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INTRODUCTION:


WHAT DOES HE KNOW?


 


Enter the author’s name, “Christopher Stasheff,” into any search engine, and you’ll find dozens of fantasy and science fiction novels he wrote—and, seemingly unrelated, a niche book series about a touring theater company of spacefaring actors visiting planet after planet. After so many novels featuring elves and robots, you might rightly ask, “What does this nerd actually know about the theater?”


Well, more than you might suspect. You’ll find clues in his science fiction and fantasy books. His first and most famous novel, The Warlock in Spite of Himself, is a variation on the title of Molière’s play The Doctor in Spite of Himself. In his fantasy novels, Puck is a major recurring character, and Oberon and Titania make appearances as well. We often meet medieval touring theater companies, as well as puppeteers performing Punch and Judy. In his science fiction novels, it’s curious how often the characters find themselves behind the scenes on movie sets and television productions, talking with writers, actors, and directors. And his characters in both genres quote Shakespeare—a lot.


So how did this sci-fi & fantasy author get into theater? First of all, theater ran in this family. His father, in addition to being a Professor of Radio & TV Broadcasting at the University of Michigan, was also an amateur actor. In fact, he was still appearing onstage in his eighties in a performance of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream as Snug the Joiner. Furthermore, his father (Chris’s grandfather) wrote plays for the Yiddish theater in New York City.


Like most theater lovers, Christ got his first taste of acting in high school, even landing the leading role of the Stage Manager in Thornton Wilder’s Our Town. He was also active backstage with the crew, including—like a true nerd—running lights and sound as part of the AV Club. He also formed a puppet troupe with two friends, the Unicorn Puppeteers, and wrote puppet plays filled with horrible puns. Armed with a portable folding stage, the troupe performed at birthday parties and elementary school assemblies. Social psychologists have tried in vain to estimate the harm done to the six-to-ten-year-olds who were exposed to these early Stasheffian fantasies.


Graduating in 1960, Chris spent the next six years at the University of Michigan, earning a Bachelor’s and Master’s degree in Radio & TV Broadcasting. After quickly becoming involved in the university’s very active radio-TV program as a Production Assistant, he rapidly moved up the ladder in the (poorly) paid Student Staff to Script Supervisor. In his graduate year, Chris served as the Manager of the entire Student Staff. With overall control of the student programs broadcast over the University FM station, he was now in a position to wreak further havoc among his helpless viewers and listeners. This was particularly true of a series called Down Storybook Lane. Yes, it won several national awards, but the sensitive, helpless young members of his captive audience are reported to have recovered only after intensive psycho-therapy. Some are still said to mutter puns in their sleep.


With a freshly lettered diploma in hand, Chris secured a position in the Instructional TV program broadcast by the University of Nebraska at Lincoln. It was during the first year in Lincoln, having not made many new friends yet and having lots of free time to kill, that he began hammering out a novel on an old typewriter, a combination of science fiction and fantasy, full of elves, robots, and awful puns. Almost on a whim, he submitted the novel without a qualm (or an agent). Surprisingly, the very first publisher accepted it. By 1969, that novel would be published as The Warlock in Spite of Himself and launch Chris’s writing career. Only a few years later, in 1971, he’d publish a sequel, King Kobold.


In the meantime, however, Chris succumbed to the temptations of the University of Nebraska Theater Department, first helping out by assuming minor roles, then major supporting roles, and then touring the state with the U of N Summer Repertory Theater Company, doing summer stock performances. By 1968, he had yielded completely to the lure of the limelight.
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Paul Baker (left) and Christopher Stasheff (right) in The Tempest.


 


Chris left his broadcasting position and began working on the University’s brand-new Ph.D. program in Theater. By the spring of 1972, he became the first person to graduate from that program after having written, directed, and produced three plays. On top of all this, somehow he still found time to expose yet more hapless children to awful puns by teaching puppetry classes at the Lincoln Community Playhouse Academy.
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Poster for a play Chris wrote and directed for his doctorate (although Paul Baker wrote the musical numbers).


 


After graduation, Chris got a job as an Assistant Professor at Montclair State University in (gasp!) New Jersey, teaching impressionable young minds about radio and television broadcasting. Shortly after being hired, his students organized a petition to limit their professor to one pun per day. This was quickly followed by running a tally of how far into the next semester Dr. Stasheff had already gone.


Montclair, New Jersey, was only a mere twenty miles across the Hudson from Manhattan and Broadway. Perhaps that’s why on New Year’s Eve 1972, he ran into Mary, a costuming student he’d known back at the University of Nebraska in Lincoln, who was now attending the Traphagen School of Fashion in Midtown Manhattan. The two reconnected, and by 1973, they were married with a child on the way.


