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  It’s not “the lady or the tiger?”, it’s “which tiger?”

 

(first published in Analog Science Fiction and Fact, April 2014)

 

            I have a long history with Analog. I was the editorial assistant, and then the assistant editor, and then the associate editor, from 1989 to 1995. My first professional story appeared in the September 1992 issue of the magazine (“Fermat’s Legacy,” later in this volume), and since then, I’ve had more stories in the magazine, letters, a science article, even a guest editorial, but this story, in the April 2014 issue, marked the first appearance of my name on the cover of the magazine.

 

            “You look depressed. Want to talk about it?”

            Archetypal bartender, but there’s a reason for the archetype. “Not really. But I have a feeling I’m going to anyway.”

            “So talk. It may help, and it certainly won’t hurt.”

            Pretty good archetypal bartender.

            “I’m an entrepreneur, a typical one. I can feel success drawing me forward. I know there’s going to be success in here somewhere… or at least, I really hope there’s going to be success. But this one is just as big a failure as the previous four. And after I sober up tomorrow morning, I’m going to have to let my staff go and tell my investors that this business, too, is just not meant to be. How many times can one man do that, and still be able to look at himself in the mirror in the morning?”

            Long silence; the bartender’s losing points. “Oh, that wasn’t rhetorical? Most folks in here, they ask questions, but they treat me like a psychiatrist, not really wanting input.”

            “I’m not most folks. Most folks aren’t serial failures at business.”

            “You’d be surprised. But no, most of them don’t launch their own companies in order to fail. Is that what you’re trying to do? Fail? Do you have a certain number of failures in mind, before you find that success?”

            “What kind of jerk would I have to be to plan to fail…” Oh, I get it. He picked up on that “typical entrepreneur” bit. “You think I’m aiming for the same number of failures as the average?”

            “How could I possibly think that? I’ve just met you. But I have seen a lot of people sitting where you are, crying over failures. And in many cases, they’re self-inflicted.”

            “Now you’re saying I sabotaged my own businesses.”

            “And now you’re looking to blame someone else for what was probably just bad market conditions.”

            Bartender’s stock heads back up. “You’ve got a point. Got a suggestion to go with it?”

            “If I could give you the kind of suggestion you’re really looking for, I wouldn’t be standing behind a bar.”

            “I don’t know. There are times when what you do has appeal. Less responsibility, some security, you immediately know if you’re doing a good job or not.”

            “We’re not talking about me right now. Back to you: what keeps you going? Why do you get out of bed in the morning? Why do you go to work? Why did you start— five, was it?—businesses, rather than chucking it all and sitting in the park talking to squirrels?”

            “Faith in myself, I guess. The inner knowledge that I’m going to succeed.”

            “Knowledge?”

            “If it were just a hope, I probably would have given up. There’s some spark in me that tells me I’m going to succeed. I’m going to start a business that will grow, flourish, make people’s lives better, and not coincidentally, make me wealthy and famous.”

            “Now you’re starting to sound a little more ‘regular guy’ to me. That ‘wealth and fame’ part, that’s a bigger driver than you usually admit out loud, isn’t it?”

            “Well, now that you mention it, yes, it is. But is there anything wrong with that?”

            “Nothing wrong with wanting to be famous. Tending bar these many years, it seems to me what’s wrong is not admitting your own desires to yourself.”

            “All right, I admit it: I want to be rich and famous. And I think the way to do it is to start a business that everyone wants to patronize, that people will admire.”

            “Fair enough. Now, what if I could tell you, with absolute certainty, that you’re going to die in two years. Would you do something different? Would you keep doing what you’re doing? That’s something I ask myself every couple of years. That question is why I left sales, and day trading, and truck driving. And it’s why I’ve been standing behind this bar for a decade, serving drinks, talking with people, providing for my family.”

            “That’s a difficult question for an entrepreneur. The average start-up takes four years before we can tell if it’s a success or a failure. If every entrepreneur had to work with a two-year horizon, no businesses could be started.”

            “I wasn’t asking that. If the death of one person dooms a company, doesn’t that say the company isn’t strong enough to survive very long anyway?”

            “That’s a point.”

            “That’s what makes this a difficult question, and therefore, an important one. How many times did you, as a boss, deal with easy questions, and how often did you hire someone to handle them, so you could focus on the difficult ones?”

            “You’re right. The difficult questions are the important ones.”

            “So, back to my difficult question: you’ve got two years to live. Do you keep doing what you’re doing? Or do you go off and do something else?”

            “Two years, huh?”

            “Two years. It’s long enough that the proper answer can’t be to drop everything and party, but not so long that you can ignore it.”

            “I’m going to have to think on that. But I came in here to not think for this evening.”

