Robert Reed: Two Sams

| emerge from that low hot savage jungle to discover atiny village inhabited by atiny people. Their only
clothing isthe native red dirt and the occasiond skin of some brutaized animd. Without exception, they
seem stunted by an impoverished diet. Their faces are wide and their blue-black eyes are huge and dull,
and beneeth their dirt isayelowish skin hinting a sick liversand awedth of paradites. But they farm, if
only with fire and stone axes. And their huts, while smple, betray aworking knowledge of knots and the
art of weaving. When | look past their hunger and that enormousignorance, | seeatiny light. The
flickering that every great blaze must have at itsinception. Plainly, they have never seen thelikes of me
before. | am wearing golden robes and jeweled sandals. | tower over their wide-eyed faces, showing
them perfect teeth and awise and patient smile. In their own haf-born language, | tdll them, | have come
from heaven to make you apeople. A nation. A civilization with no equa anywhere. | tell them, My name
is Sam. Sam, the Strong. Then with avoice like thunder, | roar, Kneel to me! Now! Knedl!

Thegirl isprettier than anyonein class. Y &, miraculoudy, she seemsinterested in me. She sitsnext to me
and flirts, earning warning stares from our cal culus professor. She likes me enough to tease me about
being spacey. Seepy. Or am | drunk? None of those things, | promise. Then she proposes our first date.
If that' swhat it is. Studying for our mid-termin thelibrary. Her flirting is constant and infectious, and fun.
I”' m the one who suggests coffee at one of the dl-night places near campus. And with anervouslittle
voice, | ask if she'd liketo see amoviethis Saturday. If you go with me, she jokes. Of course neither of
us does well on the test, but after the movie and more coffee, she comesto my room and spendsthe
night. Astonishing as that sounds. To me, nothing is more unlikely, or wondrous, then that perfect moment
when | climb on top of her for the second time, her wide dark and pretty eyes staring up at mewith an
expression hungry and joyous, and wisein some deep way, and trusting, and againgt al odds, belonging
tome.

| know nothing about the jungle plants. Not the edible ones, or the medicina ones. Or which speciesare
best avoided. | have never built any road, or astone wall, or the smplest irrigation ditch. But what | offer
isthe knowledge-the timely irresistible insght—that such miracles are possible. That iswhat | give my
earnest little people. | tell them that their crops can be improved by sdlective breeding. With words, |
paint pictures of sraight flat roadsthat alow farmersto move quickly and easily to their well-watered
fieds. If sonewallsaround our city sound like an extravagence, they become atreasure when thefirst
band of raiders descend on us. And while | have never built aweapon more sophisticated than a pointed
dtick, I can nonetheless point my growing little nation toward awonder wegpon: It istheir respongbility
to find which stone makes the keenest blades, and which stick and feathers becomes the quickest shaft,
and how to marry eagtic wood and dastic gut, leaving you holding alongbow that can drive an arrow
through any man'schest.

Her nameis Sam, too. Short for Samantha. Which isasmall problem for our friends, and agenuine
blessing for us. We don’t resemble one another physically, and we come from very different
backgrounds. But we share the name. In that sense, we are dready joined. We are quickly each other’s
best friend aswdll as determined lovers. When | take my Sam homefor thefirst time, my mother knows.
Thisisthe one, shetellsme. Overjoyed. Then | meet her parents-ong-divorced and saddled with the
usual stew of emotions. They are coldly pleasant and quick to warn us not to move too quickly. Life, they
clam, isfull of potentid mistakes. Claymores, my future father-in-law calsthem. Hereminds methat I'm
nothing but young. With afew beersin hisbelly, hetels me, Have fun. But remember this: No matter
how much fun thefun s it can vanish on you. One misstep. One claymore hiding in your path. And you
lose afoot, or worse. Then you spend the rest of your life wishing that you were just oneinch more
cautious. One miserableinch!