With a new family to support, despite being so close to Broadway, Chris dropped out of the theatrical world for the next fifteen years… well, sort of. Teaching college students broadcasting included instructing them in the basics of scriptwriting and directing. By 1987, however, he had fathered four children, published nine novels, and his royalty checks from writing were about double the amount of his academic “Modest Honorarium” (or “Princely Pittance”). So he left the blackboard for the keyboard and moved his family to Champaign, Illinois, in the Midwest. At least now he would no longer contaminate innocent college students, only not-so-innocent readers.


Although he didn’t realize it yet, this choice would put him back into the theater world. One of the benefits of being a professional author is the ability to set your own work hours, making it much easier to schedule around rehearsals, performances, and putting up and knocking down sets.


By now, his four children were in junior high and high school, and beginning to get involved in theater themselves. In 1989, it became clear that his children’s junior high would not have a spring play that year because there was no one to direct it. Well, you can probably guess what happened—Chris half-volunteered and was half-drafted into producing and directing the school production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Thankfully, his wife Mary (whose education at Traphagen had been suddenly and permanently interrupted by motherhood) was able to make the costumes (yes, all of them) for the production.


This accidentally put him in touch with a former professional actress from Chicago who would soon be directing a play at a local community theater in Champaign, the Station Theater (named for the building’s original function as a train station). She invited him to audition, and before he knew it, Chris was cast as Felix Ducotel in the play My Three Angels. Not surprisingly, his wife Mary became the costumer, and his daughter ran the concession stand at intermission.


Now that he’d found a welcoming new theatrical home, Chris was hooked. Over the next year, he performed at the Station Theater as Sir Joseph in Gilbert & Sullivan’s HMS Pinafore (with two of his daughters in the chorus and his wife doing costumes—again), and as the drunken burglar Selsdon in Noises Off (which, being in a contemporary setting, allowed his wife Mary a brief but well-deserved respite from costuming).


This brings us to the summer of 1990, the time frame in which this book was written. The Station Theater did a production of The Mystery of Edwin Drood, and Chris’s entire family was involved. Chris portrayed Chairman William Cartwright while all four of his children sang and danced in the chorus. and his wife Mary did (yup, you guessed it) the costumes.


If you’re unfamiliar with The Mystery of Edwin Drood, it’s based on the last novel that Charles Dickens wrote, a murder mystery—but, unfortunately, he died before he could finish it, and Drood’s killer was never revealed. The play addresses this ambiguity by having the audience vote on who the murderer is. To avoid breaking the fourth wall, the script uses a metatheatrical device, more commonly known as a “play within a play”. The Mystery of Edwin Drood is set in a theater in the late Victorian era, where “The Chairman”, a sort of Master of Ceremonies, interacts directly with both the actors and the audience—and that was the role that Chris portrayed.
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Christopher Stasheff (left) as Chairman William Cartwright and Tom Cravens (right) as Bazzard in The Mystery of Edwin Drood.


 


So that summer, during the day Chris wrote A Company of Stars, a book about theater in the future, while at night acting in a play about theater in the past. Among other things, the novel speculates on what aspects of the theater might change over time, and what will remain exactly the same. Sure, sets, costumes, and props may grow more advanced over time, but there will always be overbearing directors, prima donna leading ladies, and backstage politics and drama to deal with. And will theater folk ever get over their superstitions, such as it being bad luck to say the word Macbeth, that every theater has its ghost, or that it’s tempting fate for actors to tell each other “good luck,” and so they say “break a leg” instead?


The next year, when A Company of Stars was published, Chris helped found the radio theater program at WEFT, the local public radio station in Champaign, IL. Initially, he was just the audio engineer, but soon he was drawn into voice acting. From there, it was only a matter of time before he was writing scripts and directing radio plays. Some of his kids did as well, and had way too much fun coming up with the sound effects.


By now, all four of his children had been bitten by the theater bug, and the next several years saw Chris directing plays in their various junior highs and high schools, as well as the occasional community theater production. In between, he continued acting in various theaters around town, sometimes in paid positions at dinner theaters or TV productions for the local PBS station, but mostly in amateur roles for the sheer fun of being in front of the footlights. No role was too large or too small, and when Chris wasn’t onstage, he was perfectly happy to work backstage running crew.


In the winter of 1999, at the age of 56, he performed in Here’s Love—and, although he didn’t know it yet, it would be his last performance. In 2000, he returned to teaching, accepting a faculty position at Eastern New Mexico University in Portales, NM. This tiny college town with a population of 12,000 did not have a community theater, or a PBS radio or TV station, so Chris was limited to teaching his students scriptwriting, directing, and producing. He finally retired in 2009 and returned to Champaign, IL. By now, though, he had developed Parkinson’s Disease, which affected his memory—and if you can’t memorize your lines, you can’t act. Finally, in 2018, he lost his battle with Parkinson’s, took his final bow, and left the stage.


