NONSTOP TO PORTALES
by Connie Willis

Taken from: Year's Best SF 2

Edited by David G. Hartwell

Copyright © 1997 by David G. Hartwell
ISBN 0-06-105746-0

eBook scanned & proofed by Binwiped 11-01-2002 [v1.0]

Every town's got aclaim to fame. No town istoo little and dried out to have some kind of tourist
attraction. John Garfield's grave, Willa Gather's house, the dahliacapital of America. And if they don't
have ahouse or agrave or a Pony Express station, they make something up. Sasquatch footprintsin
Oregon. The Marthalightsin Texas. Elvis Sghtings. Something. Except, apparently, Portales, New
Mexico.

"Sights?" the cute Hispanic girl a the desk of the Portales Inn said when | asked what there wasto
see. "Theres Billy the Kid's grave over in Fort Sumner. It's about seventy miles.”

I'd just driven al the way from Bisbee, Arizona. Thelast thing | wanted to do was get back in acar
and drive ahundred and sixty milesround trip to see a crooked wooden tombstone with the name worn
off.

"lan't there anything famousto see in town?"

"In Portales?' she said, and it was obvious from her tone there wasnt.

"There's Blackwater Draw Museum on the way up to Clovis" she said findly. "Y ou take Highway
70 north about elght miles and it's on your right. It's an archaeologica dig. Or you could drive out west of
town and see the peanut fidds."

Grest. Bonesand dirt.

"Thanks," | said and went back up to my room.

It was my own fault. Cross wasn't going to be back till tomorrow, but I'd decided to cometo
Portales aday early to "take alook around” before | talked to him, but that was no excuse. I'd beenin
littletowns dl over the west for the last five years. | knew how long it took to ook around. About fifteen
minutes. And five to seeit had dead end written al over it. So here | wasin Sightless Portaleson a
Sunday with nothing to do for awhole day but think about Crosss offer and try to come up with a
reason not to take it.

"It'sagood, steady job," my friend Denny'd said when he called to tell me Cross needed somebody.
"Portalesisanice town. And it's got to be better than spending your lifein acar. Driving dl over
kingdom cometrying to sell inventions to people who don't want them. What kind of futureistherein
thet?'

No future at al. The farmers weren't interested in solar-powered irrigation equipment or water
conservation devices. And latly Hammond, the guy | worked for, hadn't seemed very interested in them
ether.

My room didn't have air-conditioning. | cranked the window open and turned the TV on. It didn't
have cable either. | watched five minutes of asermon and then called Hammond.

"It's Carter Stewart,” | said asif | werein the habit of caling him on Sundays. "I'min Portales. | got
here earlier than | thought, and the guy I'm supposed to seeisn't heretill tomorrow. Y ou got any other
customers you want meto look up?"

"In Portales?' he said, sounding barely interested. "Who were you supposed to see there?"



"Hudd a Southwest Agricultura Supply. I've got an gppointment with him at eleven.” And an
gppointment with Cross at ten, | thought. "1 got in last night. Bisbee didn't take aslong as | thought it
would."

"Hudd's our only contact in Portales," he said.

"Anybody in Clovis? Or Tucumcari?'

"No," he said, too fast to have looked them up. "There's nobody much in that part of the state.”

"They're big into peanuts here. Y ou want meto try and talk to some peanut farmers?’

"Why don't you just take the day off?' he said.

"Y eah, thanks" | said, and hung up and went back downgtairs.

Therewas adried-up old guy at the desk now, but the word must have spread. "Y ou wanna see
something redly interesting?' he said. "Down in Roswell'swhere the Air Force has got that space dien
they won't et anybody see. Y ou take Highway 70 south—"

"Didn't anybody famous ever live herein Portales?' | asked. "A vice-president? Billy the Kid's
cousin?' He shook his head.

"What about buildings? A railroad ation? A courthouse?'

"There'sa courthouse, but it's closed on Sundays. The Air Force clamsit wasn't a spaceship, that it
was somekind of spy plane, but | know aguy who saw it coming down. He said it was shaped like abig
long cigar and had lightsdl over it."

"Highway 707" | said, to get away from him. "Thanks," and went out into the parking lot.

| could see the top of the courthouse over the dry-looking treetops, only a couple of blocks away. It
was closed on Sundays, but it was better than Sitting in my room watching Falwell and thinking about the
job | was going to have to take unless something happened between now and tomorrow morning. And
better than getting back in the car to go see something Roswell had made up so it'd have atourist
attraction. And maybe I'd get lucky, and the courthouse would turn out to be the Site of the last hanging in
New Mexico. Or thefirst peace march. | walked downtown.

The streets around the courthouse looked like your typical smdl-town post-WaMart business
district. No drugstore, no grocery store, no dimestore. There was an Anthony's standing empty, and a
restaurant that would be in another six months, aWestern clothing store with adusty denim shirt and two
concho beltsin the window, abank with asign in the window saying new location.

The courthouse was red brick and looked like every other courthouse from Nelson, Nebraska, to
Tyler, Texas. It stood in asquare of grass and trees. | walked around it twice, looking at the war
memoria and the flagpole and trying not to think about Hammond and Bisbee. It hadn't taken aslong as
I'd thought because | hadn't even been able to get in to see the buyer, and Hammond hadn't cared
enough to even ask how it had gone. Or to bother to look up his contactsin Tucumcari. And it wasn't
just that it was Sunday. He'd sounded that way the last two times|1'd called him. Like aman getting ready
to give up, to pull out.

