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A Place So Foreign

My Pa disappeared somewherein the wilds of 1975, when | was just fourteen years
old. He was the Ambassador to 1975, but back home in 1898, in New Jerusalem,
Utah, they all thought he was Ambassador to France. When he disappeared, Mama
and | came back through the triple-bolted door that led from our apt in 1975 to

our horsebarn in 1898. We returned to the dusty streets of New Jerusalem, and |
had to keep on reminding mysdlf that | was supposed to have been in France, and
"polly-voo" for my chums, and tell whoppers about the Eiffel Tower and the fancy
bread and the snails and frogs we'd eaten.

| was bornin New Jerusalem, and raised theretill | wasten. Then, one summer's
day, my Pasat me on hisknee and told me we'd be going away for awhile, that
he had anew job.

"But what about the store?" | said, scandalised. My Paswonderful store, the
only General Store in town not run by the Saints, was my second home. I'd spent
my whole life crawling and then walking on the dusty wooden floors, checking
stock and unpacking crates with wayhbills from exotic placeslike Sdt Lake City
and even San Francisco.

Palooked uncomfortable. "Mr Johnstoneis buying it."

My mouth dropped. James H Johnstone was as dandified a city-dicker asyou'd

ever hope to meet. He'd blown into town on the weekly Zephyr Speedball, and skinny
Tommy Benson had hauled histhree huge steamer trunks to the cowboy hotdl. HEd
tipped Tommy two dollars, in Wells-Fargo notes, and later, in the empty lot

behind the smithy, dl the kidsin New Jerusdem had gathered 'round Tommy to
goggle a the small fortune in queer, never-seen hills.

"Pa, no!" | said, without thinking. | knew that if my chums ordered their



fathers around like that, they'd get awhipping, but my Paamost never whipped
me

He smiled, and stretched histhick moustache across hisface. " James, | know you
love the store, but it's dready been decided. Once you've been to France,
you'll seethat it haswondersthat beat anything that store can deliver.”

"Nothing's better than the store," | said.

Helaughed and rumpled my hair. "Don't be o sure, son. There are more thingsin
heaven and earth then are dreamed of in your philosophy.” It was one of his
sayings, from Shakespeare, who he'd studied back east, before | was born. It
meant that the discussion was closed.

| decided to withhold judgement until 1 saw France, but till couldn't shake the
feding that my Pawas going soft in the head. Mr Johnstone wasn't fit to run an
apple-cart. He was short and skinny and soft, not like my Pa, who, asfar as|
was concerned, was the biggest, strongest man in the whole world. | loved my Pa.

#

Will, when we packed our bags and Pawent into the horsebarn to hitch up our
team, | figured we'd be taking a short trip out to the train gtation. All my
chumswere waiting there to see us off, and I'd promised my best pa Oly
Sweynsdatter that 1'd give him my coonskin cap to wear until we came back. But
instead, Parode usto the edge of town, where the road went to rutted trail and
st flats, and there was Mr James H Johnstone, in his own fancy-pantstrap. Pa
and me moved our luggage into Johnstone's trap and got indgde with Mamaand
hunkered down so, you couldn't see us from outside. Mamasaid, "Y ou just hush up
now, James. There's parts of thistrip that we couldn't tell you about before we
left, but you're going to have to stay quiet and hold onto your questions until

we get to where we're going.”

| nearly said, "To wherewere going?' but | didn't, because Mama had never
looked so seriousin al my born days. So | spent an hour hunkered downin

there, listening to the clatter of the wheels and trying to guess where we were

going. When | heard the trap stop and a set of wooden doors close, dl my

guesses dried up and blew away, because | couldn't think of anywhere we wouldve
heard those sounds out in the desert.

So imagine my surprise when | sood up and found usright in our very own
horsebarn, having made a circle around town and back to where we'd started from!
Mamaheld afinger up to her lips and then took Mr Johnstone's soft, girlish

hand as he helped her down from the trap.

My Paand Mr Johnstone started shifting one of the piles of hay-baes that
stacked to the rafters, until they had reveded atriple-bolted door that looked
new and sturdy, fresh-sawn edges still bright and yellow, and not the weathered
brown of the rest of the barn.

Patook akey ring out of hisvest pocket and unlocked the door, then swung it



open. Each of us shouldered our bags and walked through, in eerie sllence, into
apitch black room.

Pareached out and pulled the door shut, then there was a sharp click and we
werein 1975.

#

1975 was aqueer sight. Our apartment was alozenge of silver, spoked into the
hub of afloating null-gee doughnut. Pa did something fancy with hishands and
the wallswent transparent, and | swear, | dropped to the floor and hugged the
nubby rubber tilesfor dl | wasworth. My eyesweretelling me that we were
hundreds of yards off the ground, and while I'd jumped from the rafters of the
horsebarn into the hay countlesstimes, | suddenly discovered that | was afraid
of heights.

After that first dizzying glimpse of 1975, | kept my eyes squeezed shut and held
onfor al | wasworth. After aminute or two of this, my stomach told methat |
wasnt faling, and | couldn't hear any rushing wind, any birdcals, anything

except Mamaand Palaughing, fit to bust. | opened one eye and snuck a peek. My
folks were laughing so hard they had to hold onto each other to stay up, and

they were leaning againgt thin air, Pas back pressed up againgt nothing at all.

Cautioudly, | got to my feet and walked over to the edge. | extended one finger
and it bumped up againg an invisble wall, cool and smooth asglassin winter.

"James," said my Pa, smiling so wide that histhick moustache stretched dl the
way across hisface, "welcometo 1975."

#

Pal's ambassadoria mission meant that he often spent long weeks away from home,
teleporting in only for Sunday dinner, the stink of diensand distant worlds
clinging to him even after he washed up. Thelast Sunday dinner | had with him,
Mama had made mashed potatoes and corn bread and sausage gravy and turkey,
spending the whole day with the wood-fired cooker back in 1898 (actudly, it was
1901 by then, but | dways thought of it as 1898). She'd moved the cooker into
the horsebarn after aweek of wrestling with the gadgets we had in our 1975
kitchen, and when Pa had warned her that the smoke was going to rai se questions
in New Jerusalem, she explained that she was going to run some flexible exhaust
hose through the door into 75 and into our apt's air-scrubber. Pahad shook his
head and smiled at her, and every Sunday, she dragged the exhaust pipe through
the door.

That night, Pa sat down and said grace, and he wasin his shirtdeeves with his
sugpenders down, and it dmost felt like home -- dmost felt likeamillion
Sunday dinners eaten by gadight, with a swesty pitcher of lemonadein the
middle of the table, and seasonal wildflowers, and astinky cheroot for Pa
afterwards as he tipped his chair back and rested one hand on hisbelly, asif
he couldn't believe how much Mamahad managed to stuff him thistime,



"How are your studies coming, James?" he asked me, when the robutler had
finished clearing the plates and clattered away into its nook.

"Very wel, sr. We're garting caculus now." Truth betold, | hated calculus,
hated | ssac Newton and asymptotes and the whole smelly business. Even with the
vird learning shots, it was like swvimming in molassesfor me.

"Caculusl Well, well, well --" thiswas one of Pa's catch-al phrases, like
"How _about_that?" or "What do you know?" "Well, well, well. | can't believe
how much they stuff into kids heads here.”

"Yes, ar. Therésan awful lot |ft to learn, yet." We did a subject every two
weeks. So far, 1'd done French, Molecular and Cellular Biology, Physicsand
Astrophysics, Esperanto, Cantonese and Mandarin, and an dien language whose
name trandated as " Standard.” 1'd been exempted from History, of course, dong
with the other kids there from the past -- the Chinese girl from the Ming

Dynasty, the Roman boy, and the Injun kid from South America.

Palaughed around his cigar and crossed hislegs. His shoes were so big, they
looked like canoes. "There surdly is, son. There surely is. And how areyou
doing with your classmates? Any tusdes your teacher will want to talk to me
about?'

"No, sr! Werefriendly asdl get-out, eventhe girls"” Thekidsin 75 didn't
even notice what they were doing in school. They just sat down at their
workstations and waited to have their brainsfilled with whatever was going on,
and |eft at three, and never complained about something being too hard or too
dull.

"That's good to hear, son. Y ou've aways been agood boy. Tell you what: you
bring home agood report this Christmas, and I'll take you to see Saturn's rings
on vacdion."

Mama shot him alook then, but he pretended he didn't seeit. He stubbed out his
cigar, hitched up his suspenders, and put on histailcoat and tophat and
ambassadoria sash and picked up hisleather case.

"Good night, son. Good night, Ulla. I'll see you on Wednesday," he said, and
stepped into the teleporter.

That wasthelast time | ever saw him.
#
"Hedied from bad snails?' Oly Sweynsdatter said to me, yet again.

| baled up afigt and stuck it under his nose. "For the last time, yes. Ak me
again, and I'll feed you this"

I'd been back for amonth, and in dl that time, Oly had skittered around me
like ashy pony, dways nearby but afraid to talk to me. Findly, 1'd grabbed



him and shook him and told him not to be such aninny, tell me what was on his
mind. He wanted to know how my Pahad died, over in France. | told him the
reason that Mama and Mr Johnstone and the man from the embassy had worked out
together. Now, | regretted it. | couldn't get him to shut up.

"Sorry, adl right, sorry!" he said, taking astep backwards. We werein the
orchard behind the schoolyard, chucking rotten apples at the tree-trunksto
watch them splatter. "Want to hear something?'

"Sure" | said.

"Tommy Benson's sweet on MartaHd prin. It's disgusting. They hold hands-- _in
church ! None of thefelowswill tak to him."

| didn't see what the big deal was. Back in 75, we had had atwo-week session on
sexua reproduction, like al the other subjects. Most of the kids there were
aready in couples, snesking off to low-gee bounceatariaand renting private

cubes with untraceable cash-tokens. 1'd even tusded with one girl, Katebe
M'Buto, another exchange student, from United Africa Trading Sphere. I'd picked
her up at her apt, and her father had even shaken my hand -- they grow up fast
inUATS. Of course, I'd never let on to my folks. Pawould've broken an axle.
"That's pretty disgusting, dl right,” | said, unconvincingly.

"Y ou want to go down to theriver?| told Amos and Lukethat 1'd meet them after
lunch.”

| didn't much fed likeit, but I didn't know what else to do. We walked down to
the swvimming hole, where some boys were dready naked, swimming and horsing
around. | found mysdf looking away, conscious of their nudity inaway thet I'd
never been before -- al the boysin town swam there, al summer long.

| turned my back to the group and stripped down, then ran into the water as
quick as| could.

| paddled around alittle, half-heartedly, and then | found myself being pulled
under! My sinusesfilled with water and | yelled a stream of bubbles, and closed
my mouth on aswallow of water. Strong hands pulled at my ankles. | kicked out
ashard as| could, and connected with someone's head. The hands loosened and |
shot up like a cork, sputtering and coughing. | ran for the shore, and saw one

of the Allen brothers surfacing, rubbing at his head and laughing. The four

Allen boyslived on aranch with their parents out by the st flats, and we

only saw them when they came into town with their folksfor supplies. I'd never
liked them, but now, | saw red.

"You pig!" | shouted at him. "Y ou stupid, rotten, pig! What the heck do you
think you were doing?'

The Allenskept on laughing -- | used to know some of their names, but in the
time1'd been in 75, they'd grown as indistinguishable astwins: big, hard boys
with their heads shaved for lice. They pointed at me and laughed. | scooped up a
flat stone from the shore and threw it at the head of the onewho'd pulled me



under, as hard as| could.