Disaster gtrikes. My bowmen are in the northern mountains, exploring unmapped terrain, when they



stumble across acity larger than any of ours. And in disturbing ways, more advanced. These people have
their own eternd strongman sitting on awide golden throne. He sends me a message in the form of my
bowmen'’s severed heads strung like pearls on arope crusted with blood and brains. Thelegionaires
carrying those heads contemptuously demand my nation’s gold. And because the extortion won't end
here, | have them hacked apart. Then | ready my people for war. But while | have fivetidy cities of
literate farmers, my foe has a genuine army with iron swords and armed horsemen and a speed of assault
that leaves three of my cities conquered and my capital under sege. Whichiswhy, beforeit istoo late, |
step back intime. A chest, perhaps. But in the face of extinction, thereis no other choice. | step back to
an earlier day when | told my wide-eyed followers about the magica power of written words. But
ingtead of writing, | tell my brightest few that we must be ready for threats worse than the occasiona
raider. We need our own permanent army, and harder metals than bronze. Which causes them to ask
doubtfully, Are such things possible, Lord? Absolutely, | tell them. Though | don’t know whereto find
the best ores or how the new metal can be smelted and worked. Thishasto betheir duty, and their
honor, and when my geniuses master the difficulties and hammer the first swords from the cherry-red
metal, | tell them another astonishing fact: That the wild horses roaming the western plains can be
captured and tamed. Tamed, and ridden. Or they can be taught—incredible asit sounds-to pull wheeled
cartsfull of professond soldiersaong our growing system of roadways.

We marry after graduation, in the autumn, and enjoy along delicious honeymoon in Mexico-agift from
my joyous parents. My Sammie and | make love standing in the damp shadow of agreat pyramid. The
moment feelsetemal, and perfect. But minutes later, my young wife catches my eye wandering. No, |
don’t gaze ludtily at the bikini-clad secretaries from Chicago, or even the stout native girls—the ragged
|eftovers of avanquished empire. No, what catches my gaze and holdsit, without release, isthe sone
face of alost god. A strong, frank face. Cruel, and all-seeing. | stare for so long that my bride yanks at
my arms, and cries. My soft civilized hands cling to the god’ slower lip and his great bulging eyes. Findly,
very dowly, | let go of him. | blink, and sigh, gradudly returning to Sam’ sarms and her plaintive voice.
And for thefirgt time-securely embraced by the enduring ingtitution that is marriage-she asks, Where do
you go when you leave me, darling? Where, where, where?

Eventudly my people reach the mountains, and just as| hoped, we are superior to our neighborsin many
ways. No, we still don't have any written language. Our farms aren’t as prosperous or orderly as| would
like. But the other nation’ sking can seethat our iron isequal to his, and our gaze isfearless, and he
orders his scribesfill the soft white skin of lamb with our treaty of peace. And on that bloodless day, |
win everything. As part of our agreement, his scribes now teach my youngest and brightest how to creste
aset of twigting linesthat convey abstract and wondrousidess. | deas that men and their women will
gladly givether livesfor. Then after several more centuries, when my growing nation has surrounded his
little one, the king attacks me. Too late. With too little. And it ishis capital that is put under Sege. And it
ishislanguage that vanishesinto the past. And it is his oncebrazen head that ends up perched on acold
black spear of iron erected beside my golden throne.

Sheign't planned, and sheis. The baby. The daughter. That child constructed half of me, haf of the other
Sam. Our little one sems from a series of miscalculations. A distaste for the Pill. Too much wine at
dinner. Then the condoms misplaced. Jokingly, | suggest that we name her Conspiracy. And the joke
becomes so familiar that we decide on something smilar. Constance. Connie, for short. So much joy for
us, sheis, and such an unrelenting burden. But it is aburden we are born to weether. Parents by their
nature are little gods, and at least in thosefirst days, we can think of her as being entirely our own
creetion. So dependent. So trugting, and smple. Entertaining us with her little mistakes and inspired
blunders, and both of usrelishing that game where you knedl down, pretending to be smal like her,
camly and firmly explaining why it iswrong to yank the cat’ stail or carry scissorsthat way or say doud
that Uncle George smdlislike old fish, even though it couldn’t be more true. Even though we wish we
could say it ourselves.