Which meant | should take Crosssjob offer and be grateful. "It's aforty-hour week," he'd said.

"Y oull havetimeto work on your inventions."

Right. Or else settle into aroutine and forget about them. Five years ago when 1'd taken the job with
Hammond, Denny'd said, "Y ou'll be able to see the sghts. The Grand Canyon, Mount Rushmore,

Y dlowstone." Y eah, well, 1'd seen them. Cave of the Winds, Amazing Mystery House, Indian curios,
Genuine Live Jackdope.

| walked around the courthouse square again and then went down to the railroad tracks to look at
the grain devator and waked back to the courthouse again. The whole thing took ten minutes. | thought
about walking over to the university, but it was getting hot. In another half hour the grass would start
browning and the streets would start getting soft, and it would be even hotter out here than in my room. |
started back to the Portales Inn.

The street | was on was shady, with white wooden houses, the kind I'd probably livein if | took
Crosssjob, thekind I'd work on my inventionsin. If | could get the partsfor them at Southwest
Agriculturd Supply. Or WaMart. If | redly did work on them. If | didn't just give up after awhile.

| turned down a side street. And ran into a dead end. Which was pretty appropriate, under the



circumstances. "At least thiswould be ared job, not adead end like the one you'rein now," Crossd
sad. "You've got to think about the future.”

Y eah, well, | wasthe only one. Nobody el se was doing it. They kept on using ail like it was water,
kept on using water like the Ogdada Aquifer was going to last forever, kept planting and polluting and
populating. I'd dready thought about the future, and | knew what it was going to be. Another dead end.
Another Dust Bowl. Theland used up, the il wells and the water table pumped dry, Bisbee and Clovis
and Tucumcari turned into ghost towns. The Great American Desart al over again, with nobody but a
few Indians|eft onit, waiting in their casnosfor customers who weren't going to come. And me, Sitting in
Portales, working aforty-hour-a-week job.

| backtracked and went the other way. | didn't run into any other dead ends, or any sights either,
and by 10:15 | was back &t the Portales Inn, with only twenty-four hoursto kill and Billy the Kid'sgrave
looking better by the minute.

There was atour busin the Inn's parking lot. NONSTOP TOURS, it said in red and gray letters,
and along line of people was getting onit. A young woman was standing by the door of the bus, ticking
off names on aclipboard. She was cute, with short yellow hair and anice figure. She was wearing alight
blue T-shirt and ashort denim skirt.

An older couplein Bermuda shorts and Disney World T-shirts were climbing the stairs onto the bus,
dowing uptheline.

"Hi," | said to thetour guide. "What's going on?"

Shelooked up from her list at me, Sartled, and the old couple froze hafway up the steps. The tour
guide looked down at her clipboard and then back up at me, and the startled look was gone, but her
cheekswere asred asthe letters on the side of the bus.

"We're taking atour of the local sights," she said. She motioned to the next personin line, afat guy
inaHawaiian shirt, and the old couple went on up the steps and into the bus.

"| didn't think therewereany,” | said. "Loca sights.”

Thefat guy wasgaping a me.

"Name?' the tour guide said.

"GilesH. Paul," hesaid, gtill staring at me. She motioned him onto the bus.

"Name?' | said, and shelooked startled dl over again. "What's your name? It's probably on that
clipboard in case you've forgotten it.”

Shegnmiled. "ToniaRanddl."

"So, Tonia, where'sthis tour headed?"

"We're going out to theranch.”

"“Theranch?'

"Where he grew up,” she said, her cheeks flaming again. She motioned to the next personinline.
"Where he got hisgtart.”

Where who started to what? | wanted to ask, but she was busy with atal man who moved dmost
as giffly asthe old couple, and anyway, it was obvious everybody in line knew who shewastaking
about. They couldn't wait to get on the bus, and the young couple who werelast in line kept pointing
things out to their little kid— the courthouse, the Portales Inn sign, abig tree on the other side of the
dreet.

"Isit private? Y our tour?' | said. "Can anybody pay to goonit?' And what was| doing?1'd taken a
tour in the Black Hills onetime, when I'd had my job about a month and still wanted to seethe sights,
and it was even more depressing than thinking about the future. Looking out blue-tinted windows while
the tour guide tells memorized facts and unfunny jokes. Trooping off the busto look a Wild Bill Hickok's
gravefor five minutes, trooping back on. Listening to bawling kids and complaining wives. | didn't want
to go on thistour.

But when Toniablushed and said, "No, I'm sorry," | felt arush of disappointment at not seeing her
agan.

"Sure" | said, because | didn't want her to seeit. "Just wondering. Well, have anicetime,” and
dtarted for the front door of the Inn.



"Wait," she said, leaving the couple and their kid standing there and coming over to me. "Do you live
herein Portales?’

"No," | said, and redlized I'd decided not to take the job. "Just passing through. | cameto town to
seeaguy. | got here early, and there's nothing to do. That ever happen to you?'

She amiled, asif I'd said something funny. " So you don't know anyone here?’ "No," | said.

"Do you know the person you've got the appointment with?"

I shook my head, wondering what that had to do with anything.