Lucky for him -- and me! -- | wastoo angry to aim properly, and the stone hit
him in the shoulder, knocking him backwards. He shouted a me-- it waslikea
roar of awild anima -- and the four brothers charged.

Oly appeared a my side. "Run!" he shouted.

| wastoo angry. | baled my fists and stood my ground. The first one shot out
of the water towards me, and punched me so hard inthe guts, | saw stars. | fdl
to the ground, gasping. | looked up at aforest of strong, bare legs, and knew
they'd surrounded me.

"It'sthe Sheriff!" Oly shouted. Thelegs disgppeared. | struggled to my knees.

Oly collgpsed to the ground beside me, laughing. "Did you see the way they ran?
The Sheriff never comes down to theriver!™

"Thanks," | said, around gasps, and started to get dressed.
"Any time," hesad. "Now, let'sdo some svimming.”

"No, | gottago homeand hedp Mama," | lied. | didn't fed like going skinny
dipping anymore -- maybe never again.

Oly gave me aqueer look. "OK. Seeyou."
#

| went straight home, pelting down theroad asfast as| could, not even looking
where| was going. | let the door dam behind me and took the stairstwo at a
time up to the attic ladder, then bolted the trap-door shut behind me and sat in
the dark, with my kneesin my chest.

Down below, Mamalet out a half-hearted, "James? Isthat you?' like she dways
did sincel came back home. | ignored her, like aways, and she stopped worrying
about it, like dways.

Paslagt trip had been to the Dala Lama's court in 1975. The man from the
embassy said that he was going to talk with the monks about a"white-paper that
the two embassieswere jointly presenting on the effect of mimetic
ambassadorships on the reincarnated soul.” 1t was al nonsense to me. HEd never
arrived. The teleporter said that it had put him down gentle asyou like on the
floor of the Lamasfloating castle over the Caspian Sea, but the monks never

saw him.

And that was that.
It had been amonth since our return. 1'd ventured out into town and looked up

my chums, and found them so full of gossip that didn't mean anything to me; so
absorbed with games that seemed childish to me; so strange, that I'd retrested



home. I'd prowled around our house like aburglar at first, and when | came back
to the attic, al the numbness that had enveloped me since the man from the
State Department had teleported into our apt melted away and | started bawling.

The attic had dways been Pa's domain. Hed come up here with whatever crackpot
invention he'd ordered this month out of acatalog or one of the expensive,

foreign journas he subscribed to, and tinker and swear and hit histhumbnail

and tear his pants on a stray dingus and smoke his cheroots and have aheck of a
time

The muffled treed of hisfeet and the distant cursing while | sat in the parlour
downstairs had been the homiest sound | knew. Mamaand | would lock eyes every
time aparticularly forceful round of hollers shook down, and Mamawould get a
little smile and her eyeswould crinkle, and | felt like we were sharing a

secret.

Now, the attic was my private domain: there wasthe dixir shdf, full of patent
medicines, hair-tonics, and soothing syrups. There was the bookcase full of wild
theories and fantastic adventure stories. There were the crates full of

dangerous, coa-fired machines -- an automatic clothes-washing-machine, a
cherry-pitter, and other devices whose nature | couldn't even guess at. None of
them had ever worked, but | liked to run my hands over them, fed the smooth
stedl of their parts, disassemble and reassemble them. Back in 75, I'd once
tried to take the robutler gpart, just to get alook at how it was all put

together, but it was alost cause-- | couldn't even figure out how to get the
cover off.

| walked through the cool dark, the only light coming from the grimy attic
window, and fondled each piece. | picked up an oilcan and started oiling the
joints and bearings and axles of each machinein turn. Pawould have wanted to
know that everything wasin good working order.

#

"I think you should be going to school, James," Mamasaid, at breskfast. I'd
dready done my morning chores, bringing in the cod, chopping kindling, taking
care of the milch-cows and making my bed.

| took another forkful of sausage, and a spoonful of mush, chewed, and looked at
my plate.

"It'stime, it'stime. Y ou can't spend the rest of your life sulking around
here. Y our father would have wanted usto get on with our lives."

Even though | wasn't looking at her when she said this, | knew that her eyes
were bright with tears, the way they aways got when she mentioned Pa. His chair
sat, empty, at the head of thetable. | had another bite of sausage.

"James Arthur Nicholson! Look at me when | spesk to you!™

| looked up, reflexively, as| aways did when she used my full name. My eyes



did over her face, then focused on apoint over her |eft shoulder.
"Yesm."

"You're going to school. Today. And | expect to get agood report from Mr
Addson.”

"Yesm."
#

We have two schoolsin New Jerusaem: the elementary school that was built
twenty years before, when they put in the wooden sidewaks and the town hall;
and the non-denominational Academy that was built just before | |eft for 1975.

Miss Tannenbaum, a spinster lady with a moustache and a bristling German accent
terrorised the little kids in the elementary school -- I'd been stuck in her

classfor fivelong years. Mr Ade son, who was raised in San Francisco and who
had worked as a roustabout, a tel egraph operator and a merchant seaman taught
the Academy, and hiswild storieswere al Oly could talk aboui.

He raised one eyebrow quizzicaly when | came through the door at 8:00 that
morning. Hewastall, like my Pa, but Pahad been asbig asan ox, and Mr
Adelson was thin and wiry. He wore rumpled pants and ashirt with awilted
cdluloid collar. He had askinny little beard that made him look like a
gentleman pirate, and used some shiny pomade to grease hishair straight back
from hishigh forehead. | caught him reading, thumbing the hand-written pages of
aleatherbound volume.

"Mr Addson?"

"Why, James Nicholson! What can | do for you, sonny?' New Jerusalem only had but
2,000 citizens, and only ahundred or so in town proper, so of course he knew

who | was, but it surprised meto hear him pronounce my namein his cresky,
westherbeaten voice.

"My mother says| haveto go to the Academy.”

"' She does, hey? How do you fed about that?*

| snuck alook at hisfaceto seeif hewas putting me on, but | couldn't tell

-- held raised up his other eyebrow now, and was|ooking hard a me. There might
have been the beginning of asmile on hisface, but it was hard to tell with the
beard. "I guessit don't matter how | fed.”

"Oh, I don't know abouit that. Thisisaschool, not aprison, after al. How old
aeyou?'

"Fourteen. Sir."

"That would put you in with the seniors. Do you think you can handle their



course of study? It's haf-way through the semester now, and | don't know how
much they taught you when you were over in," he swdlowed, "France.

| didn't know what to say to that, so | just Stared at my hard, uncomfortable
shoes.

"How are your maths? Have you studied geometry? Basic algebra?”

"Yes, gr. They taught usdl that." And lots more besides. | had the fedling of
icebergs of knowledge floating in my brain, ready to crest the waves and crash
againg thewallsof my skull.

"Very good. Wewill be studying maths today in the seniors class. Well see how
you do. Isthat dl right?’

Again, | didn't know if hewasredly asking, 0| just said, "Yes, gr."
"Marvelous. WEl seeyou at the 8:30 bell, then. And James --" he paused,

waited until | met hisgaze. His eyebrowswere at rest. "'I'm sorry about your
father. I'd met him severd times. He was agood man."”

"Thank you, gr," | said, unableto look away from his Sare.
#

Thefirgt hdf of the day passed with incredible doth, as| copied down
problemsto my date and pretended to puzzle over them before writing down the
answer |'d known the minute | saw the question.

At lunch | found a segt a the base of the big willow out front of the school

and unwrapped the waxed paper from the thick ham sandwich Mamahad fixed me. |
munched it and conjugated L atin verbsin my heed, trying to make the day pass.

Oly and the fdlows were roughhousing in the yard, playing follow-the-leader

with Amos Gundersen out front, showing off by walking on his hands and then
springing upright. Amos mother came from circus peoplein Russa, and dl the
kidsin hisfamily wanted to be acrobats when they grew up.

| tried not to watch them.

| was engrossed in acaterpillar that was crawling up my pants-leg when Mr
Adelson cleared histhroat behind me. | started, and the caterpillar tumbled to
the ground, and then Mr Adel son was squatting on hislong haunches at my sde.
"How areyou liking your first day, James?' he asked, in hisraspy voice.
"It'sfing ar."

"And the work? Y ou're able to keep up with the class?'

"It's not aproblem for me. We studied thiswhen | was away."



"Are you bored? Do you need more of achalenge?'

"It'sfing Sr." _Unlessyou want to assgn me some large-prime factoring
problems .

"Right, then. Don't hesitate to call on meif things are moving too dowly or
too quickly. | mean that.”

| snuck another look at him. He seemed sincere.
"Why aren't you playing with your chums?"*

"I don't fed likeit."

"Y ou just wanted to think?*

"l guess 0." Why wouldn't he just leave me aone?
"It's hard to come home, isn't it?'

| stared at my shoes. What did he know about it?

"I've been around the world, you know that? | sailed with atramp steamer, the
_Slippery Trick_. | saw the naked savages of Polynesia, and the voodoo witches
that the freed daves of the Caribbean worship, and the coolies pulling
rickshawsin Peking. It wasso _hard _to come hometo Frisco, after five years
atsea”

To my surprise, he sat down next to me, in the dirt and roots at the base of the
tree. "Y ou know, aboard the _Trick _, they called me Runnyguts-- | threw up
every hour for my first month. | was more reliable than the Watch! But they

didn't mean anything by it. When you live with acrew for years, you become a
different person. Wed be out at sea, nothing but water asfar as the eye could
see, and we'd be playing cards on-deck. We'd told each other every joke we knew
aready, and every story about home, and we knew that deck of cards so well,
which one had salt-water stains on the back and which one turned up at corner
and which one had been torn, and wed just scream at the sun, so bored! But then
we'd put in to port at some foreign city, and we'd come down the plank in our
best clothes, twenty men who knew each other better than brothers, hard and
brown from months at sea, and it felt like whatever happened in that strange
port-of-cal, we'd come out on top.”

"And then | came back to the Frisco, and the Captain shook my hand and gave me a
sack of gold and saw me off, and I'd never felt so done, and I'd never seena
place so foreign.

"I went back to my old haunts, the saloons where I'd gone for abeer after a
day'swork at the docks, and the dance-halls, and the theatres, and | saw my old
chums. That was hard, James."

He stopped then. | found mysdlf saying, "How wasit hard, Mr Adelson?"



Helooked surprised, like he'd forgotten that he wastaking to me. "Well,
James, it'slike this when you're away that long, you get to invent yourself

al over again. Of course, everyone invents themselves asthey grow up. Y our
chumsthere--" he gestured at the boys, who were now trying, with varying
success, to turn somersaults, dirtying their school clothes™-- they're

inventing themsdves right now, whether they know it or not. The smart one, the
strong one, the brave one, the sad one. It's going on while we watch!

"But when you go away, nobody knows you, and you can be whoever you want. Y ou
can shed your old skin and grow a new one. When we put out to sea, | wasjust a
youngster, eighteen years old and fresh from my Pals house. He was a cablecar
engineer, and wanted meto follow in his shoes, get an apprenticeship and join

him there under the hills, oiling the giant pulleys. But no, not me! | wanted to

put out to seaand see the world. I'd never been out of the city, canyou
believethat? Thefirst port where | took shore leave wasin Haiti, and when |
stepped onto the dock, it was like my lifewas Sarting al over again. | got a

tattoo, and | drank hard liquor, and gambled in the sdloons, and did al the
thingsthat aman did, asfar as| was concerned.” He had afaraway look now,
garing at the boys game without seeing it. "And when | got back on-board, sick
and tired and broke, there was anew kid there, a negro from Port-Au-Prince
who'd signed on to be acabin boy. His name was Jean-Paul, and he didn't spesk a
word of Englishand | didn't speak aword of French. But | took him under my
wing, James, and acted like I'd been at seadl my life, and showed him the

ropes, and taught him to play cards, and bossed him around, and taught him
English, oneword a atime.