Great people build grest works, | tell my nation. Advisers and scholars and generals and drab street
urchinsal lean close, listening to each of my greet pronouncements. | describe pyramids and grand
candsand cavernouslibrariesthat will cull geniusfrom al the far-flung nations. Still, the precise direction
of my nation remains mine to choose. But what was onceasmpletrail inthejungle hasturned into a
maze. A conundrum. Whenever | stop talking, my smiling advisors speak to me, teling methat | should
move the nation thisway or that way. Alwaysin their favorite directions. And because we are growing
rapidly now—afour-way rush across new lands and little oceansH find mysdlf listening mostly to my
generas. Brave, solid men who know the vaue of sharp iron, and later, who cometo love those little
cannonsthat alone man can carry and fire, killing thousands of our enemiesin hisminusculelife. They
want to fight everyone, and | let them fight. Why not? | ask mysdlf. Nobody seems able to stand against
us. But after acentury of unrelenting battling, the other nations contrive agrand dliance. They have
wedlth and well-paid armies, plusthe capacity to learn and adapt at an astonishing rate. For thefirst time,
distant battles are lost. Conquered cities are retaken by my enemies. Then my own citiesbegin to
surrender to the coming horde. After a decade of endless defeat and disaster, | do the unprecedented: |
leave my palace, walking the streets of my capita city. What has gone so wrong? | ask my people. But
nothing iswrong, they assure me. Inloud and brazen voices, they talk about daughters to come and how
we will build towers and great walls from the corpses of our foes. But | know better, regardless.
Everyone here haslost sons and fathersin the endless fighting. Literacy rates are down. Lifespans and
body sizeare shrinking. If trends hold, everything that | have built will be put to adow degth. But the
new muskets are coming, my people remind me. Wegponsthat can kill halfway to the horizon. And al |
can do is shake my head, admitting to them, and myself, People should dways be wiser than thelr

weapons,

Connie ends up as our only child. Despite our best attempts to conceive again, thereis no magic. No
blessing. And then some routine test finds something profoundly wrong inside my Sam, and her ovaries
areremoved. Intime, they say. The doctor, and everyone, saysit. But we still have one daughter, of
course. Fiveyearsold, then suddenly ten. How does this happen so quickly? Life, | mean. And then
somehow we have alowed her to become thirteen and fourteen and fifteen, and she’ sso full of hersdlf
and her own vast importance. Rebellion becomesthe norma stateinsde our little family. Connie’s
bedroom is an armed fortification, and sheis an entire guerrillaarmy holed up with her televison and
telephone and stereo. | am till agod here, but avanquished one. Lying awake at night, unaware that my
Sam isin the same state of nervous aertness, | whisper: | wish | could go back and start over and do it
better thistime. Then Sam asks me, Where would you go? And I’ m too startled to respond. Then she
says, We never should have given her her own televison. That' swherewe started losing her. And | ask
both of us, But how can we go back? Perhaps I’ m hoping there’ s some way to cheat, some loophole
that | just don’t know about. But thereisn’t. Therewon’t be. And tnen my Sam, my deepless and
worried bride, takes hold of my peniswith afond little hand, and she whispers the truest words ever: But
there' saways worse then what we ve got, she says. There' sawaysthe bigger Claymore that we
walked right past, never suspecting that it wasthere. . . .

| select an earlier century to make my retum. And now | work to keep my people well educated, well
fed, and as healthy asyou can expect in aworld that doesn't yet believe in germs or the magic of
antibiotics. There are fill warsto be fought, but only little ones that make a diplomatic point or conquer
some nameless barbarians. Trade, not battle, is our lifeblood. We are an exploring nation that settles
empty continents and keeps peace with our neighbors, and we congtantly improve our splendid old cities.
Water piped from the mountains allows millionsto live beside my palace. Everywherel turn my eyes, |
see young women who would be beautiful in any ream. Tal and youthful, and unblemished, and dressed
in every sort of gown. With aword, or even aquiet glance, | could bring them to my bed. In twos or
threes, or moreif | wished. But between me and them lies such adistance. It isn’t that they are unred or
that | cannot love creatures such asthem. But their redlity isasmdl, ephemera condition, and their