Christopher Stasheff left behind one wife, three cats, four children, five grandchildren, 30 short stories, 44 novels, hundreds of students, thousands of fans, and an entire basement full of his wife’s theatrical costumes. He would go on be remembered for his kind and gentle nature, his willingness to guide and mentor anyone who asked, and for his witty sense of humor. His terrible puns, however, were forgotten as soon as humanly possible.


So, was Christopher Stasheff ever a theater professional with a union card and a Broadway career? No, not really. Did he know enough about the theater to write a believable novel about that rich and complicated world in the future? Well, that’s for you to decide. Certainly, you’d have a very hard time finding any other science fiction author with as much experience with and love for the theater. Either way, we hope you enjoy this novel.


 


— Edward Stasheff, 2025




CHAPTER 1


 


RAMOU


 


So she said, “Darling, I’m pregnant.”


I guess you can catch it from kissing.


Now, I’ve heard of miracles, but this was going some. I mean, things like that happened in the Bible and in the old pagan myths, not in the twenty-sixth century. These days, the family-planning pharmacopoeia looks more like a cornucopia, and my sweet Virginia could have used the Morning After Pill, just in case she’d forgotten her Day Before Pill—or her Just In Case Pill, for that matter. Of course, she could have turned any of them off, and her fertility back on, with the I’ve Changed My Mind Pill—but that took deliberate planning, not to say scheming. In fact, when you get right down to it, it was just flat-out impossible for her to get pregnant by accident—especially since I had diligently been taking my Foresight Pill.


Which meant that…


Ever feel like somebody’s out to get you?


I pointed this all out to her with delicacy and tact. “Virginia,” I said, “for you to be pregnant by me is not possible, unless you believe in Virgin Birth.”


“I’ve gotten religion,” she retorted, “and I was a virgin when I met you.”


That wasn’t what you’d call a very satisfactory answer, since I knew damn well she wasn’t any virgin—and that I had had absolutely nothing to do with it. But I had to let her know I knew, in a tactful way—so I held back a penetrating remark. “Virginia,” I said instead, “if you were a virgin, I was the Cardiff Giant.”


“I thought you were stoned that night.” But she reddened. “Anyway, you can’t know that!”


Well, no, I can’t say I knew it, really—not from personal experience. But Rumor speaks, and sometimes it damn near yells in your ear. I have to admit I never caught her in flagrante delicto—but she sure seemed to think she’d caught me.


I changed tactics. “Why me?” I said.


“Because,” she said reasonably, “you’re here. And you were there—so you will be.”


Now I know why they call it “conjugal bliss.”


It made sense, in a way—her way. I was here, and I could be pushed into it, when her really significant other had stopped signifying. Maybe he was no longer here—or maybe she knew that he couldn’t be bulldozed. Me, I could—I couldn’t honestly say that I would have rathered to burn than to marry.


So she may have been full of bliss, but I was feeling somewhat vacuous.


I reined in my panic and tried to be reasonable. “Now, look,” I said, “we both know we’ve never been near the same bed.”


“No, I don’t,” she snapped, “and neither does Daddy.”


And there, of course, was the rub—about the only place, too. Daddy would never doubt the word of his darling daughter. Daddy was the kind who would hitch us first and ask questions later; also, Daddy was a very Big Daddy, with a Bigger Wallet, who could afford a Big-Time Investigator to track me down—which Daddy would’ve done; he had a rather reactionary view of male-female relations.


Not that I blame Daddy, myself—I know there was a time when the little bit Virginia and I had done was counted as an engagement, and more—sort of a promissory note in the wedding march, you might say. But that was another time and another era, several centuries back, and I didn’t feel like putting on my paternity suit just to fit in with some nostalgia nut’s fad.


Maybe Daddy longed for the era when people couldn’t plan these things too well, but Virginia was calculating for the future.


Just because she had decided to take an excursion to yesterday, though, didn’t mean I had to stay home tomorrow.


So what was there to say? “Good-bye?” With a Private Eyeing me before I even got started?


So I dropped out of college (carefully forgetting to tell the registrar), withdrew all my cash (it was the beginning of the month), hopped into the Inter-City Ballistic Missile, and dropped out of sight.


I mean, what would you have done? Really?




CHAPTER 2


 


HORACE


 


It is an axiom, of course, that you never go to an audition with a friend, for the director will remember only the two of you, and will consequently not remember either. It is less well known that the best time to audition is on a rainy day, when the less hardy (or less hungry) actors are toasting their toes by the electric fire, meditating morosely on their ill fortune. All of which is by way of explaining why I was waiting at the relocated but otherwise unchanged—or so I’m told—Automat on Forty-second Street, just across from the cavernous labyrinth known as Port Authority Bus Terminal. The meaning of the first two words is apparent, though odd; the last two words are blurred by history, and not even translucent. It is difficult to comprehend why a nonprofit corporation that oversees the building and operation of New York City’s spaceport should also operate a bus terminal. On the other hand, it is the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey—rather necessary, since the spaceport is in New Jersey’s Meadowlands—so presumably it views buses as land-bound ships coming into port, so to speak, and therefore under its aegis.


