over. Only one week to go, raid it would be.

"Hey, it's Rudolph the Red-Nosed Rein-Pere! 1"ow's my favorite holiday empath?' The door to Pere's
office banged open, and Cholly King bounded in, waving afile. Cholly was dmost dways happy and

noisy, and was, with Christmas coming, even happier and noisier. He smiled often, which made his eyes
scrunch up. Pere fixed him with ahard look over the top of her glasses, deciding that she didn't care for

247

242

LeaHernandez

scrunched-up eyes, especidly cheerful scrunched-up eyes.

Cholly stopped smiling, and looked around her office. "Woah. Maybe it's Pere Scrooge. Where are your
decorations? Didn't Kelly at least bring you awreath?"

"lan't my cheerful holiday demeanor enough? Don't you fed thelovein thisroom?1 told Kedly I'd put him
out with the reindeer acrossthe street if he tried to hang even one pine needle in here. Gimmethat." Pere
snatched the file from Cholly as he went to the window.

"Ouch!" said Cholly as helooked at the hapless deer. " Say, you reconsidered that Christmas Eve din—"

"What isthis, Chally? Little old men and ladies giving away lots of money to perfectly good charities? So
what?"



"Well ..." Chally began.

"Arether kids afraid they won't get anyr inheritance? If theré's a problem, thisone'sfor fraud.”
|—

"Y ou know | only dedl with ghostsand hauntings.”

"That'sthe thing, Pere. AH of thesefolks say that they weretold to give the money away."

"By ghodts?"

"By the Ghost of Christmas Past.”

"Oh, yes. Just likeinthe story. A pretty child with abowl on her head, and when she lifted it off, there
wasalight. Areyou sure you don't want a cookie?"

"No, thank you." Pere waved the plate of sugared Santa faces away. The woman she was questioning
wastiny, with snowy hair and pink skin. Shelooked ... efin. Pere winced inwardly. Chrismas was
following her everywhere.

"So, the firgt night the ghost showed you ..." Pere hesitated. " Christmases past?”

"Yesl I've dwaysloved Christmas. The ghost showed me my childhood again. It waslovely. | was
married on—"
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"When did the ghost tell you to give away your money?"

"When it came back."

"Came back?'

"Oh, yes. The ghost came back the next night and told me where to send my money."
"And wherewas that?'

"To children's charities. Y ou know: shelters, hospitals. She said | mustn't forget that Chrissmas wasfor
the children.”

"Hasthe ghogt visted snce?'
"No."

"Mindif | look around?'
"Not at al."

Thewoman lived in what was obvioudy a comfortabl e retirement. The two-bedroom house was



furnished with antiques, but aminimum of kitsch. A large Chrissmas tree twinkled in the front window, the
angd on top blowing akiss. Pere could sense none of the usua resonances of a haunting, but she thought
shefelt something else.

"Do you think the ghost will be back?" asked the woman.

"| don't think s0."

"Oh, that's too bad. She was so pretty.”

"So what we got isolder folks, al of them look like they've got some money, dl of them visited two,
three times. Not much of ahaunting.” Cholly tapped his pen againg his chin.

"If it isahaunting, it's not a very accurate one. How many visited so far?' asked Pere.
Choally flipped through his notebook. "Five."

"Consecutive nights?'

" egh”

"How big an area?"

"All over. But only in pretty nice, but not too nice, if neighborhoods.”
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"Have we gotten any calls from anyone who's been visited once?’

"Yeah. A fellow named Michael Weeks."

"Thisin the papersyet?'

"Nope. About that dinner ..."

"Good. Kegp it out. I'm going to spend the night with Mr. Weeks. Y ou have pen marks on your chin.”

Mr. Weeks, to Pere's chagrin, looked like Santa. He was roly-poly, and more appallingly cheerful than
Cholly. He welcomed her into his comfortable house with alaugh suspicioudy like aho-ho-ho.

"Y ou'rethe investigator from the station? The em-path? Y ou read minds?"

Ho-ho-ho. "No, Mr. Weeks, | don't read minds. | read fedlings. My specidty isin reading resonances
from hauntings and communicating with the ghogis that make or leave them.”

"Thefedings of dead people?’

How could anyone talk about ghosts and |ook so damned cheerful! Pere wondered.



"Mogt ghosts are only one strong fedling: anger, hurt, confusion....”

"This ghost wasn't like any of those. It looked and acted like anicekid. | know kids."

"Y ou don't play Santaat the madl, do you?'

"No."

Thank goodness.

"They overcharge folksfor crummy Polarotds, and pay the Santas nothing...."

Pere was amost beginning to like Mr. Weeks.

"| play Santaat the children's hospitas.”

Pere suddenly fdt like the star in ademented play: "Chrissmasin Y our FACE!" Thereredly wasno
escape thisyear. She made an effort not to look at Mr. Weeks tree, the one he wastelling her his
children and grandchildren had helped him decorate.

‘That'svery nice, Mr. Weeks. Let's get started.”
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*' Pere sat cross-legged on acushion in the closet of Mr. Weeks bedroom, where she quietly sipped
coffee to stay awake. The door, when open dightly, showed . her al of the room except the window. A
two-way radio, itstwin on Weeks nightstand, carried the sound "of his deep breathing to her hideout.
Pere's plan was to observe the ghost for one night, then try to get it to leave or catch it the next. She
didn't haveto try hard to convince Mr. Weeksto feign enough uncertainty to insure that the ghost would
return athird time; he had ahammy side dmost as expansive as his cheery one. Pere hoped he wouldn't
overdo things.

It was nearly one o'clock when Pere heard a soft

* 'whooshing over the monitor, closely followed by awhiff of cold, snowy air. She couid hear Mr.
Weeks

» whispered "Who's there?" followed by asoft responsei over the radio. Pere leaned carefully toward
the door to get alook.

There was someone at the foot of Weeks bed. She
was pretty, and dressed in awhite gown, but she
looked more like ateenager than achild. Her hair
.looked blonde—no. Pere blinked, hard. Her hair had

1 looked decidedly dark for aninstant. Her lipswere



, moving, forming words, but Pere could only make out

= Weeks sde of the exchange.

"—back, just like you promised. What do you

» want, Ghogt?*

Pererolled her eyes. Thiswas exactly what she didn't want.

"l do many good works aready. Areyou sureyou ,. want meto givemoney?'' Don't lose her!

"I don't know. If you come back tomorrow, I'll be-, tieve you'refor redl. Y ou can tell me where to send
money then."' A last whisper from the ghost, and she faded out

«.of Sght.
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Pere waited until Weeks called her over the monitor.

"Did you see her?!

Pere stepped out of the closet, stretching and rubbing her legs. "Yes." She went to the spot where the
ghost had stood. The resonances were fresh, and nothing like the psychic echoes of arestless spirit. Pere
went to the window. There were smdl puddles of snow melting onthesill. A flicker of movement caught
her eye. Disappearing over Mr. Weeks* backyard fence was afigure dressed in white.

"So what did you think of the ghost? Wasn't she something?”

"Mr. Weeks, whatever that just was, it wasn't any ghost.”

"Chally, did any of the hauntings take place on the same night?*

"Nope." Cholly was tapping apen on hischin again. It was capped. "What do you make of this?'
"Likel told Mr. Weeks, it's definitely not aghost. The fedingsareall wrong."

"Wdl, whet isit?"'

"| checked the yard, which is something no one bothered to do at any of the other hauntings, because
everyonewas S0 sure it was aghost. Our spirit took atrail where the snow was shalow, and swept her
tracks on the way out. I've never met aghost that had to cover atrail "

"So why do people think they're seeing aghost?'

"I'm going to find out tonight. And before you ask. you know | don't do Christmas, and that includes
dinner.”



Pere was hiding in Mr. Weeks bed, pillows stuffed around her to approximate his shape. Mr. Weeks
was spending the night with hiswonderful daughter. She tugged the covers over her heed, and waited for
one o'clock.
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Pere was awakened by the sound of many tiny bells *ringing. A soft voice was sighing, caling. "Michad,
AMiiichadl . . ." Pere pedled back one corner of thet fcovers. The bedroom window was open, acold,
snow-r"anying wind blowing in. Had shefadlen adegp?£  "Miiichadlll . .. Miiiichedllll . . ." £f Pere
threw back the covers, kicking pillows out of 4 the way. The ghost was there, robed in white, her
Alwight blonde hair curling around her rosy-cheeked j* lace. The ghost might have been smiling until Pere
~ popped out from under the blankets. Now she looked ~'e"xtremely surprised. She fatered, and for an
ingant

;;Pere glimpsed the dark-haired teenager that she had " seen the night before. */ ™Y ou're not — " she
sputtered, al ghostly compo-

Mure gone. She moved quickly for thewindow. Pere
'Sprang out of the bed and caught her in aflying tackle.

TWhen they stopped rolling, Pere could see that she 5f,was holding a dark-skinned, dark-haired girl in
af-£rhitedress. 4' "What do you think you're doing?' Pere demanded.

["the girl smiled benignly, and the room disappeared.

i» ...Waking past store after store decorated with toys
*£- -and Christmas trees straight out of achild'sdreams. . .
\ December after December, whereevery kid talked

?r about what Santa was bringing, or even of Chanukah
"'v..every kid but Pere Sampson . , . year after year
~where the countdown to the twel fth month was a count-

fj' down to misery, then numbness, until twelve-twenty-five
"e>e Was just another square on another calendar that would
* bethrown out in lessthan aweek . . . Stop! . . . gifts of

" clothing and toys from friend's parents returned . . .

, " Stop it! ... parents too broke, too proud, too angry



* ...Getout! ...toafford Christmas. . . Get out of ...

A jo'accept help . . . Pere Sampson doesn 't do Christmas
$i*.. Get out of my head! . . . "About thet dinner . . ."
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"Get out of my head! 1t won't work! | didn't have Christmas!"

Thevisonsand illusonswere gone, and Pere was angrily shaking someone by the shoulders. She dmost
couldn't fed the funny way her eyeswere ginging.

"Hey lady! Lady! Stop! | give up! Lady, you're hurting me!™
Pere opened her hands abruptly, and the girl staggered away, rubbing her shoulders.
"Don't even think about going for the window, kid."

"I won't." Thegirl turned to look at Pere. "Jesus, lady, at least me and my folks believe. Christmas hasn't
been goodtoyou at al.”

Chally came into Perée's office with a subdued bound, remembering the reindeer. Pere was finishing her
report.

"Nicework, Pere, but you knew it wasn't aghost right awvay. Why didn't you just let someone elsetake
over?'

"Because | figured if it wasn't aghogt, it had to be an empath. | wanted to know."

"How'd she get in and out without being seen?’

"By being careful. Not hearing awindow open was part of the whole act. It was agood act, too. Shed
case the houses, looking for people who put up trees, who had grandchildren visit, that kind of stuff. She
never visited more than one person anight. She's good, but sheld wear hersaf out. It didn't awayswork,
either. When she could tell someone wasn't buying the act, she'd fade and not go back.”

"Why'd shedoit?'

"Because her family's broke, and her little sster issick. She knew sheld get nailed if money went straight
to her family, so she was convincing people to donate to charities that would help her sister and her folks.
Imagine that—ahd pful scam!”

"'So what happensto her now?"
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"School. She'stoo good to run around loose. She's perfect for some tal ented-and-gifted program.”



"What about the old folks?'

"Nobody's pressing charges. Nobody wants their money back. Because she's anice kid who wastrying
to get help. Because ..." Pere frowned.

"Becauseit's Chrigmead"

"l suppose s0."

"That bother you, Pere?' Cholly suddenly glanced past her shoulder to the windowsill. " Say, what's that?"
Pere whirled and snatched something from the window before Cholly reached it.

"| saw that, Pere. It'sa Christmastree.”

"Itisnot.” Pere rductantly placed atiny potted evergreen on the desk. Cholly bent to look at it.

"Y ou Hill haven't gotten this Christmas thing down yet, Pere. Where are the ornaments? Where's the
dar?'

"It'snot a Chrismastree. It'sa Solstice tree. My pagan cousin sent it.”

"Itsadart." Cholly beamed at her, his eyes scrunching up. "Okay, if you don't do Christmas Eve dinner,
would you do Solstice dinner?"

Maybe scrunched-up eyes weren't that bad, Pere thought. If Cholly could just take the edge off his
chearfulness....

"Youreon."

WISHBOOK DAYS

by Janni Lee Smner

Janni Simner isafull-time editor who recently started writing sciencefiction; thisisher sixth sde.

"Hey, hey, hey, it'sthe Ghost of Christmas Future, coming straight at you from KHSN, your home
shopping network!"

Gary groaned and opened hiseyes. A tall, thin figure stood at the foot of his bed. It wore ared robe,
loosdly belted, and itswhite beard fell to itswaist. The air around it shimmered, and dtatic crackled asit
gpoke. "It'saready July, and you know what that means. Only 175 days |eft until the big gift-giving day!"
Gary buried hisfacein hispillow. If heignored it, maybe it would go away.

"But for alimited time only, I'm prepared to offer you a specid ded!"

"I'm sureyou are,” Gary grumbled. He threw the pillow across the room. It flew straight through the man,
hitting the floor behind him with a soft thud.



Damn holograms.

Gary sghed. He swung hislegs over the edge of the bed and stood, pushing hisstringy hair out of his
face. "l disconnected my video, you know. That's supposed to take care of hologeeks like you."

The hologram continued, undaunted. " That's right—it's wishbook time at KHSN! Just like the
wish-books of the paper age, only better.” It nodded enthusiagtically, beard swaying from sideto side.
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Gary fumbled through the dirty clothes on the floor, pulling up ablue terrycloth robe. He belted it tightly
around himsdf and stumbled out of the bedroom. The hologram followed. Bits of robetrailed behind it
like confetti, flickering once or twice before dissolving into the air.

Theliving room was amess. To the right, beer cans and takeout cartons were strewn across afaded blue
couch. To theleft, asmal television was crammed between a grime-coated window and the outside
door. By the far wall, a stain had spread across the brown carpet, stretching from the closed office door
to the kitchen entryway. Gary kicked aside a pizza box and walked across the room. The carpet felt
warm and ticky beneath hisfeet.

The kitchen floor was sticky, too, damp with summer heat. The microwave door had swung open,
reveding ahalf-full bowl of oatmed. Dishes were piled high in the Snk. Gary opened the back door,
letting in ahot breeze. He had turned off the central air amonth ago, after held lost his job. What choice
did he have? Not much work for an unemployed print journdist, not with St. Louis last hardcopy paper
out of business and the nationa papers close behind.

Gary reached for the phone—a small, handheld unit, with illuminated buttons and along antenna— and
dided.

"Yes," hetold the operator who answered, "1'd like the number for KHSN."

The hologram stepped in front of Gary, throwing its arms open wide. "No longer are you limited by the
handful of items mere paper can hold! The Ghost of Christmas Future will ddliver any product to your
door—any product at dl!"

Gary couldn't hear the operator speak. He dammed the phone down on the counter.

"But this specid offer won't last forever—only until Christmas! So order now, and make al your loved
ones dreams come true.”
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Gary buried hishead in hishands. A headache was beginning behind his eyes. "Just get logt, will you?'

The hologram froze for amoment. Then it flickered, once, and continued.



"Would you likeaKHSN estimate before | proceed?’
"Just go away," Gary said.

"KHSN thanks you for your patronage. Remember—if we don't deliver to your specifications, your
account will not be charged.”

"What account?' Gary looked up, but the hologram was gone.

"Thank God," he muttered. The privacy act of '23 was supposed to take care of unwanted holograms,
but sometimes something dipped through. Helifted the phone again and dided. Thistime, no one
interrupted, and he quickly reached aKHSN receptionist.

"Yes," Gary told the man on the other end of theling, "thisis Gary Carpenter in &. Louis. I'd liketo
report an unauthorized video intrusion....”

Gary pounded afist againgt his computer. The hard drive groaned, then went silent. He pounded it again.
Nothing. Damn.

After two months of job hunting, held finally landed afredance assgnment, writing for one of the
electronic tabloids. It wasn't hardcopy, but at least it wasn't one of the video rags, where you had to
gtand in front of acameraand ddiver the story yoursdf. Gary was awriter, not an actor—though fewer
and fewer people understood the difference.

Of coursg, if he didn't get the computer running again soon, it wouldn't matter if he danced and played the
saxophone, too—he'd miss his deadline. He sighed, looking about the room. It was an overgrown closet,
really; the computer and printer took up most of the space. Beneath the room's only window hed
managed to squeeze in arickety bookcase. A few dozen mass market paperbacks, from the days when
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paper bookswere still printed, lay piled on the shelves.

Gary gtared out the window. The leaves were just beginning to turn from yellow to red, and the air
amelled faintly of winter. He breathed deeply. Maybe he should do something else for awhile. There
were billsto ded with, after dl, though that was ajuggling act of itsown. HEd have to pay his ex-wife, if
nothing ese, or Claire'slawyer would get on his case again. Claire had ajob that paid well enough, and
their son had left for collegein Vermont ayear ago, but Claire till insisted on receiving support.
Therewas asound like static, and Gary turned hopefully back to the computer.

"Hey, hey, hey—it'sthe Ghost of Christmas Future!™

The hologram stood there, shimmering brightly. "1 have granted your wishbook request!" it said. Us head
bobbed up and down, like an overeager puppy.

Not again, Gary thought. He stood.



"I didn't make awishbook request,” he said, struggling to keep hisvoice low. "I spoketo KHSN two
months ago, after the last time you crashed through my apartment. So if you don't get lost—fast—your
gponsors are going to have alawsuit on their hands.”

"You asked meto get lost last duly,” the hologram said. A big, stiff grin spread acrossitsface. "'l have just
returned from afull thirty-four days, eight hours, three minutes, and seven one-thousandths of a second
being lost! Would you like asummary of your bill?*

Firdt it invaded his home, and now it wanted him to pay for the privilege. Great. "What hbill?* Gary
demanded.

The hologram made aclicking sound, asif it were pushing its tongue againgt the roof of its mouth—or,
more likely, accessng memory. Gary had never understood how a hologram could be operated by a
computer thousands of miles away. Never cared, either.

When the hologram spoke again, Us voice seemed
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differ, somehow, less human. "Expenses,” it began. "One hour writing 'get lost' program. Eighteen hours
circumventing safeguards that prevent holograms from leaving the system. Thirty-five minutes writing 'get
found' program. Thirty-four days, eight hours, three minutes, and seven one-thousandths of a second
being logt. Total cost: $29,892.64."

"Nicetry,”l Gary said. "Listen, | never asked for any of this—"

Another click. "In atransaction dated 8:39 am. on July 3, 2031, you ingtructed the KHSN Christmas
Ghost to just get lost.1 Would you like an audio playback of the exchange?"

"No thanks," Gary said. Then he laughed. "It doesn't matter, anyway. | don't have that kind of cash.”
"KHSN a0 accepts check, charge, and dectronic transfer from savings. Which would you prefer?”
"l don't oweyou," Gary said. Couldn't thisthing take ahint?

"Areyou refusing to pay your bill?" the hologram asked.

"Damnright| am."

The hologram froze. "' Accessing dient information—"

“I'mnot a—"

"Name: Gary Carpenter. Assets: checking, $2.93; savings, $30,097." There was a moment's silence.
"Tota bill, $29,892.64, has been deducted from savings."

"Hey!" Gary sad. "That was my rent money. And Claire—"

"Yes, it'sanother fine product, brought to you by KHSN, your home shopping network!" The hologram



nodded cheerfully. "Our wishbook promoation is still going strong. Isthere something € se the Christmas
Ghost can bring you?"

Thiswasn't funny anymore. "1 want my money back,” Gary said.
"Perhaps a gift for the specid someonein your
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life—apersond trinket that says'l love you' better than words.”

A rueful grin crossed Gary'sface at that; he couldn't helpit. "Y ou think there's a pecial someonein my
Ufe, do you?'

"Now, thanksto KHSN, you have the power to make your loved ones wishes come true!
Gary laughed bitterly. ™Y ou show methat special someone, and then we can talk about gifts.”
The hologram froze again. "Would you like a KHSN estimate before | proceed?”