beauty iseven more fleeting. | blink my eyes, and their hair grays. | put my hands over my faceto think,
and they turn into dust and their granddaughters. It seemsthat | can love them only when they area
multitude. A beautiful, nubile mass. An army of young ladies standing outside my palace gates, hoping
againg hopeto catch somelittle glimpse of their great and ageless and extremely lonely king.

My job has dways been smdl and routine, and it has never given me any genuine pleasure. But it has
brought money and alivelihood, a place to go during the long days and my own circle of friends. A
certain woman worksin my office. Sheisafew years younger than me, and recently divorced, and we
tell oursalvesthat what happensis anything but planned. But redly, we ve been rather sngle-minded
about getting into thisaffair. After twenty yearsof faithful monogamy, | find myself looking into the mirror
inamote room, watching the two of us. | fed rather sad, but my reflection looks happy. Joyous, even.
Why isthat? One copulation is plenty for me, but my lover indgsts on seconds. | resort to my hands, then
my mouth. And as she moves, and groans, and arches her long back, | occupy my soul with things far
away and far, far more important.

The four nations eventually make their aliance, and attack. With tanks and bombers, they manage to
conquer my most distant cities. But then | raise my own armies and fleets of aircraft, and the citiesare
retaken, and | subdue portions of their empires as spoils of war. But when | offer gracious terms of
surrender, my enemies dismiss me. Ignore me. Laugh a me, even. Thisistotd warfare; utter victory and
eternd defeet are the only possible outcomes. Somehow the dliance musters the forces and the will to
turn the tide against me. My great nation is suddenly in retreat. Each year isworse than the year before.
Findly, in despair, | take my generals and scientistsinto the most secure portion of my palace, andina
godly whisper, | describe aweapon of pure destruction. No, | don’'t know how to build the monster, but
| give my people enough cluesthat they can cobble it together themsalves. Then with four enormous
missiles, | ddiver anuclear ondaught that leaves my enemies capitasin ruin. But even then, they don't
surrender. They stedl the plans, build their own missiles, and we trade cities for another thirty years,
leaving our climate sick and my people dying. My only hopeisto retreat into the past and fight again, and
again. Thislast horrible war consumes me. Wherever | am, aportion of meisawaysfighting it. Twenty
times. Fifty times. A hundred and seventeen tries until | find victory. Which seems perfectly reasonable.
What' sthe point in being agod if you cannot find the perfect course for those who are small enough and
foolish enough to believein you?

Sam flunks her tests; the cancer has retumed, in abundance. Surgeries and her chemo leave her weak
and nauseous, and very nearly helpless. But what is so horriblefor her, and for me, isastrange blessing,
too. Conniereturnsto our lives after an absence of severd years. In her early twenties, with an infant and
no husband, sheis horrified by the prospect of her mother’ simminent death. Like achild, shecries. Ina
hundred ways, our daughter apologizes for past wrongs and absences and her bitter words and
unspoken thoughts. When her mother’ s condition worsens, Connie liveswith me a the hospitd.
Whispering, she tdlls both of us how much she loves us. And when Sam suddenly improves, Connie
takesfull credit, claming that she prayed over her mother’ s bed and an angel cameto her and said, This
woman shall not be taken from you. Whichisaload of pure bullshit, I'm thinking. It s nothing but asign
of my daughter’ s desperate need for forgiveness. She probably believesthat she brought on her mother’s
cancer by making her life such ahell. But she swrong, of course. Thefault isentirdly mine. If | just hed
been amore attentive, more loving husband, | keep thinking. Again, and again. And again.