She consulted her clipboard again. "It seemsapity for you to missseeing it,”" shesaid, "and if you're
just passing through . . . Just aminute.” She walked back to the bus, stepped up inside, and said
something to the driver. They consulted afew minutes, and then she came back down the steps. The
couple and their kid came up to her, and she stopped aminute and checked their names off and waved
them onto the bus, and then came back over to me. "The busisfull. Do you mind standing?’

Bawling kids, videocams, and no place to Sit to go see the ranch where somebody 1'd probably
never heard of got hisstart. At least I'd heard of Billy the Kid, and if | drove over to Fort Sumner | could
take aslong as| wanted to look at hisgrave. "No," | said. "1 wouldn't mind." | pulled out my wallet.
"Maybe | better ask before we go any farther, how much isthe tour?’

Shelooked startled again. "No charge. Because the tour's aready full.”

"Gredt," | said. "I'dliketo go."

She smiled and motioned me on board with her clipboard. Inside, it looked more like acity busthan
atour bus—the front and back seats were sideways aong the walls, and there were straps for hanging
onto. Therewas even a cord for signaling your stop, which might come in handy if the tour turned out to
be as bad as the Wild Bill Hickok tour. | grabbed hold of astrap near the front.

The bus was packed with people of al ages. A white-haired man older than the Disney World
couple, middle-aged people, teenagers, kids. | counted at least four under agefive. | wondered if |
should yank the cord right now.

Tonia counted heads and nodded to the driver. The door whooshed shut, and the bus lumbered out
of the parking lot and dowly through aneighborhood of trees and tract houses. The Disney World couple
were sitting in the front seat. They scooted over to make room for me, and | gestured to Tonia, but she
motioned meto Sit down.

She put down her clipboard and held on to the pole just behind the driver's seat. "Thefirst stop on
today'stour,” she said, "will be the house. He did the greater part of hiswork here," and | began to
wonder if | was going to go the whole tour without ever finding out who the tour was about. When she'dd
said "theranch,” I'd assumed it was some Old West figure, but these houses had al been built in the
thirtiesand forties.

"He moved into this house with hiswife, Blanche, shortly after they were married.”

The bus ground down its gears and stopped next to awhite house with aporch on a corner lot.

"Helived herefrom 1947 to ..." She paused and looked sideways at me. ... the present. It was
while hewasliving here that he wrote Seetee Ship and The Black Sun and came up with the idea of
gendtic enginesring.”

He was awriter, which narrowed it down some, but none of the titles she'd mentioned rang abell.
But he was famous enough to fill atour bus, so hisbooks must have been turned into movies. Tom
Clancy? Stephen King? I'd have expected both of them to have alot fancier houses.

"Thewindowsin front arethe living room," Toniasaid. "Y ou can't see his study from here. It'son the
south side of the house. That's where he keeps his Grand Master Nebula Award, right above where he
works."

That didn't ring abell either, but everybody |ooked impressed, and the couple with the kid got out of
their seatsto peer out the tinted windows. "The two rear windows are the kitchen, where he read the
paper and watched TV at breakfast before going to work. He used atypewriter and then in later yearsa
persona computer. He's not at home this weekend. He's out of town at asciencefiction convention.”

Which was probably a good thing. | wondered how he felt about tour buses parking out front,
whoever hewas. A science fiction writer. Issac ASmov, maybe.



The driver put the busin gear and pulled away from the curb. "Aswe drive past the front of the
house," Toniasaid, "you'll be able to see hiseasy chair, where he did most of hisreading.”

The bus ground up through the gears and started winding through more neighborhood streets. " Jack
Williamson worked on the Portales News-Tribune from 1947 to 1948 and then, with the publication of
Darker Than You Think, quit journdism to writefull-time," she said, pausing and glancing & me again,
but if she was expecting me to be looking asimpressed as everybody else, | wasn't. I'd read alot of
paperbacksin alot of un-air-conditioned motel roomsthe last five years, but the name Jack Williamson
didntringabel at dl.

"From 1960 to 1977, Jack Williamson was a professor a Eastern New Mexico University, which
we're coming up on now," Toniasaid. The bus pulled into the college's parking lot and everybody |ooked
eagerly out the windows, even though the campus looked just like every other western college's, brick
and glass and not enough trees, sprinklers watering the brownish grass.

"Thisisthe Campus Union," she said, pointing. The bus made adow circuit of the parking lot. "And
thisis Becky Sharp Auditorium, where the annua lecturein hishonor is held every spring. It's the week
of April twefththisyear."

It struck me that they hadn't planned very well. They'd managed to miss not only their hero but the
annua week in his honor, too.

"Over thereisthe building where he teaches a science fiction classwith Petrice Cadwell," she sad,
pointing, "and that, of course, is Golden Library, where the Williamson Collection of hisworksand
awardsishoused." Everyone nodded in recognition.

| expected the driver to open the doors and everybody to pile out to look at the library, but the bus
picked up speed and headed out of town.

"Wearen't going to thelibrary?' | said.

She shook her head. "Not thistour. At thistime the collection's till very small.”

The bus geared up and headed west and south out of town on atwo-lane road. new mexico state
highway 18, asign read. "Out your windows you can seethe Llano Estacado, or Staked Plains,” Tonia
sad. "They were named, as Jack Williamson saysin his autobiography, Wonder's Child, for the stakes
Coronado used to mark hisway acrossthe plain. Jack Williamson's family moved herein a covered
wagon in 1915 to a homestead claim in the sandhills. Here Jack did farm chores, hauled water, collected
firewood, and read Treasure Iand and David Copperfield.”