Be that as it may, I was laying down a discarded hard copy of the local newsfax—nothing but boring drivel about Elector Rudders’ ranting that the colony planets were draining Terra’s life-blood, and Elector Undercut’s demands for a stronger central government to restrain the anarchic impulses of the lesser races, which, of course, were the nationalists striving for cultural survival in Kazakhstan, Tibet, the Irish Gaeltachta, the Middle East, and the Pyrenees. Depressing, all of it.


I laid it aside and bowed my head in homage to the breath of heat escaping from my coffee mug, in that monument to mechanization that is the modernized automatic food dispensary, centered in that rather gaudy district of travel agencies, cafés, and boutiques, none of which opened before 2:00 P.M.—except, of course, for the Automat, whose robots were on duty in twenty-four-hour shifts, a factor affecting the taste of the coffee.


Its being open all hours, however, explained my presence in that soulless emporium of recycled plankton—that, and a certain shortage of currency common to most of my fellow pilgrims on the road to the temple of Thespis (which is to say, actors; the artifices scenecis, or technical staff, make a living, as always—there are fewer of them). I occupied a window seat, to remove myself as far as possible from a gentleman of no visible means of support but a great deal of well-aged aroma who had wandered in, probably hoping to solicit enough coinage to utilize one of the antique dispensers kept on as a curiosity from the Horn and Hardart era—and rather beautiful, in its way; the sculpted spout is worthy of a garden fountain, so it is all the more disconcerting to see it spurt coffee, or a reasonable facsimile thereof. Since he had succeeded in his objective—due to the presence of a gentleman obviously from out of town, no doubt an early theatergoer, if you can call that sort of thing theater—he was now ensconced at a tablette exactly central to the establishment, out of the line of sight of passing patrolmen, but excellently situated to fumigate the total volume of airspace of the emporium.


Accordingly, I had relocated my cup of ersatz coffee to a window seat, affording me an excellent view of the dingy downpour and the sole remaining burlesque theater across the street—rather forlorn, in its way, but subsidized by the city as a reminder of the late twentieth century, when the district thronged with peep-show emporiums, pornographic bookstores, and cinemas and theaters catering to the most prurient tastes of humankind, made obsolete by the advent of three-dimensional television with built-in playback devices (recorders cost extra), yet a monument, in its way, to the enduring appeal of live theater. Since it is maintained more as a tourist trap than anything else, the shows are rather tame by the standards of modern 3DT, glorifying the body beautiful and the art of erotic dance, as well as the tradition of improvised and vulgar comedy—but far more stimulating, in its tawdry way, than the torrid and cheapened spectacles so prevalent on 3DT ROM cubes.


The true testament to the profession of Shakespeare and Lope de Vega was, of course, only a few short blocks away, for the New York theater district is thriving as never before, since it now attracts visiting clientele from a dozen colonized planets, as well as from the ends of the Earth. All come to spend freely in sampling the pleasures of fabled Old New York, so we keep it well restored and in good repair for them—and foremost among those pleasures is the entrancing, magnetic feeling of being caught up in a theatrical performance in which the actors are really, physically there, aware of you and responding to your emotions, however subtly. It is a feedback process, a positive reinforcing cycle, and there is an excitement to it that cannot be matched in any other dramatic medium. Oh, they have tried, especially on the colony planets—eschewing all the advantages of the recorded three-dimensional image, with its capacity for close-ups and panoramas, they have made recordings of theatrical performances, then projected them life-size in provincial theaters on New Venus and Falstaff and Otranto, and achieved a totally believable re-creation of the actual performance, visually indistinguishable from the original.


But the sight of the actors is not enough in itself—if theater were merely a matter of visual effects, we would all have been done in long ago by animated features. No, there is a magic to live theater that no other medium can produce. Perhaps it is the actor’s awareness of the audience, or the audience’s awareness of the actor’s awareness, or the actor’s awareness of the audience’s awareness of the actors—or perhaps it is merely the audience’s response to the performance, however guarded, however subtle, and their knowledge that these are real, living, breathing people before them, caught up in the magic of becoming imaginary characters for a brief space of time, in a way that no computer simulation can emulate.


Be that as it may, live theater in New York City is vital and flourishing, and providing jobs for hundreds of actors.


Unfortunately, there are thousands of us seeking those hundreds of jobs.