"Oh, no, you don't. Not again." Gary took an angry step forward, then stopped. What was he going to
do—attack the thing? He'd seen peopletry to attack holograms before. It looked damn silly.

"KHSN thanks you for your patronage. Remem-ber-tif we don't ddliver to your specifications, your
account will not be charged.” The hologram flickered and (disappeared. Gary glared at the spot where it
had been.

He stormed out of the office, through the living room and into the kitchen. He grabbed the phone,
stabbing at the buttons. His voice, when he reached the receptionist, was loud and angry. Yes, Gary
explained, held called before. Y es, they'd said they would take care of it. The receptionist transferred him
to customer service.

He was transferred twice more before someone could help him. The woman he finally reached asked
more questions. Name. Address. The amount of money in dispute. She pulled up hisrecords as she

spoke.

"Oh," she said, sounding startled, "it seemsyou dready had an order in the last time you called. We cantt
cancel accounts with requests still pending.”

"What do you mean, | had an order in?"

The woman's voice was S0 polite Gary wanted to scream. " Something about getting lost.” She hesitated.
"They're not supposed to be able to do that," she said.
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"Damn right—that thing wiped out my savingd”



"Wadl, I'm sorry you've had such problems;”" the woman said. "Why don't we start by canceling your
account agan?"

"Why don't you?' Gary sad.
The receptionist was sllent, the only sound her fingers againgt the keypad. "Oh, my," shesaid at last.
"What now?'

"It seems you have another request pending. Y ou've ordered a—a special someone, our records say.
That sure sounds strange, doesn't it?"

"Y ou're asking me? Listen, just unorder it and cancel my account, okay? According to the privacy act—"

"You'l have to spesk to amanager,” the woman said. She sounded relieved. "I'll have someone return
your cdl, if that'sdl right with you.”

"No, it'snot dl right,” Gary began, but then he heard adid tone. The woman had adready hung up. He
dammed the phone back down on the counter. Damn computers. More trouble than they were worth.

He sghed and returned to his office, to seeif he could get his own machine running again.

Gary couldn't restart the computer on his own, and the repair person couldn't come until three days later.
He missed his deadline, and amonth later, he stili hadn't found more work. KHSN hadn't fixed his
account, either, though they ingsted they were working on it. That meant Gary couldn't visit hisson, up at
college, for Thanksgiving.

"Y eah, John, I'm sorry, t0o." Gary stood in the kitchen, holding the phone tightly in one hand. With the
other, he rummaged through the refrigerator for abeer. The room was chilly, but he wastrying not to
dart the heat yet. "Airfare's just too high right now. Maybe when your Mom fliesyou in for Chrismas—"
John's voice sounded thin through the phone. "There's dways the teleport, Dad.”

"Y ou know how | fed about thosethings" Gary
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wasn't about to et someone break him into tiny pieces, send him over the radio waves, and reassemble
him on the other end, no matter how chegp it was. HEd remained in one piece for over forty years. He
intended to stay that way.

"Comeon, Dad. It's safer than driving, you know."

The argument was an old one, and Gary wasn't in the mood to repest it. "I haveto go, John. You havea
good holiday, okay?"

"Yeah, Dad. Sure" Gary couldn't tell whether his son was angry or disappointed, but John hung up
without saying anything ese.



Gary'd make it up to John in December. What e se could he do? Right now, he couldn't even pay the
tent, and the last of his credit cards had reached itslimit. He Sighed, taking asip from his beer.

Static crackled. Gary wondered if held | eft the phone on, but then he heard aloud voice behind him.
"Hey, hey, hey, it'sthe Ghost of Christmas Future!™

Gary didn't even turn around. "What are you doing here?" he asked through clenched teeth.

"I have granted your wishbook request! A 'specia someone iswaiting for you, just beyond your door!"
Gary whirled about. The hologram stood there, abroad grin plastered to itsface.

"ThisI've got to see.” Gary st the beer down and strode past the hologram, through the living room and

to the front door. He reached for the doorknob, then stopped. The hologram couldn't redlly have found
him someone, could it? Of course not, he decided, but his hands started shaking. He threw the door

open.
His ex-wife stood there, with afrown on her face and a suitcase in each hand.

Asdways, her brown hair was short and nest, her suit perfectly tailored. Her black pumps were newly
polished. Injeansand atorn T-shirt, Gary felt suddenly shabby. He wasn't even wearing shoes.

"Claire"” Gary said. "What an unexpected—" He
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hestated, fumbling for words. "What an unexpected surprise.”

"Don't fool yoursdf,” Claire said. She stepped insde, setting the suitcases down by thetelevison. "I'm
only herefor themoney.”

Of courseshewas. "l just put in for transfer of this month's payment,” Gary lied. ™Y ou should haveit by
morning."

Claire smoothed an invisible wrinkle from her skirt. "Not your money,” she said. She walked over to the
couch, where the hologram stood watching them. Pizza boxes were piled on the cushions, Claire picked
one up and sniffed it. "Thisplaceisadisagter. If I'm going to live here, you'll haveto cleanit up." She
glanced at aclugter of beer cans on the floor. "And no drinking, not in my home,"

"Since when isthisyour home?' Gary reached for abeer can, gulping the contents defiantly. Theliquid
tasted warm, like acid. Gary spit it back into the can.

Clarerolled her eyes. "Don't be gross, Gary." She gestured toward the hologram. " This thing promised



meamillion dollarsto livewith you. That'sthe only reason I'm here.”

"That'sright!" the hologram said. "This pecid gift isyours, courtesy of KHSN and the Christmas Ghost!
And because our wishbook days are still going strong, we're charging only 20 percent above cost—a
mere $1,200,000!"

"Get out,” Gary sad.

"Areyou refusing to pay your bill?* the hologram asked.

"Not you," Gary sad, looking into Claire's brown eyes. "Her. Get out.”

"Not until it paysme," Clairesad.

"Will that be check, cash, charge, or eectronic transfer from savings?' the hologram asked hel pfully.
"Shel'snot staying here. I'm ..." Gary smiled. "I'm sending her back. Returning the purchase.”

"Who are you cdling apurchase?' Claire's eyes flashed with anger, and she pursed her lipstogether.
"KHSN does offer amoney back guarantee. Does this product somehow not meet your specifications?
If s0, please explain. Speak dowly and distinctly, and tell Us how this specid someone..." « "She's not
my fucking specid someone! She's my ex-wife, and she'sleaving. Now!" Gary stormed over to the door
and flung it open. "Get out!" *' i ~ Claire followed, but did not leave. "Not until | get fluid,” she said.

. The hologram appeared besde them, so suddenly they both jumped.

"KHSN issorry you are not completely satisfied,” " ft said. "Y ou are under no obligation to keep this
gpeciad someone. Would you like another?"

"Hel, no."

Claire stared at the hologram for amoment, then

turned and glared a Gary. "Whether | get my million

Of not," she sad dowly, "you gill owe me two

Months support. It had better be waiting in my ac-

, count by morning, or my lawyer'sgoing to pull the

AUg out from under you so fast you won't know what

hit you." She smiled sweetly and walked out the door.

Gary dammed it shut behind her.

"KHSN apologizes for not meeting your expectations. Is there something else we could get you

"You can get—" Gary cut off the sentence. He:" wasn't telling it to get logt, not again. Hetook a



deep breath. "No," he said, "there's nothing you can bring me.
Not unlessyou can find me some quick cash. Can you

tlo that, Mr. Ghost-from-KHSN?Y ou seem so good

a everythingdse"

; "KHSN can make dl your Christmas wishes come .jtrue," the hologram said smply. \t "Yeah?"
Gary laughed. "Get me my job back,
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"Would you likeaKHSN cost—"

"I'll teil you what I'd like. | want my job. On the old, hardcopy Post, the one that existed before dl this
computer stuff began. Y ou do that, and I'll pay it off for the rest of my lifeif | haveto."

"KHSN thanks you for your patronage,” the hologram said. "Asaways, if we don't meet your
expectations, your account will not be charged.” It flickered and was gone.

Gary laughed again, ahigh, wild sound. For along time he just stared at the spot where the hologram had
been. Then he walked to the kitchen and reached for the phone, gearing up for another fight with KHSN.
After amoment he sighed, setting the phone back down.

"Screw it," Gary said. He opened the fridge and reached for another beer instead.

By Christmas Eve, even Gary's beer money had run out. He turned instead to a bottle of old vodka,
purchased a decade before to celebrate hisfifteenth anniversary. His marriage hadn't lasted that long, and
now seemed as good atimeto drink it as any. He sat on the couch, with the bottle to one sdeand a
stack of papersto the other.

On top of the stack was a single sheet with the words "Eviction Notice" printed in red across the top.
Thefact that the landlord had used paper, and not computer mail, meant he was seriousthistime. Gary
had until January 1 to vacate the premises. That gave him eight days.

Benesth the eviction notice was a short note from John, saying he wouldn't have timeto visit before going
back to schoal. In the note John said he was sorry, but not asif he realy meant it.

Therest of the stack contained a series of |etters, each longer than the one before, from Claire's lawyer.
Thelast |etter said that they were going to take him to court, even if it meant driving him bankrupt. Gary
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faughed. There was nothing left to take. He reached fbr the bottle.



- "Hey, hey, hey, it'sthe Ghost of Christmas Future!” '-The hologram flickered into place in front of him.

- Gary lifted the bottle into the air. "Merry Christ-"mas," he said. "Y ou want some money, too?" " *'l
have granted your wishbook request! A job on the old, hardcopy Post iswaiting, just beyond your

door."

"Sureitis. It's Christmas, right? Anything can happen." Gary took agulp of vodka. "L et me guess—how
much do you want to charge for this privilege?'

"Codgts," the hologram began, "Development of time travel technology, twenty three billion, nine hun-«fred
thirty millionand—"

- There was aknock on the door. "Want to take bets on whether that'sthe landlord or the lawyer?* Gary
asked- He stood and stumbled toward the door.

Behind him, the hologram continued itslist. "Bribery of Van Neumann, $1,004; destruction of ENIAC,
$21,083; delay of second world war—" v Gary opened the door. It was dark outside, and mowing; the
greetlights|ooked funny through the thick white flakes.

A man stood in the doorway, not the landlord or the lawyer, but someone Gary had never met before.
Hewore ahat and strange suit, with abow tie fastened around his neck. Behind him, an old car was J
parked by the curb—an antique, by the looks of it, dating well before the turn of the century.

"Can| hdpyou?' Gary asked.

"Sure can, Gary." The man stepped inside, brushing

-flie snow from his shoulders. Gary shut the door be-t Hind him. "Ther€'s been aburglary, down by the
river, " and | need someoneto cover it for me. | know it's Christmas, but | was hoping that you could
help me Tout. The reporter on duty isaready busy.” t- Gary stared at the stranger. "Do | know you?" he
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The man seemed startled for amoment. Then he sniffed theair. "1 should have guessed,” hesaid. "It is
Christmas Eve, fter al. Think you can sober up fast enough to get to theriver?!

"We've never met," Gary said. Was he drunker than he realized?
The man laughed uneadily. "It's Ed Mathers, your editor on the Post."
Gary's editor had been awoman named Shawna McCullen.

"That'sright!" the hologram said. Gary and the stranger both turned at the sound. "This specid giftis
yours, courtesy of KHSN and the Christmas Ghost!"

Spedial gjft? What spedidl gjft?

The stranger looked from Gary to the shimmering hologram. "Oh, | get it,”" he said. "It'sa costume party,



isn'tit?1 thought you were dressed kind of strange. Well, I'm sorry to interrupt, but | really do need a
reporter.”

Gary glanced at his T-shirt and jeans, then back to the man. "Why don't you have a seat, Mr. Mathers? |
have ahologram to get rid of, but I'll be right with you, okay?"

"Mr. Mathers? Gary, you've caled me Ed for years."
Gary turned to the hologram. "We need to talk,” he said.

The hologram followed him into the kitchen. "This Mathers guy—he has something to do with you,
doesn't he?' Gary kept hisvoice low so the stranger couldn't hear.

"The KHSN Ghost has ddlivered, just in time for Christmad!™

"What ishe? An actor?"

"Y ou asked for ajob on the old, hardcopy Post—"

"It was ajoke. Thereisno hardcopy Post.”

"Would you likeasummary of your bill’? Development of timetravel technology—"
Gary sghed. "I'd better deal with Mr. Mathersfirs,
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you later." He stepped back into the living room, stopped. Something was wrong. He looked about the
room.

The couch was smdller, somehow, and the cushioned back looked stiff and uncomfortable. The carpeting
was gone; arug covered haf the hardwood floor. There was a fireplace where the television and
Window used to be. A log burned brightly, and the entire room smeiled of burnt wood.

No way, Gary thought.

> The bills had disappeared aswell. So had the vodka, unfortunately; Gary could have used adrink. He
felt horribly sober, with asick feding in his stomach that was worse than any hangover.

"I'll beright back," he told Mathers, and started wa king through the apartment. The hologram followed.
The kitchen had aso changed, though Gary had been there just amoment before. The microwave was
gone, and the refrigerator looked small and dingy. He dmost didn't recognize the telephone. It was made
of some sort of black metal, with adia on the base and an earpiece connected by a cord.

At least there weren't any dishesin the sink.

Gary took a deep breath and started toward his office. Then, with one foot in the doorway, he stopped
cold.



There was no computer. Just asmall, ancient-looking typewriter on awooden table, with asheet of white
paper threaded through the carriage. The keyswere all round, raised up off the base. The table was
propped againgt one wall. The other walls were lined with bookshelves, filled to overflowing with
hardcopy books.

"Youredly did this, didn't you?' Gary whispered. "Sent me back intime." He stared at the hologram.
"That'simpossible. That's goddamn impossible.”

"Nothing isimpossible during wishbook daysat KHSN."
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Gary waked dowly to one of the shelves and picked up abook. It had athick cover, and the binding
was edged with red and gold. Heflipped to the copyright page. "Printed in 2021," he read adoud.

"Ninety-eighth printing."

Helet out abreath. It wasatrick, that was dl, an actor and some new furniture. "Y ou blew it," hetold
the hologram. He laughed, but there was an edge of hysteriato it. "Y ou forgot to change the dates on the
books. Damn near fooled me, though. How'd you do it?'

"After an extensve analyss, it was determined that the best way to grant your wish wasto retard
technologica development.”

"Y ou mean time kept going, but nothing changed?”
"Thet iscorrect.”

"Noway," Gary said. Hisvoicerose. "Y ou can't do this. Y ou have to changeit back. Chrigt, | have bills
to pay. And my landlord to deal with. And Claire'slawyer. | haveto—"

Gary stopped mid-sentence. He had plenty to do— none of it pleasant.

"Would you like to return your gift?" the hologram asked.

Gary walked around the room, looking at the bookshelves. 1t'd been years since he'd seen this many
booksin one place. He stopped at the desk, and gazed at the typewriter. He hit akey. It made a
satisfying metdlic clack, and the letter "€ gppeared on the paper. Redl. Solid. Theletter wouldn't
disappear when he pulled out the plug.

Gary thought about hislandlord, about Claire. He thought about his son. Did John gtill exist inthis
unchanged world? He amost felt regret, but not quite.

Gary waked past the hologram and back into the living room. Mathers was standing, pacing in front of
the couch. "WdI?' he demanded. "Are you going to write this story or not?"
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Mathers wanted him to write. Not to act. not to run

computer—to write.

"Would you liketo return your gift?" the holo-

demanded.

"No," Gary said dowly, hardly believing hiswords. &#No, | don't."

"Hey," Mathers said, "tell your friend I'm sorry to up the party, but you redly haveto get going." "It's not
my friend,” Gary said. "It'sjust aholo-Heturned to faceit. If there weren't comput-he realized, there
shouldn't be holograms, ether.

-Yet it sill stood there.

- * "Will that be cash, check, charge, or eectronic [ransfer from savings?' When Gary didn't answer, the
continued. "Accessing savings.”" It was slent several seconds. "Unable to access savings. Unable 60
access KHSN mainframe. Awaiting further instruc-

-"tions" The hologram froze, then flickered and disappeared.

' Mathers jaw fell. "What the hel—"

~ "lt's—" Gay hestated. "It'sjust aghost,” he sad.

["A ghogt of atimethat never quitewas."

.. - Gary stared for amoment at the spot the ghost had been. Then he turned to face his editor. "So," he
sad, "tell me about this story you want meto write."
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HOLIDAY STATION

by Judith Tarr

Judith Tarr isabest-sdlling fantasy author.

Prologue: Happy Holidays

If the Stationmaster hadn't got pregnant when he did, the rest of it would never have happened. It was his
turn, it being baby number three and he being number three in the group-marriage rota, and the
Stationmagter did take his duty serioudy. The trouble was, he had to get pregnant just when Elthree was
about to become Holiday Station.

All the El-stations were having to decide whether to go commercid or obsolesce. Elwun had folded
outright; AsaMagjor shot it down for target practice. El-five was an orbita pleasure palace—all right, not



to be too finicky about it, abrothel. Eltwo and Elfour were il trying to hang on and keep the ships
coming through, even with the big lunar sations for competition. Which left Elthree, and Holidays
Incorporated, and a desperate grab for the tourist trade.

Which would have been avery good thing, except that thiswas Elthree. Trojan Point Tertius. Last and
best enclave of Jehovah's Scientists Snce they got run off Earth.

It'snot that Jehovah's Scientists don't believe in holidays. Or even that they think aman taking histurn
having ababy is an abomination in the face of the Lord. It'sthat Holiday Station had to open on
Harmony Day, and the Stationmaster was the most convenient scapegoat, and—

But that's getting ahead of the story, isn't it? 266
Scene One: What Child IsThis?

Stationmaster was pregnant, and he was at the miserable stage. Nothing fit, including the station-issue
coverdl, Sze extra-large, paternity cut. Here hewas, bulging like Mother Earth in aconvex viewplate,
trying to maneuver through the jungle of cables and scaffolding that would, eventudly, be Independence
EraModule. Tech was running hoiosin the middle of the construction. George M. Cohan was dancing
"Spacer Doodle Dandy” with Judy Garland in avery abbreviated Auntie Sam tutu, while the band played
"The Stars and Planets Forever."

On the other side of the production number, just as Mr. Cohan started to melt and ooze down the side of
the bandstand, Stationmaster ran full tilt into a delegation from the Jehovah's Scientists in Kingdom
Module. Elder Mobius got the worst of it, seventy-five kilos of hurtling Stationmaster with baby on
board; fortunately this was some ways out from spin center, and they bounced when they landed, with
Stationmaster rotund ly on top.

The delegation hadn't been in awonderful mood to begin with. When Elthree voted to go public and
incorporate, they voted resoundingly againgt, but they were too small aminority. Now, not only wastheir
station invaded by the forces of Babylon, the very Whore hersdf had struck down Elder Maobius. Which

he made clear at top volume, in phrases that blistered the paint off bulkheads asfar down as
Maintenance Six.

Stationmaster was normally a patient man. He had to be, to keep hisjob. But he was pregnant, held just
been derailed on hisway to welcome the first shipload of VIPsto Holiday Station, and the one and only
coverdl that till fit was plit at the seams. He let go with ablast of hisown.

Therewas bare metd on the bulkheadsin Mainte-
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nance Six. The delegation was so shocked it actudly retreated, dragging afrothing Elder Mobius.
Station-master stopped in the middle of aword. He looked around. The holoswere dl frozen, even the
puddle that had been George M. Cohan. Tech was carefully looking €l sewhere.

"Damn," said Stationmaster. "Double and triple damn.”

Over in the corner, a holo started to whistle"Dixie."



Scene Two: Maiden Mother Mild

"This" Aunt Margaret said, "I don't like at dl." Wewere hiding out in Old Module, the onethat's
supposed to be shut down but somebody forgot to turn off life support, so there we were, and there was
the terminal with its antique keyboard and broken voder and 2-D screen that at least still worked. | was
supposed to be at my school termind in Kingdom Module, but with Daddy out being an Elder | could
plug in the Y es-Daddy-I'm-Here macro and go somewhere interesting. Aunt Margaret was supposed to
be in amodule with holo capatility.