At least I'd heard of those books. And Jack had to be at |east seventy-nine years old.

"The farm was very poor, with poor soil and dmost no water, and after three yearsthe family was
forced to move off it and onto a series of sharecrop farms to make ends meet. During thistime Jack went
to school a Richland and at Center, where he met Blanche Saten, hisfuture wife. Any questions?”’

This had the Deadwood tour al best for boring, but abunch of hands went up, and she went down
the aideto answer them, leaning over their seats and pointing out the tinted windows. The old couple got
up and went back to talk to the fat guy, holding on to the straps above his seat and gesturing excitedly.

| looked out the window. The Spanish should have named it the LIano Flatto. There wasn't abump
oradipinit al theway to the horizon.

Everybody, including the kids, was|ooking out the windows, even though there wasn't anything
much to look at. A plowed field of red dirt, afew bored-looking cows, green rows of sprouting green
that must be the peanuts, another plowed fidld. | was getting to see the dirt after dll.

Toniacame back to the front and sat down beside me. "Enjoying the tour so far?' she said.

| couldn't think of agood answer to that. "How far isthe ranch?' | said.

"Twenty miles. There used to be atown named Pep, but now there's just the ranch ..." She paused
and then said, "What's your name? Y ou didn't tell me."

"Carter Stewart,” | said.

"Redly?" She amiled at the funniest things. "Are you named after Carter Leigh in 'Nonstop to
Mars?'

| didn't know what that was. One of Jack Williamson's books, apparently. "1 don't know. Maybe."

"I'm named after Tonia Androsin 'Dead Star Station.' And the driver's named after Giles Habibula.™



Thetdl guy had hishand up again. "I'll beright back,” she said, and hurried down the aide.

Thefat guy's name had been Giles, too, which wasn't exactly acommon name, and I'd seenthe
name "Lethonee" on Tonids clipboard, which had to be out of a book. But how could somebody 1'd
never even heard of be so famous people were named after his characters?

They must be afan club, the kind that makes pilgrimages to Graceland and namestheir kids Paul
and Ringo. They didn't look the part, though. They should be wearing Jack Williamson T-shirtsand
Spock ears, not Disney World T-shirts. The elderly couple came back and sat down next to me. They
smiled and started looking out the window.

They didn't act the part either. Thefans1'd met had dways had a certain defensiveness, an attitude
of "I know you think I'm crazy to like this stuff, and maybe | am," and they dwaysinssted on explaining
how they got to be fans and why you should be one, too. These people had none of that. They acted like
coming out here was the most normal thing in theworld, even Tonia. And if they were sciencefiction
fans, why weren't they touring Isaac Asmov'sranch? Or William Shatner's?

Toniacame back again and stood over me, holding on to ahanging strap. ™Y ou said you werein
Portal es to see somebody?' she said.

"Y eah. He's supposed to offer meajob.”

"In Portaes?' she said, making that sound exciting. "Are you going to teke it?'

I'd made up my mind back therein that dead end, but | said, "I don't know. | don't think so. It'sa
desk job, asteady paycheck, and | wouldn't haveto do dl the driving I'm doing now." | found mysalf
telling her about Hammond and the things | wanted to invent and how | was afraid the job would be a
dead end.

"'l had no future,™ she said. "Jack Williamson said that at this year's Williamson Lecture. 'l had no
future. | was apoor kid in the middle of the Depression, without education, without money, without
prospects.™

"It's not the Depression, but otherwise | know how hefelt. If | don't take Crosssjob, | may not
have one. And if | do takeit—" | shrugged. "Either way I'm not going anywhere."

"Oh, but to have achanceto live in the same town with Jack Williamson,” Toniasaid. "To runinto
him at the supermarket, and maybe even get to take one of his classes.”

"Maybe you should take Crosssjob offer," | said.

"l can't.”" Her cheekswent bright red again. "I've dready got ajob." She straightened up and
addressed the tour group. "Well be coming to the turnoff to the ranch soon," she said. "Jack Williamson
lived here with hisfamily from 1915 till World War 11, when he joined the army, and again after the war
until hemarried Blanche™

The bus dowed dmogt to astop and turned onto adirt road hardly as wide asthe buswasthat led
off between two fields of fenced pastureland.

"Thefarm was originaly ahomestead,” Toniasaid, and everyone murmured gppreciatively and
looked out the windows a more dirt and a couple of clumps of yucca.

"Hewasliving herewhen heread hisfirst issue of Amazing Stories Quarterly,” shesad, "and
when he submitted hisfirst sory to Amazing. That was The Metd Man, which, as you remember from
yesterday, he saw in the window of the drugstore.”

"l seeit!" the tdl man shouted, leaning forward over the back of the driver's seat. "I seeit!”
Everyone craned forward, trying to see, and we pulled up in front of some outbuildings and stopped.

The driver whooshed the doors open, and everyonefiled off the bus and stood in the rutted dirt
road, looking excitedly at the unpainted sheds and the water trough. A black heifer looked up incurioudy
and then went back to chewing on the side of one of the sheds.