            “No, you didn’t.”

            “Contradicting me? That’s not very bartenderish.”

            “Sure it is. If you wanted to turn off your brain for the evening, you would have gone to the movies. But you came in here, where there’s nothing to occupy your mind, because you wanted to think about things. I’m just helping you focus those thoughts.”

            “All right. Give me another drink, and let me think.”

             He places a full glass in front of me. “Group down the end needs another round. I’ll be back.”

            I hold my glass, not drinking, staring at the wonderful shapes and colors of the bottles behind the bar, just letting my vision drift until I’m not seeing much of anything.

            “I couldn’t help overhearing,” says a quiet voice beside me.

            I blink back into the here-now, and turn to look at… the most non-descript person I’ve ever seen. Well, that’s not fair. He does look somewhat familiar, though I’m sure I can’t place him. But there’s something about him that just blends into the crowd, as if he’s trying to not be noticed.

            “Sorry, I was zoning.”

            “I said, ‘I couldn’t help overhearing you’,” he repeat-continues. “I understand your frustration. You feel like you’re not getting anywhere, perhaps even backsliding, and there’s no way to dig out from under it all, to get to the top of the heap.”

            “Something like that,” I say.

            “That bartender asked a good question, though: what if you had only a short time to live?”

            “That’s what I was mulling over when you sat down.”

            “So try talking it out. Short time to live, coming off a failed business—”

            I glare at him, but he waves it away.

            “You said so yourself. So what do you do now? Start the next, knowing you might not live to see it mature? Or get out of the entrepreneurship thing all together. Put on a suit and tie, print up a resume, and fall into an office job. You’d be able to draw a salary, do what you wanted on the weekends, feel the security of income and benefits.”

            “Yes, but the appeal of that…”

            “Is limited. I know. Sitting at a desk, following someone else’s nine-to-five, being just one among many, undistinguished, gray—”

            “You do understand.” My brain clicks back into alert-mode.

            “And you know that would be kinder to your family, to your friends who worry about your future.”

            “Yes, exactly. My security would ease their minds. But—wait a minute. Do I know you?”

            “No. At least, not yet. But, I’m someone who can guarantee your security.”

            “What, are you offering me a desk job?”

            “No. I don’t have one to offer. I have something better… and, potentially, worse.”

            “Now you’re talking in riddles, friend.”

            “That bartender’s hypothetical was closer to reality than he knew. I’m from the future… grandfather.”

            I look more closely. I stare at him, hard. Yeah, maybe, kind of, maybe around the eyes, a little, he starts to look sort of familiar. No. No way. My grandson? “Grandfather? Is that a joke? I don’t even have kids.”

            “Yet.” He stares back at me. “My grandmother is about six weeks pregnant with your son, right now.”

            “We broke up a month ago.”

            “I know. That’s why my father never gets the chance to meet you.”

            “All right. You’ve piqued my interest.”

            “First, a philosophical question, grandfather. What would you risk for success?”

            “Nothing philosophical about it,” I grump. “I’ve already done it, four, no, five times now. I risked just about everything. I’ve been sleeping on friends’ couches when I wasn’t living with my parents, working twenty-six hour days, as long as possible, to drive each company’s success. And I’ve been strangling my own metaphorical children—those selfsame companies—when I realized it was time to let them go. I think my life has pretty much answered the question ‘What would I risk for success?’.”

            “No, I’m talking bigger stakes.”

            I’m starting to think he really could be related to me. “Like what?”

            “I came back to offer you comfort, love, happiness, a life of ease. You’ve earned it, grandfather. Five start-up and shut-down businesses. I know you’ve worried that it’ll kill you before you find that success you’ve been trying for.”

            “So what are you offering?”

            “Let me take you to the future with me. I have a very nice home and a happy life. You’d have security, comfort, no worries. You would be welcome, your great-grandchildren would love to meet you, and I’d like the chance to get to know you. Our medical knowledge would keep you healthy and comfortable for a long time to come.”

            “And what is the price of this wonderful boon you’re offering me?” I can see in his eyes that he knows more.

            “I overheard most of your conversation with the bartender.”

            “You mean about my need for fame, public adulation, some kind of external recognition.”

            “I had a hunch about that, even before I came here. And that’s what you’d be giving up. I can keep you healthy and comfortable, and even, I think, happy, to a degree. But as an anachronism in my time, you wouldn’t have any chance at achieving the kind of fame you’ve been craving.”

            “Then why are you here? What is this, some twisted Faust deal?”

            “No, no, nothing like that. I’m just trying to give you all the facts, before I explain why I think it would be a good choice for you.”

            “You’re saying giving up my soul to secure my body is a good choice?”