"And that became the new me. Every time anew hand signed on, | would be his
teacher, his mentor, hisguide.

"And then | camehome.

"Asfar asthefolks back home were concerned, | wasthe kid they'd said
good-byeto five years before. My father thought | was till akid, even though
I'd fought pirates and weathered storms. My chums wanted me to be thekid I'd
been, and do al the boring, kid thingswed done before | 1€ft -- riding the
trolleys, watching the vaudeville shows, fishing off the docks.

"Even though that stuff was till fun, it wasn't _me , not anymore. | missed the
old me, and felt him dipping away. So, you know what | did?'

"Y ou moved to New Jerusalem?"

"I moved to New Jerusalem. Well, to Sdlt Lake City, firdt. | studied with the
Jesuits, to be ateacher, then | saw an ad for ateacher in the paper, and |
packed my bag and caught the next train. And here | am, not the me that came
home from sea, and not the me who | was before | went to sea, but someonein
between, anew me -- teaching, but on dry land, and not chasing dangerous
adventures, but ill reading my old log-book and smiling.”

We sat for amoment, in companionable silence. Then, abruptly, he checked his



pocket watch and yel ped. "Damn! Lunch was over twenty minutes ago!™ He legpt to
hisfeet, as smoothly as aboy, and ran into the schoolhouse to ring the bell.

| folded up the waxed-paper, and thought about this adult who talked to me like
an adult, who didn't worry about swearing, or telling me about his adventures,
and | made my way back to class.

It went better, the rest of that day.
#
In 75, Pahad amost never been home, but his presence was aways around us.

I'd call the robutler out of its closet and have it affix its eectrode

fingertipsto my temples and juice my endorphins after ahard day at school, and
when | was done, the faint smell of Pa's hair-ail, picked up from the ‘trodes

and impossibleto berid of, would cling to me. Or I'd sit down on the oubliette
and find one of Pa's journas from back home, well-thumbed and opento an
article on mental telepathy. We did ESPin schoal, and it was al about arace

of dien traderswho communicated in geometric thought pictures that took
forever to trandate. We'd never learned about Magnetism and Astral Projection
and al the other things Pa'sjournaswerefull of.

Andwhilel never doubted the thingsin Pasjournas, | never brought them up
in class, neither. There were lots of different kinds of truth.

"Yes, Mama?' | said, on my way out to chop kindling.
"Did you finish your homework?"

"Yes Mama"

"Good boy."

Homework had been some math, and some biology, and some geology. I'd done it
before left school.

#

The report cards came out in the middle of December. Mr Adelson seded them with
wax in thick brown envelopes and handed them out at the end of the day. Sedling
them wasadirty trick -- it mean aboy would have to go home not knowing

whether to expect awhipping or an extradice of pie, and the fellowswere as
nervous as long-tailed catsin arocking-chair factory when classlet out. For

once, there was no horseplay afterwards.

| came home and tossed the envel ope on the kitchen table without a moment's
worry. I'd aced every test, I'd done every take-home assignment, 1'd led the
class, in abored, deepy way, regurgitating the things they'd stuck in my brain



in 1975.

| went up to the attic and started reading one of Pa's adventure stories,

_Tarzan of the Apes , by the Frenchman, Jules Verne. Pahad dl of Verne's
books, each of them crisply autographed on the insde cover. HEd met Verneon
one of hisdiplomatic missions, and the two had been like two peasin apod, to
hear him tell of it -- they both subscribed to al the same crazy journals.

| was reading my favorite part, where Tarzan meets the man in the balloon, when
Mamas voice cdled from downdairs. " James Arthur Nicholson! Get your behind
down here_now_!"

| jumped like | was stung and rattled down the attic stairs so fast | nearly
broke my neck and then down into the parlour, where Mama was holding my report
card and looking fit to bust.

"Yes, Mama?' | sad. "What isit?'

She handed me the report card and folded her arms over her chest. "Explain that,
mister. Makeit good.”

| read the card and my eyes nearly jumped out of my head. The rotten so-and-so
had given me Fsal theway down, in every subject. Below, in his seaman's
hand, he'd written, "James performance this semester has disappointed me
gravely. | would likeit very much if | could meet with you and he, Mrs
Nicholson, at your earliest convenience, to discuss hisfuture at the Academy.
Signed, Rbt. Adelson.”

Mama grabbed my ear and twisted. | howled and dropped the card. Before | knew
what was happening, she had me over her knee and was paddling my bottom with her
open hand, hard.

"I don't" -- whack -- "know _what_" -- whack -- "you think" -- whack -- "you're
doing, James." -- whack -- "If your _father " -- whack, whack_-- "were here"
-- whack -- "héld switch you" -- whack -- "within an inch of your life" And she
gave me aload more whacks.

| wastoo stunned even to cry or howl. Pahad only beast metwicein dl thetime
I'd known him. Mamahad _never_ beat me. My bottom ached distantly, and | felt
tears cometo my eyes.

"Wdl, what do you haveto say for yourself?'

"Mama, it'samistake --" | began.

"Youredurnright!" shesaid.

"No, redly! | did all my homework! | passed dl the exams! | showed 'em to you!

Y ou saw 'em!" The unfairness of it made my heart hammer in time to the throbbing
of my backside.



Mamas bresth fumed angyrily out of her nose. Y ou go straight to your room and
_gtay there . We're going to see Mr Add son first thing tomorrow morning.”

"What about my chores?' | said.

"Oh, don't worry about that. Y ou'll have plenty of choresto dowhen | let you

| went to my room and stripped down, and lay on my tummy and cracked my window
so theicy winter ar blew over my backside. | cried avale of tears, and rained

down miserable, mean curses on everyone: Mama, Pa, and especialy the lying,

snaky, backstabbing Runnyguts Adel son.

#

Mamadidn't get any less mad through the night, but when she came to my door a
cock-crow, she seemed to be holding it in better. My throat and eyes were sore
as sandpaper from crying, and Mama gave me exactly five minutes to wash up and
dress before dragging me out to the horsebarn. She'd aready hitched up our team
and refused my hand when | tried to help her up.

I'd been angry and righteous when | woke, but seeing Mama's towering, barely
controlled fury changed my mood to direterror. | stared out at the trees and
farms aswerode into town, feding like acondemned man being taken to the
gdlows

Mama pulled up out front of the Academy and marched me around back to the
teacher's cottage. She rapped on the door and waited, blowing clouds of steam
out of her noseinto the frosty morning air.

Mr Adelson answered the door in shirtdeeves and suspenders, unshaved and
bleary. Hishair, normally nestly oiled and dicked, stuck out like frayed
broom-straw. The muscles on histhin arms stood out like snakes. He blinked at
us, standing on his doorstep. "Mrs Nicholson!" he said.

"Mr Addson,” my mother said. "Weve come to discuss James report card.”

Mr Adelson smoothed his hair back and stepped aside. "Please, comein. Can |
offer you some coffee?’

"No, thank you,” Mamasaid, primly, standing in hisfoyer. He held out his hand

for her coat and kerchief and she handed them to him. | took off my coat and
struggled out of my boots. He took them both and put them away in a closet.

"I'm going to have some coffee. Areyou surel can't offer you acup?'

"No. Thank you, dl the same."

"Asyou wish." He disappeared down the dark halway, and Mamaand | found our

way into histiny parlour. Books were stacked every which where, dusty and
precarious. Mamaand | sat down inapair of cushioned chairs, and Mr Adelson



camein, holding two mugs of coffee. He set one down next to Mama on the floor,
then smacked himsdlf in the forehead. ™Y ou said no, didn't you? Sorry, I'm not
quite awake yet. Well, leave it there -- there's cream in it, maybe the cat will

have some."

He settled himsalf onto another chair and Sipped at his coffee. "Let's Sart
over, shdl we? Hello, Mrs Nicholson. Hello, James. | understand you're hereto
discuss James report card.”

Mamasat back alittlein her chair and let hint of a sardonic smile show on her
face. "Y es, we are. Forgive my coming by unannounced.”

"Oh, itsnathing.”

Mr Adelson drank more coffee. Mama smoothed her skirts. | kicked my feet againgt
the rungs of my chair. Finaly, it was too much for me. "What'sthe big idea,
anyway?' | said, glaring daggersat him. "I don't deserveno F*

"Any F," Mr Adelson corrected. "Why don't you think so?"

"Well, because | did dl my homework. | gavetheright answersin class. |
passed dl thetedts. Itain't far!”

"Not fair,” my Mama corrected, gently. She was staring distractedly at Mr
Adelson.

"What you say istrue enough, James. What grade do you suppose you should've
gotten?'

"Why, an Al An A-plus! Perfect!" | said, glaring again at him, daring him to say
otherwise,

"Isthat what an A-plusisfor, James? Perfection?”

"Sure" | said, opening my mouth without thinking.

Mamashifted her stare to me. She was looking even more thoughtful.
"Why do you suppose you go to school 7!

"'Cause Mamasays| haveto,” | said, sullenly.

"James" Mamasaid.

"Oh, | supposeit'stolearnthings” | said.

Mr Adelson smiled and nodded, the way he did when one of the students got the
right answer in class. "Wl ?'

"Well, what?' | said.



"Wheat did you learn this semester?”

"Why, everything you taught! Geometry! Algebral Latin! Geography! Biology!
Physicd Grammar!”

"l see" he said. "James, what's the formulafor determining the congtant in the
second derivative of an equation?"

| knew that one: it was one of Newton's dirty calculus proofs. "It'satrick
question. There's no way to get the constant of second derivative.”

"Exactly right," hesaid.

"Yes" | said, and folded my arms across my chest.

"Wheredid you learn that?'

"In--" | started to say 1975, but caught mysdlf. "In France."

"es"

"Yes" | sad. Thefingersof dawn crept across my comprehension. "Oh."
Mamasmiled a me.

"But it'snot fair! Sowhat if | dready knew everything before | started? |
dill did dl thework."

"Why areyou in school, James?' Mr Nicholson asked me again.
"Tolearn."

"Well, then | think you'd better start learning something, don't you? Y oure the
brightest student in the class. Y ou're certainly smarter than | am -- I'm just

an old sailor struggling along with the rest of the class. But you, you've _got
it_. You've been marking timein classdl semester, and | daresay you haven't
learned asingle thing sSince you sarted. That'swhy you got Fs."

"Mr Adelson," Mamasaid. "Am | to understand that James performed dl his
assgnments stisfactorily?'

It was Mr Adelson'sturn to squirm. "Y es, but madam, you have to understand --"
Mamawaved aside hisobjections. "If James satisfactorily completed al the work
assigned to him, then | think he should have agrade that reflects that, don't

you?' Shetook asip of her coffee.

"YS, Wdl "

"However, you do have apoint. | didn't send my son to your school so that he
could mark time, asyou put it. | sent him thereto learn. To be_taught_. Have



you taught him anything, Mr Addson?!

Mr Adelson looked so al-fired sad, | forgave him the report card and spoke up.
"Yes Mama"

Mamaswiveled her head to me. "Redlly?’