Thereisacurefor cancer, | tdl my scientists. My doctors. My priests. | don’t know the means or even
whereto look. But if they search hard enough, with al the resources of my prosperous and victorious
nation, they will find the means. | promise them. Y et fifty years of searchingisn’t enoughtime. Tenftrillion
pieces of gold isnot enough money. Intheend, | push every city and every little soul into this crucia
chase, and the answer arrives after acentury of unrelenting sacrifice. A grinning biologist handsme avid
filled with piss. At least that’ s how it looksto me. Thisisthe cure, she promises. But | can’t takethevid



with me. | haveto ask, What isthisyelow goo? And shetellsme. It isacombination of extracts drawn
from rare beetles and a deep-sea squid. What | hold in my ancient hand cannot be synthesized, she
warns me. Perhaps forever, she says. And with the contempt that only agod can show, | drop the
uselessvid, watching it shatter on the cold marblefloor.

Sam has worsened, again. Surprising everyone but me. The doctors make hopeful noises about newer,
more radica methods. Devastated, Connie avoids the hospital for ahorrible long week. I’ m the only one
gtting at Sam’ s bed. Who holds her desiccated dying hand. Who watches her comarlike deep and gives
her water through abent straw. | never let my attention waver. Not for an ingtant. Thisis my only world,
my only purpose. And | am rewarded by being present when her breathing strengthens suddenly, and her
eyes come open, looking straight into my soul when she says, Stay. With me. Don’t go to that other
place, darling . . . not again. . . please-?

But | haveto go. Just this one last time. Because the world has been conquered and my people are
united, and happy, and after thousands of years, | owe them a heartfelt good bye. Y et to my
considerable surprise, my advisors are standing before my greet throne, waiting with the most astonishing
news. Mistakes have been made, they claim. Our world is consderably larger than we ever imagined.
Swift new ships have crossed the great oceans, bringing home monsters from unnamed continents, and
delegates from hdf adozen civilizationsthat are as powerful as us, and at least as sophiticated. Thereis
30 much moreto do here, my peopletell me. How can we face these new challenges without you? Stay
with us, they plead. Sam, the Strong! Stay—!

By morning, my Sam actsalittle bit stronger. She sitsup in bed. She eats joyous bites of solid food. And
the latest sips of blood show a cancer in retreet. | call our daughter with the unexpected good news. She
brings her little boy. Then asthe smiling grandmother holds the child againgt her frail body, Connie turns
to me, and with an anger that has taken yearsto grow to this extraordinary depth, she asks me, Why do
you havethis other life, Father? Why do you haveto hurt usdl thisway?

Why must you abandon us? my peopleimplore.
To my wife and daughter, | whisper, I’'m so sorry, darlings. So sorry.
To my nation, | thunder, | will do whatever | want!

Sorry isn’'t good enough anymore, says Sam. Says Connie. Then in asmooth, well-rehearsed chorus,
they tell me, Y ou need to decide, Sam. Once and for al. Which life are you going to live-?

Asl watch in horror, my cities plungeinto civil war. Famines and old plagues begin everywhere at once.
My armies suddenly turn againgt each other. And over the din of battle, the multitude shoutsat me, You
must must must befair with ud

Pick now, says my darling Sam.

Stay with udl abillion angry voices cry ouit.

Daddy, please? | hear. Please-?

Sam, the Wesak! they chant. Sam, the Scared! Sam, the Vanquished. Sam, the Forgotten!

Youwin, | tell my wife. My daughter. And arather embarrassed nurse who wandersinto this most
awkward moment. Thisisthe only world for me, | promise them, and | won't ever leave you again.

Then | go back. | step into that hot jungle clearing again. And to the sickly little people wearing nothing
but skinsand red dirt, | say, | am agod. Give me provisions. Now, and | will let you live. Then show me



the quickest way to the northern mountaing!

Thank you, they tell me. Sam does, and Connie. They kiss me and give me long hugs, neither wanting to
believethat | could lieto them now, at an important, tender moment such asthis. . . .

And after ayear of hard marching, | enter avaley rich with iron, and | come across another nameless
village, and to the ignorant children crowding around me, | say, Knedl to me! Now! Knedl!