Toniaassembled everyone in the road with her clipboard. "That's the ranch house over there" she
sad, pointing at alow green house with afenced yard and awillow tree. "Jack Williamson lived here with
his parents, his brother Im, and hisssters Jo and Katie. It was here that Jack Williamson wrote "The
Girl from Mars' and The Legion of Space, working at the kitchen table. Hisuncle had given hima
basket-modd Remington typewriter with adim purple ribbon, and he typed hisstorieson it after
everyone had goneto bed. Jack Williamson's brother Jm ..." she paused and glanced at me, "ownsthe



ranch a thistime. He and hiswife arein Arizonathis weekend."

Amazing. They'd managed to missthem al, but nobody seemed to mind, and it struck me suddenly
what was unusua about this tour. Nobody complained.

That'sall they'd done on the Wild Bill Hickok tour. Half of them hadn't known who he was, and the
other half had complained that it was too expensive, too hot, too far, the windows on the bus didn't open,
the gift shop didn't sell Coke. If their tour guide had announced the wax museum was closed, held have
had ariot on his hands.

"It was difficult for him to writein the midst of the family," she said, leading off away from the house
toward a pasture. " There were frequent interruptions and too much noise, so in 1934 he built a separate
cabin. Be careful," she said, skirting around aclump of sagebrush. "There are sometimes rattlesnakes.”

That apparently didn't bother anybody either. They trooped after her acrossafield of dry, spiny
grass and gathered around a weathered gray shack.

"Thisisthe actuad cabin hewrotein,” Toniasad.

| wouldn't have cdlled it acabin. It hardly even quaified as a shack. When I'd first seen it aswe
pulled up, I'd thought it was an abandoned outhouse. Four gray wood-dat walls, hdf faling down, a
sagging gray shelf, some rusted cans. When Tonia started talking, afarm cat legped down from where it
had been degping under what was lft of the roof and took off like a shot acrossthefield.

"It had adesk, files, bookshelves, and later a separate bedroom,” Toniasaid.

It didn't look big enough for atypewriter, let done abed, but thiswas obvioudy what al these
people had come to see. They stood reverently beforeit in the spiky grass, like it was the Washington
Monument or something, and gazed at the weathered boards and rusted cans, not saying anything.

"Heingaled dectriclights™ Toniasaid, "which were run by asmal windmill, and abath. He still had
occasional interruptions—from snakes and once from a skunk who took up residence under the cabin.
Hewrote'Dead Star Station’ here, and The Meteor Girl," hisfirst story to include timetravdl. 'If thefield
were strong enough,” he said in the story, "'we could bring physical objects through space-time instead
of merevisud images.™

They dl found that amusing for no reason | could see and then stood there some more, looking
reverent. Toniacame over to me. "Well, what do you think?* she said, smiling.

"Tel meabout him seeing The Metd Man' inthe drugstore,” | said.

"Oh, | forgot you weren't with us at the drugstore,” she said. "Jack Williamson sent hisfirst story to
Amazing Stories in 1928 and then never heard anything back. In the fdl of that year he was shopping for
groceries, and helooked in the window of adrugstore and saw a magazine with a picture on the cover
that looked like it could be his story, and when he went in, he was so excited to see hisstory in print, he
bought al three copies of the magazine and went off without the groceries held been carrying.”

" So then he had prospects?”’

She said serioudy, "He said, 'l had no future. And then | looked in the drugstore window and saw
Hugo Gernsback's Amazing Stories, and it gave me afuture.™

"1 wish somebody would give me afuture” | said.

"'No one can predict the future, he can only point the way.' He said that, too."

She went over to the shack and addressed the group. "He aso wrote 'Nonstop to Mars,’ my
favorite story, in this cabin,” she said to the group, "and it wasright here that he proposed the idea of
colonizing Marsand ..." She paused, but thistime it wasthe iff tal man sheglanced a. "... invented the
ideaof androids.”

They continued to look. All of them walked around the shack two or three times, pointing a loose
boards and tin cans, stepping back to get a better look, walking around it again. None of them seemed to
bein any hurry to go. The Deadwood tour had lasted al of ten minutes a Mount Moriah Cemetery, with
one of the kidswhining, "Can't we go now?' the whole time, but this group acted like they could stay
heredl day. One of them got out a notebook and started writing things down. The couple with thekid
took her over to the heifer, and al three of them patted her gingerly.

After awhile Toniaand the driver passed out paper bags and everybody sat down in the pasture,
rattlesnakes and all, and had lunch. Stale sandwiches, cardboard cookies, cans of lukewarm Coke, but



nobody complained. Or left any litter.

They neatly packed everything back in the bags and then walked around the shack some more,
looking in the empty windows and scaring a couple more farm cats, or just sat and looked at it. A couple
of them went over to the fence and gazed longingly over it a the ranch house.

"It'stoo bad there's nobody around to show them the house," | said. "People don't usudly go off
and leave aranch with nobody to look after the animals. | wonder if there's somebody around. Whoever
it iswould probably give you atour of the ranch house."

"It's Jack's niece Betty," Toniasaid promptly. " She had to go up to Clovistoday to get apart for the
water pump. Shewon't be back till four." She stood up, brushing dead grass and dirt off her skirt. "All
right, everybody. It'stimeto go."

There was a discontented murmuring, and one of the kids said, "Do we have to go already?', but
everybody picked up their lunch bags and Coke cans and started for the bus. Toniaticked off their
names on her clipboard asthey got on like she was afraid one of them might jump ship and take up
residence among the rattlesnakes.

"Carter Stewart,” | told her. "Where to next? The drugstore?”