"Y es. He taught me what | was at school for. Just now."

"l see" Mamasaid. "Thisisvery good coffee, Mr Adelson.”
"Thank you," he said, and Sipped at his.

"James," Mr Adelson said. "Y ou've learned your first [esson. What do you propose
your second should be?"

"l dunno,” | said, and went back to kicking the rungs of the chair.

"What isit that you have been doing since you came back to town, son?' he
asked.

"Hanging around in the attic, mosily. Reading. Tinkering. Likemy Pa"
"My husband's machines and journals are up there," Mama explained.
"And hisbooks," | said.

"Books?' Mr Adelson looked suddenly interested. "What kind of books?*

"Adventure ories. Stevenson. Wells. Some of it'sin French. We havedl of
Verne"

"Well, perhaps that can be your next assgnment. | would liketo see an origind
composition of no lessthan twenty pages, discussing each work of Verne's,
charting hisliterary progress. Due January fifth, please.”

"Twenty paged” | said. "But it'sthe holidaydl"

"Very well. Whatever length the piece turns out isfine. But be sure you do
justiceto each work."

#

By thetime| got through with the assgnment, it was thirty-eight pageslong. |
never thought | could write that much but it kept on coming, new thoughts about
each book, each scene, the different worlds Verne had built: the fantastic

dopes of Barsoom, the sinister Iand of Dr Moreaw. . . Each one spawned anew
ingght. | felt likethe VVerne's detective, Sherlock Holmes, assembling al of

the seemingly inggnificant detailsinto some kind of coherent picture, finding

the improbable links between the wildly different storiesthe Frenchman told.



Mamawas thrilled to see me working, papers spread out al around me on the
kitchen table -- | could've used Pa's study, but it felt like an invasion,

somehow -- writing until my wrists cramped. She let me get away without doing my
chores, risng early to milk the cow, bringing in the eggs from the henhouse,

even chopping the kindling. Just S0 long as | was writing, she was happy to let

me go on shirking my responghilities.

Even on Christmas Eve, | wastoo distracted to redlly enjoy the smells of goose
and ham and the stuffing Mama spent days preparing. | was fill writing when she
told meto go change and set the table for three.

"We're having Mr Johnston to dinner,” she said.

| made aface. Mr Johnston wasthe only oneintown that | could have talked to
about my timein 1975, but | never did. He had away of bossing afellow around
while seeming to be nice to him. He still ran Pas store, using laddersto reach
the high shelvesthat Pahad just plucked things off of. | had to see him when
Mama sent me on errands there, but | made sure that | left as quickly as|

could. Mama kept saying that | should ask him for ajob, but | was pretty good
at changing the subject whenever it came up.

| put away my papers and changed into my Sunday clothes. I'd been hinting to
Mamallately that aboy just wasn't complete without a puppy, so | put an extra
shine on my shoes and said aquick prayer that | wouldn't find socks and
picture-books under the tree.

Mr Johnstone arrived with a double-armload of gifts. Well, he_did_runmy Pas
store, after dl, so he could get thingswholesale. | took his parcelsfrom him

and set them under thetree. Then that dandified Sssy actudly _kissed my Mama
on the cheek, lifting asprig of mistletoe up with one hand. When Paand Mama
stood together, she'd barely come up to his shoulder, while Mr Johnstone had to
stand on tiptoe to get the mistletoe over their heads. "Merry Christmas, Ulla,"
hesad.

Shetook hishands and said, "Merry Christmas, James.”

| wanted to be sick.

#

Mr Johnstone had awhiskey in our parlour before we ate, Stting in my Pa's

chair, smoking acigar from my Pas humidor. Mama ordered me to keep him company
while she set out the medl.

"Dothey cdl you Immy?" he asked me, saring down hislong, pointy nose.

"No, gr. James."

"It'safine name, isn't it? Served mewell, man and boy." He made aface that
was supposed to be funny, like hed bit into alemon.



"I likeitfing gr."

"Areyou having any problems adjusting, now that you're home? Finding it hard to
relate to the other fellows?'

"No, sr."
"Y ou don't find it strange, after seeing 19757"
"No, gr. It'shome.

"Hal" he said, asthough I'd said something profound. "I guessit s, at that.

Say, why don't you come by the store sometime?1 just got some samplesfrom a
new candy company in Oregon, and | need to get an unbiased opinion before |
order." He gave me a pinched smile, like he thought he was Santa Claus.

"Mamadoen't like me eating sweets," | said, and stared at my reflection in my
shoes.

Mamarescued me by coming into the parlour then, looking young and pretty in her
best dress. "Dinner is served, gentlemen.”

Wefollowed her into the dining room, and Mr Johnstone took my Pa's sedt at the
head of the table and carved the goose. Even though the bird was brown and
juicy, | found I didn't have any appetite.

"I have word from Pondicherry,” Mr Johnstone said, as he poured gravy over his
second helping of mashed potatoes.

"Yes?' Mamasad.
"Who'she?' | asked.

"Y our father's successor," Mr Johnstone said. " A British officer from New Ddhi.
A fat littleman, and awfully full of himsdlf."

| repressed asnort. For my money Mr Johnstone was as full of himself as one man
could be. I couldn't imagine ablacker kettle.

"He says that Nussbaum, from 1952 New Y ork, has rolled back relations with
extraterrestrids by fifty years. He sold a Centurian haf amillion defective
umbrellas from his brother-in-law's factory. The New Y orkers are dl defending
him. _Caveat emptor_."

"I never could keep track of who wasfriendly and who wasn't," Mamasaid. "It
was dl Greek to me. Politics”

Mr Johnstone opened his mouth to explain, but Mamaheld up one hand. "No, no, |
dont _want_ to understand. Les used to lecture me about thisfrom dawn to

dusk." She smiled alittle sad smile and stared off at the cabbage-roses on our
dining-room walls. Mr Johnstone put one hand over hers.



"Hewasagood man, Ulla"
Mama stood and smoothed her skirts. "I'll get dessert.”
#

| didn't get apuppy. Mr Johnstone gave me an air-rifle that | was sure Mama
would havefits over, but shejust smiled. She gave me abeautiful fountain-pen
and agreen blotter and aream of creamy, thick paper.

The pen made the most beautiful, jet-black marks, and the paper drank it up like
athirsty man in the desert. | recopied my essay the next day, sitting with Mama
in the parlour while she darned socks. Mr Johnstone had given her atin of
cosmetics from Paris, that he'd ordered in specid. I'd heard Mama say that only
dancehdl girls wore makeup, but she blushed when he gaveit to her. | gave her
acarving I'd done, of therobutler we'd had in 75. I'd whittled it out of a

block of pine, and sanded it and ailed it until it was as smooth as silk.

Oly Sweynsdatter came by after supper and asked if | wanted to go out and play
with the felows. Tomy surprise, | found | did. We had agrand afternoon

pelting each other with snow-balls, agame that turned into afull-scalewar, as

all the older boys back from high-school came out and joined in, and then,

later, al the men, even the Sheriff and Mr Adelson. | never laughed so muchin
al my life, even when | got oneright in the ear.

Mr Adelson led acharge of adults against the fort that most of the Academy boys
were hiding behind, but | saw him planning it and started laying in ammunition
long before they made their go, and we sent them back with their tails between
their legs. | hit him smack in the behind with one ball as he dove for cover.

Oly's mother gave us both good, Svenska hot cocoa afterwards, with fresh whipped
cream, and Oly and | exchanged gifts. He gave me atin soldier, a Confederate

who was caught in the act of falling over backwards, clutching his chest. | gave

him my best marble. Wefollowed his mother around their house, recounting the
adventuresin the snow until shetold meit wastime for meto go home.

#

School started again, and | went in early thefirst day to turn in my paper. Mr
Adelson took it without comment and scanned thefirst few paragraphs. " Thank
you, James, | think thiswill do nicely. I'll haveit graded for you in the
afternoon.”

| met Oly out in the orchard, where he was chopping kindling for the school's
stove, ajob wedl took turnsat. "1 hear you might be getting anew Pafor
Chrigmas," he said. He gave me asmile that meant something, but | couldn't
guesswhat.

"What isthat supposed to mean?' | asked.



"My Mama says your Mamahad old man Johnstone over for Chrissmas dinner. And the
widow Ottt told my Mamathat she'd connected one or two calls between your house
and the store every day in thelast month. My Mama says that Johnstoneis

courting your Mama."

"Mrs Ott isn't supposed to talk about the calls she connects,” | said, as my
mind reded. "It'slike atelegraph operator: it'saconfidentid trust." Mr
Adelson had told me that, once when he was telling me stories about hislife
before hewent to sea

"So, isit true?"

"No!" | said, surprisng myself with my vehemence. "My Mamajust didn't want him
to bedoneat Chrigmas.”

Oly swung the axe afew moretimes. "Wdll, sure. But what about al the
telephone cals?'

"That's business. The soreis il partly ours. Mama's just looking after our
interests™

"If you say 0," hesaid.

| shoved him hard. | drew alinein the snow with my toe. "1 _do_ say s0. Step
acrossthelineif you say otherwisel™

Oly got to hisfeet and looked & me. "I don't want to fight with you, James. |
wasjud telin' you what my Mamasaid.”

"Well, your Mamaought to mind her own business” | said, baiting him.

That did it. He stepped over and popped me one, right in the nose. Oly and | had
been chums since we could walk, and we'd had afew fightsin our days but this
timeit wasdifferent. | wasso _angry _at him, at my Mama, at my Pa, at New
Jerusalem, and we just kept on swinging a each other until Mr Adelson came out
to ring the bell and separated us. My nose was sore and | waslimping, and I'd
torn Oly's jacket and bent hisfingers back, so he cradled his hand in the crook

of hisarm.

"Boys!" Mr Adelson said. "What the hell do you think you're doing? Y ou're
supposed to be friends.”

Hislanguage shocked me, but | was till plenty angry. "He's no friend of mine!™
| said.

"That'sfinewith me," Oly said and glared a me.

The other kids were milling around, and Mr Adelson gave us both alook that
could melt stedl, then rang the bell.

#



| could hardly concentratein classthat day. My Mama getting married? A new Pa?
It couldn't be true. But in my mind, | kept seeing my Mamaand that Johnstone
kissing under the mistletoe, and him gitting in my Pa's chair, drinking his

whiskey.

Oly's desk was next to mine, and he kept shooting me dirty looks. Finally, |
leaned over and whispered, "Cut it out, you idiot."

Oly sad, "You'retheidiot. I think you got your brains scrambled in France,
James."

"I'll scramble your braind™

"Gentlemen," said Mr Adelson. "Do you have something you'd like to share with
the class?'

"No gr," we said together, and exchanged glares.
"James, perhaps you'd like to come up to the front and finish the lesson?”

"Sir?" | said, looking at the blackboard. HE'd been going through quadratics, an
elaborate first-principles proof.

"I believe you know this dready, don't you? Come up to the front and finish the

lesson.”

Sowly, I got up from my desk, leaving my date on my desk, and made my way up
to the front. Some of the kids giggled. | picked up apiece of chak from the
chak-well, and started to write on the board.

Mr Adelson walked back to my seat and sat down. | stopped and looked over my
shoulder, and he gave me alittle scooting gesture that meant go on. | did, and

by the end of the hour, | found that | was enjoying mysdlf. | stopped frequently

for questions, and erased the board over and over again, filling it with steady
columns of numbers and equations. | stopped noticing Mr Adelson in my seet, and
when he stood and thanked me and told us we could egt our lunches, it seemed
likenotimeat al had passed.