Aunt Margaret'saghogst. A holo, I mean, but Old Moduleisn't supposed to support full-service
holo-imaging, and she was right next to me, as big aslife and only about haf blurry around the edges. |
couldn't fed her or anything, no cold chills. Shewasjust there. She was leaning over my shoulder,
frowning at the screen, which shedd made me split. One half showed Stationmaster, bulging out of afresh
shipsuit, welcoming agaggle of VIPsto Harmony Day Module. The other half showed Elder Mobiusand
the other Elders, which included Daddy, sitting around atable and not saying much, except for Elder
Mobius, who wasin arant. There wasn't anything to hear, with the voder broken, but Aunt Margaret
didn't need avoder. "Violenceis never aussful solution,” Aunt Marga-
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ret said to the screen. She aways looks severe, she can't help it. Her face was her fortune as shelikesto
say, but it wasn't your usua kind of fortune. First time she showed up she gave me nightmares for a
week. She was in persona then, green skin, black pointy hat, broom and all. Except she talked like anice
maiden lady, and | knew inside of amillisecond that she wasn't any kind of wicked witch. My
subconscious needed aweek to be convinced, but that's a subcon-

' sciousfor you.

Anyway, she can't help but look savere, with her big hooked nose and her thin mouth, but right now she
looked downright grim. "What are they going to do?"' | asked her.

Shelooked a me. | thought for aminute she looked just alittle greener and wickeder than she usually
" does, with ashadow doing duty for a pointy hat. Then she was Aunt Margaret again in her nicesilk
dress and Early Hollywood 'do, and she said, "I never did believein the sins of the fathers, least of al
with you. Still, | wonder...."

| love Aunt Margaret even if sheisaghogt, but sometimes she'sjust too adult for words. "They're

. going to blow up amodule, aren't they? They've been talking about it ever since they lost the vote on
Holiday Station. Which one are they going to try for?"

"Harmony Day Module, of course,” Aunt Margaret said. That's one thing about her being aghost. She
can change gears in a nanosecond, and she doesn't natter on or act silly about what children know. Not
that | am achild, mind you, I'll be thirteen Standard in Threemonth, but you know what | mean.

And of courseit would be Harmony Day Module,



.seeing as to how the opening was supposed to be on
Harmony Day and in the Module. "That's so painfully
obvious," | said. "Security will stop them before they
ever get that far.”

"I'm not sure of that," Aunt Margaret said. " Secur-

f- ity has enough to do with the mobs of vistors coming
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in; it'sgrievoudy understaffed. And to be quite blunt, my dear, your father and the rest of the Eldersare
not the most highly respected men in the station.”

| knew that. I'd heard people say s0, and not just when | wastrolling through the net. "Oh," they'd say,
trying to be charitable and broad-minded and religioudy correct, "Jehovah's Scientigts. Y es. Fascinating
sect, judt fascinating. But alittle ... odd, don't you agree? AH that ingstence on only the most primitive of
technology—holograms as tools of the devil, if you'll believe it—why, they barely educate their children.”
Which last part wasn't true, | had ateaching termind just like anybody esein Elthreg, it just didn't have
holoimaging, that wasdl.

No, Daddy didn't know about Aunt Margaret. In case you're wondering.

And now | suppose you see what the problem was with Holiday Station. It was supposed to be one
huge complex of holoimages, with realmeat staff in costume to do the work, and some of the most
complex programming in the System. The ads were making it out to be atriumph of technology, which it
was.

And herewas Kingdom Moduleright in the middle, full of peoplewith ardigious objection to
holoimaging. Normaly the Rdligious Autonomy Act would gpply, but you couldn't expand it to awhole
station when only one module was affected. There were no holosin Kingdom Module. Kingdom Module
had shuttle bays and exit ports of its own, aswell as bypass corridors for outsders, so nobody in it had
to go through other modulesto get in or out or to receive supplies. That did it for the RAA. Kingdom
Module was autonomous, technically, and that wasit. No way around it. No appedl.

So the Elders were taking the only really spectacular way out. "Nobody believesthey'll doiit,” | said.
"They'rejust those funny little men in the funny little module, aren't they?!

| must have sounded more upset than | was, because
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Aunt Margaret tried to pat my shoulder. | didn't fed any touch, but | felt better somehow, alittle. Even
when shesad, "They wont listen if you try to warn them.”



"But—" | started to say, then | stopped. I'm really not achild. | can see what'sin front of me, which was,
inthat case, that | wastwelve yearsold, still aminor under any code, and my father was an Elder of the
Jehovah's Scientists. They might pat me on the head and offer sanctuary, seeing asto how | was
obvioudy unhappy with my parenta alotment, but they wouldn't listen to what | had to say. Children
exaggerate, right? They blow things out of proportion. And Security was drastically understaffed, and
Stationmas-ter wasn't in amood to listen to anyone, let done me.

Stll, I thought. There had to be something | could do. Something spectacular enough to get everybody's
attention, but not so spectacular it backfired.

"Aunt Margaret,” | said, "they're not redly going to do it, are they?"

Aunt Margaret saysit's not polite to point, but this once she pointed at the screen. | don't know what she
did. The voices didn't come through the broken voder, but there were words under the screen with the
Eldersinit. Elder Mobius mouth was moving. Thewords said, Y ou al appreciate, I'm sure, the
symbolism of a sequence of detonationsin the shape of the carbon molecule. We stand for life under
universal lav—not for thelife of artificia congtructs.

The second hdf of it was straight out of hisfavorite sermon. Thefirgt half was enough totell what |
wanted to know.

| fet cold. It wasn't asif it was any surprise. Violent solutions are dlowed in the Book of Albert, if
nothing esewill work. | just hadn't expected them to go that far.

"They can't bethat supid,” | said. "They'll dl go into permanent detention, and everybody will know how
retro they are.
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"But Holiday Station will be crippled,” said Aunt Margaret. "It operates on the edge now. It hasto open
successtully, or it goes under. It can't afford even asmal disruption, let done one of this magnitude.”

| didn't want to say it, but | had to. "They'll close the station?”

"They'll haveto," shesaid.

What she wasn't saying wasif the station closed, we dl had to leave. I'd go into an orphanage or
whatever they did to the children of criminas down on Earth. But she couldn't leave. She was part of the
system. When it was shut down, she went with it.

Not that | really needed encouragement. | just had to be sure there wasn't any other way out.

"All right,” | said, and took a deep breath. "How far down can you go in the programming?'

Aunt Margaret didn't answer for a bit. Let's say shewas processing data. It looked asif shewasfiguring
out what | meant, and making adecision.

Then she said, "How far do you need to go?'



Scene Three: Prince of Peace

Harmony Module was up and running at full capacity. Therewas red snow on the ground, and more
faling at just the right speed. The big old Inn waslit up everywhere, and people kept pouring in, past the
doorposts wrapped with fir and holly, into the foyer with itstree that went up al the way to the ceiling,
and on to the ballroom where the music was the very best Irving Bexlin, live or holoimaged. Bing was
playing hogt to the hilt. Fred, minus Ginger, was being just theright kind of cad. All the men were deek
and sophidticated, and al the women were blonde and beautiful.

TheVIPswere like kids on Harmony morning, al wide eyes and ohsand ahs. "Isthisredl" one of them
squedled, grabbing at aglass of champagne. He squedled again when he found out it wasn't aholo. |
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saw the waiter stop to breathe after his crosscourt sprint. The other reaimeat staff got the point: they
started being alittle more careful about staying around the VIPs.

Aunt Margaret was a her own screen, another one in the bay that she'd powered up. She didn't need it
and she couldn't use the keyboard, but it did help to have two full screens. When | looked, hershad a
schematic, blue dots flagged in red.

"Holoimages," she said, pointing to the blue. "Live action,” tapping one of the red with afinger that didn't
quite touch the screen. | could seethat it was adiagram of the module, with enlarged detail of the Inn,
where everybody was.

"Arethese what I'm afraid they are?" | asked. Some of the red dots had yellow ones attached.
On my screen there wasn't anything to see. Just people milling in aballroom.

"Oh, they are clever," said Aunt Margaret. " They've subroutine” the security programming. It doesn't see
anything they'rebringingin.”

My screen certainly didn't. I'd have recognized facesif there redlly were people from Kingdom Module
impersonating holoimages. All | saw wasablur, and atot of blondesin dinky dresses.

"However," said Aunt Margaret in her crisp last-century voice, "they seem to have reckoned without
me," She dlowed hersdf abit of acackle, just enough to make my backbone shiver.

| didn't have very much to do once | keyed in the tines of code Aunt Margaret gave me. Nobody knew
about .these terminals, you see. If they had, they'd have shut them down. But they were old and obsolete,
and they needed somebody who could use a keyboard, which was basically me, because Aunt Margaret
showed me how.

The code opened avery particular line of access. Aunt Margaret was running down it, or the Al that was
Aunt Margaret was. She'd warned me that she
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couldn't keep her holoimage going past a certain level, so when she started to flicker, | didn't get too
terribly darmed.

By that time the red-and-yellow dots on her screen were starting to move. They were supposed to be
casud, stroll dong, drop their devicesin planters and under mistletoe and even in atuba. Then they'd get
out asfast asthey could, and their timed bombs would detonate Harmony Modulein the name of the
Lord.

The party wasin full swing, or whatever they used to say. The VIPswere swimming in champagne. It
was getting easier to tell real from holo. Real wasred in the face and starting to stagger.

| hadn't seen Stationmaster anywhere in the crowd. He had to be there or be impolite, but he must have
had some trouble thinking of away to look authentic. | could see the rest of his connubia group, looking
alittle more sober but not much less happy than the VIPs.

And then in he came, ho-ho-ho-ing and scattering gift-wrapped cheer. The red suit didn't need much
padding. The white beard dmost hid histitchy expression. His party was aroaring success, but he
looked too pregnant to care.

One of the svelte blondes tripped over his sack and went flying. Half a dozen people scrambled to rescue
her. Five of them grabbed air. The sixth mutated.

Aunt Margaret wasin full persona. She picked up the blonde in ahand like aclaw, and the blonde
shriveled into abroomstick that she brandished while she wailed her lines. "Beware! Beware the tides of
treachery!"

Wrong script, | thought. Not that it mattered what she said, aslong as the diversion worked.

Every blonde in the room changed at once. A crowd of winged monkeys flapped toward the chandeliers.
The suave men in black and white swelled into green-faced soldiers with pikes, stabbing at anyone who
hadn't changed.

TheVIPswerein ahuddle. Some of them were laughing. " Jolly good show!" one kept whinnying. «Jolly
good!"

> Stationmaster was hemmed in by soldiers. I'd have thought it would dawn on him of al peoplethat they
- weren't real, but he stayed where he was.

Unfortunately, other people didn't stay put. They'd

; been Aunt Margaret's red-and-yellow dots: menin

tuxedos on my screen, with anonymous faces, thanks



flo some clever reprogramming. They tilt had tuxedos, but | knew who they were. One of them was
Daddy, paddy's wrongheaded about some things, like holo-, imaging, but I'd have thought he was too
oldfor this,

&sat "east to® smart.

| thought asfast as|'ve ever thought in my life. | t;didn't know if | could do what | had to do—Aunt
Margaret had made some mgjor changesin the routines—buit | tapped out the codes anyway. And the
system hung on me.

| hit the screen so hard | dmost broke my hand. Then | got up to start running. Harmony Module was
-'dear at the other end of the station. I'd never get

, therein timeto do anything, but | couldn't Sit there

."and watch Daddy get caught.

Something happened on the screen. | had to blink to see. My eyeswere leaking like ababy's. Coadl,
cam, save-the-gtation me, right. That was Daddy out there.

\He was bone stupid and dead ignorant, but he was
jWifl Daddy.

Maybe hewasthere. | couldn't see. A whole troop of soldiers closed in where held been standing. If he
tried to walk through them, he didn't have any luck.

- They just kept surrounding him in asort of infinite loop.

The others were running to drop their cargo. The » more they ran, the more the holos ran with them.
They must have been dizzy, but they were strong in v tile armor of the Lord. They kept on coming.
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| started praying. "Please. Please let Security catch on. Please.”

If that was sinful, then it was ainful. | can't believe any sdlf-respecting, scientific deity would let people
blow up amodule. Eveniif they did say they did it in hisname.

Security wasn't doing athing. Aunt Margaret's soldiers were herding giggling VIPs toward the doors. "Is
there another show outside?’ one of them asked. Somebody el se was being sour. "Eclectic. Much too
eclectic. An extravaganza needs some dramatic unity.”

"All right," | said, not to the critic. "Aunt Margaret, | know you said not to, but | haveto.” | hit the macro



I'd been saving.

Srenswent off al over Harmony Module. I'd stolen the voice from Aunt Margaret's best film. Maybe |
should have gone with Charlton Heston, but the Wizard sounded more likeit to me. " Stop in the name of
the Lord! Drop your weapons, swear peace, or be damned to everlasting.”

Not much for script, but the volume flattened everybody with functiond ears. Including most of the
Elders agents.

One 4till wouldn't drop. He wasn't old enough to know any better. | turned the volume up another notch.
"Jonathan Save-the-Faith Mercer-Meyers, you put that bomb down now/"

I'll say onething for the training we get. It gives usincredible guilt reflexes. Jonathan dropped the thing
he'd been carrying. It hit the floor with aclatter. He, being only about half stupid, bolted straight for the
door.

And there we were with adilemma. The VIPswere outside in the snow, being wrapped m synthfurs by
saff who il didn't seem to have caught on. Every soldier in the ballroom had dropped his pike when |
let go with my Wrath-of-Jehovah speech. Jonathan had gotten away. Daddy was trying to find hisway
blind through a constantly repesting sequence of sol-

ldiers. Therest of the Lord's assassinswereflat on

- their faces.

. Aunt Margaret saw the problem about as soon as| jfid. She stopped whirling and walked up to the
Sta-M Sonmaster, who hadn't moved a muscle—maybe he Shouldn't. "Redlly,” she said in her normal
voice, "l "think you'd better summon Security. Y our moduleis ;About to be blasted out of orbit.”
Stationmaster might betitchy, but he wasn't a splut-lierer. He took one ook where Aunt Margaret's

._roomstick was aiming, saw the lump of metal and N»ils that Jonathan had dropped before he ran, and
Uaid perfectly camly, " Security. Priority One dert. |Instanter.”

Epilogue: Harmony Day

,» S0 that's how Aunt Margaret and | saved Holiday i Station from the wrath of Jehovah's Scientists. Not
that anybody knows about us. As soon as Security

jShowed up, Aunt Margaret's program went back to |default, blondes and men in tuxedos. Debugging
didnt

yBOme up with anything. It wouldn't, with Aunt Marga-doing the programming. They just decided thet it
was an encrypted Security subroutine, which actually
was, and closed thefileonit.

__Asfor Elder Mobius and the rest, Stationmaster jf had his own way of dealing with them. Security took
Phem dl into custody, there wasn't any getting around

; that, but they had to wait awhile. Stationmaster had



-Ws baby on Harmony night, and they named her Har-$?mony, what €lse?

When Stationmaster was up and tending to the sta-tion again, he had the prisoners brought in. They
weren't exactly repentant, though some of them f looked embarrassed.

"S0," he said, looking as severe as Aunt Margaret,

* which took doing: Stationmeaster isaround man even

*When he's not pregnant, and the most he can usudly
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doislook titchy. ™Y ou know that your offense, under station law, could earn you the capital pendty.1'
"Wedieinthenameof theLord,'l said Elder Mobius.

"I don't think s0,1' said Stationmaster. Elder Mobius opened his mouth to start thundering. Stationmaster
cut him off. "No, | won't make martyrshere. Y ou did avery foolish and potentially murderousthingina
fairly reasonable cause. | can take you to triad, knowing that you would very likely be condemned. Or |

can offer you an dterndive.”

"What dternativeisthere but death?' Elder Mobius asked, putting on his most annoyingly smarmy
expresson.

"Why, several," said Stationmaster. ™Y ou can be accorded the status of an isolationist state. Once your
moduleis sealed, no onewill enter your module and no one will leaveit, and supply runswill be
performed solely by machines. Or you can be deported either to Earth or to one of the lunar colonies.
Or, as| sad, you can stand trid for crimes against the station.”

"We choosetrid," Elder Mobius said promptly.

Daddy wasn't supposed to be there, but somehow he'd gotten in. He clapped a hand over Elder Mobius
mouth and looked Stationmagter in the eye. "Isthat dl you can offer us?'

"It'sdl you're entitled to," Stationmaster said.

"Maybe," said Daddy, "but then again, maybe you're sitting on something el'se. Maybe there's restitution

to be made on both sides. Y ou robbed us of access to the station under our laws. We might have blown
up the station, but we didn't. What if we take care of thisold blowhard, and you shift Kingdom Module

out past South Pole, where we can carry on our livesin some sort of peace?”

"That'stheisolationist option," Stationmaster pointed out.

"No, it'snot," said Daddy. | was proud of him right then, even if he had carried abomb in the name of
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the Lord. Probably he felt he had to. Daddy's like that. "Well keep our jobs, those of uswho can do it
without sSnning. Y ou'll assess usagood, fair finefor our transgression againgt your people, which well
pay in wages and goods. And we won't try any further sabotage, on pain of isolation, exile, or death.”

It went back and forth for awhile, but in the end they went with Daddy's solution. It took alot of
swalowing al around, which Aunt Margaret saysisthe way of the world. She doesn't just mean Earth.

Wevedill got theterminads set up in Old Module. There's been sometak of making it over into another
part of Holiday Station, but so far none of it's come to anything. Maybe we help that dong abit. Aunt
Margaret's been teaching me about holoimaging, damning me hopelesdy, of course, but | can't helpit,
can 1? Not dl witches are bad witches, and not al holos are empty congtructs.

Someday well rebuild Old Module our way. | know just where I'd put the Emerald City, and just what
I'd do with those unbearably silly Munchkins.

"Do bekind, Dorothy," Aunt Margaret saysto me, "and do be accurate. Even the wickedest witch of
them al never dined on Munchkin ala Queen.”

"Therésadwaysafirst time" | say asdarkly as| can. Aunt Margaret ways|ooks severe, and her nose
getsjudt alittle sharper, and her chinjust alittle pointier, and she goes just dightly green; but she never
staysirked with mefor long.

"The Munchkins| can bear,” she says. "Just. That smpering idiot Glinda, however, that miserable excuse
for <i sdf-respecting witch...."

She'stoo polite to spit, but not to put on her most spectacular persona. She mounts her broomstick ina
swirl of black skirtsand pointy hat and flies cackling down through the long empty module, trailing
blood-red smoke. It's spectacular. 1t's shivery-making. It's Aunt Margaret al through. And maybe as she
flies, just for asecond, | fed atouch of ghostly cold.

STATEROAD
by Alan Dormire and Robin J. Nakkula

Alan Dormire and Robin Nakkula have both sold poetry; this collaboration marksther first science
ficionsde.

Wed been on the road about six hours, having left Columbus before noon. " Do you want to take a short
break, Jan? We're about a half hour out from my brother's, but | doubt they plan on eating until al the
other kids are there. A couple of them had to work today."

"Okay," shereplied, "I have to use the necessary, anyway." We pulled off the expressway, looking for a
restaurant. Only the Burger King seemed open thislate on Christmas Eve. Fortunately, the manager
hadn't decided to close as early as most of the other restaurants nearby. The restaurant's dining room
held about a haf-dozen people, none of whom | knew.

After hurried stops at the restrooms, Jan and | met back at the counter. Two double cheeseburgers, fries,
and soft drinks later, we found oursalves atable. Five minutesinto our med, Jan tapped my wrist. "You
know, Mark, that guy over there bears a surprising resemblance to your dad. Is he some sort of relative



of yours?| know this part of the stat€'sjust lousy with them...."

| gave her adirty look. While | had grown up around here, most of my relativeslived farther north.
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| was about to reply when | noticed that the guy did look like my father.

