Opd Bdl
By Robert Reed
Sheisaplayer, like Cliff.

Like him, sheisin her early thirties, hedthy and single. And like the best in their profession, sheis
financidly secure.

They meet entirely by chance, share alazy dinner on awhim, and like any two players|eft to themsdves,
talk endlesdy about the future. Who wins the next presidentia race, and assuming her, will shewin
redection? When will the next dlien transmisson arrive, and what treasures, if any, will it hold? (The
GrokTrok signd il stsraw on everyone's mind.) Will the world's stock markets continue their steedy
ascent, or will their gains acclerate?“ Accdlerate,” Cliff decides. But the graph istrimodal, she reminds
him; a persistent gloom-and-doom wager isriding on the prolonged plateau. Cliff askswhat the Chinese
will do about Tibet. She askswhat the U.S. will do with Free Alaska. They wonder if the Europamission
will find life, and will the United Council fund the Alpha Centauri mission, and when will the Sun findly
extinguish itsnuclear fudl. Then with awink and ady little grin, Cliff predictswho isgoing to win the next
World Series.

That brings a hearty laugh from his new friend. Athletics have adapted to the new circumstances: Players
and teeams are rigoroudy balanced, while the fields of play have been made wildly chaotic. Each ball has
itsown weight and distinct shape. Winds are generated on Site, gusting and swirling in random directions,
whilethe grass grows and shrivels according to its own whims, and the soil foldsinto little lumpsin dl the
worst places. With every modern sport, rules reward competitors with enormous scores, and they punish
with fat pendties, and predicting the outcome of any game, much less the season, isimpossble—whichis
the only reason people till are willing to cheer for the home team.

Dinner isajoy, and it doesn't take any unique vision to see what happens next. Hours later, lying beneath
the perfumed sheets of his new lover'shome, Cliff relates his own history asaplayer: Teachersand his
own ego told him that he enjoyed a certain taent with science, so he began there. But he predicted a
rapid solution to the telemeres problem with life expansion, and thereis none. He wagered heavily on a
quantum theory of gravity that subsequently proved to be flawed. And he made afool of himsdf in
deep-space astronomy, predicting no observable supernovain the Milky Way for the next thirty years.
Which seemed perfectly reasonable, he points out, since stars explode infrequently and the last blast was
seen just Six years before. But wiser souls—red scientists, devoted hobbyigts, and a multitude of crafty
Als—correctly assessed both the historic record and the stellar actuarial tables. The recent supernova
had been decades behind schedule, and the next one could happen any time. Eighteen months, to be
exact. Suddenly money that Cliff had set on athirty-year shelf was yanked down and divided among
wiser players. Which wasn't awful news, of course. It wasn't al that much money, he pretends. But Cliff's
greatest failure—a genuine disaster—was his bold prediction that the next aien transmission would come
within the newborn year, and it would prove as beneficid asthe Sag Prime signd of *37. Both wagers
proved to be spectacular mistakes. The sky was silent for the entire year, and then two daystoo late, the
GrokTrok sgnd findly arrived, bringing the good people of Earth nothing but aglorioudy colorful, highly
detailed image of an dien'sflower-like hind end, brazenly displayed to the cameraand to the universe at
large.

That's how Cliff got into human prediction, a last. Here was arealm with importance aswell asimportant
money, and no damned Alsto compete againgt. ("If machines ever master human dynamics, I'm sunk.")
And better ill, the young man had agenuine talent for seeing the obvious. “Which of these ten houses
would make me happiest? What new activity or sport or hobby should | attempt? Which classic novd fits
my soul best? And what sort of man, or woman, should | marry?If | marry anyone, of course.” He read



the questions on the public boards, and if any tickled hisinterest, he examined the attached datatail.
Biographies begged to be studied, including images and deep glances into these not-so-private lives.
Certain questions interested him; who can say why? By various means, he looked past the tall,
investigating these distant lives by every lega means. Then helooked again at the person asking for
guidance, listening to the play of the voice, observing thetilt of the head and the nervousflicker of an
arching eyebrow. That find gaze meant everything. Did he know this soul well enough to offer hep? And
if so, how much did he want to help? Five dollars worth, or fifty? Or maybe afat hundred?

"Prince Randolph was my crowning success,” Cliff mentions.
"Truly?’ hislover purrs, ignoring the gracdess pun.

Being athoroughly modern man, Randolph had asked the world, “Which girl should | marry?” And the
world responded with fascination and fantastic sums of money. Half a dozen candidates were put on
public display. The prince's brief life was diced open and examined in clinica detail. Questionswere
posted on his public board, and he answered them for everyone to see. Of course old lovers were sought
out. A pleasant mother and surly father offered arange of conflicting hopes and opinions. Then Cliff,
aong with another billion others—a shared intellect scattered across Six continents, ten orbita cities, and
the Moon—made their fina wagers.

"l was one of those billion,” hislover admits.
No small coincidence, that.
Then she continues, mentioning, “'None of these girls are worth marrying,” | told the prince.”

Whichwaswhat Cliff had decided, too. “But | made this substantia side wager,” he boasts. “Randolph
would settle for happiness and a certain woman twenty years hissenior.” And sure enough, Six months
later the heir to the British throne married his one-time nanny, and Cliff was one of the six hundred and
two players who had seen the future the clearest.

In reward, he received asubstantia share from asmall ocean of earnings.
"And guesswhat,” hislover purrs. “SodidI."
"No,” heblurts. “Truly?'

"Truly,” she says. Then from the darkness, she asks, “What do you think it means, darling? Two great
players coming together like this?"