Mr Adelson looked up from my essay. "James, I'd like to have a chat with you.
Stay behind, please.”

"Sit," he sad, offering me the chair at his desk. He sat on one of the
front-row desks, and stared at me for along moment.

"What was that mess this morning al about, James?' he asked.
"Oly and | had an argument,” | said, sullenly.

"I could seethat. What wasit about, if you don't mind my asking?'



"He said something about my Mama," | said.

"l 328" he said. "Wdll, having met your mother, | fed confident in saying that
shel's more than cagpable of defending herself. Am | right?"

"Yes, gr," | said.
"Then we won't see arepeat?’
"No, gr," | said. | didn't plan on talking to Oly ever again.

"Then well say no more about it. Now, about this morning'slesson: you did very
wdl."

"It wasadirty trick," | said.

Hegrinned likeapirate. "l supposeit was. | wouldn't have played it onyou if
| didn't have every confidencein your abilities, though." He leaned across and
picked up my essay from hisdesk. "It was thisthat convinced me, redly. This
isasgood as anything I've seen in scholarly journds. I've hdf amind to send
ittothe Idler_."

"I'mjusgt akid!"

"Y ou're an extraordinary boy. I'm tempted to let you teach dl the classes, and
take up whittling."

Hesaid it so deadpan, | couldn't tell if he was kidding me. "Oh, you can't do
that! I'm not nearly ready to take over."

Helaughed. "Y ou're readier than you think, but | expect the town council would
stop my sdary unless| did_some_ of the work around here. Still, | think

that's the mogt active I've seen you since you cameto my class, and I'm running
out of ideasto keep you busy. Maybe I'll keep you teaching maths. I'll give you
my lesson plan to take home before school's out.”

"Yes, ar."
#

Mr Adelson gave me astack of paperstied up with twine after he dismissed the
classfor theday. | went home and did my chores, then unwrapped the parcdl in
the parlour. Thelesson planswere there, laid out, day by day, and in the

centre of them wasasmaller parcel, wrapped in coloured paper. "Merry
Chrigtmas," waswritten acrossit, in hishand.

| opened it, and found adim book. "War of the Worlds," by Verne. For some
reason, it rang abell. | thought that maybe it had been on our bookcasein 75,
but somehow, it hadn't made it back home with us. | opened it, and read the
inscription heldd written: "From one traveler to another, Merry Chrigmas.™



| forced mysdlf to read the lesson plansfor the next month before | alowed
mysdf to start the Verne, and once | started, | found | couldn't stop. Mama had
to drag me away for dinner.

#

My trip back to 1975 wasn't planned, but it wasn't an accident, either. Wed
gotten anew load of hay in for our team, and Mama added stacking it in the
horsebarn to my chores. I'd been conscioudy avoiding the horsebarn since Pahad
dissppeared. Every timel looked &t it, | fet alittle hexed, alittle

frightened.

But Mama had a philosophy: aboy should face up to hisfears. Sheld been
terrified of spiderswhen shewasagirl, and shetold me that she had made a
point of picking up every spider she saw and letting it crawl around on her
face. After ayear of that, she said, she never met apider that frightened
her.

Mama had been sending me to the store more and more, too, and having Mr
Johnstone over for dinner every Friday night. She knew | didn't like him one
little bit, and she said that | would just haveto learn to live with what |

didn't like, and if that wasthe only thing | learned from her, it would be

enough.
| preferred the horsebarn.

| worked close to the door the first day, which isno way to doit, of course:

if you blocked the door, it just made it harder to get at the back when thetime
came. Theway to doit isto first clear out whatever hay isleft over, moveit
out to the pasture, and then fill in from the back forward.

Mamactold me s, that first night, when she came out to ingpect my work. ™Y ou
sure must love working out here," she said. "If you do it that way, you'll be

out here stacking for twice aslong. Well, you have your fun, but | till expect

you to be getting your homework and regular chores done. Comein and clean up
for supper now."

| jammed the pitchfork into abale, and washed for supper.

The next afternoon, | resolved to do it right. | moved the bales I'd stacked up
by the door to a corner, and then started cleaning out the back. Before long,
I'd uncovered the door into 1975. "James," Mama called, from the house.
"Dinner!”

| took along look at the door. The wood on the edges had aged to the
slvery-brown of the rest of the barn-boards, and it looked like it had been
thereforever. | could hardly remember atime when it wasn't there.

| went in for supper.

The next morning, | picked up my lunch and my schoolbooks, kissed Mama good-bye,



and walked out. | stood on our porch for along time, staring at the horsebarn.

| remembered the brave explorersin Verne's books. | looked over my shoulder, at
the closed door of our house, then walked dowly to the horsebarn. | swung the
door open, then walked to the back. The triple-bolts had rusted somewhat and
took real shoving to dide back. One of them was stubborn, so | picked up the
rake and pried it back with the handle, thinking of how ingenious that was.

| gave the door my shoulder and shoved, and it swung back, complaining on its
hinges. On the other sde was the gtill-familiar dark of our 1975 apartment. |
stepped into it, and closed the door behind me.

"Lights," | said, and they came on.

The old placewas just like the day we | &ft it. It wasn't even dusty, and as|

heard the familiar trundle of therobutler, | knew why. My Pas easy chair sat

in the parlour, with a print-out of the day's _Sdlt Lake City Bugler_folded on

the sde-table. | walked to onewal and laid my palm againgt it, the familiar

cool glassy stuff it was made of. "Window," | said, and wiped aline acrossthe
wall. Wherever my hand wiped went transparent. It was asunny day in 1975 --
1980, by then, but it would be 75 in my mind forever. Under the dome, Greater
SAt Lake waswarm and tranquil. | saw boys my age scooting around in jet-packs,
dodging hover-traffic.

Paliked to open a big, square window when he came home, and sit in his easy
chair and smoke a stinky cigar and read the paper and cluck over it -- "Well,
wdll, well," hed say, and "How _about_ that?' Sometimes, held have atumbler of
whiskey. HE'd given me some, once, and the stuff had burned like turpentine and

| sworel wouldn't try it again for along, long time.

| sat in Pa's easy chair and snapped up the newspaper, the way he used to.
"Panorama,” | said, and Pa's square window opened before me. "Whiskey," | said,
and "Cigar," because | was never onefor haf-measures. Therobutler trundled
over to mewith atumbler and aWhite Owl inits hover-field. | plucked them

out. Cautioudy, | put the cigar between my lips. The robutler extruded along,
snaky arm with aflame, and lit it. | took adeep puff, and coughed

convulsively. Unthinking, | took agulp of whiskey. | felt like my lungs had

turned insde-out.

| finished both the whiskey and the cigar before | got up, taking cautious puffs
andtiny sps, forcing mysdif.

My head swam, and nausea nearly drowned me. | staggered into the WC, and hung my
head in the oubliette for an eternity, but nothing was coming up. | moved into

my old bedroom and splayed out on my bed, watching the celling spin. "Lights” |
managed to croak, and the room went dark.

#

When | woke in the morning, the walls were at half-opacity, the norma 0700
schedule, and | dragged mysdlf out of bed.



The robutler had extruded the table and set out my breskfast, ham and eggsand a
big bulb of milk. Onelook at it sent me over the edge, and | Ieft atrail of
sck al theway to the WC.

When | was done, | was as wrung-out as awashcloth. My head pounded. The
robutler was quietly cleaning up my mess. | started to order it to clear away
breakfast, but discovered that | was miraculoudy hungry. | ate everything on
the table and seconds, besides, and had the robutler juice my temples and clear
away my headache. | dided thewalsto full transparency, and watched the
traffic go by.

The robutler maneuvered itsdf into my field of vision and flashed aclock on
its chest-plate: 0800 0800 0800. It was my old school-alarm. It snapped me back
to redity. My Mamawas going to whip me raw! She must've been worried sick.

| stood up and ran for the door. It was closed. | punched my codeinto its

pand, and waited. Nothing happened. | calmed mysdf and punched it again. Still
nothing. After trying it ahundred times, | convinced mysdlf that it had been
changed.

| summoned the robutler and asked it for the code. Its chest-panel lit up: BAD
PROGRAM.

That'swhen | started to really worry. | was near to tears when | remembered the
emergency override. | puncheditin.

Nothing happened.
| think | started crying around then. | was stuck in 1975!
#

I'm not astupid little kid. I didn't spend much time pewling. Instead, | went

to the phone and dided the police. The screen stayed blank. Fedling like | was
inadream, | went to the teleporter and dialed for my old school and stepped
in. | failed to teleport.

Redlity sankin.

All outside services to the gpartment had been shut off when we moved out. The
only thingsthat <till worked were the onesthat ran off our reactor, a squat
armoured box on the gpartment's underbelly. The door in New Jerusalem worked,
but on the 1975 side, it needed to communicate with the central officeto

approve any passage.

| thought about sitting tight and waiting. Mamawould be sick with worry, and
would check the barn eventualy and see the shot bolts. She'd speak to Mr
Johnstone, who would send atelegram to Paris, and they would relay the message
to 1975, and _voila , I'd be rescued. I'd get the whipping of my life, and do
extrachores until | was seventy, but it was better than starving to death after

the apartment's pantry ran out. | felt hungry just thinking about it.



Stll, there was a better way. The null-gee doughnut that our gpartment was
spoked into had a supply of escape-jumpers, single-usejet-packswith asimple
trangponder that screamed for help on al the emergency channels. | could ride
one of these down into Greater Sdlt Lake, wait for the police. The more |
thought about this plan, the better it sounded. Better, anyway, than Sitting
around like afairytale princess, waiting for rescue. In my mind, | wasthe
rescuing type, not the kind that needed rescuing.

Besdes, there wasn't much better than riding around in one of those jet-packs.

| cycled the emergency lock into the doughnut, unracked a pack and ajumpsuit
that looked likeit would fit me, and suited up. The packed whined asit powered
up and ran through its diagnostics. | checked the idiot-lights to make sure they
weredl green, feding like ared man of action, then | stepped into the

exterior lock and jumped, arms and legs streamlined, toes pointed.

The jet-pack coughed to life and kicked me gently, then started lowering meto
the ground. The emergency beacon'sidiot-light came on, and | heaved asigh of
relief and got comfortable.

Theflight was peaceful and dreamlike, adow descent over the gleaming metal
city. | was 0 engrossed with the view that | didn't see the packjackers until

they were dready on me. They hit me high and low, two kids about my age with
tricked-out custom jet-packs with their traffic beacons broken off. One snagged
my knees and hugged them to his chest, while the other took me at the armpits. A
voice shouted in my ear: "I'm cutting your pack loose. Thisisavery, very

sharp knife, and when I'm done, I'll be the only thing holding you up. _Don't
squirm_."

| didn't even have the chance to squirm. By the time the speech was finished, |

was separated from my pack, and | spun over upside-down, and watched it continue
its descent, strgps dangling in the wind. My hair hung down, and blood filled my
head, reawakening my headache. Reflexively, | twisted to get alook at my
kidnappers, but stopped immediately as| felt their gripsloosen. | squeezed my

eyes shut and prayed.

Thethree of us dove fast and hard, and | tasted that second helping of

breakfast again before we leveled off. | risked a peek, then squeezed my eyes
shut again. We were speeding through the lower levels of Greater Salt Lake, the
unmanned freight corridors, impossibly claustrophobic, and at our speed,
dangerous.