She shook her head. "We went there yesterday. Where's Underhill ?' She started across the road
again, with mefollowing her.

Thetdl man was standing silently in front of the shack, looking in at the empty room. He stood
absolutely motionless, his eyesfixed on the gray weathered boards, and when Toniasaid, "Underhill? I'm
afraid we need to go," he continued to stand there for along minute, like he wastrying to store up the
memory. Then he turned and walked stiffly past us and back to the bus.

Toniacounted heads again, and the bus made adow circle past the ranchhouse, turning around, and
started back along the dirt road. Nobody said anything, and when we got to the highway, everyone
turned around in their seatsfor alast look. The old couple dabbed at their eyes, and one of the kids
stood up on the rear seat and waved goodbye. Thetall man was sitting with his head buried in his hands.

"The cabin you'vejust seen waswhereit dl started,” Toniasaid, "with acopy of apulp magazine
and alot of imagination." Shetold how Jack Williamson had become ameteorologist and acollege
professor, aswell as asciencefiction writer, traveled to Italy, Mexico, the Great Wall of Ching, al of
which must have been impossible for him to imagine, gtting al donein that poor excuse for ashack,
typing on an old typewriter with afaded ribbon.

| wasonly hdf ligening. | wasthinking about the tall guy, Underhill, and trying to figure out what was
wrong about him. It wasn't his stiffness—I'd been at least that stiff after aday in the car. It was something
else. | thought about him standing there, looking at the shack, so fixed, like he wastrying to carry the
image away with him.

He probably just forgot his camera, | thought, and realized what had been nagging a me. Nobody
had a camera. Tourists ways have cameras. The Wild Bill Hickok gang had al had cameras, even the
kids. And videocams. One guy had kept avideocam glued to hisface the whole time and never seen a
thing. They'd spent the whole tour snapping Wild Bill's tombstone, snapping the figuresin the wax
museum even though there were signsthat said, NO PICTURES, sngpping each other in front of the
sdoon, in front of the cemetery, in front of the bus. And then buying up dides and postcardsin the gift
shop in case the pictures didn't turn out.

No cameras. No gift shop. No littering or trespassing or whining. What kind of tour isthis?|
thought.

"He predicted 'anew Golden Age of fair cities, of new laws and new machines™ Toniawas saying,
"'of human capabilities undreamed of, of acivilization that has conquered matter and Nature, distance and
time, disease and death.”

Hed imagined the same kind of future I'd imagined. | wondered if held ever tried sdlling hisideasto
farmers. Which brought me back to the job, which I'd managed to avoid thinking about dmost al day.

Toniacame and stood across from me, holding on to the center pole. "'A poor country kid, poorly
educated, unhappy with his whole environment, longing for something ese™ she said. "That's how Jack
Williamson described himsdlf in 1928." Shelooked a me. ™Y ou're not going to take the job, are you?"



"l don't think so," | said. "I don't know."

Shelooked out the window at the fields and cows, looking disappointed. "When hefirst moved
here, thiswas dl sagebrush and drought and dust. He couldn't imagine what was going to happen any
more than you can right now."

"And the answer'sin adrugstore window?"

"The answer wasinside him," she said. She stood up and addressed the group. "WEll be coming
into Portalesin aminute,” she said. "1n 1928, Jack Williamson wrote, 'Science is the doorway to the
future, scientification, the golden key. It goes ahead and lights the way. And when science seesthe things
mede redl in the author's mind, it makes them redl indeed.™

The tour group applauded, and the bus pulled into the parking lot of the PortalesInn. | waited for
the rush, but nobody moved. "We're not staying here," Toniaexplained.

"Oh," | said, getting up. "Y ou didn't have to give me door-to-door service. Y ou could have let me
out at wherever you're staying, and | could have walked over."

"That'sal right,” Toniasaid, smiling.

"Wel," | said, unwilling to say goodbye. "Thanksfor aredly interesting tour. Can | take you to
dinner or something? To thank you for letting me come?”’

"l can't," shesaid. "'l haveto check everybody in and everything.”

"Yeeh," | sad. "wdl.."

Gilesthe driver opened the door with awhoosh of air.

"Thanks," | said. | nodded to the old couple. "Thanksfor sharing your seat,” and stepped down of f
the bus.

"Why don't you come with ustomorrow?' she said. "We're going to go see Number 5516."

Number 5516 sounded like a county highway and probably was, the road Jack Williamson walked
to school dong or something, complete with peanuts and dirt, at which the group would gaze reverently
and not take pictures. "I've got an gppointment tomorrow,"” | said, and redlized | didn't want to say
goodbyeto her. "Next time. When's your next tour?'

"1 thought you were just passing through.” "Like you said, alot of nice peoplelive around here. Do
you bring alot of toursthrough here?"

"Now and then," she said, her cheeks bright red. | watched the bus pull out of the parking lot and
down the street. | looked at my watch. 4:45. At least an hour till | could justify dinner. At least five hours
till I could justify bed. | went in the Inn and then changed my mind and went back out to the car and
drove out to see where Cross's office was so | wouldn't have trouble in the morning, in caseit was hard
tofind.