            “I think it would be, grandfather. In the original time line, your sixth attempt was a success. A massive success. Huge growth, international appeal, the company turned into a modern-day empire, and your name was known around the globe.”

            “Now I’m confused.”

            “That was your legacy, not your life. You… well, there’s no good way to say this. You died late in the start-up phase.”

            “How late?”

            “You launched the company, and started growing it, when you died suddenly, about two years after the start, and less than a month before the first big angel investor pumped in the money that drove, well, everything else. It’s all your idea, and fully acknowledged. The company was renamed for you, and you found that fame beyond your wildest dreams. But you weren’t around to enjoy it.”

            I stare at him, my mind a whirl.

            “It did, however, provide a very comfortable life for my father, as it does for me and my children. But I never got to meet you. And my father wasn’t told of his relationship to you until he was a teenager.”

            “My sixth start-up, you say? My next corporate attempt?”

            “Yes.”

            “So that means soon?”

            “Yes.”

            “So you’re here—”

            “You should have the long life you’re destined for. You should enjoy your family and a life of ease, after all these years of hardship and toil and loneliness.”

            I hug my grandson, this man who is, I realize, years older than I am.

* * *

            I put my still-untouched second drink on the bar, and the bartender comes back.

            “That’s a lot of thought, if you haven’t yet started this drink.”

            “I realized I don’t need a drink. I need to get a good night’s sleep, because tomorrow morning I have to shut down my fifth business, and get started on my sixth.”


  Shall Not Perish from the Earth

 

(first published in the anthology Altered States of the Union)

 

            This story was my first written specifically for an anthology. Glenn Hauman, the editor, asked me to write a story for his anthology of alternate history stories, focusing on what things would be like if the United States had evolved—politically—differently than it has (outside of science fiction, because I’m the author of three books on presidential history). I immediately thought of Abraham Lincoln, the Civil War, and the Great Compromise of 1787. As a presidential historian, one might assume I knew everything there was to know about Lincoln. But I’m a bit of a contrarian; I focus far more on lesser-knowns, the uncommons, the oddities. So I had to do quite a bit of research to write this story. Glenn liked it so much, he made it the lead story in the anthology.

 

            From the Encyclopedia Americana:

The founders of the United States of America created a document that allowed disparate states to act together cohesively to form a greater union. Unlike the empires with which the founders were familiar, the Constitution granted the smaller portions a greater degree of control of the central government. To avoid the tyranny of the ruler, they set the capital to roaming about the country, moving from state to state each decade. To give all the constituent units a say in the government, they created a legislature comprised of two representatives from each state (the Senate). And to maintain a system of checks and balances, a Supreme Court.…

In the middle of the 19th Century, the growing divide between the Northern and Southern states over the issue of slavery created increasing factionalism and strain on the union. Presidents Franklin Pierce and James Buchanan attempted appeasement from the capital in Concord, New Hampshire, as a strategy to keep the union together. Southern interests were agitated, but knew that the capital would be moving to Columbia, South Carolina, following the election of 1860.…

* * *

            In 1856, out of the remains of the now-defunct Whig party, the Republicans formed and ran their first candidate for President. John C. Frémont won one-third of the popular vote, and the votes of the eleven Northernmost states. He lost handily to Democrat James Buchanan, while former President Millard Fillmore—this time the standard-bearer for the American party—won the electoral votes of Maryland. It was not an inspiring showing for the Republicans, but it was something to build on.

            Abraham Lincoln came to national prominence with his abolitionist speeches during his own failed political campaign: Stephen Douglas defeated him in 1858 in their campaign for a seat in the Senate representing Illinois. But Lincoln impressed enough people that he was invited to New York to give a speech before a powerful group of Republicans at Cooper Union. That speech catapulted him to the forefront of the race for the Republican nomination in the home state of two of his chief rivals: William Seward and Salmon Chase (both of whom would wind up serving in Lincoln’s Presidential Cabinet).

            In May of 1860, the Republicans nominated Lincoln for President, with Senator Hannibal Hamlin from Maine as his Vice Presidential running mate.

            The Democrats, meanwhile, were suffering from party factionalism to mimic that of the country. The Northern branch of the party nominated Lincoln’s old nemesis and fellow Illinoisan, Stephen Douglas, for President. The Southerners, however, threw their support behind Vice President John C. Breckinridge.

            The stage was set for a landmark election. The Republicans, having formed as the anti-slavery party, were nearly by definition the anti-Southern party. Curiously, Lincoln himself took almost no part in the election of 1860. Instead, he stayed home and monitored the proceedings, while his party faithful advertised, wrote, campaigned, and spoke, spreading the word.