Thelast timel saw my father alive was two or three days after Christmas two years ago, just before we
had moved. He had driven over to Lansing to look at my old Mazda. We had just bought a new car, and
somehow, my sixteen-year-old brother had gotten it into his head that he could have the Mazda. | had
told himif Dad said it was okay, he could haveit, but that | redlly planned to junk it. After looking at the
car, Dad had agreed with me and Ieft for home. After heleft, Jan and | went over to the Burger King
nearby in Frandor Shopping Center for aquick lunch, where we found my father having his midday med
aswell. Wejoined him, and we talked for close to an hour, just the three of us, something we had never
done before.

We hadn't gone home to Michigan for Christmas last year, and had missed not being there. We had just
spent our firgt year in Ohio, and didn't have the money to spare to make the trip. Then my father had died
this past spring. While unloading bricks at a construction site, he hit a power line with the boom on his
truck. At the funera, my sister-in-law told me that on both Christmas and Christmas Eve, Dad had sat by
the window, watching for usto show up a histrailer.

The man at the other table dressed like my father: basebal hat with a seed company logo, cowboy boaots,
bib overdls, awhite tee shirt, and ared plaid flannd shirt on the outside of the bibs. We had even buried
my father in that outfit, minusthe hat. And fromwhat | could see, thefdllow at the other table kept his
head shaved aswell. | went back to eating my cheeseburger. A lot of farmers, truckers, and congtruction
workers dressed that way. | still did myself, even after years of living in town, though | wore blue jeans
instead of the bibs, and I'd kept my hair. | thought about telling my brothers and sisters about this guy,
and Jan's comments. They'd probably get agood laugh.

| started thinking about the funerad last May. A lot
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of peopleloved my father, which became obvious from the attendance at both the vigitation and the
funeral. We kids had spent the visitation laughing and telling our favorite stories about Dad, asdid his
friends and coworkers. The funeral had been packed, not only with family and hisfriends, but with alot
of my siblings childhood companions aswell. He had been one of the few adults that they could cometo
when they needed someone to talk with while growing up. (Sometimes, it seemed like | wasthe only kid
he didn't understand.) The funerd director said it had been one of the best funerals he had held. Everyone
had reminisced about the man with no one turning maudlin,

"Mark." | looked up from my memories. My father stood there next to me. | didn't know what to do.
"How have you been?"



"Okay, | guess," | started. | had aknot in my stomach, and it got worse when | saw the burn marks on
his hands where the dectricity had entered his body from the boom contrals. "I'm working for asmall
seed corn company now."

"That's good," he said as he sat down with us at the table. Jan turned pale, not at al sure how to handle
this. "How do you likeit?'

"Good company, family owned, and I'm doing okay. | have agood s zed territory around Columbus.
Somelarge grain farms, quite afew dairies, and alot of hogsinthearea. A lot of good land down there.
But like up here, people seem to think houses and golf courses are worth more than corn fields and
pastures.” | talked more about my job, telling him about the hybrids| sold and arranging field trids. | had
donedl sortsof odd jobs since | had finished my degree, and thiswas my first professonal job.

We spent alot of timetalking about the farms | visited on the job. Dad'sfirst love was aways farming,
and he had passed that love on to me. | had mgjored in agriculture because of him, even though he didn't
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understand why | wanted an education. To be honest, | would have rather talked farming with him than
anything dse. He aso loved driving trucks, thankfully, which gave him a career after losing hisfarm.

What do you talk to adead man about? | wasn't sure. Hell, | didn't understand why he was here talking
to meinthefirst place. | knew that he had ddlivered both the blocks and bricks used to build this
restaurant. (I had driven through town severd years back and had watched him unloading the bricksfrom
his truck, operating the hydraulic boom from the back of the truck.) For that matter, he had delivered the
blocksfor alot of the buildingsin this stretch of town near the highway, with the exception of the stores
built during the couple of years he had tried to make it farming full time.

"Dad, remember we thought we were having a battery problem with that car we had bought just before
the move?' He nodded his head. "It wasn't the battery, it was the aternator. The dedler wanted three
hundred for anew one, and the parts stores wanted two. | findly found one for fifty dollarsat ajunk
yad."

Car repairs, | figured, were another safe topic. We both hated working on equipment. | remembered a
conversation we had when | wasin high school, over a decade ago. A day or two before Christmas, the
pump on the well had gone down. We had worked in the cold December wind, hdf in, haf out of the
small plywood wellhouse surrounded with straw balesto protect it from the cold wind. "I know you hate
working on this stuff,” hehad said. "So do I. Y our grandpamade me do it when | lived a home, and I've
aways been grateful to him for it." Yearslater, the skills| learned working with my father had kept usin
groceries more than once. Maybe my having told him about the car was my way of |etting him know |
appreciated his making me do the work.

Helooked over to Jan. "So how are you doing in
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graduate school ?' | became real nervous. Jan freaked when she heard that someone had aminor
accident, and never accepted adeath well. | could see she was having adifficult time of it. However, she
managed to explain everything that had happened to her since starting graduate schooal, including her
research. Once she sarted, though, shefdl into explaining thingsin much the same way she did to her
freshman biology students. She loved her work, and while Dad didn't understand most of what shetold
him, he had always appreciated folkswho loved their work.

"Areyou till playing the guitar and singing?" he asked when she finished explaining atitration procedure
that even | had a hard time following.

"Not asmuch as| did up here. Graduate school doesn't leave me alot of timeto practice. We brought
the instruments aong with us, though.”

"Good," hereplied. "We missed both of you last year. Why didn't you come up last year?'

"Money wastight last year, Dad,” | replied. "Besides, Jan spent both Christmas Eve and the day after
Chrigmasworking inthelab."

"Excuseme," Dad said ashegot up. "I'm going to fill up my pop.”

Hewalked over to the fountain area. Jan looked at me. "Why is he here?"

"Y ou know asmuch as| do. I'm sure we will find out somehow."

"Areyou going to ask him anything about why he's here, or what he's been doing since.... 7"

| Sighed. "Jan, I'm not sure | want to know how it isthat he's here, or what he's been doing, or if he's
been doing anything. He may not know. Maybe he doesn't know he's dead. Hell, maybe he's hanging out
at Burger King because he heard Elvis did it when he was dead and figured it was the thing to do. Never
mind that we're two and ahaf hoursfrom K'zoo." She gave me adirty look. Her curiosity had just
kicked

into gear, and | could see she wanted answers. Possibly, she wanted the answersas much as| didnt.
"Jan, just don't ask. Please, don't ask him."

"Okay, but ..."

"Pleas?’

Dad had returned to the table about that point with afull cup of cola | began telling him about Farm
Science Review, the big ag show in Ohio, about the Sate fair, the Beef Expo, and the horse shows that
the state fairgrounds hosted year round. | tried to stick to what | figured were safe topics. We never
talked about the other kids, for example. | stayed mostly to what Jan and | had been doing.

"Y our agter visted usthis summer, Dad." My aunt lived on the West Coast, and we saw little of her. f
"She and her girlfriend traveled the country on motorcycles this summer. They took Jan and me out to a



seafood restaurant to eat. When they returned home, they mailed usamap of the rest of the trip with
some pictures. | guess she changed jobs and now works with troubled kids instead of straight teaching.
We had agood time."

Dad looked at me. "1 need to get going soon, and there is something | want you to know. Mark, you've
always been different. Since you were akid, you've aways had your nose in abook. | never could do
that. | could never read for more than about a half hour to atime, and then my head would hurt so bad |
couldn't stand it. | never understand how you could sit there and read for hours on end.

"That's dways been one of your strong points, your reading. Y ou understood things | never did. It
alowed you to get into college, and even though you screwed around some, you kept at it and finished.
Mark, I'm proud of you. I'm proud of both of you." He got up. "Well, I'll see you both later. Merry
Christmas." He headed for the door.

He had never told me he was proud of me when hewas dive. | know he had told neighbors, friends,
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his coworkers, even the Del_ava dedler, but never me. I'd heard from others about how proud he was,
but I had ahard time believing it. | had spent my wholelife trying to please the man.

My eyesfollowed him out the door. He got into his red pickup, the Chevy with the stock racks he had
had on the farm, not the Ford he had owned when he died. | always pictured him driving the red Chevy
whenever | thought of him anyway. It could have been ether of two identical trucks, bought three years
gpart, the only new vehicles he had ever owned. He pulled onto the road and headed north, though if he
was heading to the farm he no longer owned, the trailer he had lived in when he died, or the block plant
where he had worked most of hisadult fife, | couldn't tell you. All three werein that direction, aswasthe
farm where he had been born and had grown up. We had to pass each on the way to my brother's place.
The truck faded from our view into the descending December twilight.

Jan looked at me. "Areyou going to tell your brothers and siters?!

"l don't think so. | doubt that they would believe usif wetold them. And somehow, | think thiswas
meant for just you and me. One last Christmas gift, maybe, to make up for us not being able to see him
last year.

"Wdll, weld better get going aswell. All of asudden, | want to make another stop before we get there."
We returned to the car, and then we, too, turned north. As we passed the various places, | looked for his
truck, even though I knew it wouldn't be there. Both hisfarm and the grandfolks had changed alot over
the years though the block plant hadn't. | drove by the turnoff to my brother's place, and instead drove
up to the cemetery. Jan gave me aquestioning look. "I've got to do this." | pulled into the cemetery and
parked in the back closeto hisgrave.
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| sat inthe car for afew minutes. The snow had started to fal into the dark December night and for a



moment | wasn't sureif | could find the grave. Yet | intuitively knew where helay and finadly had to leave
the car. "C'mon Jan," and she walked with me to the stondless grave. "Dad, I'm glad you decided to visit
with methis evening, I've missed you. Why couldn't you have told me when you were dive that you were
proud of me. It wasthe only thing | ever redly wanted from you, Old Man, to hear those words directly
fromyou."

| turned to Jan. "I'll beright back." Jan started talking to him as | went over to the car. Opening the trunk,
| quickly found one of my company's baseball-style hats and their seed corn brochure. Jan was il
whispering quietly as| returned to the grave. "Merry Christmas, Dad,” | said as | placed the hat and the
brochure over the snow covered grave. "I hope you rest now in peace.”

| waited aminute. "Are you ready to leave, Jan?"

She had tearsin her eyes. | probably did, too. "I think so."

"It'stimeto leave. If we don't arrive soon, well worry the other kids. Dinner will be ready by the time we
get there and then it will be timeto get ready for the Christmas Eve service." | turned back toward the

car. "Good-bye, Dad." The wind picked up dightly aswe returned to the car, swirling the snow. Y et
neither the hat nor the brochure moved from where| had set them on hisgrave.

THE GHOSTS OF CHRISTMAS FUTURE
by Dean Wedey Smith
Dean Wedey Smith isnot only a successful author, but also the editor and publisher of Pulphouse.

Comeonin I'm open on Christmas Eve. Ghost hunting with atime machine. That'sright. That's my
business

Okay, okay. So my time machineisn't redly that specia. Not once will it squesk or rattle or blow out
noxious clouds of burnt rubber smoke. It won't go "pop" and disappear out of the middle of the room. It
won't explode and send you spinning. It won't even send you into ablack void of weightlessness that
sgnas movement like white space between paragraphs of anovel.

No, with my time machine you have to move yoursdlf. Y ou can drive. Y ou can walk, fast or dow. The
only thing that matters with my time machineissight. Y ou must be able to see. And maybe to think. But
with ghost hunting, seeing comes before thinking.

Now, if you want to search for ghosts of Christmas futures, follow meinto my not-so-specia time
machine. Well go down the road a bit and see what we can find.

The smdll of swest, rotted food and years and years of living fillsthe smdl, dark two-room apartment. A
small, half-dead house plant occupies the center of ascarred old end table beside the television.
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A young girl, Sx yearsold, dressed in atattered, dirty skirt and abaggy swester, sandsin front of the

plant draping tinsel and Christmas decorations over the drooping leaves. She had found the decorations
behind a department store that afternoon. The plant she had gotten out of the dumpster behind aflorist.



She hadn't been thisexcited dl yesr.

Her mother lies on the old couch, watching television, sipping on her third glass of Jack Daniels. Every so
often she shakes her head at the girl and mutters under her breath. In an hour she will be drunk enough to
pass out and forget this Christmas Eve. Forget everything for ashort time.

But her daughter won't. Her mom had hit her two weeks before for making awish list for Santa. The
bruise still showed on her arm when she took a bath. Her mom said there was no Santa, that there never
F had been for her and there never would be for her daughter.

But thelittle girl had secretly made the list and mailed it without a stamp, hoping that Santawould get it
somehow. Now, on Christmas Eve, she hopes that tomorrow morning there will be just onelittle present
under the make-believetree.

Y ou want meto fill you in on what happens?

Tomorrow morning, red early, thelittle girl will climb out of bed and discover that Santadidn't come.
Therewill be no present and she knows there never will be. She will look at her mother, adeep onthe
couch, smdlting of bourbon and sweat, and the little girl will think that maybe her mother wasright. There
redly isno Santa. At least not for the poor like her.

So thelittle girl will take down the decorations and the plant and throw them into the garbage. Then, on
her way back to bed, she will stop beside her degping mother and pick up the haf-filled glass. The sip of
bourbon will make her gag and the brown liquid will burn her throat, but she will force hersdf to finish
what isleft before going back to bed.
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Wéll, did you see the ghost of Christmas future there? Nice time travel, huh? Simple, cheap, and no
chance of getting lost in space and time somewhere.

Oh, you don't think that counts. Y ou want to vist your own ghost of Christmas future. And you bet my
machine can't do that for you.

Wrong, I'm afraid. Follow meif you redly want to see.

Faint Christmas music fills the background of the empty, urine and antiseptic-ameling hdls. A huge
Christmas tree occupies the front foyer and anurse in awhite uniform sits behind the counter.

The specid Christmas Eve dinner of turkey, mashed potatoes, and cooked carrotsisover and dl the
residents of the home have been taken back to their rooms. Eighty-seven of the one hundred and
twenty-six resdents are ftill here this evening. Eighty-seven do not have familiesor livetoo far avay from
their familiesto spend Chrissmas Eve away.

Go ahead. Pick adoor and well visit one. Any one.
Fifth door down on the right past the nurse's station. Good choice. That's Mrs. Gantz. She's eighty-three.

Her husband died about five years ago. She has three children and seven grandchildren. Shall we find out
why she's aone tonight?



Mrs. Gantz Sts hunched over in her whedchair hi front of her television, the blue light from the picture
flickering in her dull eyes. Shewears a stained pink swester, abrown skirt bunched up because of the
digper under it, and black shoes. She smells of urine because her digper needs to be changed and the
nurses are short-handed because it's Chrismas Eve.

Inthe last five years Mrs. Gantz has suffered five strokes and no longer recognizes any of her family.
They will vigt her for afew minutes on Chrismas
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day, but for the time being they do not think of her because there is nothing they can do.
Drool runs off her chin as Bing Crosby sings of awhite Christmas.

See the ghost of your Christmas future now?

No. Thiswon't happen to you? Of courseit won't. And you're right. My time machine redly isn't much of
amachine. All it showsisghosts.

Ghostsin the present that warn of the future.

Don't be angry. Y ou're the one that wanted to see.
THREE WISHES BEFORE A FIRE

by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

Kristine Kothryn Rusch isa Campbell Award winner, aHugo and Nebula nominee, and the editor of
The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction.

Hedidn't know the guard at the gate, but the guard knew him. The guard leaned out of the small booth
and smiled.

"Merry Christmas, Mr. Gells. Forget something this morning?”

"No," Rob said and drove onin. The lightsilluminating the drive made it dmost seem like day. Off to the
|eft, the standing outdoor scene looked like the New Y ork he had flown out of two weeks before.
Farther dong, the square sound stages reminded him of warehouses, and the bungal ows of outmoded
campus housing.

He wasn't used to the place being so quiet. And empty.

He had come herefor abit of life, but he should have redized that dl life changed on Chrismas Eve.

Tothink he could have been with Janine: All wrapped up in abow for you, honey. Nothing but
champagne and me. Doesn't that sound like fun?

Fun, yes. Christmas, no. He hadn't ever had a proper Christmas, at |east not the kind his characters had.
The warm mom-and-pop scene. The touch of magic, the touch of love.
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Never. Not oncein 40 years.

He pulled his car into its space in front of the two-story Spanish style building the series producers used
astheir headquarters. He dways could tdll which seriesled the Nielsons by the size of the building its
producers had. The lights were dark.

He got out of his car and stepped into the sixty degree air. He expected to be cold in December. At least
New Y ork had given him that. When he had presided over the lighting of the Chrissmastree at
Rockefdlar Center, he had worn aleather coat and matching leather gloves. And even then, he had been
cold. Not this cloying almost warmth that made him think of late pringtimein the Midwest.

He shoved hishands hi his pockets and walked to histrailer. It was parked near their soundstage, where
he had finished hislast scenein Episode 12 just that morning. The crew hadn't wanted to work on
Christmas Eve Day. He had. And the studio had agreed.

Thetrailer was dark, like the rest of the lot. He pulled out hiskeys, opened the door, and flicked on the
light. Just as he had left it. The pathetic little Christmas tree the girl in makeup had given him stood near
hisleather sofa. Two glasses waited for awash beside the tiny sink. Magazines spread across the coffee
table, and working scripts for Episodes 13, 14, and 15 piled on the end table. His costume from that
morning, ripped and covered with fake bloodstains, tossed carelessly over astraight backed chair.

Nothing here. Not that he knew what he was |ooking for.

Heturned off thelight and closed the door, locking it behind him. Then he continued walking to the
soundstage.

Janine had finally goneto see her family in San Diego. The household staff had the evening off, leaving
him with a cold salmon dinner, abottle of Californiawhite, and good wishes. He had three partieshe
could have goneto, or he could have sat in front of
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hisown fire, looking at the tree lights, listening to some soft Christmas music, and reading as he had done
inyears past. Instead, something insde told him to return to the sudio.

He stopped in front of the soundstage and glanced around. He had akey, and he knew the security

code. Back when the producers thought the serieswouldn't last Six episodes, they had entrusted him with
the ability to go anywhere on thelot. The theory was that the series was short-handed, and rather than go
through the usua channels, the actors would share a degree of the responsibility.

After five years, Rob was the only responsible actor |eft, the only member of the original cast to ill
spend histwelve-hour days on the Fox lot. The others had gone on to sink into the oblivion of actors
who believed they were the reason for their series success.



Helet himsdlf in. HaAf lighting was on, giving the entire open room a dusky appearance. Hisfootsteps
were the only soundsin the building. He remembered thefirst time he had walked into a soundstage. his
heart stuck in histhroat, watching the actors perform in front of adozen people, al paying more attention
to the equipment than the diaogue.

Ten years ago, and he could il taste the disgppointment. No magic. No glamour. Trailers, smog-filled
L.A.. and warehouses set up to look like the real world. When he went to his twentieth high school
reunion, people kept asking him what'sit like? what'sit like? He had lied to everyone, told them the
glamour storiesthat he did know, lied to everyone except the school nerd, the guy who could outthmk
the entire class and whom everyone, including Rob, had put down. Rob had |ooked at the nerd, who was
anerd no longer, who, instead, had become one of the most powerful attorneys hi the state of

Minnesota. Rob had looked at him, after too many drinks and too many questions, and said, "What'sit
like? It'sthe Slliest goddamn thing ahuman being could ever do. They
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pay me too fucking much money to stand in front of acameraand pretend I'm you.”

Theformer nerd had stalked away, insulted, when Rob hadn't meant it that way. There was aman who
had done something with hislife, who had used his brains and hisfire to create more than aname. He
defended people, he saved them, he thought hisway through hislife, while Rob let otherswrite his
words, tell him where to stand, and how to behave, and then | et people he didn't know pretend he was
the characters he played. He didn't think hisway through hislife. He waited for someoneto givehima
cue and then he performed, al mirrors and tricks and fabrications.

"Miger?'