Tens of thousands, if you count all the excited, enthusiastic young people who come flocking in every year to have their try at becoming rich and famous in a day, or even of securing for themselves a niche in that invigorating, glamorous, wicked, decadent, seedy, weary world of the theater. The majority of them go home in six months, of course, disillusioned to discover that most of an actor’s work is auditioning, and hard and disagreeable work it is, too, with the human vampires flocking to feed off the fresh young things and the trudging of miles of crosstown blocks in the rain and the snow—but most of all disillusioned by the horrid, unspeakable realization that they have entered a world in which no one gives a damn about them, in which they are just so many cattle, so much fodder for the bit parts and the chorus lines.


A few of them stay, finding the dirt and crowding bearable as they labor successfully in an advertising agency or brokerage for the weekend delights of one of the greatest cities of the Terran Sphere, for New York City is at once evil and altruistic, enlightened and corrupted, decadent and vital, sleazy and elegant—and many other dualities, with all degrees of intensity between each pair of extremes. New York City can be all things to all people—there is simply so much of it. And if, within it, there are human vultures who feed off the carrion of destroyed lives, there is also the maze of cultural events that uplift the heart and enrich the soul—so a few stay, earning their livings however they can. Most of those move out when they marry and produce offspring, but even then, a few return—if they can.


And, of course, there are always the indefatigable sweet and valiant young things of unquenchable enthusiasm who stay, and do manage to find themselves a life in the theater by sheer determination and diligence, by plodding the endless weary miles of crosstown blocks to auditions, who eke out a living waiting on tables while they toil in the mills of small theaters far from the lights of Broadway—and who do, little by little, manage to earn a living as actors.


Then, of course, there are always the few who strike it rich, are Discovered, and move up to stardom—but I wouldn’t know about that.


My friend Barry Tallendar did, once. For a brief shining moment, he was a juvenile with an excellent part, then a leading man on Broadway for three seasons. It was then that Thomas Hyte saw him and was inspired to write That Kind of Man with Barry in mind for the leading role of Villehomme, and the rest is history. The critics raved, both theatrical and literary; the public poured in; and the professors required both text and performance for their courses. Barry played for seven years, every performance as fresh as his first, while his fame swelled and swelled. When the 3DT version was released, everyone in every tiniest town knew him by sight; his name became synonymous with culture and sophistication. He was in constant demand for public appearances of every sort; his face beamed at you from newscreens and hard copies; he dined with the glittering and famous—of whose number he was one, of course.


Then the play closed, and something happened. The plays changed or the audience changed—or Barry himself changed, in some subtle way which not even he himself would be able to tell you. Perhaps he passed the magic age for the urbane sophisticates he portrayed; perhaps he had become too well identified with Villehomme; but, bon gré, mal gré, he faded. One production was a flop, he was given smaller and smaller parts, and he aged into a graceful and cultivated supporting player. He was still in demand for a certain kind of secondary part, a sort of mentor in debauchery—and he began to direct. Only occasionally, and only when the play fascinated him, and none of them were ever roaring hits—but they all played well, and made money. So he came to be in constant demand as a “play doctor”—if a show did poorly in its out-of-town tryouts and was in danger of folding, the producer or director called for Barry. He would fly to the scene of the disaster like an angel of mercy and pinpoint the flaws in a single viewing. Even more importantly, he had a positive genius for persuading playwrights and directors alike of the errors of their ways, and he was, of course, immensely influential with the actors.


Now he has aged further, and the parts come rarely, if at all. Oh, he still picks up the odd bit part now and then, sometimes even a strong supporting role, and is in constant demand to fix the play gone wrong and to read scripts before production begins. He is certainly in no danger of starvation, in spite of having lived rather extravagantly in his golden days—but he will never command the spotlight again. He is still invited to read for cameo roles, the sort of ten-line parts that the critics and public alike will remember as a glowing moment in an otherwise dull and tedious performance—but, somehow, he is only invited to read on days when rain is scheduled.


Yes, he is a success, in the theater’s terms—which is to say, he earns a living, as I do. Yet he earns his living because of his glorious past, the evocation of the glory of those ten seasons that his name can still command—but I earn mine because I am right for the parts. For Barry is in his late fifties, and I am in my early sixties, and I am a character actor while he is a leading man. My parts will always be there, no matter how old I grow—only three a year, or two, but there nonetheless—and the older I become, the fewer like me there are. Barry, though, is a leading man, not yet old enough in his looks to be accepted in character parts but not young enough for the hero anymore, so he finds one role in a twelvemonth, perhaps two in a good year.


The rest of his time? Showcases, summer stock, off-off-Broadway workshops, for little pay or none. But he acts. I act. Therefore, we exist.