It wasn't. It was on the south edge of town on Highway 70, alittle past the Motel Super 8. Thetour
buswasn't in the parking lot of the Super 8, or at the Hillcrest, or the Sands Motel. They must have gone
to Roswell or Tucumcari for the night. | looked at my watch again. It was 5:05.

| drove back through town, looking for someplace to eat. McDonad's, Taco Bell, Burger King.
There's nothing wrong with fast food, except that it'sfast. | needed a place where it took half an hour to
get amenu and another twenty minutes before they took your order.

| ended up edting at Pizza Hut (persond pan pizzain under five minutes or your money back). "Do
you get alot of tour busbusiness?" | asked the waitress.

"In Portales? Y ou have to be kidding," she said. "'In case you haven't noticed, Portalesisright onthe
road to nowhere. Do you want abox for the rest of that pizza?'

The box was agood idea. It took her ten minutesto bring it, which meant it was nearly six by the
timel left. Only four hoursleft tokill. I filled up the car a Allsup's and bought asixpack of Coke. Next
to the magazineswas arack of paperbacks.

"Any Jack Williamson books?" | asked the kid at the counter.

"Who?' hesad.

| spun the rack around dowly. John Grisham. Danielle Stedl. Stephen King's latest thousand-page
effort. No Jack Williamson. "Is there a bookstore in town?"' | asked the kid.

"Huh?'



Hed never heard of that either. "A place where | can buy abook?’

"Alco has books, | think," hesaid. "But they closed at five."

"How about adrugstore?’ | said, thinking of that copy of Amazing Stories.

Stll blank. | gave up, paid him for the gas and the sixpack, and started out to the car.

"Y ou mean adrugstore like aspirin and stuff?' the kid said. "There's Van Winkles."

"When do they close?' | asked, and got directions.

Van Winkleswas agrocery store. It had two aides of "aspirin and stuff" and haf an aide of
paperbacks. More Grisham. Jurassic Park. Tom Clancy. And The Legion of Time by Jack
Williamson. It looked like it had been there awhile. It had afaded fifties-style cover and dog-eared
edges.

| took it up to the check-out. "What'sit like having afamous writer living here?' | asked the
middle-aged clerk.

She picked up the book. "The guy who wrote thislivesin Portdes?' shesaid. "Redly?"

Which brought us up to 6:22. But at least now | had something to read. | went back to the Portales
Inn and up to my room, opened a can of Coke and al the windows, and sat down to read The Legion
of Time, which was about agirl who'd traveled back in timeto tell the hero about the future.

"The future has been held to be asredl asthe past,” the book said, and the girl in the book was able
to travel between one and the other as easily asthe tour had traveled down New Mexico Highway 18.

I closed the book and thought about the tour. They didn't have asingle camera, and they weren't
afraid of rattlesnakes. And they'd looked out at the LIano Flatto like they'd never seen afield or acow
before. And they al knew who Jack Williamson was, unlike the kid at Allsup'sor theclerk a Van
Winkles. They were al willing to spend two days looking at abandoned shacks and dirt roads—no,
wait, three days. Toniad said they'd gone to the drugstore yesterday.

| had anidea. | opened the drawer of the nightstand, looking for a phone book. There wasn't one. |
went downgtairs to the lobby and asked for one. The blue-haired lady at the desk handed me one about
theszeof The Legion of Time, and | flipped to the Y élow Pages.

Therewasa Thrifty Drug, which was achain, and a couple that sounded locally owned but weren't
downtown. "Where's B. and J. Drugs?' | asked. "Isit close to downtown?"

"A couple of blocks," the old lady said. "How long hasit beenin busness?' "Let'ssee," shesad. "It
was there when Norawas little because | remember buying medicine that time she had the croup. She
would have been six, or was that when she had the mead es? No, the mead es were the summer she ..."

I'd haveto ask B. and J. "I've got another question,” | said, and hoped | wouldn't get an answer like
thelast one. "What time does the university library open tomorrow?"

She gave me abrochure. The library opened a 8:00 and the Williamson Collection at 9:30. | went
back up to theroom and tried B. and J. Drugs. They weren't open.

It was getting dark. | closed the curtains over the open windows and opened the book again. “The
worldisalong corridor, and timeisalantern carried steadily dong the hal," it said, and, afew pages
later, "If time were Smply an extension of the universe, was tomorrow asred asyesterday? If one could
legp forward—"

Or back, | thought. "Jack Williamson lived in this house from 1947 to ..." Toniad said, and paused
and then said, "... the present,” and 1'd thought the sideway's glance was to see my reaction to his name,
but what if she'd intended to say, "from 1947 to 1998"? Or "2015"?

What if that was why she kept pausing when she talked, because she had to remember to say "Jack
Williamsonis' ingtead of "Jack Williamson was," "does most of hiswriting” instead of "did most of his
writing," had to remember what year it was and what hadn't happened yet?

"'If thefield were strong enough,™ | remembered Toniasaying out at the ranch, "“we could bring
physica objects through space-timeinstead of merevisua images.™ And the tour group had al smiled.

Wheat if they were the physica objects? What if the tour had traveled through time instead of space?
But that didn't make any sense. If they could travel through time they could have come on aweekend
Jack Williamson was home, or during the week of the Williamson Lectureship.

I read on, looking for explanations. The book talked about quantum mechanics and probability,



about how changing onething in the past could affect the whole future. Maybe that was why they had to
come when Jack Williamson was out of town, to avoid doing something to him that might change the
future

Or maybe Nonstop Tourswas just incompetent and they'd come on the wrong weekend. And the
reason they didn't have cameras was because they al forgot them. And they were dl redly tourigts, and
The Legion of Time was just a science fiction book and | was making up crackpot theoriesto avoid
thinking about Cross and the job.