Rob jumped, heart pounding in his chest. He was supposed to be alone here. He turned and saw a
too-thin boy of maybe ten years. Some unthinking parent had given the kid a crew-cut so short that it
made him look asif he were bald. He wore a brown and white striped shirt, and new jeansthat had to be
rolled into three inch cuffs above his scuffed, dark blue Keds.

"You an actor?' The kid's voice held wonder.

Rob glanced around for someone €l se—the kid's parent, a security guard, anyone. "Yes," Rob said. "I'm
an actor."

"And thisiswhere they make movies?'

"T.V.," Robsad.

"Oh, wow!" The kid stepped into the light and rubbed his hand gingerly dong the sde of acamera. The
fluorescent beamsfd| on him likeahdo, illuminating histoo pale skin and the ugly purplish bruise marking
his chin and cheek. "Can you show me around?"

"Where's your mom?' Rob asked.

Thekid stepped back and dl the enthusiasm drained from him. He brought one small hand up to his



cheek and stroked the bruise. "1s she here?'
"That'swhat I'm asking you," Rob said.
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"l didn't want her to be here," the kid said. "Dou-gie said that if you closed your eyes and wished three
times on a Christmas Evefire, you got your wish. But | didn't include her! | didn't! | don't want her here!l”

Rob crouched down and held out his hands, trying to make himself as nonthreatening as possible. The
building was soundproofed, but sill he didn't want to take any chances that security would hear the kid
screaming.

"She'snot hereif you didn't bring her," Rob said.

Thekid'slower lip wastrembling. Tearsfilled hiseyes, but didnt fall. "I don't want her here," he said
agan.

Rob stood up. He hated that kind of ugliness. It made his skin crawl. "Well, let me show you around,” he
sad.

Heled the kid through the permanent sets, showed him the mat paintings and the e evators that went
nowhere. He explained the cameras and the boom mikes, smiling at the kid's fascination with the thick
cables and movablewalls. Rob showed him the klieg lights and a shooting script, which the boy studied
with theintengty of astraight-A student before atest.

Then the kid looked up, eyes shining. "Y ou're redly an actor?'

"I'mredly an actor.”

"l want to be an actor,” the kid said. He sat on astool near the makeshift wall of the circuit court set. "'l
St there sometimes after—" he glanced at Rob "—you know, after things get bad, and | stare at the set
and | know | can just go inside and be someone else. | could ride ahorse, or solve amystery, or est
dinner with ared family—"

Thekid stopped asif he had said too much. Rob resisted an urge to put his hand on the kid's shoulder.
"It'snot red," he said.

"Oh, yesitis," thekid said. "I mean, | know that it'sdl make-believe. But | figure that for afew minutes,
when you're pretending it'sred, it redly isred.
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| mean, the guy who plays Maitt Dillon redly rides a horse, doesn't he?!

Rob fet asif hewere spinning. "Y es, he does.™



"And he getsto wear the clothes, and he getsto walk through Dodge City, even if it'samake-believe
Dodge City."

Rob thought about al the times he stood in that circuit court set, arguing acase, feding asif it wereared
client he were defending, a person whose life or property wasredly on theline. In those moments, the
cameras ceased to exist, the other people ceased to exist. For those few moments, he was someone el se,
living abetter life.

"Yeah," Rob said. "He getsto do dl those things.”
"And | want to, too. Isit hard to be an actor, Mister?"

Rob stared at the Sincere eyes, the bruise running aong the too-thin face. Thistime he didn't touch the
boy because he was afraid his hand would go right through him. "Doing anything you want ishard,” he
said. And getting it is even harder, he thought. He took a deep breath and continued. "But if you want it
bad enough, you'll get there, no matter how hard things seem.”

"Thanks, Migter," the kid said. He was tarting to fade. Rob could see the wall through the boy's striped
shirt. "You didn't tell me what show you're on.”

"That's okay," Rob said. "Y ouwon't be ableto see it for awhile, anyway."
The kid had aready disappeared, before Rob finished his sentence. Just like Rob knew he would.

Funny how he'd forgotten that Christmas Eve thirty years ago. His dad had brought home ascraggly tree,
and Rob had nearly knocked it over trying to place the star on top. His mom had backhanded him, telling
him he wasn't careful, that the presents cost money, dammit, and didn't he know better than to ruin
everything? He had hung the star with shaking fingers, then sat in front of thetelevision, trying to lose
himsdf.
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But on the screen were happy families, singing about the joys of the season, and so, instead, he had
looked at the fire and wished—

—wished he could go somewhere magic, with someone who understood.

Magic. Rob looked around, saw the paneled walls, the judge's bench, the courtroom as a place not a set.
During hisfirst season on televison, hisability to sink into another person disappeared. Instead, he saw
the shots, the cameraangles, heard the occasional muffed delivery, saw when the did ogue wasn't dways
in synch with thelips. The magic had left. As he learned about the business, the magic lft.

But it wasn't the screen magic that held him. It was the make-believe. Make-bdieve that had the same
power as three wishes made on a Christmas Evefire. He had forgotten that, forgotten that once he would
have given anything for amoment of pretending. And now he complained, when he got to pretend every

day.

Funny. He'd gone home that night and thought he/d had a spectacular dream. He used to review it in his
mind, when things got harsh, rub it like atouchstone. Never realizing that the man he had met wasthe



man he would be.
A man who needed the visit as much asthe boy did.

Rob smiled. So that waswhy he came here. To get a new touchstone. One that would take him through
thefuture. And thistime, he didn't think it adream.

Thistime, he knew that magic redly existed.
THE GHOST OF CHRISTMAS SIDEWAYS
by David Gerrold

David Gerrold isabest-sdlling novdist, aswell as asuccessful television writer, and the crestor of Star
Trek's"fribbles.”

When the ghost appeared, Kris Kringle was humping an eh*.

The centuries-old oak bed was cresking loudly and groaning like awhaewith indigestion, asKringle
pounded furioudy away. The headboard banged against the paneled wall with every thrust. Kringlesred
pants were down around his ankles, so were hissilk boxers. The flabby pink mounds of flesh that were
his buttocks shook like two great bags of jely; they looked like Christmas puddings, al blotchy and
purplewith veins.

"KriiiinnngtUIle...." the sepulchra voice repeated ominoudy, this tune accompanied by therattle of rusty
oldchans.

The fat man didn't hear it—or maybe he didn't want to hear it He kept granting with lust, again and again,
while beneath him, the elf—amost smothered by hisweight—shrieked hi ecstasy or discomfort. It was
impossibletotell.

"Kringlel Goddammit! Stop that now!" demanded the voice.

KrisKringlerolled over abruptly, rising up on one elbow, histumescence shrinking and disgppearing into
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thefolds of flesh a hisgroin. "Ho ho ho!" he boomed jovidly. "Mmmmeeeeerrrrryyyyy
CCChhhhrrriiisssstit-mmmasasassss!! And what would you like Santato bring you, little boy?' Beside
him, the ef lowered its knees from where they had been pressed againgt his chest. He wore an annoyed
expression as he struggled to St up, straightening hislong blonde wig, and at the sametime trying to pull
down the nearly-trangparent nightie to cover his childish modesty. Hislipstick was badly smeared.
"Kringle... /' The apparition's words came from the darkest depths of the grave; they were hollow and

raspy and carried the weight of years. "/ have comefor you!" Again, there came the hopeful rattle of
moldering chains.



"Ho ho ho—"

"Wait aminute, goddammit!" squeaked the éf. It reached up onto the headboard behind itsalf, fumbling
for the remote control. At lagt, it found the clicker and hastily punched the pause button. Santa stopped
booming in the middle of aloud enthusiastic "Ho—1" Hisdeep voicetraled off dowly, the bright twinkle
faded from hiseyes, and some of the redness faded from his bulbous nose. The machinery whirred softly
to ahdt and Santa sat slently waiting, his naked |ap open.

"Odds bodking" squesked the eif. "What isit thistime?”

In response, thetall gray specter dongated itsdlf, stretching out one bony arm to reach acrossthe
intervening distance. It plucked the ef up out of the cushiony feather bed and held it doft. "Do you
recognize me, Brucie Kringle? Ho ho ho... I" it moaned.

The df's eyes widened in sudden horror. "Y e gods and little fishes!" He chittered like a cockroach with a
thyroid problem. "I thought wekilled you!"

"You did!" ragped the wraith. "Ho ho ho—!" It rattled itslong popcorn chains and leered maevolently.
Its eyes burned like ornaments.

The ghost made a mysterious gesture and—
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Suddenly, the two of them were standing out in afrozen cold wilderness, the blue sun was a bitter pill on
the horizon. A furiouswind whipped at the ef s nightgown. Nearby, ared and white striped pole stood
next to atiny cottage. "Look!" pointed the ghost, stabbing with abony ringer at thetiny house. A yelow
window glowed with beckoning warmth. Framed by red and white curtains, Santa's body, stuffed to an
ample girth with styrofoam peanuts, rocked steadily back and forth in amotorized chair. It puffed merrily
a itspipe. Periodicdly it lifted its hand and waved out the window, while a synchronized recording
repested Santa'sinfectious laughter againgt a background of Jingle Bells.

"A very good job you did, little sprite! Y ou left no detail unattended to.”
"Thanks," blushed the df, forgetting for the moment its precarious predicament.
The ghost made another mysterious gesture and—

Suddenly, the two of them were standing in acold gray field—no horizon, only gray mist and cruel grass.
Nearby, stood three men clad in hunters garb and carrying rifles. Suddenly, one pointed upward. The
other two raised their rifles, took careful aim, and fired off three quick shots each. The reports of their
wegpons sounded small and flat against the sillent tundra— but far in the distance, adark object
plummeted heavily to the ground, smacking into it with aterrible wet impact.

"Y ou sold my reindeer to ahunting farm!" the apparition accused.

The df squirmed in the bony grip. "Hey! That wasn't my idea. The lawyers ordered it. They said we
should downsize the operation. We needed to invest in new transportation. And we got aterrific deal
from the Airbus Consortium. The goddamn ek were too old and too dow anyway—and you never paid
any attention to how much those hayburners ate, did you? The upkeep was horrendous! If we didn't act
when
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we did, the whole thing would have gone into Chapter 11. Down the tubes without aflush. At least this
way, we have a chance to compete againgt the Japanese—"

"Always with the excuses, Bruce! Remember, an excuse only satisfies the person who makesit.”

"Y eah, yeah, yeah—the old-fashioned ways are always the best. The time-honored tradition of the
Chrigtmas spirit—and dl that jazz. But have you seen how Christmasis celebrated lately?' Thistimethe
ef made amyserious gesture. "L ook at this, you fat old fart—"

Thistime, the haunt and the df found themsdlvesin agaily-lit concourse, asuburban mal filled with
joyous music, dazzling decorations, towering displays, spotless storefronts, and crowds of anxious
looking people milling from one ramp to the next with desperate expressions on their faces. Many of
them were parents, escorting smal children.

The children wore costumes of dl kinds. The girlswere mostly dressed as glittery princesses, ballerinas,
winged fairieswith plastic wands, mermaids, cowgirls, and witches—alot of little witches. The costumes
of the boysreeked of violence—therewerekillers of dl kinds: gundingers, terminators, ninja, turtles,
batmen, supermen, vampires, and pirates. Many of the costumes seemed to be generic, probably
purchased from the Disney outlet in the mall. At each store, tired-looking employeesin gay apparel
smiled wanly and passed out generic candies.

"Thisis Chrissmas now!" declared Bruce Kringle, pointing a ashop window showing Santawaving from
apumpkin patch, another shop window showing Santariding on the back of awitch's broom, athird
display showing the gay old saint passing out candy to costumed children at the front door of his north
pole workshop, and afourth one showing Santa Sitting in the command seet of the Starship Enterprise
while adozen little VVulcansin green uniforms smiled and waved.
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"But thisisnot Christmas—" the spook whispered. "It's only Hatloween."

"Y eah, that's another thing. We had to merge the holidays. Gregater profit potentid. Longer saling season.
We had to drop the Christ angle, of course. Too tricky. But now, we get into high gear the first weekend
before Haloween and we go straight through until the middle of January.”

"What have you done?" The ghost demanded cavernoudly.

"Hey—thiswasal your idea," the éf replied strongly. "We pick up another five percent just with the
post-season white sales. Weve got a Japanese conglomerate funding the expansion, and we're looking at
an eventual extension of the slling season all the way into Vaentine's Day. Of course, the long-term goa
isto make Christmas a year-round festival. Y ou dways said, you wanted people to have the spirit of
Chrigmas dfi year round. Well, thisisthe first sep—merchandisng.”

Brucie Kringle was about to explain about cost-leveraging and swing-markets, when suddenly a
bloodcurdling shriek of terror came from nearby.



"What'sthat?" asked the ghost.

"Uh—it'sjudt alittle extrainnovation. Something to shake them up abit. Anideawe got from the
amusement parks.”

"Tdl mel" demanded the wraith.

"Um—better yet, I'll show you." Shaking free from the bony grasp of the specter, the elf jumped down to
thetiled floor, grabbed the haunt by its cobwebby robe, and dragged it toward a ramshackle-looking
structure; it seemed to have been dropped in ahegp in front of the entrance to the J. C. Penney's. A
short line of people waited to enter. Periodically, a hunchback would stagger out of the entrance, grinning
and drooling, to wave another smal group of peopleinsde. Asthey watched, another terrifying scream
came floating over thetop of thewalls.
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"What's happening in there?" said the spook.

"It's cdlled a haunted house. We're scaring the bg esus out of them. It helpsto put them in abuying
mood—"

The ghost and the éf joined the line—nobody paid them any undue attention. Shortly, the hunchback
guided them into the interior of the fabricated structure, where they were treated to a series of tableaus
portraying the worst excesses of vampires, chain-saw murderers, and back-alley abortionists. The rooms
were decorated with coffins, skeletons, and big glass jars with strange-looking creatures floating in amber
acohol. They saw corpses, dismembered body-parts, and al manner of hairy little bugs and dimy snakes
and worms. Deformed mutants legpt out of the walls at them. All around them, the costumed children
laughed and shrieked in delight. Flashes of lightning and crashes of thunder punctuated the screams of the
banshees and the moans of the zombies.

"Seel" said the df, when they found themsdlves out in the crush of the mdl again. "It'sal in fun. Nobody
gets hurt. Okay, yeah—so it's not dancing sugarplums. But you were out of touch with al that sugary
crap. Don't you know that sugar isbad for kids. Thisis more reglistic—more educationdl. It'smorein
tune with thetunes. | mean, just look at yoursdlf! Do you think you redly represent the spirit of
Chrigmas?1

The ghost was sordly offended. It gtiffened to itsfull height. "/ am the spirit of Chrigmag!”

"Right, sure," said the df. "And just how jolly do you think you're going to make people fed, looking like
that? At least weve got them laughing at thelr fears.™

"Laugh at thid" said the spook, grabbing the ef by the arm and dragging him into a kitchen appliance
store. He seized a cordless el ectric knife from the wall display—"No More Hasses Carving Y our
Christmas Turkey!"—and began hacking off the elfsarms and legs. With each cut, the ghost reminded
the screaming elf who it had been when it was il dive. "/ used to
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bust my assdl year long just for the privilege of working like afrenzied demon racing the dawn on what



was supposed to be the holiest night of the year. / had a spastic colon, two crushed vertebrae, a double
hernia, hemorrhoids, varicose veins, swollen ankles, colitis phlebitis, an ulcerated bowe, psychosomatic
impotency, and chest pains sirong enough to fell ahorse. But | did it for the children—and you've turned
it into amockery!"

By thistime, the df had been diced into saven or eight different-sized pieces, dl of themwriggling
excitedly on the floor, reforming and growing even as the undead spirit watched. Each piece of the éf
was becoming awhole new ef. Almost immediately, they were legping to their fet, chittering and
squeaking in their little high voices. "Now, there are eight of ug! Eight little Brucies! H'ray! We can have a
dasy-chan!"

The ghost began grabbing them one by one, cackling hideoudy asit shoved them al into an industria size
food processor. The elves screamed in agony as the ghost punched up the puree setting. The many
ghrieks of "I'm medlting—" died away quickly, smothered by the sounds of tiny bones crunching into soup.

Before the fragments could reform into a Brucie-blob, the ghost did the whole pitcher into a brand-new
Radar-Range Microwave oven (with carousdl and browning circuits), and programmed it for popcorn.
Almogt ingantly, myriads of little gremlinlike creatures began spurting out of the pitcher, yelping and
gparking as the microwaves deeted angrily through their bodies. They cursed and swore, but their voices
were way too thin to be audible. Instead, they sounded like the angry buzz of summer cicadas. Soon,
they began smoking and popping, vaporizing painfully into nothingness.

Brucie Kringle, the df, woke up in acold sweat. "Oh, my goodness—what anightmare," he piped.
Beside him, the naked Santa-droid rested heavily in the
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feathery mattress. Bnice leaned over and mopped the cold swest from his face with Santa's beard.
"Whoa," he said to himsdlf. "That was scary. | just gottawatch what | eat before going to bed. | think
there was more gravy than gravein that one." And then hiswords stuck in his mouth. Fear grabbed his
throat withicy claws.

Standing at thefoot of the bed was atal dark wraith; itsample girth and jolly posture revealed its nature
even beforeit spoke. "He he hel" it cackled. "Thank you, Bruce, thank you! Y ou have taught me avery
vauable lesson. Thetimearight for awhole new spirit of Christmas—you will get the Christmas that you
deserve. And thistime, my little sugar-plum, no one will ever be ableto kill the Christmas spirit/ Ho ho
ho!"

THE BEAR WHO FO(IND CHRISTMAS

by Alan Rodgers

Alan Rodgersis abest-sdling horror novdig.

Joey Robins Dad got transferred that December from Newport News to San Diego.

Chrigmeastime.

Transferred at Chrigmastime.



It was the worst news Joey had gotten in ayear full of bad news: inalifefull of rotten holidays and empty
Christmases, moving crass-country at Christmas promised to make for the very worst Chrissmasof al.

Because Joey hated moving.

Hated it!

Hated it three days before Christmas when the green-and-white Bekins van rumbled up to the old house
with the front porch and the window frames made out of wood. Hated it as the moversloaded dl their
suff in their big truck for hoursin the bright Virginiacold. Hated it asthey closed up the back of the
moving van and drove away with everything but the car and Joey and a couple days worth of clothes.
And his parents.

And Bear.

They sure couldn't take Bear. Joey wouldn't let them—wouldn't no matter whet.

Because the stuffed toy bear was his only friend, when you got down to it. They were constant
companions, or as constant as circumstances alowed. Joey had
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no other friendsto speak of, partly because the Rob-inses never stayed anywhere long enough for Joey
to get to know anyone. But partly, too, Joey's best friend was a stuffed toy bear because something in
the boy was broken, busted good a good long time ago, and the plain fact was that Joey wasn't made
right insde for gelling on with people made of flesh and blood.

Maybe it was moving that broke him.

The Robinses moved at |east three times every year, and sometimes more. That didn't make having
friendsimpossible—not quite.

There were the kids back in Raleigh—after he'd been there six weeks they'd elected him president of his
third-grade classfor the month of March. But before April was over they'd moved again, to Boston.
What good were friends like that when you could only have them for three months? And besides, the
teacher redlly goaded the classinto eecting him. That wasn't fair, and when Joey was being honest with
himself he knew it wasn't redl.

Mom and Dad weren't much for company.
Dad was dways working—till nine, ten, eleven o'clock at night. Even later sometimes.

Mom was even worse. Not because she wasn't home for him—she was aways home—but because she
liked to drink.



Mom got mean when she drank. When she was drinking Joey did everything he could to avoid her.

It isn't right—isn't hedlthy—for an eight-year-old (going on nine!) boy to love a Teddy Bear more than
anything dseintheworld.

When his Dad had time to worry over Joey, he worried about the bear especidly.

But it isn't right for anyone to be as alone as Joey Robinswas, ether, and loving a Teddy Bear like it was
your Dad, your Mom, and al your friendsisalot better than not having anyoneto loveat al. Or so his
father tried to reassure himself.
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And maybe hewasright.