Have existed, I should say—but the landlords are raising the rent again, and I have never put aside enough to buy a residence. Food is going up in price or down in quality, whichever way you wish to look at it, and a vogue for adolescent dramas has swept the theatrical world, perhaps in response to an aging generation that wishes to stay vicariously young. There are perhaps two or three mature roles in any of these plays, and there are many, many mature actors for each part. Between roles, I subsist on savings, then reimburse the account and fatten it further while I am working.


Now, however, the savings account is lower than in ten years, and never rises to its last level, for there are more months between parts, and the shows close sooner. I am facing the prospect of moving Out of Town or, worse, a retirement in a home for aged and decrepit actors.


Barry, at least, does not need to worry if his account declines. He saved enough in ten good years to last him two lifetimes.


I assume. I have never asked.


His life was rather soggy at the moment, though, as he came hurrying through the rain and into the Automat. The water cascaded off his umbrella as he closed it—and one look at his face was all I needed. That face was composed, but the eyes were too bright, the jaw too firm. I readied myself to show compassion, and pasted a gentle smile on my face as my old friend scanned the few patrons, seeking me. He saw me, and his face lit up; he came over, shaking the umbrella, then hanging it on the chair back and causing a minor cascade as he removed his overcoat. “How good of you to wait, Horace! But why so near the pane?”


I nodded toward the center of the establishment. Barry glanced that way. “Oh. Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll find a source of heat.” He went to the twin spouts, inserted a coin, and returned bearing steam in a cup. Sitting, he said, “A promising audition.”


I smiled; that meant the director had promised to call him if there were good news. “The state of the theater is always promising.”


Barry nodded. “We need substance, Burbage! Drama! Character! We must seek new playwrights, new audiences!”


“With a taste for more mature topics,” I suggested. “Which off-off-Broadway group are we to join, then, Barry?”


He smiled, eyes twinkling—the valor of the man! “There seems no recourse, does there? Well enough, then, Horace! If we must rebuild the theater from the ground up, let us do so! Let us form our own company, and perform the classics!”


I let my smile broaden, allowing myself to be swept up in his enthusiasm. It was a harmless game, and one that would lift spirits dampened by more than the rain. “Our duty to our Art, Barry!”


“Precisely! Yet the classics alone are not enough, Horace, oh no! We must encourage new talent, we must foster new playwrights!”


“Who write about older characters.” I nodded in agreement.


“Must we not deal with the fullness of the human condition? With the whole span of the human race? It is inane and useless to portray life as existing only between people within the same decade of their lives! We need balance! Scope! Vision!”


Do you know, he was actually beginning to stimulate something like hope within me. “Why, Barry—surely you are not suggesting producing plays that are not written for the marketplace!”


“Not written for it, indeed! Only selected for it! If need be, Horace, we shall write them ourselves!”


“Let us not be extreme. But, Barry—how shall we finance this company?”


“Finance? The true artist thinks not of petty pecuniary exigencies, Horace! He creates! He expresses! He emotes!”


“He also eats,” I pointed out. “Or is this venture to be amateur, in the highest sense of the term, Barry?”


In itself, those were inspiring words, for the term “amateur” means, literally, a lover—one who does the work out of sheer love for it. It can produce great art—but very little income.


“I would not think of it,” Barry assured me. “Let us create a company that shall be professional, Horace, in every sense of the term!”


I frowned, pretending to see obstacles that could be overcome. “Is there really room amid this city’s theaters for another company, Barry? For I assume we are speaking of a resident repertory group.”


“Repertory? Certainly! But, ‘resident’? Ah, no! We must see ourselves as missionaries, Horace! We must carry culture to the benighted plains of the outlands!”


Well, now. Fantasy or not, I hadn’t been thinking of leaving civilization, which is to say, New York. “Oh, come, now, Barry! Where will we find actors willing to trek through the wilds?”


“Where will we find actors without jobs?” he countered. “Their numbers are legion, Horace! We shall go out of town with a vengeance, we shall tour the provinces with a company of worthies, we shall develop new plays until they sparkle with brilliance! Then we shall return to triumphant acclaim!”


I must confess that his enthusiasm carried me away—and I was beginning to feel the first inklings that he might be serious. “A noble objective, Barry, but let us return to the question of durance. How could we finance such a company? You cannot be serious!”


“Of course I am serious, Burbage! The more so since my brother expressed interest.”


Well, now. That made a difference—and I sat up a little straighter, with even stronger enthusiasm, for Barry’s brother was Valdor Tallendar, the financial genius who had risen from a stockbroker’s clerk to a commodities magnate in less than a decade—then had gone on to diversify, and now garnered income in scandalous percentages from virtually every sphere of human endeavor. And, since it was whispered that his was the prime interest, both financial and mercantile, in the Venture exploratory mission toward the Lesser Magellenic Cloud, it was possible that he would invest in a project that might yield profits in the future, though not the near future. “Barry, such a company as we are discussing would be doing well to break even. Could Valdor truly be interested in so risky an undertaking?”