            If nothing else, the results showed that the United States of America was a starkly divided nation. Lincoln took all the Northern states, Breckinridge the Southern. Douglas—who was himself a fence-sitter on the issue of slavery, not favoring it but not urging its abolition—won only the state of Missouri, itself a fence-sitter, being Northern but permitting slavery.

            When the results were made known, Southerners seethed their disapproval. Slavery was an institution, a way of life; and its abolition, they assumed, would bring financial ruin and Northern domination to their home states.

            Radical elements in the South urged dissolution of the union, breaking away from the North before Lincoln could be inaugurated and set his plans in motion. But cooler heads prevailed. The national capital, after all, would be spending the next decade in Columbia, South Carolina, seat of the South. With the capital in their pocket, Lincoln’s promises could be thwarted, he could be made to see reason, or, as a last resort…

* * *

            Following his election, Lincoln planned a whistle-stop train tour to take him east from his home in Illinois, through several Northern states, and then South to inaugurate the decade in Columbia and begin his own term as President. He chose to bypass the New England states. The capital was at that time leaving Concord, New Hampshire, but New England was out of Lincoln’s way, and Vice President-elect Hannibal Hamlin—a native of Maine—was delegated to stand-in for Lincoln at the farewell ceremonies.

            Early in February, as Lincoln was beginning his journey, security officer Allan Pinkerton warned him of an assassination plot, and urged him to bypass Baltimore and travel the rest of the way to Columbia in haste and in secret.

            Lincoln’s long-time friend, Ward Hill Lamon, who also took on the self-appointed role of Lincoln’s bodyguard, dismissed Pinkerton’s warning as fantasy. He feared that sneaking into the new capital would make Lincoln look weak at a time when he needed to show strength.

            In the end, Lincoln chose caution. He hurried through Baltimore late at night, avoiding the crowds and the potential danger, and driving a wedge between Lamon and Pinkerton. No one knew of the deception until Mary Lincoln and their children arrived on the regularly scheduled train the following afternoon. They were greeted by crowds, but those crowds—including any lurking assassins—were disappointed at missing the President-elect.

            Lincoln resumed his public voyage south of Baltimore, and arrived safely in Columbia at the end of February. He was greeted with the honors Presidents-elect had come to expect since George Washington’s arrival in New York City. The new national capital building— which was scheduled to become the new capital of South Carolina in 1870, following the departure of the federal government to a Northern capital—was ready, and retiring President James Buchanan greeted Lincoln as a friend. Buchanan had arrived two days earlier, on a special train from Concord, accompanied by incoming Vice President Hannibal Hamlin.

            At the time, little notice was paid to the missing Senators, though they would loom large in history. Specifically, seven newly elected Senators from Northern states who had not yet arrived in Columbia. The 61 Senators who were present attended Abraham Lincoln’s inauguration and inaugural speech. Later that afternoon, the Senators were sworn in by the new Vice President. The absence of the seven was noted in the minutes of the special session of Congress. Senator Nesmith, of Oregon, was assumed to have been delayed in his long journey. Some surprise was expressed at the absence of Senators Lane and Pomeroy—new state Kansas’s first members in the legislative body. The other four, however, were merely assumed to be absent.

* * *

            President Abraham Lincoln had come to office on the Republican platform of ending slavery, and after nominating his Cabinet, he set about writing legislation to bring about the abolition his party sought.

            That was when he realized the import of those missing Senators. Even though his fellow Illinoisan Lyman Trumbull was available to introduce his legislation, and Vice President Hamlin was fulfilling his role of presiding over the body’s deliberations, those seven vacant seats meant the Southerners had an effective majority in the Senate, and could dictate its actions, regardless of the President’s desires.

            Lincoln via Trumbull introduced several pieces of legislation—attempts to curtail or end slavery—during the three weeks the Senate was in town. All of them were voted down with a minimum of fuss.

            Following long-standing tradition, the Senate adjourned at the end of March, and the Senators scattered.

* * *

            There was an outbreak of smallpox in Columbia in December of 1860, and at that time, there was discussion of shifting the capital to Charleston for health reasons, but at such a late date, a move was deemed impossible. Instead, authorities in Columbia downplayed the extent of the smallpox outbreak, and Lincoln was never even advised of it.

            Thus, after battling the Senate for three long weeks, Lincoln viewed the adjournment—without legislative action—with a certain degree of relief. He retired to his bed for nearly a month, and though the word was that he was exhausted, modern evidence suggests he was in fact suffering from a mild case of smallpox. It was never formally diagnosed, and the few resultant scars were most probably hidden by Lincoln’s life-long poor complexion. And while smallpox does not become chronic, it is assumed that Lincoln’s case damaged his respiratory system, leaving him more susceptible to later ailments.
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