The future has dways been an opague crystal. Shamans and popes have aways seen the obvious,
predicting the seasons aswell asthe inevitahilities of life and death. Then came science and computers,
creating expertstrained in every narrow field, and the future was allittle less opague. But even the most
expert mind, armed with the finest todls, islimited. Is hamstrung. Every mind isfinite; biaskillsthe most
gifted visonary; and wishful thinking can do nothing but distort and then blind. It wasn't until humansand
their smartest machines began to place wagers, risking money against tomorrow, that the future became a
little more knowable, and workable, and for the serious player, a source of financia blood.

Without question, thisis a Golden Age. With amultitude of eyes peering into the great Opd Bdll, the
futureis being revealed as never before. And the world has never been as efficient or happy or haf as
flexible. Which only stands to reason: Unbiased observers have a better chance of predicting wars and
economic downturns than do government officias and stock market mavens. No matter how brilliant, the
individud isaways dim next to the multitude. And no expert of soulsand society can givethe same



shrewd personal advicethat isdelivered by just afew hundred busybodies looking at your littlelife.
Cliff isagdlar example:

Hewas an avid cyclist until strangersdid an analysis of hisbody and muscles, predicting that hed prefer
sculling across open water. It isan obscure sport, and he had no previous interest. But sure enough, he

quickly became one of the top thousand scullersin the country, and winning in any sport makesit into a
thorough pleasure.

He believed that he adored Bach. But rock-and-roll from the last century is his new favorite, thanksto a
few hundred invited suggestions.

He awayswore blue, but black and white are his natural colors, and changing hiswardrobe and the
color of hishair has done wonders.

And now, purdly by chance, the player-woman has come into his perfect life.

Spent and happy, he drags himsdf homein the morning. But before hefindly deegps, heturnsto the
public board, asking the entire world, “Is this the woman meant for me?”"

A twenty-four-hour window fedsright.
Seed money can spark interest, which iswhy he places athousand of hisown dollarson YES.

Then Cliff collgpsesin bed, deegping hard till evening. And after aquick shower and a stimulant stew, he
dressesin black and white before meeting his new love at what has elready become their favorite
restaurant.

Cliff'shonest intention isto listen to the world. To hear its advice and absorb it, acting on its shared
wisdom. But heisdso in love—utterly, selfishly inlove—and through the next night and into the morning
hours, he assumesthat of course the world will answer with aresounding, “YES."

Y et theworld votes, “NO,” with aninety-two percent surety. “ Sheisnot and will never beright for you.”

Cliff isgtting at home that next morning, exhausted again and thistime fegling outraged. What to do, what
to do? Findly, he decidesto hide the reaults, at least for the time being. But sheis aplayer—abeliever
by every measure—and of course she has aready asked about Cliff and hisworthiness. And the Opal
Bdl has cometo the same unbiased and digtinctly negetive conclusion.

Her responseisaquick and impulsive rage. She flings the stupid resultsinto hisface, and she cursesa
thousand strangers, and in the next bresth, she declares, “Let's show them. Let's get married. And | mean
right now."

The ceremony seems quicker than the ninety secondsthat it takes.

The consequences are ingtantly apparent, ugly and sad and inescapable. Their firgt fight lasts an entire
day, incandescent words leaving wounds not easily hedled. And their last battle never ends. Even after
the divorce, she and Cliff trade blows and furiouslooks, and sometimes he finds himsdlf awakein the
night, plotting the awful thingsthat he could do to this monster-woman who stole four months out of his
otherwise wondrouslife.

Cliff vows. Never again will he doubt the advice of distant voices.

With the hel p of those voices, he remakes hiswardrobe and appearance. He lets them select anew



larger home to serve his maturing needs. Againgt every past interet, he takes up topiary gardening and
holopainting. And of course both hobbies are wonderful successes. Then he askstheworld, “Where
should I go on along vacation?” And aweek later, he and his new ocean-ready scull set off on avoyage
down the Chilean coast.

While Cliff isbusy fighting the tiff ocean currents, his ex-wife dies.

A phone cal ddiversthe news. Later, he learnsthe ugly particulars. Depressed and drunk, the woman
posted her genetics and life history, and then asked the world about her own future. The Opal Ball
responded ingtantly, showing her nothing that seemed overtly gppeding. Small victoriesin the game, brief
relationships that dways end badly, and agrowing tendency for black moods. So with pillsand alength
of razored rope, she managed to save hersalf from years of obscurity and disappointment, and the half a
hundred players who had predicted suicide quietly pocketed their winnings.

Cliff fedsembarrassngly happy for the first moment or two.

Then the sadness bears down, and he spends afull night sobbing wildly, ashamed of hisactionsand his
glaing falures

In the morning, an Al attorney contacts him. Was Cliff aware that a three-month-old fetus currently stsin
cold storage, and that he and the dead woman are the parents?

The newsis an enormous, numbing surprise.

"'She conceived during your marriage,” the machine explains. “The abortion was apparently kept secret
fromyou."

"What happenstoit now?’ Cliff blurtsout.

The Al handshim atiny freezer.

"Why did she do this?’ he sputters.

"I'm no expert in human emations, sir,” the machinereplies. “ Thank goodness.™
Sheisborn sx months later.

Cliff'sfirst act has become atradition: He places apicture of his daughter and the usua genetic
information on the public boards, and then he prepares to ask the world, “What isthis child's future?

But at the last moment, his hand hesitates.
Hiswill falshim.
Or it exceeds what he believed possible, perhaps.

Before the damage is done, he wipes the question off the board. Then he returnsto the new crib and
peersinto hischild's eyes. Clearer than opals, they are. Transparent as crystd, and lovely, and when he
peersinsde them, every future seemsrea and assured, and lovely, and hers, hers, hers.