“He, too, pays taxes,” Barry said—a subtle reminder that Valdor might also appreciate a losing proposition.


“A telling point. How shall we broach the matter?”


“I already have.” Barry smiled and glanced at his ring-watch. “Our appointment is for 3:00, and it’s just now 2:15. Shall we wend our way toward his office, Horace?”


Well. Of course, I went along. I couldn’t let my old friend face such a perilous situation by himself, could I?


But in the cab on the way over, I had to review my priorities, because Barry was most definitely in earnest. There was every chance that he would gain Valdor’s backing, too—being a financier, Valdor had to appear to be totally respectable, and I suspect it did his image little good to have his brother a highly visible and notorious actor. He was likely to finance Barry’s company just to remove him from the public eye—at least, in New York.


Which set me squarely between the horns of a dilemma, trying to decide which meant more to me—New York, or the theater? Or eating regularly?


The issue had never arisen before. From my undergraduate days until the present, the two had been synonymous—to me, the theater was New York. Now, however, the distinction became suddenly clear, in a way that a mere month-long out-of-town tryout, or a summer in stock, had never done.


“How long are we to be gone, Barry?”


“Oh, several years, at the least.”


Years. That meant giving up my apartment, saying good-bye to friends, and resigning myself to the wilderness of the hinterlands, aching always for the Return.


On the other hand, there was an excellent chance that I would be unable to meet the increased rent on my flat for more than a few more months, and New York without housing doesn’t bear contemplation. As to friends, if Barry was assembling a repertory company, most of my intimates would probably be involved.


That left New York itself.


With a tearing inside, I confronted the fact that treading the boards, in front of a live audience, meant more to me than the intimate embrace of a city I loved so well. Farewell, sweet wanton—but the claims of the mistress to whom I am wedded must bind more strongly than the mistress of my dalliance. I reconciled myself, firmly, to quitting New York, if Barry’s company came to be. I sat up a bit straighter in the floating teardrop-shaped cab, squared my shoulders, and firmed my jaw. “Just how far out of town did you have in mind, Barry?”


“Oh, I thought we might start with Alpha Centauri,” Barry said blithely.




CHAPTER

3


 


I know. You’re wondering why I didn’t just stay in college and face the music, even if I didn’t like the tune. After all, if I hadn’t committed the crime, I wouldn’t have to do the time, right? Or, to put it more crudely, if I hadn’t eaten the stew, I couldn’t be hanged for the lamb. A quick gene-map would’ve proved that the baby wasn’t mine—if I could hold out against the pressure long enough for baby to develop enough to give a blood sample. Even with all the stress, it would have been simpler than trying to make it in a strange city, from scratch. So why didn’t I just stay in college?


Good question. I was kind of wondering about that myself, as I faced the pair of punks in the neon jackets and the ankle boots. Their face paint made an interesting collage of colors in the scattered UV from the street lights, and their button earrings winked a message of menace. The biggest one grinned and said, “Hand it over.”


Two of them, of course. I tried to remember what Sensei had said when I asked him why they almost always come in pairs or gangs. Something about one being too chancy, so if he has to come alone, he brings a blaster. Get a partner, and you feel brave. “I don’t have it,” I said. “You’re too late. Somebody else got there first.”


Which was true. I got off the shuttle in Newark International, and had to struggle through the mob jamming up for the accelerator tube to New York. I was just getting into the car when I thought to touch my hip pocket—and sure enough, it was flat. I about-faced, ignoring the squawks of the people I bowled over, and hurried to the fringes of the crowd, which was very easy, since they were all hurrying past me to get into the cars.


Then, suddenly, there wasn’t any crowd, and the tube car was shooting off into the accelerator tunnel. I was alone on the platform, and I knew I was sunk.


Then I had a happy thought. I remembered something about pickpockets not wanting to get caught with the goods, and dumping them in the nearest place. It was awfully smelly digging through the trash cans, but I found it right on top of the mess in the third one—my wallet, suspiciously lean. I yanked it open in a panic, and saw… nothing.


Well, my mementos were there: a holo of Virginia (I hadn’t asked for it), the flattened lozenge of a Foresight Pill in its easy-open wrapper (I’m not planning to need it, but better prepared than a father), and my general ID card (not much use to anybody whose retinal pattern doesn’t match mine). But spare cash? Gone. My debit card? Gone. And, with my usual lack of foresight, I hadn’t thought to write down the number. Which scored that—I was flat.


I tried, of course. I called the emergency number for Central Credit.


“Central Credit,” said the computer-generated face on the screen. “Do you have the number of the card?”


Right to the point, this machine. “No. The pickpocket…”


“Name?”


“Ramou Lazarian.”


“L … A … Z-A-R-E…”


“I,” I said helpfully, “and A-N.”