We cornered tightly so many timesthat | lost count, and then we dowed to a
stop. They dumped me to the ground, sted! traction-plate. The wind was knocked
out of me, and | was barely conscious of the hands that untabbed my jumpsuiit,
then began methodicaly turning out the pockets of my clothes.

"What the hell are you wearing, kid?' one of them asked. It wasthe same one
who'd warned me about squirming. Hearing hisvoice asecond time, | redlised
that he was younger than | was, maybe ten or eeven. Even then, it didn't occur



to meto fight back -- he had aknife sharp enough to cut through the safety
strapping on my pack.

"Clothes. I'm from 1898 -- my Pa's an ambassador. | don't have any money." |
struggled into asitting position, and was knocked onto my back again.

"Stay down and you won't get hurt,” the same voice said. It was young enough
that | couldn't tell if it wasaboy or agirl. Smal hands pressed into my

eyes. "No peeking, now."

Another set of hands systematicadly rifled my coat and pants, then cut them
loose and gave the same treatment to my underpants and shirt. | blushed as they
were cut loose, too.

"You redly don't have any money!" the voice said.
"l said so, didn't 1?7

The voice said adirty word that would've gotten it beaten black-and-blue back
home, and then the hands were gone. | looked up just in time to see two smdll
figuresjetting away upwards.

| was naked, sitting on a catwalk above afreight corridor, three-quarters of a
century and God-knew-how-many miles from home. | didn't cry. | wastoo worried
to cry. | kicked my ruined clothes down into the freight corridor and pulled on

the jumpsuit.

Some hero | was!
#

It was hard work, climbing staircase after staircase, up to the shopping levels.
By thetime | reached alevel where | could seethe sky, | was dripping with
sweat and my headache had returned.

Foot traffic was light, but what there was pretty frightening. I'd gonewalking
in 75 before of course, but Greater Salt Lake was abig place, and there were
parts of it that an Ambassador's son would never get to see.

Thiswas one of them. The shopfronts were dl iris-open airlocks, and had been
painted around to look like surprised mouths, or eyes, or, in one fascinating
case, awoman's private parts. Mostly, they were betting shops, or bars, or
low-rent bouncesterias. Even in 1975, the Saints had some influencein Sdlt
Lake, and the bars and brothel s were pretty shameful places, where no
respectable person would be caught.

The other pedestrians on the street were mostly off-worlders, either spacersin
uniform or extees. In some cases, it was hard to tell which waswhich.

| kind of dunk aong, sticking to thewalls, handsin my pockets. | kept my
eyes down, except when | was looking around for a public phone. After severa



blocks, | redlised that no one was paying any attention to me, and | took my
hands out of my pockets. The sun filtered down over me, warm through the big
dome, and | realised that even though 1'd gotten myself stuck in 75, been
'jacked, and left in the worst neighbourhood in the whole State, 1'd landed on
my feet. The thought made me smile. Another kid, say Oly, wouldn't have coped
nearly aswell.

| still hadn't spied a public phone. | figured that the taprooms would have a
phone, otherwise, how could adrunk cal hiswife and tel her hewas going to
be late coming home? | picked abar, whose airlock was painted to look likea
brick tunndl, and walked in.

Theairlock irised shut behind me and | blinked in the gloom. My nosewas
assaulted with sickly sweet incense, and stale liquor, and cigar smoke.

The place wastiny, and crowded with dented meta tables and chairsthat were
bolted to the floorplates. A woman stood behind the bar, looking hard and brassy
and cheap, watching a soap operaon her vid. A spacer sat in one corner, staring
at hisbulb of beer.

The bartender looked up. "Get logt, kid," she said. "No minors alowed.”

"Sorry, maam," | said. "l just wanted to use your telephone. | was packjacked,
and | need to call the police.”

The bartender turned back to her sogp opera. "Go peddie it somewhere el se,
sonny. The phonésfor customers only.”

"Pease" | said. "My father's an ambassador, from 189871 don't have any money,
and I'm stuck here. | won't be aminute.”

The spacer looked up from hisdrink. "Get logt, thelady said,” he durred at
me.

"Il buy something,” | said.

"You just said you don't have any money," the bartender said.

"I'll pay for it when the police get here. The Embassy will cover it."
"No credit,” she said.

"Y ou're not going to let me use your phone?' | said.

"That'sright,” shesad, ill garing at her vid.

"I'm astranger, an ambassador's son, who's been robbed. A kid. Stuck here,
broke and alone, and you won't let me use your phoneto call the police?’

"That's about the Sze of things," shesaid.



"Well, | guess my Pawasright. The whole world went to hell after 1914. No
manners, no human decency.”

"Y ou're breaking my heart," she said.

"Fine. Bethat way. Send me back out on the street, deny me afavour that won't
cost you one red cent, just because I'm astranger.”

"Shut _up , kid, for chrissakes," the spacer said. "I'll stand himto a Coke, if
that'swhat it takes. Just let him use the phone and get out of here. He's
giving me aheadache.”

"Thank you, gr," | sad, politely.

The bartender switched her vid over to phone mode, poured me a Coke, and handed
methevid.

#

The policeman who showed up afew minutes later stuck mein the back of his
cruiser, listened to my story, scanned my retinas, confirmed my identity, and
retracted the armour between the back and front seats.

"I'll take you to the station house," he said. "Weéll contact your Embassy, let
them handleit from there.”

"What about the kids who ‘jacked me?' | asked.

The cop turned the jetcar's conn over to wire-fly mode and turned around. "Y ou
got any description?"

"Well, they had redlly nice packs on, with the traffic beacons snapped off. One
wasred, and | think the other was green. And they were young. Ten or eleven.”

The cop punched at his screen. "Kid," hesaid, "I got over three million minors
eight to eeven, flying packs less than ayear old. The most popular colour is
red. Second choice, green. Where would you like meto start? Alphabetically?'
"Sorry, g, | didn't redise”

"Sure" hesad. "Whatever."

"l guess|I'm not thinking very clearly. It'sbeen along day.”

The cop looked over to me and smiled. "l guessit has, at that. Don't worry,
kid, well get you homedl right.”

#

They gave me afresh jJumpsuit, sat me on abench, called the embassy, and forgot
about me. A long, boring time later, afat man with warus moustaches and ruddy



skin showed up.

"Onyour feet, lad," he said. "I'm Pondicherry, your father's successor. You've
made quite amess of things, haven't you?' He had aclipped, British accent,
with ahint of something else. | remembered Mr Johnstone saying he'd beenin
India. He wore a standard unisex jumpsuit, with his ambassadoria sash overtop
of it. Helooked ridiculous.

"Sorry to have disturbed you, sir,” | said.
"I'msureyou are,”" he said. "Come aong, well see about fixing this mess.”

He used the station's teleporter to bring me to his gpartment. It was as

ridiculous as hisuniform, and in the same way. Held taken the basic elegant
samplicity of astandard 1975 unit and draped al kinds of silly trophiesand
models overtop of it: lions heads and sabers and model ships and framed medals
and savage masks and dalls.

"Y ou may look, but not touch, do you understand me?" he said, as we stepped out
of the teleporter.

"Yes, gr," | sad. If anyone ese had said it, | would have been offended, but
coming from this puffed-up pigeon, it didn't sting much.

Hewent to avid and punched impatiently at the screen while | prowled the
gpartment. The bookcase wasfull of old friends, books by the Frenchman, of
course, and more, with strange names like Wells and Burroughs and Shelley. |
looked over along, stone-headed spear, and the curve of an elephant'stusk, and
acollection of campaign ribbons and medas under glass. | returned to the
bookcase: something had been bothering me. There, thereit was. "War of the
Worlds," the book that Mr Adelson had given me for Christmas. But there was
something wrong with the spine of thisone: instead of _JulesVerne , the author
namewas_H.G. Wedls . | snuck alook over my shoulder; Pondicherry was il
stabbing at the screen. | snuck the book off the shelf and turned to thetitle

page: "War of the Worlds, by Herbert George Wells." | turned to the first
chapter:

The Eve of the War

No one would have believed in the last years of the nineteenth century that this
world was being watched keenly and closdly by intelligences greater than man's
and yet asmortd as his own; that as men busied themselves about their various
concerns they were scrutinised and studied, perhaps amost as narrowly asaman
with amicroscope might scrutinise the transient creatures that swvarm and
multiply in adrop of weter.

It wasjust as| remembered it, every word, just asit wasinthe Verne. |
couldn't beginto explainit.

A robutler swung out of its niche with a sheef of papers. | startled at the
noise, then reflexively stuck the book in my jumpsuit. The roboutler delivered



them to Pondicherry, who stuffed them in abriefcase.

"The embassy will be ableto return you home by courier route in three hours.
Unfortunately, | don't have the luxury of waiting around here until then. | have
an important mesting to attend -- you'll haveto come dong.”

"Yes, dr," | sad, trying to sound eager and helpful.

"Don't say anything, don't touch anything. Thisisvery sengtive.”

"No, gr, | won't. Thank you, Sr.”

#

The meeting was in a private room in afancy restaurant, onethat I'd been to

before for an embassy Christmas party. Mama had drunk two glasses of sherry, and
had flushed right to the neck of her dress. We'd had roast beef, and agoose
wrapped indde ahuge squash, the size of abarrd, like they grew on the Moon.

Pondicherry whisked through the lobby, and the main dining room, and thenup a
narrow set of gtairs, without checking to seeif | wasfollowing. | dawdled a

little, remembering Palaughing and raising hisglassin toast after toast.

| caught up with Pondicherry just as he was ordering, speaking brusgquely into
the table. Another man sat opposite him. Pondicherry looked up a me and said,
"Have you dined, boy?"

"No, gr."

He ordered me aplate of calf liversin cream sauce, which is about the worst
thing you can feed aboy, if you ask me, which he didnt. "Sit down," he said.
"Mr Nussbaum, Master James Nicholson. | am temporarily in _loco parentis , until
he can be sent home.”

Nusshaum smiled and extended his hand. He was wearing agrey suit, with a
strange cut, and ablack tie. His fingers dripped with heavy gold rings, and his
hair, while short, still managed to look fancy and alittle Sissy-fied. "Good to
meetcha, son. You Lester'sboy?’

"Yes, 9r, hewasmy Pa"

"Good man. A damned shame. What are you doing here? Playing hooky?"

"l guess| just got lost. I'm going home, soon asthey can get methere.”

"Isthat so? Wdll, I'll be sad to see you go. Y ou look like asmart kid. You
like chocolate cake, | bet."

"Sometimes," | said.

"Likewhen?'



"When my mamamakesit, with aglass of milk, after school,” | said.

Helaughed, astrangled har-har-har. ™Y ou guyskill me. Y our mama, huh? Well,
they make some fine chocol ate cake here, though it may not be as good asthe
stuff from home." He thumbed the table. " Swestie, send up the biggest piece of
chocolate cake you got down there, and aglassamilk, willya?"

The table acknowledged hisrequest with asoft green light.
"Thank you, Sr," | said.

"That's quite enough, | think," Pondicherry said. "I didn't come here to watch
you rot young Jamess teeth. Can we get to business?’

Pondicherry started talking, in rapid, clipped sentences, punctuated by vicious
bites of hisfood. | tried to follow what it was about -- trading buffalo steaks
for rare metals, | got that much, but not much more. The caves liverswere
worse than | imagined, and | hid as much of them as| could under the potatoes,
then pushed the plate away and dug into the cake.

| snesked alook up and saw that Nussbaum was grinning dyly at me. He hadn't
said much, just ate camly and waited for Pondicherry to run out of seam. He
caught my eye and dipped awink a me. | looked over at Pondicherry, who was
noisily cudding a piece of steak, oblivious, and winked back at Nussbaum.