Because Joey loved the bear so hard and long and pure, so deeply and so truly and so powerfully that
the bear began to grow a heart.

Not that you could touch or feel or noticeit. It was aspirit heart, made of ghost instead of flesh and
blood. It didn't make him speak or sing or move or grant miracles. The only difference it made was that
as Joey loved the bear, the bear began to love him, too.

It happens to toys sometimes. No one ever notices.

Thefirgt night on the road they stayed in aRam adalnnin West Virginia Joey dept badly that night—
holding Bear tight benegth the strange musty sheets. And he dreamed. He dreamed that he could hear
Bear's heart beating insde his soft felt chest.

They spent the second night in amotel at the near edge of East S. Louis, just afew milesfrom the
Mississppi River.

Not just any hotd, in fact, but the Holiday Inn at the edge of what was once the Terrible Swamp—a
haunted bog where dl the best and worst things in the world used to wait hiding, gathering mannafor the
day of Armageddon.

Absolute truth: the Terrible Swvamp was once afrightful place. But even the wonders of the world are
nothing bes de three crews of men with dozers, back-hoes, and tractors; and now for yearsthe Terrible
Swamp has been no swamp at dl but drained bottom land. The best and worst things are blown away on
the dust. All that remain of them are ghosts and vapors.

It's been years, now, since anything unnatural wandered out from the swamp's east edge. Yearssince
developerscamein to build their shopping mal with its adjoining office complex. The hotel, the shopping
mall, the offices—all of them share apeculiar reputation among those who travel often in the region—but
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they do a crigp and mundane business, and they serve their customers well enough.

Ascertainly they served the Robinses.



Joey was dready adeep when hisMom shut off the television at ten o'clock. Riding in the car dl day
aways made nun tense and miserable, and when hefinaly got to bed he dept hard and deep from
exhaudtion.

Ghosts and vapors above what was once the Terrible Swamp.

Ineffectua ghosts, ephemera vapors. Nothing that even achild might have reason to fear.

And ill.

The holidays are specid in their way, and there are plenty enough reasons why. And during the holidays
(and especidly on Christmas and Christmas Eve) the best and worst things are dive again, and they haunt
the swamp that is no longer any swvamp.

And they do things.

It was Christmas Eve when Joey's father woke at six fifteen in the morning, took his shower, loaded up
the car. Which didn't wake Joey, though noisesin the morning dmost dways did. By seven both his
father and his mother were packed and ready to go and Joey till wasn't awake. And his father didn't
have the heart to wake him.

So he carried Joey to the car, set him carefully on the back seat, and let him deep.

He drove west into the morning, leaving Bear behind at the edge of what was once the Terrible Swamp.
Where the ghosts and vapors found Bear, lonely and abandoned.

And they touched him.

Even before they touched him, Bear could tell hewas aone. He could fed it: asthe Robinses drove west
histiny, ghostly heart felt Joey getting farther
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away. Bear pined for him, missed him more from three hours absence than ever after an entire day at
school.

At eight o'clock Bear felt the maid comeinto the room; felt her straighten things up and toss him onto her
cleaning cart. He knew—dimly, vaguely—where he was.

And he knew where he was at eight-thirty when she took him off the cart and threw him into the garbage
dumpster with the other trash. Bear landed in the dumpster and Joey woke to find him missing at dmost
the same instant; Bear heard Joey's screaming, somehow, a hundred and fifty miles away.

He knew from the sound of the scream that he was logt, and that Joey would never find him.

The knowledge and the hurtfulness of that burned at his ghostly heart, tickled it with tongues of fire, until
findly it burdt &flame.



The best and worst things, vapors that they were, could see Bear's heart afire. How could they not? It
burned bright etheredl fire any ghost could see miles away.

And therein the hotel dumpster on Christmas Eve, the vapors touched Bear. And in amoment miracle
light danced around histiny mattress-fluff-and-cloth body, consuming and disgorging him—

—and afoul wind blew into the dumpster from the west—
—and there, at the edge of what was once the terrible magica swamp, Bear cameto life.

Cloth eyelids he never had except in Joey's dream pulled closed then open, back and forth over his
beautifully boopic black plastic eyes. And his eyes somehow focused and brought him vision, even
though they had no mechanism for sght insde them.

Bear flexed hisarms, craned hishead, marveled a the miracle of movement. Wondered at the sight of
the sky above the dumpster. Stood up clumsly (for hislegs, like hisarms, ended in sumpy cylindersin-
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stead of paws), and peered over the rim of the dumpster.
And saw themall.

The moment he saw the mall Bear knew that was where he had to go. It wasamagica place, that mall, a
place full of haunts and vapors and destiny—and besides, when he looked a the mall Bear's heart told
him that Joey lay in that direction. If Joey was thata-way, that was where Bear was going, no two ways
about it.

There was awide soggy field between the Holiday 1nn and the shopping mall. Drained land that never
drained completely, or someone would've built something big and expensive adtride it—that land had
location, and in red estateit'slocation location location, right? Except where it comesto building permits.
Evenin acounty like this one, where folks cared so little about swamps that they let adeveloper come
along and drain the Terrible Swamp which everybody knew was haunted—even here no architect or
geologist would sign off on apermit to build on that field. Lots of developerstried, lots of times, but no
one had managed it.

Anyway, because that field had never drained, the haunts and vapors never |€ft it. Oh, they didn't thrive
there the way they'd thrived in their sdlad days when the swamp was greenery moldering everywhere.
After dl, vapors despise the unimpeded light of day, and haunts abhor publicity (athing no haunt who
livedin plain view of ashopping mal could avoid). But they did well enough living degp down in the
murky muck—and that was where they were when they first caught sight of Bear.

They would have followed him if they could. But it wasn't quite that Smple: where in high summer that
field was sopping wet and squishy, this cold December (meanest the Sate had seen in generations) the
squishy field was frozen hard as stone.

If it were summer, Bear surdly would have sunk
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right through the muck and down to where the vaporslived. And if he hadn', they'd've followed him
eadly enough. But it wasn't high summer, and Bear tromped right on across the frosty muck, dipping and
diding alittle over theicy parts. Stumbled a couple times over knots of brittle grass. Acrossthefield to
the drainage barrier that separated the field from the mal's parking lot. Over the barrier, through the lot,
right up to the entrance of the mall.

And the vapors—wsdll, they could have busted the frozen mud above them and grabbed Bear fast
enough. But that would have made the kind of broad-daylight spectacle no vapor ever wantsto make.
So instead they cut adow and careful hole up through theicy crugt, turned themsdlvesinvisible, and
followed Bear as discreetly asthey could.

It took some doing, but it wasn't any specia effort. They would have risen out of the dirty ice soon
enough regardless. the vapors aways haunt that mall at Chrigmastide. They just love the decorations.

Rightly so. When the seasonal and promotiona people decorate that mall, they spare no spectacle.
Certainly the sght gave Bear pause.

Such decorations! he thought. Like arevelation to his Teddy Bear heart!

Bear recognized them right away, even though held never till that moment seen them. He knew just what
they were, was dl. Of course he did! He was atoy, and every toy God ever made knows Christmas.

It's Christmas! Bear thought, looking at the particolored ribbons, bows, tassals, bells, and foofaraws that
hung above the mall entrance. Joey's having Christmas! He rubbed his chin. // / could only find Christmas,
he thought, I'm sure I'd find Joey there.

That decided Bear, as much as he hadn't decided dready: it wasinto the mall for him, and if he just
looked around there long enough he knew he'd find Christmas.
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Soon as he found Christmas, he'd find Joey right there.

But what he found inside the mall wasn't Christmas or Joey or anything of the sort.

What he found was | ooters.

It was lootersthat got Bear in, in away: they were the ones who broke open the big locked doors that
kept the mall closed. They broke right through them— busted the glass and walked on in, and never
mind about the keys. Night watchman (deeping not far from the broken doors) didn't even notice.

Maybe his hearing aid was off?

Bear got to those busted doors, and for the longest time he stood trying to decide what to do. Shuffling
his stumpy little legs back and forth through the shards of glassdl over everywhere.

It'sarobbery, Bear thought. Somebody is stealing Christmas.



When he thought of it that way, Bear knew he had to do something. Why, he couldn't Iet them get away
with Chrismad! If he did, he might never see Joey again!

So Bear charged in through the busted door, and straightaway he confronted the looters. It wasn't hard
to find them; they clustered around the nifty toy store with the wide glass display window. Which kind of
figured, snceit wasthe only storein thiswing of the mall that didn't have a chain-stedl security door to
protect it during the off hours.

That was one of the things about looters, and nobody had to tell Bear: they only went for the shops that
made easy targets. Unlessthey had alot of time, which they sure didn't right now, even if the night
watchman was still snoring asleep by the broken door.

"You therel" Bear shouted as he gpproached the looters. "1 say! Stop that this very moment!" Later he
wondered where he got the nerve to say such athing, but just then in the heat of the moment it was easy.

i
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"Put those toys back where you got them or I'll be having words with your parents!”

Two or three of thelooters|ooked up from their spoilsto face Bear's harangue. "What the hdll isthat?"
one of them asked in no particular direction, "some kind of arobot toy?"

And they dl laughed and laughed, but Bear didn't see what was so funny.

"I'll have you know I'm an officer of thelaw," Bear said. Thiswasabluff, but it wasthe only bluff he
could think of on short notice.

One of the looters cocked an eyebrow, snickered, " 'Zat s0?' And they al started laughing all over again.

Bear harrumphed. Thiswasn't going right—not at dl. "Y ou're under arrest. All of you! Up against the
wal!"

It was the wrong thing to say. Absolutely! It made the looterslaugh harder than ever. And worse yet it
inspired the biggest of them to grab Bear by the ear and lift him way up into the air!

"Put me down thismoment!" Bear shouted. But nobody listened.
"Y ou know," the big looter said, "I think thisis one of them robot-things. | bet it's worth some money.”
Severd of thelooters murmured in agreement.

"We get enough, we can have us an outrageous Christmas. Have aparty for everybody in the building.
Toysfor dl my little cousnd™

"Yeah, Wild Man. You get usaChrisgmad"

"L et me see him, Wild Man. Careful with his eer— you don't want torip it off! | bet | could fence him
today if | hurry. One of them rich people would pay right out the nose for arobot toy like that one.”



"Christmas!" one of the looters shouted, and they all shouted back at him: "Christmag!”
Shouted loud, too.

So loud they woke up the old man security guard,
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who till that moment had douched napping not far from the broken door.

"Oh hey-zoo, man," Wild Man said, "now look what you gone and done. Somebody ice that fogey
before he gets usinto trouble.”

It was dready too late: the security guard blinked, saw the broken glass scattered al sparkly acrossthe
polished terrazzo. Looked up to see the looters as he took a cell phone off hisbelt and started screaming
bloody murder.

Wild Man screeched in frugtration. Y anked Bear out of the hands of the fencer-looter, pulled him way up
into theair, and threw him against awall.

"You broke him!"
Bear bounced off thewall in timeto see one of the looterslift agun, aim at the security guard—

And saw Wild Man dap the gun from his hands. "It'stoo late, you moron. He already made the call.
Shoot him now and we al go away for murder. Y ou want to go away for murder?”

Thelooter looked—angry. Redlly angry. "Hey, Wild Man—you think | care? You tell me. Youtdl me
what the hell | got to lose for murder! | ain't got nothing but what | stedl! | don't got nothing to care
about, and | don't care! That old man wantsto try and take what | got away from me, | ain't going to let
him—I swvear | ant!”

And before anyone could stop him, the looter shoved Wild Man away with hisleft hand as he lifted the
gunwith hisright.

Took aim and fired, dl in one continuous motion.

The bullet caught the security guard square in the neck, and blood went everywhere bright red dl over
everything dready red from Christmas.

Before any of them could so much as say Oh, no!, there were cops al over everywhere. Sirensand
flashing lights al over everywhere, the whole parking lot out there abig sea of splashing blue and red
lights

I
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The looterstook off into the mal, dl of them but the crazy one with the gun who stood wild-eyed and



stupid looking, staring at the broken security guard and talking to himsdlf, talking to himself over and over
aganhesadl diditjust didit | did it and Bear wasn't sure what he meant.

Bear just didn't know what to do. But he was worried for the security guard, who was dead or dying or
maybe he just needed help? Bear didn't know, so he went to the man's side and rested his head against
the man's hand to comfort him.

The security guard was dlive, the way it happened. He patted Bear on the head. " Sons of britches," he
sad. "Those stupid sons of britches what the heck kind of Christmasthey think they're going to get trying
to sted it like that? What the heck? Lootering like abunch of wild men. Y ou know that, Teddy Bear? |
tell you that? | waslike them once. | knew them. | was aboy and | wanted to steal because | didn't have
no chanceto get for mysdf." Two policemen and amedic knelt beside the guard and began examining his
wounds, but the guard didn't pay them any mind—he kept right on talking, patting Bear on the head.
"They wrong, Bear. | learned that in thislife: you makeit for yourself, or you don't, any way you go. |
lived alifeto learn that. All you ever do by stedling is make decent folks run away from you. Ain't no
Chrisgmasin that, huh, Bear?"

Bear shook his head, and the old man laughed.

"Dont you worry, old fella," the medic said "you're going to be just fine. Y ou're alucky man! Bullet
missed your spine, your arteries. Didn't go anywhere near your throat.”

And they lifted him onto a stretcher and carried him away before Bear so much as had a chanceto say
good-bye.

Joey woke just past Independence, Missouri, and right away he reached out to give Bear ahug.
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He did that every morning.

Only thistime Bear wasn't where Joey expected him to be. So Joey groped around and around, opened
his eyes to see where he was in the moving car on the Interstate highway and how did he get there and
where were they and he remembered they were moving again. And remembered going to bein the
Holiday Inn last night, remembered checking into the hotel. Asthey pulled into thelot held looked &t the
empty field beside the hotel, looked at the mal beyond it, and he couldn't stop shivering no matter how
hetried.

It was s0 cold. That'sdl it was; he couldn't help but shiver in this cold.

Bear was somewhere around here. Had to be! Joey rubbed his eyes, looked on the floor, looked on the
seat, looked everywhere....

Bear was gone.

Joey fdt like ahand gripped his ssomach and pulled it ins de out—like someone pushed him off the world
to send tumbling through hell.
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Joey screamed and screamed.
His mother—half adegp and haf awake trying to wear away a hangover in the front passenger seat—
woke gtartled and angry. She released the latch on her safety belt and came at Joey looking like a

madwoman. Turned around, reached over the back of the seat, and just kept coming—grabbed Joey by
the collar and shook him over and over as he screamed.

"What's your problem, you little wretch? What? What?'
And Joey screamed.

Till hisfather pulled the car off onto the shoulder of the road, put his hand on Mom's back and said, "No,
no, you're hurting him. Can't you see that? Don't hurt the boy,” and Mom let him loose alittle,

"Bear," Joey sad. "l can't find Bear anywherewe left him, | know." And then he started crying again.
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Heloved Bear so much.

Bear was the only friend he always had, and he wanted to start crying but he couldn't because he already
was crying.

"It'sdl right, son," Dad said. He didn't missabest. "Well go back and get him."
Mom didn't likethat at al, but she didn't argue about it.

The mall opened twenty minutes after the ambulance took the security guard away. Rich people began to
stream in right away. That was one of the things about rich people, Bear thought: they never missed a
best.

Mom said she needed coffee, so Dad pulled through the Dunkin Donuts drive through while they were
off the highway turning back toward . Louis.

Joey was relieved when he saw they were going through the drive through. Dad usualy went in by
himsdlf, which left Mom and Joey donein the car together—and Mom had it bad this morning.
Scary-bad

Shegot that way sometimes after she was drinking. Mornings especially—mornings after she drank too
much were the very worst of al, but there were other bad times, too, bad times so bad Joey didn't like to
think about them.

But no matter how bad it got, Dad never seemed to notice. Joey didn't understand why, but it had to do
with the way Dad was aways working to support them. Maybe he worked so hard his eyes got too tired
to see, or maybe she was careful around him.

Or maybe he couldn't didn't see.

"Joey? Are you awake, son? Do you want adoughnut?’



"Oh," Joey said. "Sorry, Dad. Yesplease.”

All the way back to East St. Louis. All the way back acrossthe Mississippi.
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The way Joey'sfather saw it, there wasn't awhole lot of choice. Evenif it was unhedlthy for the boy to
get hislove from astuffed toy bear, it was better he got it there than no place at all.

He sighed, pushed the accel erator as he merged back onto I-80~~eastbound, thistime.
It wasn't good, working al these hours. Moving al this often. No matter how much they needed the

money, no matter how much it mattered to his career, it just wasn't good. Never mind Belinda's drinking;
the boy was strangling for want of attention, and that was Sam Robins own fault as much asit was

anybody's.
Something somewhere had to give—and soon. It just had to.
Rich people.

Rich people were areveation to Bear. So many of them dressed so fancy rushing into the mall likea
swarm of hornets. And every single one of them so—rich.

Thoserich people are awful! Bear thought as he watched them. They get their Christmas and they don't
shareit with no one.

And wouldn't you know it? That was just when he began to notice how they redlly weren't miserly after
al.

Joey went straight for the dumpster when they got to the Bottomland Holiday Inn.
Watching him, Sam Robins thought it was dmost as though the boy had ahoming ingtinct. How could he
know just where to look? Wouldn't it be more sensible to start searching in the hotel room? Sam wanted

to go to the manager, to ask the maid if she'd found Bear when she'd cleaned their room.

But Joey shouted, "C'mon, Dad. Thisway!" and how could anyone argue with that? It was Christmas
Eve. Thiswasno timefor arguing with little boys.

The dumpster was empty, of course.
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Joey climbed up the side of it, peered over the top, looked in—and the air seemed to rush out of him al
at once.

"Gone"

Sam Robinshit hislip.



"WEéll find him, son. Don't worry. I'll find the hauling company, see where the truck is headed—"

Joey shook his head. Turned, let go of the edge of the dumpster. Fell so limp to the ground that Sam was
sure the boy would hurt himself—but he didn't. He landed on his feet, just fine, the boy wasfinethere
wasn't anything to worry about.

"Bear isntin any old garbage truck," Joey sad. "I'd know if hewas."

Sam shrugged. "If you say so, Joey."

But Joey didn't even hear; he was aready moving. Around the dumpster. Up to the edge of thefield that
glistened with patches of ice....

"Bear went to themall," Joey said, pointing at the brightly-decorated cluster of buildings and towers that
gleamed like some mercantile Camelot in the near distance. "We have to go to the mall.”

Sam wanted to argue with the boy. He wanted to tell him that there was no way in hell they were going to
tromp across dl hell and creation looking for— what? A Teddy Bear that'd got up and walked away
from thetrash?

Bizarre, that'swhat it was. Bizarre.

llm_ll

But when it cameto it, he just didn't have the heart.

"What, Dad?" The boy stopped a dozen pacesinto the field, looked back over his shoulder and darn
near broke hisfool neck when hisfeet started to dip out from under him.

"Careful, son. That fidldisamess”

Joey nodded. He looked resolute. "Bear'sin trouble, Dad. We have to save him."

There wasn't any way to argue with him; the way the boy spoke, Sam Robins haf believed what he said
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himsalf. He shook his head. Reached into the car, took the now-cold coffee from the holder in the
arm-rest— held put it there after they'd stopped at the Dunkin Donuts back in Independence.

Closed hisdoor and started after his son.
Trouble was Belindadidn't see things quite so straightforwardly.
"Where do you think you're going?"

She didn't ask the question so much as she growled it. She was hung over again—Sam could smell last
night'sliquor when she spoke.



"Going tothemdl, Bd. With Joey."

Bd hissad. "Still looking for histoy?' Sam fdlt like an idiot when she asked the question that way. "He's
eight yearsold, Sam. Let him grow up.”

Sam Robins didn't know what to say. No—he didn't want to say it. Any of it. All thewordsthat cameto
him were fighting words, and he hated fighting with hiswife more than anything esein theworld. "It's
Chrismas, Bd. The bear'simportant to him."