But if they were ordinary tourists, what were they doing spending aday staring a atumbledown
shack in the middle of nowhere? Even if they were tourists from the future, there was no reason to travel
back in time to see asciencefiction writer when they could see presidents or rock stars.

Unlessthey lived in afuture where al the things held predicted in his stories had come true. What if
they had genetic engineering and androids and spaceships? What if in their world they'd terraformed
planets and gone to Mars and explored the galaxy? That would make Jack Williamson their forefather,
their founder. And they'd want to come back and see whereit dl started.

The next morning, | left my stuff at the Portales Inn and went over to the library. Checkout wasn't till
noon, and | wanted to wait till I'd found out afew things before | made up my mind whether to take the
job or not. On the way there | drove past B. and J. Drugs and then College Drug. Neither of them were
open, and | couldn't tell from their outsides how old they were.

Thelibrary opened a eight and the room with the Williamson collectionin it at 9:30, which was
cutting it close. | wasthere at 9:15, looking in through the glass at the books. There was a bronze plaque
on thewall and abig mobile of the planets.

Toniahad said the collection "isn't very big a thispoint,” but from what | could see, it looked pretty
big to me. Rows and rows of books, filing cabinets, boxes, photographs.

A young guy in chinos and wire-rimmed glasses unlocked the door to let mein. "Wow! Lined up
andwaitingto getin! Thisisafire," he sad, which answered my first question.

| asked it anyway. "Do you get many vistors?'

"A few," hesad. "Not asmany as| think there should be for aman who practicdly invented the
future. Androids, terraforming, antimatter, he imagined them al. Well have more visitorsin two weeks.
That's when the Williamson Lectureship week is. We get quite afew vigtorsthen. The writerswho are
gpesking usudly dropin.”

He switched on thelights. "Let me show you around,” he said. "We're adding to the collection dl the
time." Hetook down along flat box. "Thisisthe comic strip Jack did, Beyond Mars. And hereiswhere
we keep hisorigina manuscripts.” He opened one of the filing cabinets and pulled out a sheaf of typed
yelow sheets. "Have you ever met Jack?"

"No," | said, looking at an oil painting of awhite-haired man with along, pleasant-looking face.
"What's he like?'

"Oh, the nicest man you've ever met. It's hard to believe he's one of the founders of sciencefiction.
He'sin heredl the time. Wonderful guy. Hesworking on anew book, The Black Sun. He's out of town
thisweekend, or I'd take you over and introduce you. He's dways delighted to meet hisfans. Isthere
anything specific you wanted to know about him?"

"Yes" | sad. "Somebody told me about him seeing the magazine with hisfirs gory initina
drugstore. Which drugstore was that?"

"It was onein Canyon, Texas. He and his sister were going to school down there.”

"Do you know the name of the drugstore?’ | said. "I'd liketo go seeit.”

"Oh, it went out of businessyearsago,” hesad. "I think it wastorn down."

"We went there yesterday,” Toniahad said, and what day exactly wasthat? The day Jack saw it
and bought al three copies and forgot his groceries? And what were they wearing that day? Print dresses
and double-breasted suits and hats?

"I've got theissue here," he said, taking a crumbling magazine out of a plagtic dipcover. It had a
garish picture of aman being pulled up out of acrater by abrilliant crystd. " December, 1928. Too bad
the drugstore's not there anymore. Y ou can see the cabin where he wrote hisfirst stories, though. It's il



out on the ranch his brother owns. Y ou go out west of town and turn south on State Highway 18. Just
ask Betty to show you around.”

"Have you ever had atour group in here?" | interrupted.

"A tour group?' he said, and then must have decided | was kidding. "He's not quite that famous.”

Y e, | thought, and wondered when Nonstop Tours visited the library. Ten yearsfrom now? A
hundred? And what were they wearing that day?

| looked at my watch. It was 9:45. "I've got to go," | said. "I've got an appointment.” | started out
and then turned back. "This person who told me about the drugstore, they mentioned something about
Number 5516. Isthat one of hisbooks?"

"B5516? No, that's the asteroid they're naming after him. How'd you know about that? It's supposed
to beasurprise. They're giving him the plague L ectureship week."

"Anageroid,” | said. | started out again.

"Thanksfor comingin," thelibrarian said. "Areyou just visting or do you live here?

"I liveherg" | said.

"Well, then, come again.”

| went down the stairs and out to the car. 1t was 9:50. Just enough time to get to Crosssand tell him
I'd take the job.

| went out to the parking lot. There weren't any tour buses driving through it, which must mean Jack
Williamson was back from his convention. After my meeting with Cross| was going to go over to his
house and introduce myself. "I know how you felt when you saw that Amazing Stories in thedruggtore,”
I'dtdl him. "I'minterested in the future, too. | liked what you said abouit it, about sciencefiction lighting
the way and science making the future redl.”

| got in the car and drove through town to Highway 70. An asteroid. | should have gone with them.
"It befun,” Toniasaid. It certainly would be.

Next time, | thought. Only | want to see some of thisterraforming. | want to go to Mars.

I turned south on Highway 70 towards Crosss office. roswell 92 miles, thesgn said.

"Comeagan,” | sad, leaning out the window and looking up. "Come again!™

-end-
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