Pondicherry daubbed at his mouth with his ngpkin. "Excuse me" hesaid, "I'll be
right back." He stood and walked towards the WC.

Nussbaum suddenly jingled. Distractledly, he patted his pockets until he located
atiny phone. Heflipped it open and grunted "Nussbaum,” into it.

"Juled" he said amoment later. "How'rethings?'

He scowled as he listened to the answer. "Now, you and | know that thereésa
difference between _smart_and _greedy . | think it'sabad idea."

He listened some more and drummed hisfingers on the table.

"Becauseit'snot _credible , dammit! Even thetitleisanachronistic: no onein
1902 isgoing to understand what _Neuromancer_means. Think about it, wouldya?
Why don't you do some of Twain's stuff? Those booksvegot _legs ."

My jaw dropped. Nussbaum was talking to the Frenchman -- and he was helping him
to_cheat ! To sted from Mark Twain! | was suddenly conscious of "War of the
Worlds," down the front of my jumpsuit. | thought back to Mr Adelson's

assgnment, and it all made sudden sense. Vernewasa_plagiarist .

Nussbaum hung up just as Pondicherry re-seated himsdlf. Hetook asip of his
drink, then held up ahand. Pondicherry eyed him coldly.



"Look," Nusshaum said. "Weve gone over thisafew times, OK? | know where you
stand. Y ou know where | stand. We're not standing in the same place. Much as|
enjoy your company, | don't really wanna spend the whole day listening to you
repeating yoursdf. All right?"

"Redly, | don't think --" Pondicherry started, but Nusshaum held up his hand
agan.

"That'sdl right, I'm arude son-of-a-bitch, and | know it. Let'sjust take it

asread that you and me spent the whol e afternoon | etting the other fellaknow

how sincere our positions are. Then we can move onto cocktails, and compromise,
and maybe have some of the day |eft over.” Pondicherry started to talk again,

but Nussbhaum plowed over him. "I'll go to Six troy ounces per steer. Y ou won't
get abetter offer. 98% pure ores. Better than anything you'd ever refine back
home. It'sasfar as| go."

"Sir, isthat an ultimatum?"' Pondicherry asked, his eyes narrowing.

"Cdll it whatever you please, bugter. It'smy find, iron-clad offer. Y ou don't
likeit, | can talk to the Chinaman. He seemed pretty eager to get some good
metal home to the Emperor.”

"Y ou wouldn't -- he'stoo far back, it would violate the protocols.”

"That'swhat you say. It may be what the trade court decides. I'll take my
chances."

"Six and ahaf ounces,” Pondicherry said, in apoiled-brat voice.

"Y ou don't hear so good, do you? Six ouncesisthe offer on thetable; takeiit
or leaveit." Nusshaum pushed some papers across the table.

Pondicherry stared at them for along moment. "1 will signthem, sir, butitis
with the expectation of continued trade opportunities. Thisis agood-will
gesture, do you understand?’

Nussbaum snorted and reached for his papers. "Thisis about steaks and metals.
Thisisn't about the future, it's about today, now. That'swhat's on the table.
You can sSignit, or you can walk away."

Pondicherry blew air out his nose like acrazy horse, and sgned. "If you!l
excuse me, | need to usethe WC again." Herose and left the room, purple from
the collar up.

"What amaroon,” Nussbaum said to the closed door. "Thiss gottabe ared blast
for you, huh?' hesad.

| grinned. "It'snot so bad. | liked watchin' you hogtie him."

Helaughed. "I never would've tried that on your father, kid. He was too sharp.
But fatso there, he'sterrified the Chinaman will give the Middle Kingdom an



edge when it facesdown hisRoya Navy. All it takesisthe dightest hint, and
he folds like a cheap suit.”

That made me chuckle -- a chegp suit!

| gave him my best innocent look. "Who e se knows about the Frenchman?' | asked
him.

Nusshaum grinned like held been caught with his hand in the cookiejar. "I
redlised about hafway through that conversation that being Lester's boy, you've
probably read just about every word old Jules ‘wrote.™

"l have," | said. | took out "War of the Worlds." "How does Mr Wedlsfed about
this?' | asked.

"l imagine he's pretty mystified,” Nussbaum said. "Would you believe, you'rethe
first onewho's caught on?"

| bedieved it. | knew enough to know that the agenciesthat policed the

protocols had their hands full keeping track of art and gold smugglers. I'd

never even thought of smuggling _words . If the trade courtsfound out. . .

Wi, hardly aweek went by that someone didn't propose shutting down the
ambassadorships; they'd talk about how the future kept on leaking pastwards, and
if we thought 1975 looked bad, imagine lifein 1492 once the future reached it!
The ambassadors had made alot of friendsin high places, though: they used

their influence to keep things on an even ked.

Nusshaum raised an eyebrow and studied me. "I think your father may've figured
it out, but he kept it to himself. He and Jules got dong like ahouse on fire."

| kept the innocent look on my face. "Well, then," | said. "If Padidn't say
anything, you'd think that | wouldn't either, right?"

Nussbaum sighed and gave me asheepish look. "I'd _like tothink so," he said.

| turned the book over in my hands, keeping my gaze locked with his. | was about
totell himthat I'd keep it to mysdlf, but at the last minute, some ingtinct

told meto keep my mouth shut.

Nussbaum shrugged asthough to say, _| give up_. "Hey, you're headed home today,
right?' hesad, carefully.

"Yes gr."

"I've got a message that you could maybe relay for me, you think?*

"l guessso. . ." | said, doubtfully.

"I'll make it worth your while. It's got to go to afriend of minein Frisco.

There's no hurry -- just make sure he getsit in the next ten years or so. Once
you ddliver it, hell take care of you -- you'll be set for life.”



"Gosh," | said, deadpan.

"Areyou game?"'
"l guess s0. Sure.” My heart skipped. Set for life!

"The man you want to speak to is Reddekop, he'sthe organist at the Castro
theatre. Tell him: 'Nussbhaum says get out by October 29th, 1929." Hell know
what it means. Y ou got that?"

"Reddekop, Castro Theatre. October 29th, 1929."

"Exac-atac-dly." Hedid "War of the Worlds' into his briefcase. "Y ou're doin’
meahell of afavour, son."

He shook my hand. Pondicherry came back in then, and glared at me. "The embassy
contacted me. They can set you a home six months after you left -- therésa
courier gateway this afternoon.”

"Six monthg!" | said. "My Mamawill go crazy! Can't you get me home any sooner?”

Pondicherry smirked. "Don't complain to me, boy. Y ou dug thishole yourself. The
next scheduled courier going anywhere near your departure-point isin five
years. Well send notice to your mother then, to expect you home mid-July.”

"Tough break, kiddo," Nussbaum said, and he shook my hand and dipped me another
wink.

#

The courier gateway let me out in an dleyway in St Lake City. The embassy had
given meten Wells Fargo dollars, and fitted me out with apair of jeansand a
workshirt that were both far too big for me, so that they dopped around me as|
made my way to the train station and bought my ticket to New Jerusalem.

It was Wednesday, the normal schedule for the Zephyr Speedball, so | didn't have
too long to wait at the station. | bought copies of the Salt Lake City _Shout

and the San Francisco _Chronicle _from apassing newsie. The _Chronicle_wasa
week old, but it wasfilled with al sorts of fascinating big-city gossp. |

read it cover-to-cover on the long ride to New Jerusalem.

Mamamet me at the train station. I'd been expecting aswitching, right then and
there, but instead she hugged me fiercely with tearsin her eyes. | remembered
that it had been over sx monthsfor her sincel'd gone.

"James, you will be the death of me, | swear," she said, after she'd squeezed
every lagt bit of stuffing out of me.

"I'msorry, Mama," | said.



"We had to tell everyone you'd gone away to school in France," afamiliar male
voice sad. | looked up and saw Mr Johnstone standing afew yards away, with our
team and trap. He was glaring a me. "I've had the barn gateway sealed
permanently on both sdes.”

"I'm sorry, Sr,” | said. But inside, | wasn't. Even though 1'd only been away

for afew days, I'd had the adventure of alifetime: smoked and drank and been

'Jacked and escaped and received a secret message. My Mama seemed shorter to me,
and frailer, and James H Johnstone was a puffed-up nothing of a poltroon.

"WEélIl put it behind us, son," he said. "But from now on, there will be order in
our household, do we understand each-other?

_Our_house?| looked up sharply a my Mama. She smiled a me, nervoudy. "We
married, James. A month ago. Congratulate me!”

| thought about it. My Mama needed someone around to take care of her, and
vice-versa. After dl, it wasn't right for her to be dl done. With agtart, |
redlised that in my mind, I'd left my Mama's house. | felt the Wells-Fargo notes

inmy pocket.

"Congratulations, Mama. Congratulations, Mr Johnstone.”

Mama hugged me again and the Mr Johnstone drove us homein the trap.
#

All through the rest of the day, Mama kept looking worriedly at me, whenever she
thought | wasn't watching. | pretended not to notice, and did my chores, then

took my _Chronicle _out to the apple orchard behind the Academy. | sat benegth a
big, shady tree and re-read the paper, al the curious bits and pieces of acity
frozenintime.

| was hardly surprised to see Mr Adelson, nor did he seem surprised to see me.
"Back from France, James?’
"Yes gr."

"Lookslikeit did you some good, though | must say, we missed you around the
Academy. It just wasn't the same. Have you been keeping up your writing?*

"Sorry, gr, | haven't. There hasn't been time. I'm thinking about writing an
adventure story, though -- about pirates and space-travellersand airships,” |

sad.

"That sound exciting." He sat down beside me, and we sat therein sllencefor a
time, watching the fliesbuzz around. The air was sweet with gpple blossoms, and
the only sound was the wind in the trees.

"I'm going to missthisplace” | said, unthinking.



"Me, t00," Mr Addlson said.

Our eyeslocked, and adow smile spread over hisface. "Wdll, | know where
_I'm_going, but where are you off to, son?"

"You'regoing away?' | said.

"Yes, ar. Isthat acopy of the _Chronicle_? Giveit here, I'll show you
something.”

Heflipped through the pages, and pointed to an advertisement. "The _Slippery
Trick_isin port, and they're Signing on crew for arun through the south seas,
in September. | intend to go as Quartermaster.”

"You'releaving?' | said, shocked to my boots.

To my surprise, he pulled out apouch of tobacco and some rolling papers and
rolled himself acigarette. I'd never seen a schoolteacher smoking before. He
took athoughtful puff and blew the smoke out into the sky. "Totell you the
truth, James, | just don't think I'm cut out for thisline of work. Not enough
excitement in atown like this. I've never been happier than | waswhen | was a
seq, and that's as good a reason to go back asany. I'll miss you, though, son.

Y ou were adelight to teach.”

"But what will | do?' | said.

"Why, | expect your mother will send you back East to go to school. | graduated
you from the Academy _in absentia_ during the last week of classes. Y our report
card and diplomaare waiting on my desk."

"Graduated?' | said, shocked. | had another year to go at the Academy.

"Don't look so surprised! There was no earthly reason for you to stay at the
Academy. I'd say you were ready for college, mysdlf. Maybe Harvard!" Hetouded

my hair.

| dlowed mysdlf asmile-- | didn't think | was any smarter than the other

kids, but | sure knew awhole lot more about the world -- the worlds! And maybe,
inmy heart of hearts, | knew that | wasa_little_smarter. "I'll missyou,

gr," | sad.