She made asound like asigh, but louder and meaner—all anger and frustration. "'/'// take care of this."
She got out of the car and ssomped to the edge of thefield. "Joey!"

The boy was dready hafway across. He didn't look back when she called; maybe he didn't hear her.
"JOEY!"

Joey didn't hesitate, not for an ingtant. After his mother had screamed at him so loud—no way he didn't
hear it. Was he ignoring her on purpose?

His mother must've thought so. Because she screamed in fury and took off running after him acrossthe
icy fiddd. When shewas close to him, she started shouting. "Urchin!" she shouted, "you little wrc/wn!™

Joey didn't seem to realize she was after him until she was amost on top of him. He turned to glance
back at them with alook on hisface that said What's keeping you?—and saw his mother. His eyes
bugged

\

THE BEARWHO FOUND CHRISTMAS 323

open, and he made a startled sound, and he started to run like he was scared for hislife.

Maybe he wasright to be afraid for hislife, Sam Robins thought. Belindawas aterror when shewas
angry.

Maybe | ought to do something.

He dtarted after them even though he wasn't sure what kind of something the Stuation called for. It wasa
good thing he did. Because Bdl caught Joey by his collar just asthey reached along dick patch of ice.
Caught him and tried to haul him up off hisfeet—only the ice underneath her wastoo dippery. When she
tried to haul him up, her own legswent flying out from under her.

And they both went diding, rear-ends-first, acrosstheicy field.

"Mom—"'

"You misarable, miserable, miserablelittle brat...!"

Sam was only afew yards behind them, now— running along the edge of theice as hiswife and son did
acrossit. And there ahead of all of them—oh, Lord, look at it.



Enormous.

An enormous hole a thefar end of theice.

Four, five feet across and so deep Sam couldn't see the bottom standing damn near the edge of it.

How ... ?What on earth would make a hole like that?

As his screaming wife and son did over the edge, into the pit forever.

No. No no no no.

It didn't happen like that; Joey, Bear, Joey's Mom— any of you could have told you. The only one who
saw Joey and hisMom go over the edge to meet their fate was Joey's Dad. And the only reason he saw
it that way was dread: dread as he stretched himself to reach acrosstheiceto catch hiswife by the
shoulder, to brace himself to brace them and hold them and
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love them and God, God, look, they were poised at the edge balanced on the edge and suddenly till,
stock gtill onthisside of eternity....

Even from there—even standing holding Bel and Joey baanced at the edge of the pit—even from there
Sam couldn't see the bottom.

Maybe that was atrick of thelight.

Joey and hisMom didn't realize how they drifted right up to the edge of oblivion. She wastoo busy trying
to get her hands around him to see where she was; Joey, confused and scared out of his mind, wastrying
like hell to get away.

"I've got you, got you now, you little wretch. And I'm going to teach you alesson!" Shewas up on her
knees, trying to get to her feet. She held the boy by the back of his collar and she shook him back and
forth, sdeto side, shook him over the pit and twice she nearly dropped him.

Sam Robins couldn't take it any more. He didn't dare! What if she dropped the boy? What if she hurt
him, shaking him back and forth like that?

He patted her shoulder with the same hand held used to stop them. Got her atention asfirmly and quietly
ashe could.

"Bd," he said. And stopped. He had to stop; he didn't know what else to say. Don't hurt my boy, Bel.
Was that what he had to say? She turned to face him, and when he looked at her—when he looked at
hiswife that moment it seemed to Sam Robinsthat he saw her as though looking through some vast
ocean, murky in its deeps.

Hetook the boy from her, cradled himin hisarms.

All thewhile he kept looking into hiswife's eyes. She was down there, wasn't she? Swimming through



her lifein asea of acohol so deep it clouded her judgment.
Sam winced at theimage.
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"Think about what you're doing, Bdl. Y ou don't want to hurt the boy, do you?' Bel shivered. "No, Sam,"
shesad. "l don't want to hurt him."

When they got to the mall, they found the entrance cordoned off, surrounded by policemen.
Bear'sin there, Joey thought. / know heis. He came thisway. He tried to peer through the broken doors,
the police crowding everywhere around the entrance—if he looked hard enough, he thought, hed see

Bear, and they'd find each other, and everything would be great!

Would be ... no, not great. Not even fine. But at least he'd have Bear back, anyway, and that was
important.

If Bear was in there someplace beyond the crowd, Joey couldn't see him. So he shrugged and went over
to the bench where Dad sat sipping his coffee. There wasn't much of it left—he'd spilled hdf of it on his
trousers running acrosstheicefied.

After awhile Mom came out of the Mexican restaurant where sheld gone, the moment that they got here.
When she came out she carried atall Styrofoam cup with astraw poking out the top. She laughed alittle
funny when Dad asked what wasinsde.

"Hair of the dog that bit me," she said. And laughed again.

Dad wasn't smiling. He looked worried.

Rich people embarrassed Bear innotimeat dl.

There hewas, following them around and thinking how awful they were (being so rich and dl) and two of
them go into thislittle sde-door cul-de-sac that turned out to be an obscure entrance to the mall. And
wouldn't you know it? There was aderdict lying on the floor not far from the door.

A derdict! A wino! A vagabond!

Bear watched the rich people step gingerly around
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the dirty gross stinky old man. He cursed them as they passed, and demanded that they give him
money—

—and they opened their waletsright up and gave him some.



Can you best that? They gave him money!

Rich people, giving away money!

Y ou can't get rich giving away money.'

The wino grumbled and cursed some more, but he took their money all the same.

Bear was s0 astonished heforgot all about the rich people. Walked right up to the derelict and asked,
"Did they redly giveyou money?"'

The derelict rolled his eyes. Shook his head, blinked, looked Bear up and down four times.
Shrugged.

"What do you expect? They'rerich. They can afford it."" He sat up, shifted partly out from under hisfilthy
coarse-wool blanket.

Bear didn't understand. "But why?'

The derdict was staring a him again—trying to figure Bear out. Maybe he thought Bear was arobot, the
way the looters did?

"Whét the hell are you, anyway?'

Bear sighed. "I'm a Teddy Bear." Of course he was a Teddy Bear! What did the derelict think?
Just then two rich people wandered by, staring at them.

"Look at that!" one of them said to the other. "He hasa Teddy Bear!"

They both dropped wads of bills onto the derdlict's blanket.

The derelict snatched up the money, counted it, and squirreled it away beneath his blanket. When he had
it hid red good, he garted swearing. "Tightwadd" he shouted. "Isthat al Christmas meansto you?'

Therich people scurried away from them.
"Tightwads... 7'

The derelict didn't answer. "Y ou know, you're good
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for business, Teddy Bear," he said. He snatched Bear off hisfet, tucked him under hisarm. "I like you."
And helaughed, kind of quiet and greedy sounding.

Then awhole bunch of rich people came by, and another bunch right behind them, and more, and more,
and dl of them gave the derdlict money. He cursed each and every one of them—though he was careful



not to let anyone hear him curse before they'd given.
When thelast of them were gone, Bear findly managed to get out from under the derdlict's smdly armpit.

"I don't understand, mister,” Bear said. "How come you say such awful things about them when they're dl
sharing with you?'

The derdlict took aflask from his pocket. Opened it, took agood long drink, put it away.

He sat there for along time—not talking, not moving. Staring away at the distance like hewastrying to
find wordsfor an answer he knew but didn't understand.

"They never sharetheimportant parts,” hesaid at last.

It made no senseto Bear at dl. "What parts? What do you mean?"

The vagabond shook his head. "It'slike— Christmas,” he said. "Christmasiswhen you got dl these
people around who you've known and loved al your Me. They never share that with nobody, no matter
what. Y ou ever notice that, Teddy Bear?'

Bear kept getting more and more confused. "But you don't know them," he said. "How could you share
that if you never knew them?”'

The derelict Sghed. "That's the whole point, Teddy Bear. Y ou can't give nobody Christmasif you don't
know them well enough to love them. Those ol rich people just don't know how to share.”

"They don't?' Bear kept thinking about the money falling and falling out of rich peopléswallets.
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"| hate them, Teddy Bear. | do. Rich people never made a Christmas for nobody but them and theirs,
even when they try. They owe me, Teddy Bear! They do! Y ou know they do.”

But al Bear could think was that there wasn't nothing rich people could do to make Christmasfor
anybody else. No matter even if they tried. And he thought: The derelict knows that, too. And he hates
that most of all.

A few minutes after eeven o'clock the police finally took down their saw-horse barricades and cleared
themsdvesfrom the mall entrance.

When they were gone, the Robinses went in hunting for Bear.

They didn't have much luck. No matter how they searched Bear was always just around the next corner,
in the next store over, just out of Sight behind the parti-bright Christmas decorations.

Joey!

Bear could fed him—closer. So much closer now! He was somewhere here insgde the mdl, wasn't he?



I've got to find him.

"I'm sorry,” Bear said to the derelict. "I'm sorry, but my little boy has cometo find me and I've got to
meet him now."

The derelict coughed al long and phlegmy. When histhroat was clear, he growled, "Sure you do, Teddy
Bear. Heh heh heh heh." And he grabbed Bear dl over again, tried to tuck him back under that stinky old
ampit.

Which was exactly when the cavary came over the hill. Thank goodness! Six, seven, maybe eight tall
men with uniforms marked BOTTOMLAND MALL— SECURITY on the shoulder patches.

They went right up to the derdlict and Bear. Stood over them patiently, like they were waiting for the
derelict to redlize something he ought to know al-
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ready. Whatever it was, the derdlict either didn't know it or didn't let on that he did—he just sat there
huddled meek beneath his blanket, staring up at the security police.

"Timeto movedong,” thetdlest of them said.

Thederdict ignored him.

Thisisgoing to cometo trouble, | just know it, know it, Bear thought.

And sure enough, it did. The big guard said, "If we have to move you, wewill."

The derdict ignored that, too.

Thetall guard pointed toward the derdlict, toward the door, toward three of the tallest guards.
Asthe derdict sighed and shook his head—

—asthe guards bent to lift him—

—asthe derdlict turned into avapor and vanished into the air.

Vagabond, blanket, stinkiness and all: the only things that didn't disappear were Bear and abig green pile
of rich-people money.

Bear wandered out of the cul-de-sac as the security guards stood staring at the mound of money where
the derelict used to be.

It was amound of money, too. Money in abig old pile like rich people have. Only the derelict wasn't
rich, was he? He was aderelict.

No, he wasn't even aderdlict—just aghost out of the swamp that wasn't here any more. Bear knew that.

Or a least he thought he did.



Anyway, none of the guards noticed when Bear wandered away. Even if they had noticed, it wouldn't
have made any difference. No one trains mall security guardsto cope with Red Live Teddy Bears
waking around their madlls; it just isn't in the manud.

Most people think that's for the best. Bear sure thought so.

By and large folksin the mdl weren't much different from the security guards: they saw Bear and as-
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sumed he was an animation or a child in a costume or—who knew what? And they'd point, and they'd
smile, and most of them let him be.

Oh, acouple of children followed him, or maybe more than a couple. But soon enough their mothers
called them back to shopping, and Bear wandered free to look for Joey.

But free or not, he couldn't find him. Because now it was like—like Joey wasn't there, dmost. Bear could
fed the boy in his heart, but herein the glitter and the glamour that was Christmas, it was hard to tell just
exactly which direction Bear hadtogoiin.

Partly that was because the mal was twisted and partitioned and segmented in such away that straight
lines hardly ever crossed the distance between people. But partly, too, Bear was confused: the looters,
the vagabond, Christmas—there was something he had to make sense of and it made no sense at all.

Whatever it was.

All the way up one long arm of the mall. Past the Food Court. Down an escalator to the big rotunda at
the mall's center.

All thetime he walked, Bear kept scanning the crowd. Looking each and every little boy hi theeye. So
many of them! Bear didn't know there were that many boysin the whole world!

But no matter how many there were, none of them was Joey.

Therewas agreat big Christmas display in the rotunda. Santa Clausin ahomey house, taking Christmas
wishes; abig tin shack that ssid TOY FACTORY, and inside there were Santals animatronic puppet
elves, building toys—only Bear knew better, Bear knew that they weren't dl robots because a couple of
them waved and winked when they saw him coming—

Haunts and vapors! Oh, my!

—winked when they saw Bear coming.

Lots of kids and elves and Santas and haunts and vapors everywhere. But no Joey.
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No Joey noplace.



A papier mache mountain towered above the toy factory and Santa's homey house. At its summit there
wasasgn:

ALL YOURHEARTSDESRE

And when he saw that, Bear knew it must be the most wonderful placein theworld. Joey | He
thought—Joey's up there!

Bear |ooked the mountain up and down, gauging the distance to the top. Wondering how he could ever
climb so much papier mache.

So tal, that mountain. Bear couldn't imagine how a Teddy Bear could ever climb such athing.
It doesn't matter how tall it is. I've got to climb it. No matter what.

Bear didn't even stop to think about it: he tromped off the escalator, ducked under the wood-rail fence,
and went straightaway to the mountain.

Climbed right up the base of it, tromp tromp tromp, till it got so steep he had to hold on with hisarms and
climb with hislegs, hold and climb, hold and climb, dmost like he was an inchworm pulling himsdf up the
face of the mountain—

He dmost madeit.

Almost! He got so close to the summit he amost could have reached out and touched the word
DESRE.

And then something went wrong.
So wrong!

Bear pressed his|eft leg into the rough lump left and below the summit. Sidled over, reached up ashe
lifted hisright leg—and logt hisgrip.

Jugt like thet.

Bear logt his grip and went tumbling head over hedls over head over hedlsright back to where he started,
boombadoombaiump thump dl the way back to where he started at the bottom of the hill.

Threetimes Bear climbed that hill, and three times
|:|
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he came tumbling down on his cloth-and-fluff noggin. If held been areal bear or alittle boy the mountain
cdled ALL YOUR HEARTS DESIRE surely would have been the end of him.

But hewasn't ared bear, and he wasn't aboy, and he was determined] And agood thing, too, or he'd



never have made it to the top.

The fourth time he thought ahead. L ooked the mountain up and down until he figured it out: went to the
edge where the dope met the rotunda's back wall. And bracing himself between the two he pressed like
awedge—all the way to the top.

After thethird time up and down the mall, Dad decided it was time to try some phone calls. Joey knew
that was awaste of time, but he aso knew there wasn't any use arguing about it: Dad had that look in his
eye, and when Dad got that look there wasn't any stopping him.

That meant Joey was aone with Mom. He wasn't real comfortable about Mom—no way he could be
after what happened in the iced-over field. But herein the mal shewasn't al that bad. Especidly after
she stopped at the Mexican restaurant and had the cup of dog hair.

Dog hair dways made Mom al relaxed and happy.

It was better when Mom was happy, even if being happy did make her weird sometimes.

Three, four times while they were in the mall she stopped at restaurantsto refill her cup. Asthe day wore
on, Mom got happier and happier.

Happy and weird, too.

"| want to go to the center again, Mom," Joey said. "Isthat okay? Going to where Santais again?'

Mom smiled.

"Of courseit is, Joey. Christmas Eve—wherever you want to go, well go there.™

But they didn't get there as directly as Joey would have liked. Because halfway to the center they looked
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up to see astore window Joey hadn't noticed before and there was an amazing display in that window
An-imatronics! Pirates so real you wanted to shout at them—a dozen, maybe two dozen piratesinvading
aquiet New Englandish town, chasing the people who lived there—rich people, from the way they were
dressed—all over hell and cregtion.

In the center of the display there was a pirate queen al hungry and triumphant. In her |eft hand sheheld a
boy by the scruff of his neck; in her right she held abottle of rum, three quarters empty.

The boy twisted and struggled, scared out of hismind, but it didn't do him any good.

Joey gasped. He wanted to run. Wanted to hide! Wanted to run deep down into the center of the earth
and hide buried there forever—

Mom didn't understand. She heard Joey gasp. She saw how he was shaking. And she said, " Joey, Joey
what's the matter?' which Joey couldn't answer, of course. She looked back and forth and back from the
display to Joey and back again, and even scared as he was, Joey could tell she was confused.

And then it sank through to her.



"Oh, Joey," she said, and Joey looked up to see her turning pale pale white as bed linen. "Joey." And she
hugged him, and she started to cry.

In amoment they were both crying.
Theway it turned out, ALL YOUR HEARTS DESIRE didn't lead to Joey at dl.
Not directly, anyway.

It led up into some sort of maintenance access corridor for the mall. Bear didn't know whether to be
confused or disappointed or just plain depressed: hefdt like he was farther away from Joey than he had
beeninalongtime.

I've got to keep searching, Bear thought. / can't afford to let myself start meeping. But he meeped
anyway, meep meep meep meep, and if there'd been anybody
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there to see they surely would have said Aw, look at the poor little Teddy Bear, isn't he so sad! And the
last thing Bear wanted was for peopleto fed sorry for him like that. After al, he had his pride.

Anyway, Bear kept searching, even if he did meep. Down this hall and around the next; out thisramp and
along the accessway....

And by and by he wasn't in the mall anymore.

Oh, it wasn't that he'd left it, or fallen through creation into the primordid salad days of the Terrible
Swamp or anything like that. He just wandered into the next building over—the office tower and hotel
complex attached to the mall.

And the more he wandered, the deeper and deeper he got into government territory.

Government territory! Some of the most dangerous places known to man and beast are run by the
government—and they're dangerous to Teddy Bears, too. Oh, it wasn't like anyone had ever meant that
tower to become infested with government. But the office tower never managed to attract much in the
way of readl paying tenants, and the government—uwhich had underwritten the tower's construction with a
triple-rated bond issue—ended up owning the damnable place by defauilt.

Government didn't mind that at al, the way it worked out: there were dways more programs to house,
and that meant new offices to house them.

Likethese officesthat lined the corridor where Bear stepped through a maintenance door into a carpeted
hall. Some of the most diabolicaly insidious government offices ever to house aprogram: the East .
Louis Officid Government Christmas Office—an enterprise intended to seeto it that each and every one
of the county's thousands of residents got theirs at Chrisimastime.

Bear got his, dl right. They gaveit to him at the office.
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The door said OFFICIAL GOVERNMENT BUSINESS, and it looked like it meant it.

Bear saw those words and felt afraid. He was in the wrong place, somehow. Joey wasn't in any
government program! He didn't have any government business!

And he knew right from the start that he wasn't going to find any Christmas behind a door marked
OFFICIAL GOVERNMENT BUSINESS.

It was time to turn around and go back, Bear thought. Time to admit hed made awrong turn someplace
and retrace his steps....

Which was when Bear sumbled into the door, of course. One minute he was turning around on his
sumpy little legs; the next he was going down crash facefirgt into the door.

And wouldn't you know it? The door fell open.

Thefirst thing he saw was the big green Chrisimas tree and | those blinky lights. So beautiful! So
scintil-lant! Then he saw the igns: CHRISTMAS FOR EVERYONE! UNCLE SAM LOVES You! A
YEAR WITHOUT CHRISTMASISLIKEA YEARWITHOUT BASEBALL! Assoon as he saw
them, Bear knew he must've died and gone to heaven.

Thetreewas artificid, but never mind that. Offices have safety regulations, many of them judtified.

Bear heard someone clear histhroat, and turned |eft to see an aging man dressed in alimp gray suit.
"May | help you?' the man asked. He didn't look very happy.

*Tm herefor Chrigmas," Bear said. "Do you redly have Christmas here?"
"We certainly do," the man said. He nodded toward asign on hisdesk: EAST ST. Louis OFFICIAL
GOVERNMENT CHRISTMAS DESK. He bent down, took papers from a drawer, stood, and offered

them to Bear. "Fill out these formsand it's yours."

Bear looked at the forms. Oh but there seemed to be so many of them! "But | can't,” Bear said, clapping
his ssumpy arms againgt one another. "l don't have
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no hands, no toes, no pencil, noway." He hung his head. He felt so ashamed. "I'm sorry."

"Ah-hah! A challenged client!" The government Christmas administrator clapped his hands. "We know
just how to meet your chalenge, little bear. Heh heh heh.”