"Cdl me Robert. School's out. Where are you off to, James?”

| gestured with my copy of the_Chronicle .

"My hometown! Whatever for?"

| looked at my shoes.

"Oh, asecret. | see. Wdll, | won't pry. Does your mother know about this?"



| fet like kicking mysdlf. If | said no, hed haveto tell her. If | said yes,
I'd only have mysdif to blameif he spilled the newsto her. | looked at him,
and he blew a streamer of smokeinto the sky. "No, sir,” | said. "No, Robert."

Helooked at me. He winked. "Better keep it to ourselves, then,” he said.
#

Theticket-girl at the Castro Theatre wasn't any older than | was, but she wore

her hair shorter than some of the boys I'd known back home, and more makeup than
even the painted ladies at the saloon. She looked at melike | was some kind of
small-town foal. It was alook | was getting used to seeing.

"Reddekop only playsfor the _evening _shows, kid. No organ for the_matinee ."

"Who you cdling akid?' | said. I'd kept acivil tongue ever since debarking
thetrain, treating adult and kid with equal respect, but | was getting sick of

being treated like ayoke. 1'd been farther than any of these dusty dickers

would ever go, and | was grown enough that 1'd told my Mama and Mr Johnstone
that | was going off on my own, insteed of just leaving anotelikel'd

origindly planned.

"You. Kid. You want to talk to Reddekop, you come back after six. In the
meantime, you can either buy aticket to the matinee or get log.”

On reflection, telling my Mamawas probably amistake. It meant that | was
locked in my room for two consecutive Wednesdays so that | couldn't catch the
train. On the third Wednesday, | climbed out onto the roof and then went down
the rope-ladder I'd hidden behind achimney. The Wells Fargo notes I'd started
with were dmost gone, mostly spent on the expensivefood on thetrain -- |
hadn't dared try to sneak any food away from home, my Mamawas no fool.

| thought about buying aticket to the matinee. | fill had dmost five dollars,

but aquick look at the menusin the restaurants had taught me that if | thought

the food on the train was expensive, | had another think coming. | shouldered my
rucksack and wandered away, taking care to avoid the filth from dogs and people
that littered the sdewalks. | told mysdlf that | wasn't homesick -- just tired.

#

"October 29, 1929, huh?' Reddekop was asmal German with agreying spade beard
and aheavily oiled part in hislong hair. Hisfingerswere long and nimble, but
nearly everything ese about him was short and crude. He made me nervous.

"Yes, Sr. Mr Nussbaum thought you'd know what it meant.”

Reddekop struck amatch off the sde of the organist's pit, lighted a pipe, then
tossed the match carelesdy into the theatre seats. | winced and he chuckled.
"Not to worry, kid. The place won't burn down for afew yearsyet. | haveit on
the very best authority.



"Now, Nusshaum says October 29, 1929. What else does he say?'
"He said that you'd teke care of me."

He gripped the pipein hisyellow teeth and hissed alaugh around the slem. "He
did, did he? Well, | suppose | should. Of course, | won't know for sure for more
than 25 years -- | don't suppose you want to wait that long?"

"No, ar!" | said. | didn't likethislittle man -- he reminded me of somekind
of musicd rat.

"| thought not. Do you know what atrust is, James?"

Wed covered that in common law -- | could rattle off about thirty different
kindswithout blinking. "I have agenerd ideg," | said.

"Good, good. What I'm thinking is, the best thing isfor meto set up atrust
through alawyer | know on Market Street. Helll make sure that you're aways
flush, but never so filthy that someone will take anotice in you. How does that
drikeyou?'

| thought it over. "How do | know that the trust fund won't disappear in afew
years?'

"Y ou're nobody's fool, huh? Well, how about this -- you find your own advocate:
alawyer, abondsman, someone you trust, and he can look over al the books and
papers, make sureit's al square-john. How doesthat strike you?"

Reddekop knew | was a stranger in town, and maybe he was counting on my not
being able to find anyone qudified to audit the trugt, but | had an ace up my
deeve. | wasn't anybody'sfoal.

"That soundsfair," | said.
#

Back at my Mama'sI'd had long hard days, doing chores: chopping wood, stacking
hay, weeding the garden, carrying water. |'d go to bed bone-tired, limp asarag
and as exhausted as | thought | could be.

Boy, was| wrong! By thetime | found Mr Adelson's rooming house, | could barely
stand, my mouth was dry as a sdt-flat, and it was hard to keep my eyes open.
They've got hillsin San Francisco that must've been some kind of joke God

played. Hislandlady, aworn-out grey woman whose sour expression seemed
directed at everything and anything, let mein and pointed me up three rickety
flights of stairsto Mr Adelson's room.

| dragged my luggage up with me, bumping it on the stairs, and rapped on the
door. Mr Adelson answered in the same shirtd eeves and suspenders 1'd seen him
inthat Christmas, an age ago, when my Mama dragged me to his cottage. " Jamed™



he said.
"Mr Adelson," | said. "Sorry to drop in likethis."

Hetook my bag from me and ushered me into hisroom, pulling up achair. "What
on earth are you doing here?' he said. "Do your parents know whereyou are? Are
you dl right? Have you eaten? Are you hungry?"

"I'm pretty hungry -- | haven't eaten since supper last night on thetrain,” |
tried to makeit sound jaunty, but I'm afraid it came out pretty
tired-sounding.”

"I'll fix us sandwiches," he said, and started fishing around his sea-chest. |
watched his shoulders move for amoment, and then my eyes closed.

#

"Widl, good morning,” Mr Adelson said, as| sat bolt upright, disoriented ina
strange bed with a sirange blanket. "Coffee?!

Hewasleaning over alittle Sterno stove, heating up asmall tin pot. Morning
sun streamed in through the grimy window.

"I wrapped your sandwich up from last night. It'sthere, on the dresser.”

| stood up and saw that except for my shoes, | was still dressed. The sandwich
was st beef and cheese, and the sourdough was stale, and it was the best thing
I'd ever eaten. Mr Adelson handed me atin cup full of strong coffee, and though
| don't much like coffee, | found myself drinking it asfast as| could.

"Thank you, Mr Adelson,” | said.

"Robert," he said, and sat down on the room's only chair. | perched on the bed's
end. "Well, you seem to have had quite aday! Let's hear about it."

| told him asmuch as | could, fudging around some of the details-- my Mama
surely did know where | was, even if she wasn't very happy about it; and of
course, | couldn't tell him that 1'd met Nussbaum in 1975, so | just moved the
locale to France, and caged around what message he'd asked meto ddliver to
Reddekop. It still made for apretty exciting telling.

"So you want meto go to thislawyer's office with you? To look over the papers?
James, I'mjust asailor, I'm not qualified.”

I'd prepared for this argument, on the long dog to the rooming house. "But _|
know something about this; they won't believeit, though, and will dip dl
kindsof dirty tricksinif they think that the only fellow who'll be looking at
itisjust akid."

"Explain to me again why you don't want to wire Mr Johnstone to come and ook it
over? It sounds like an awful lot of money for him not to be involved.”



"He'snot my Pa, Robert. | don't even _like him, and chances are, hélll hide
away al that money until I'm eighteen or _twenty-one , and try to send me off
to school.”

"And what'swrong with that? Y ou have other plans?

"Sure" | said, too loudly -- | hadn't really worked that part out. | just knew

that the next time | set foot in New Jerusdlem, 1'd be my own man, aman of the
world, and not dependent on anyone. |'d take Mama and Mr Johnstone out for abig
supper, and stay in the fanciest room at the Stableman's hotel, and hire Tommy
Benson to carry my bagsto my room. "Besides, I'm not asking you to do thisfor
_free . I'll pay you a-- an adminigtrative fee. Five percent, _for life !"

Helooked serious. "James, if | dothis-- mind | said _if _-- | won't takea
red cent. There are things here that you're not telling me. Now, that's your
business, but | want to make sure that if anyone ever scrutinises the affair,
that it'sclear that | didn't receive any benefit fromit."

| smiled. | knew | had him -- if held thought it that far through, he wasn't
going to say no. Besides, | hadn't even played my trump card yet: that if he
didn't help me, I'd be out on the streets on my own, and | could tell that he
didn't like that idea.

#

Mr Adelson wore histeacher clothesfor the affair and | wore the good breeches
and shirt I'd packed. We stopped at a barber's before, Mr Adelson treated me to
ahaircut from the number-two man while he took a shave and atrim. We boarded
the cablecar to Market like a couple of proper gentlemen, and if | thought

flying in ajetpack was exciting, it was nothing compared to the terror of

hanging on the running-board of a cablecar asit |aboured up and then --

quickly! -- down amongter hill.

Thelawyer was aforeigner, a Frenchie or aBelgian, and his offices were grubby
and filled with stinking cigar smoke and the din of the trolleys. He asked no
embarrassing questions of me. He just Sized up Mr Adelson, then put away the
papers on his desk and presented a set from his briefcase, laying out the terms
of thetrugt, and retreated from the office. | read over Mr Adelson's shoulder,
the terms scribbled in a hasty hand, but every word of it legal and binding,

near as| could tell.

The amountsin question were staggering. Two hundred dollars, every month!
Indexed for inflation, for seventy years or the duration of my naturd life,
whichever was lesser. The records of the trust to be deposited with the Wells
Fargo, subject to scrutiny on demand. Mr Adelson looked long and hard at me.
"James, | can't begin to imagine what sort of information you've traded for

this, but son, you'rerich as Croesus”

"Yes gr," | sad.



"Do these papers|ook legal to you?"
"Yes gr."
"They seem lega to me, too."

A bubble of excitement filled my chest and | had to restrain myself from
bouncing onmy heds. "I'm goingto sgnit,” | said. "Will you witnessit?"

"I've got a better idea. Let's get that lawyer and take this down to the Wells
Fargo and have the President of the Bank witnessit himsdlf."

And that'sjust what we did.
#

Mr Ade son had spent the previous night on the floor, whilel dept in his bed.
My firgt month's payment was tucked carefully in my pocket, and over his
protests, | pried loose afew bills and took my own room in the rooming house,
and then the two of us ate out at a restaurant whose prices had seemed
impossibly out-of-reach the day before. We had oysters and stesksand | had a
dab of apple piefor desert with fresh ice cream and peach syrup, and when |
was done, | felt like new man. Mr Adelson had a bottle of beer with dinner, and
awhiskey afterwards, and | insisted on paying.

"Wadl, then," he said, spping hiswhiskey. "Y ou're avery well-set-up young
man. What will you do now?"

All throughout my scheming since my second return from 75, the prospect of what
to do with al the money had niggled away at the back of my mind. All I knew for
surewasthat | didn't want to grow up in New Jerusalem. | wanted adventure,
exotic places and people, danger and excitement. Over dinner, though, a plan had
been forming in my heed.

"Doesthe_Slippery Trick_ need a cabin-boy?"
He shook hishead and smiled at me. "l was afraid it was something like that.
Son, you could pay for astateroom on a proper liner with al the money you

have. Why would you want to be in charge of chamber-pots on alesky old tub?’

"Why do you want to sail off on aleaky old tub instead of teaching in Utah, or
working on thetrolleys here?'

It took me mogt of the night to convince him, but there was no doubt in my mind

that | would, and when the ship sailed, that I'd be on it, with abig,
leather-bound log, writing stories.

<I--
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