Before Bear could ask him what the heck he meant by that, ayoung woman materidized (out of
nowhere, it seemed, but Bear knew that couldn't be) just alittle to the right of the gray man. She smiled
and wrinkled her nose when she saw Bear. He liked her right away.

"Miss Simmons herewill fill out your forms" the gray man said. "If you have any questions, she can



answer them.”
Miss Smmons smiled again. "Pleased to meet you,
Teddy Bear."

The gray man opened afiling cabinet and began sorting papers. After amoment it was like he wasn't
even there.

Bear didn't know what to think. Something—just wasn't right. There was something strange about the
way thingswere going, evenif hedid like Miss Smmons.

"Firg," shesad, "l need to know your name."
"Bear."

She frowned. "Isthat your first name or your last
name?'

"It'sthe only name|'ve ever had."

Miss Simmons shook her head. Y ou've got to have two names,” she said. "They won't know how to file
you if you don't."

llBlJt_ll

"I'll just call you Theodore—Theodore Bear. Teddy, get it?' Miss Smmons giggled. "That'sagood name
for aTeddy Bear."

"BUE"
"Occupation?"

Bear blinked. "Ock what?"

"Y our job. What do you do for aliving?"
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Bear shook his head. "I've never had ajob. And | don't know much about living.”
Miss Smmons hmmmmed. "I'll list you unemployed,” shesaid.

Bear didn't like the sound of that at dl.

"Residence?'

"I livewith Joey," Bear said. "We'rein the middle of moving.”

"Judt likel thought,” Miss SSimmonssaid. ™Y ou're homeess”



"/ am not!" Bear was flabbergasted. "Where do you get off saying such athing ... 7'

Miss Smmons rolled her eyestoward the heavens. Shook her head. "Don't worry about me, Theodore,”
shesad. "I'm simpatico\ | want to make sure you get a Chrissmas!”

Bear didnt likeit at al. Not one bit! But he didn't know how to fight it. So he went dong as best he
could. In amoment they were finished with the form, and Miss Smmonstook it to the Chrissmas
Adminigtrator, who gill stood peering into hisfiles. They whispered to one another, and whispered some
more, and in amoment Bear could hear them giggling delightedly.

"You qudify, Teddy Bear! Y ou qudify for Chrigmad!"

Bear didn't know what to say. "Gee, redly?' Hetried to smile. "Gosh."

Whistles sounded, bells clanged. Thelights on the Christmas tree went flash flash flash, bright asthe sun.
Miss Simmons looked so happy. Even the gray Christmas administrator seemed to beam as he handed

Bear his Chrigmeas.

"You're o lucky, Theodore. It'sofficid! Y ou've got an Officia Government Christmas!™ She stepped
around the counter carrying a pale brown bundle. Stooped and handed it to Bear.

Bear knew it was wrong.

The moment he saw it he knew it waswrong. No—
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he'd known since he'd first seen the office. It wasn't right. It wasn't even possiblel

Officia Government Christmas camein acarefully wrapped box that didn't ook tike Chrismas at al. No
bows or bangles or decorations; just adrab brown box with drab brown wrapping. And even more than
it didn't look right, the box didn't ... fedl right. Never mind theway it felt in his hands—never mind how it
was a skimpy tittle box that didn't weigh much and looked kind of cheesy—when Bear took that box it
made his heart fed wrong.

Wrong wrong wrong.

Just plain wrong.

Therewas alabel square on top, right in the middle, but it didn't say FOR BEAR, tike he expected. It
said Do NOT OPEN UNTIL CHRISTMAS.

Bear tried to hold bistongue. Heredlly did. After dl, the government Christmas people meant well—
Bear knew they did. And it wasn't right to say mean things to people trying to do you afavor.

But it finaly got to be too much for him.

"Thisisnt Chrigmas," hesaid. "It isnt right.”



The gray man was aghagt, "It certainly is" he said. "Openit for yourself and see."

"But it saysnot to openit till Chrigtmad!”

"Never mind that," the administrator said. ™Y ou go ahead and open your Christmas. Y ou're entitled.”

It wasn't easy for Bear to open the package. It was thoroughly, carefully wrapped, and all Bear had for
hands were the ssumpy ends of his paws. But he finally managed to do it—and when he did he surely
wished he hadn't bothered. Because the Christmas there inside that box was even worse than he
imagined: adried out ham sandwich and a couple of cut-aong-the-dotted-tines paper dolls.

It wasn't much as Christmas presents went. And it didn't make him fed like Christmas, either—things
with red Chrigmasin them helped him seetheway
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Bear found himsdlf talking before he could stop himsalf again. "Not much of a Chrissmas," hesaid. And
right away hefelt so lousy!

Fdtlikeaningrate.

"Wel!" thegray man sad, "I never!”

Bear brightened. "Exactly!" he said. "I don't know where you people get these weird ideas! Y ou can't get
Christmas from nobody you don't know! Not if you don't love them, at least alittle! Haven't you figured
that out by now?'

The gray man scowled.

"I'll have you know we give avery fine Christmas around herel”

Bear shook hishead. "Chrismasis about love," he said. "Official government programs don't love
nobody."

Bear turned and marched out the door without looking back. Didn't even take his Chrissmas with him!

And maybe he should have turned amoment to look over his shoulder. For as he lft, the gray man and
Miss Simmons and the Christmas tree and the holiday dogans pasted to the walls and everything— every
sngle solitary trace of Christmas inside the office turned to vapor and vanished inthe air.

When they got to the center of the mall, Mom said she needed arest. Joey didn't object; now that he
was back in the middle of things he didn't know which way to go any more.

Mom got hersdf another drink—something with alittle kick thistime, she ssid—and they sat inthe
padded segts by the Christmas fountain where water misted on them every time the heater vents kicked
in.

Mom didn't say much. She looked so sad ... Joey felt bad for her. He wondered if he ought to comfort



her. Was there something he had to say? Something he
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had to do? Y ou need to stop drinking, Mom. But he knew that if he said that she wouldn't hear. Joey
told her lots of times. She never heard. She couldn't see; she didn't know what it was like to be with her
when she was hung over. Sometimes, late at night when Dad was sound adeep and Mom was drinking
al night long—sometimes she got mean when she was drinking, and sheld wake Joey up.... Those were
theworst of dl.

She never remembered those times. She never listened when hetried to tell her what was wrong.

Scary.

SO scary.

Joey didn't think hisMom would ever hear.

Helooked out across the fountain pool a Santa's homey house with dl the kids insde saying what they
wanted for Christmas. Looked at the Toy Factory and dl the merry eves building al that cool cool stuff.

Bear was somewhere—not far from here. Joey had afedling that he/d come this way—maybe not too
long ago. But where was he? Which way had he gone?

"Mom?Mom, | want to go look for Bear. Okay?' But Mom was passed out and snoring, sound asleep
with her mouth wide open.

Poor Mom. She looked so sick when she dept that way. It always worried Joey.
Shelll be okay, Joey thought. /'// go ook for Bear. Shélll be better when | get back.
But he didn't know if shewould be.

Bear was s0 depressed. Everything he did to look for Joey only seemed to lead him farther and farther
away! Hedidn't know what he had to do. Didn't know anything but how rotten he felt.

So rotten. Rotten rotten.

Heleaned againgt awal. Slumped down to the ground limp like arag doll—so depressed he dmost was
arag doll.

Sat againg thewall meeping like a Simpery Sdly
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doll, meeping right out loud, meep meep meep meep so sad little fluff tearsroiling down his cheeks.

"Joey," Bear said, and he meegped some more. "Joey Joey Joey Joey."



But there wasn't any way Joey could hear him.

Joey went to Santa's homey house to look for Bear. No Bear there, of course. Just along long line of
Chrigmas kids waiting to Sit on Santas|ap and tell him what they wanted.

"Santa," Joey caled out from the far sde of the velvet rope, "have you seen my Bear? My Teddy Bear?
He'sjust cdled Bear, isdl. You'd know himif you saw him."

Santalaughed, ho ho ho, all false cheeriness and cigarette breath Joey could smell from here. "Can't say |
have, little boy. Should | bring you anew bear for Chrissmas?"

Joey wanted to hit him! How dare that old Santa Claus act like Bear was just some
throw-it-away-and-get-another-one toy? Bear was specia. Joey loved his Bear. "No, Santa. | don't
want any old bear. | want my Bear."

Santawent ho ho ho again and waved. Joey turned and walked away.

Wasn't any way that old Santawas ever going to understand anyhow.

Belinda Robins stirred in her deep. Somewhere way back in the back of her head she had anotion
something was wrong. That something was missing. But in her daze she couldn't think what it might be,

and anyhow shefelt too deepy to wake up.

The elvesweren't even people, weren't alive, weren't nothing but mechanical toys. And even so they
were more help than cigarette-breath Santawas.

Joey stood by the fence-rail at the edge of the df display, not far from the base of the mountain ALL
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YOUR HEARTS DESIRE. He watched the big toy evestapping away in their factory. What wasit like,
he wondered, to be atoy df likethat, tap tap tap al your life awvay only coming out for Christmas... SO
boring amog dl the time but think what it must be like at Christmas, al the time you were out in the
world and working it was Christmas and you worked on toys, no one ever screamed at you or hurt you.
Everybody dways paid attention to you. The only bad part was Bear—elves don't have anybody like
Bear.

God knew Joey needed Bear.

Bear.

Joey sure missed Bear. He loved hisBear.

"Elves," Joey said—not even thinking how they were toys and how it didn't make senseto talk to toys
who couldn't hear—"Elves, have you seen my Bear? | sure do missmy Bear."

And thetallest df looked up from hiswork, smiled, and winked.

"Up themountain,” the df said. He pointed at the sign up top of the hill that reed ALL YOUR HEARTS



DESIRE. "But be careful! He had a heck of atime getting up there."

Sam Robinswasn't getting anywhere.

Half an hour, forty minutes worth of phone cals— tracking down the number for the Holiday Inn East
St Louis, Bottomland. Then back and forth through the switchboard, switching from tineto line to tine—
firgt the hotel manager, then the head of housekeeping, who passed him to that morning's housekeeper.
Who didn't remember seeing any Teddy Bear—didn't even remember cleaning out the room they'd
dayedin.

Sam got sarcadtic after afew minutes. "What do you think | am, crazy? Y ou think | imagined staying at
your hotd ?*

The housekeeper didn't say aword. She just transferred nun to another extension. Threeringsand a
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"My nameis Sam Robins. We stayed & your hotel Itest night. My son Ieft behind his Teddy Bear—it's
jwry important to him. Can you tell meif youve senit?

"Just aminute, Mr. Robins, while | ook up your Ifoom number...." And the young man coughed. He
~sounded surprised. "Mr. Robins, we don't have arecord of your staying here last night. Are you sure
you havetheright hotel?',  Sam Robins screamed.

He knew damned well he had the right hotel.

Joey should have thought alittle before he started | up the mountain ALL YOUR HEARTS DESIRE. He
should have looked how it got so steep up there at the top. He should have listened to the haunted elf

who told him to be careful. He should have used some common sense!

But he was aboy, and that's the trouble. Boys don't have much common sense where it comesto acts of
bravery and daring. Some say they have none a dl— and it's hard to argue otherwise.

Joey went gtraight up theface of ALL YOUR HEARTS DESIRE, but he never made the summit.

Sam Robinswas at hiswits end with the runaround from the staff of the Bottomland Holiday Inn. It was
no use talking to those people—they were off in alittle world of their own someplace, completely out of
touch with redlity.

S0 he cdled the hauling company, to find out where they'd taken the hotd's trash that morning.

No runaround there. The dispatcher at the hauling company knew exactly the hotdl, exactly the driver,
exactly the destination of the hotdl'strash.

Trouble was when the trash dispatcher looked up
344  Alan Rodgers

the schedule and found that they'd picked up the Holiday Inn'strash two days before.



They weren't coming back till after Christmas.
No way the haulers got Bear.
Joey got amost al theway to the top before helost his nerve.

/ haven't got agrip, he thought as he tried to reach out to touch the word DESIRE. If | move another
inch, I'm going tofdl.

And he hugged the wdll for dl he wasworth. And he bit hislip.
But he didn't cry. Joey never cried, not even at the
very end.

The whole world was beginning to seem confused and unreal to Sam Robins. He wanted—to get back
to work.

Christmas, and he wanted to get back to work. That was the trouble, wasn't it? Work was sane; it was
predictable; it was a place where you saw something wrong and you applied yourself and it began to
work. That was why Sam Robins worked so hard, so long: because he liked it. Because it made sense.”
Because it worked.

The mal made no sense a dl. Nothing made any sense shce—since....

Nothing made any sense at al sincethat truck had nearly run them down on the road through Kentucky.

The missng Teddy Bear, his son sarving for time and attention, hiswife gradualy metamorphosing into
an a coholic—what the hell could Sam Robins do about problems like those?

Not adamned thing, he thought. Hislife was awreck and he was sure he couldn't do asolitary thing
about it.

And wouldn't you know it? That was exactly the moment his beeper went off.
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Joey thought about trying to ease himsalf back down the mountain. Twice he even tried to do it—and
nearly killed himsdf.

He was stuck, no two ways abot it.

I've got to call for help, that's al. Hold tight and shout Help! and someone will hear. And when they do,
they 'll get aladder up here to me. Joey knew about malls. He knew they had to be able to cope with
kids getting in the wrong places, people having accidents, problems like that.

They had to have aladder.

"Help!" he shouted. "Help help!”



And he waited and waited for someoneto reply, but he didn't hear a solitary sound.
The vapors touched Belinda Robins' heart as she sat snoring on the padded bench.

She woke sudden and sober not long afterward. More sober than she'd been ... she couldn't remember
when she'd felt so clear, so awake and aware.

And she woke knowing something was wrong, too.

At first the clarity and the sense of wrongness confused her, and she tried to remember the touch and
what had touched her—but those things were gone like haunts in adream. There wasn't any finding them,
and as the moment passed, the vestigial memory of touch faded, too.

Andit findly cameto her what redly waswrong.

"My tittle boy! Oh, dear God I'velost my little boy—"

And then she saw her son hanging in the air precarious as adoomed cartoon. She didn't think how she
might distract him if she wasn't careful. Didn't think about the crowd, the scene, didn't think about
anything but her son. And she screamed: " Joey!"

But the boy didn't even seem to hear her.

Bear curled up into abal so no one could see him meeping—not that there was anyone in the
maintenance corridor to see.
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Curled up so tight hisface pointed right into his own chest.
Which meant he waslooking at his heart.

And when Bear looked into his heart he saw al sorts of things—sadness, happiness, love, fear ... and
Chrigmas.

And Joey.

Bear saw Joey in high panic clinging to the mountain ALL Y OUR HEARTS DESIRE.

"Joey! Oh, no!" Bear shouted, "No, look, look he'sgoing to fall!"

And hetook off running like abear out of hell.

Sam Robinsturned off the beeper, ignored it. There wasn't time for along harangue right now—it was
too late. And whoever the hell it was who wanted to talk to him thislate on Christmas Eve wouldn't have

the courtesy to be brief—no more than whoever it was had the courtesy to let businesswait till the
holiday was over.



Or maybe he'd answer after he checked in with Joey and Bel.
Maybe not.

Maybe whoever it was with the wonderful manners ought to take the beeper and the job and bury the
both of them in adeep dark hole.

Joey kept shouting, but nobody heard.

"Help!" he shouted again and again. "Help, help!"

Only silence answered.

Deep dark shadowy silence like asound absorbed by ceiling tile, never to reverberate.

So hot and sweaty up there by the vents. And Joey even hotter because he was scared out of his mind.
Shouting and shouting at the top of hislungs and nobody heard and the effort and the fear and the hest all
combined made him flush and swest.

And the swest made it harder and harder to hold on.
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Sam Robins rounded the comer by the benches and saw hiswife standing at the base of the artificia
mountain, screaming hystericaly. Screaming and terrified and for thefirst timein God knew how long she
looked sober. Sam looked up to see what she was screaming at—

And saw Joey.

Joey dinging for dear lifeto the papier radif mountaingde. Clinging and dipping, bit by bit—
—astheingstent beeper began bleating again, shrill and indstent—

—theboy dowly faling—

Sam Robins didn't look; didn't think, didn't hesitate: he panicked.

Threw the beeper into the fountain, and ran to catch his son because it was the only hope he had—
Joey 4till clung to the mountain when Bear got to him.

Just bardly.

"Joey," Bear said, "Joey, take my hand."

And somehow Joey heard him, despite the way he was so obvioudy too scared to hear anything but
anythinga dl.



"Bear."

And Joey reached up to take Bear's ssumpy hand-less arm as Bear reached out over the edgeto help
him....

Only the thing neither one of them thought about was gravity. And physics.

And theway afive-pound plush-toy-bear doesn't weight enough to anchor and lift a sixty-pound boy
over the summit of apapier mache mountain.

The way Joey took Bear'sarm and instead of Bear lifting him up, the effort yanked Bear right over the
edge and sent him tumbling to the ground.

And without two armsto cling to the face of the mountain, Joey lost what little grip he had.
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And fdl splat to the ground and broke his neck and died.

Sam Robins saw his son'slife pass before his eyesin aflash: that fast, quick as aflash and the boy hit
ground in thetiny bit of empty floor between Sam and Bdlinda Robins. Hit ground whump! like arock
padded with flesh, and Sam looked down to see his son pale and still and bleeding bubbly blood from
the mouth and nose....

No no no no....

No!

No no no no it didn't happen like that.

Oh, Sam Robins saw what he saw. Joey fell, but he bounded three times against the mountainside ashe
dropped. That dowed him down alot. And when he finally did hit bottom, he landed on top of Bear.

Bear probably saved hislife, the way he cushioned Joey'slanding.

Or maybe something else saved Joey'slife.

Maybe ... maybe it was the haunts. The vapors! Haunts and vapors everywhere al around them in the
mall, Joey could see them now opening his eyesto see hisMom, his Dad both hystericd and terrified;
see the mall around them haunted—

No.

The mall wasn't haunted.

The mal was ahaunting. Look, look now at the shops, the decorations, the cusomersal dissolving like

mist on asunny morning, and al there was anywhere around them was Mom and Dad and him and Bear
and the abandoned half-built skeleton of ashopping mall.



Not ashopping mdl at dl, in fact: aconstruction project abandoned years ago because everything that
ever could have sabotaged its completion came to pass.

Not amall, not aswamp, nothing at dl but ardic
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And al of that evaporating now, sfting haf aworld away to that place not here nor there—the place
where haunts and vapors wait to watch our world most dl the year but Christmas.

Nothing in the abandoned shopping mall. Nothing but Joey and Mom and Dad and Bear as Mom and
Dad both stooped to lift him, to hold him—

Joey tried to say, It'sokay, redly, redly it'sokay. | only bit my tongue, I'm fine, but no one heard him.

They took him to the hospital emergency room that night. Joey tried to talk them out of it, but no way
they would ligten.

Mom and Dad, neither one of them ever had much insdefor listening.

But at least they were there—really there and paying attention.

And they kept paying attention, too, no matter how they didn't listen. Thefal, the mdl, the Chrismas—it
was awake up cal for Mom and Dad. After that night they couldn't ever blind themselvesto Joey. Not
completely.

Oh, they didn't suddenly turn perfect or anything like that. Dad still worked too late more often than he
didn't, and even after Mom quit drinking she still went to extremes.

But there's a distance between indulgence and addiction, between abandonment and inattention—and hi
that space there's room for common sense. And so long as common sense holds sway, human nature
rarely boilstoward abuse.

Bear and Joey got dong famoudy for years. They had dl kinds of tumults and adventures, and al of them
hed happy endings.

Mom and Dad never did see how Bear was dive. Joey never tried to tell them. Sometimes he couldn't
believe it himself. Worse, as he got older he stopped
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seeing it himsalf—and the day came, when Joey was seventeen, when he began to think that maybe he
was mistaken, and Bear was nothing but atoy after all.

Maybe those adventures were nothing but his dreams.



And maybe they were. Doesit redly matter? The important thing isn't believing or not believing. The
important part was how he loved Bear and Bear loved him back.

Nothing ever changed that.