“I-A-N,” the face confirmed. It gazed off into space for a second, then said, “Card canceled. Balance was zero before cancellation.”


I felt my spirits hit the terrazzo. “Thanks anyway.”


“Shall I issue a new card?”


Alarm bells rang in my head. A new card meant a route for the Big-Time Investigator to track me by. In fact, I’d been an idiot not to take it all in cash, and throw the card away. “No, thanks. I’ll call in when I have an address. Bye.” I disconnected before the face could ask questions.


That was that. The thief had already transferred my entire balance into a transaction number, which would have conveniently paid cash. I turned away, reflecting that the pickpockets in New York were real pros—that guy had moved fast.


Well, at least I was in the tube. I took the next car, found a hard-copy newsfax, and scanned the want ads.


Nothing.


Well, nothing that didn’t require a degree—and I hadn’t quite finished mine. I took a chance, anyway. I got off in midtown Manhattan and started pounding the pavement. Every so often, I saw a “Help Wanted” sign. I checked them all out, but it was the same everywhere—degree or nothing. That’s the way of it—supply and demand. If you want a skilled job, you look for want ads and “Help Wanted” signs, but for untrained labor, you have to know somebody.


It was getting dark, and I was getting very hungry, and very, very angry with the bum who’d pulled my wallet, when the pair of locals showed up.


The bigger one held out his hand. “Put it there. Or we’ll take it.”


“How?” I asked, while within me, the old, atavistic fear of being a stranger in someone else’s territory clashed with a singing delight. “All I have is nothing. But you’re welcome to all the nothing you want.”


He laughed. “Funny boy! Fun, yes. We’ll take it out in fun.” And he swung.


The rule in the big city is, “Don’t fight back unless you have to. Buy them off, talk them out of it, but don’t try to fight unless there’s a chance they might kill you.” It’s a good rule. Fight a big-city mugger, and you might wind up dead. But when they start using you as a punching bag, there’s always the chance they might get carried away and kill you.


I had run through the rule. And I wasn’t about to tell them what I was—you don’t go up to someone and say, “Hi! I’m a black belt, fourth dan.” That’s bragging. It also reads like a challenge, and makes them want to try you out. So I didn’t.


I lifted my shoulder and took the punch, rolling with it, then grinned and said, “Thank you,” just before his buddy closed in.


They were good, those two. It’s true, what they say—the tough ones in the big cities are a lot tougher than the tough ones in the small towns. They were very good.


But so was I. Something having to do with buried anger, the psychiatrist had said—and coming from Detroit.


They were good indeed—I had to feint three times before I hit the big one in his solar plexus. Of course, I kicked his buddy in the knee between the first two feints, and took two punches myself before I could connect and send him reeling, and I had to block the big guy’s punches all the while, but when I could get through, I had time to crack a bone before his sidekick got back on his good foot, snarling and with a knife in his hand. Inside I bubbled with joy—the knife meant I could do anything I wanted, and not a court in the land would convict me, not like that principal in grammar school who sentenced me to martial arts class for picking fights. I learned her point very quickly, and very well, because Sensei taught me that it was unworthy to start a fight, and if I did, he’d take it out on me at the next lesson. I hated him for it, but by the time I learned enough not to worry about his threats, I kind of had him on a pedestal, and wanted him to think I was worthy. It only took me a few years to learn all he could teach, but that was okay, because he referred me to his sensei.


So I learned never to pick a fight. It was so much safer to be a victim. Nothing to it, really—all body language. You hunch a little, you smile eagerly at anything anybody says, you do the best you can to look anxious to please, just generally look like an all-around nice guy—and pretty soon, they figure you’re a patsy, and they take a punch at you. Of course, the principal still didn’t find it easy to believe I hadn’t picked the fight, especially when I started winning so many of them—or when there were so very many. But my sensei did, and told me sternly to stop it.


What could I say? He was faster than I was.


But once learned, the trick is always there—and you know what? I found that I started making friends, just from looking like a nice guy—and having a mean reputation. So I kept it up, and it became automatic.


For the tough guys, too. I grinned at the knife fighter, eagerly and fearfully; I recoiled and he hobbled forward, intent on revenge—and fell back with a howl and a limp arm. I swung around just as his captain was swinging at me; I blocked the rabbit punch with my arm instead of my neck, caught his arm, and swung him face first into the bricks.


Then pain cracked through the back of my head, and all I saw was a lot of stars in an assortment of bright colors that faded, and went out.


 


*    *    *    *    *


 


Oddly, the notion of leaving Terra disconcerted me for only a moment; once I had bade farewell to New York in my heart, the rest of the planet of humanity’s birth failed to move me. There are New Yorkers born, and New Yorkers made, but they are all New Yorkers—and I am just such a one. Romeo remarked that there was no world outside Verona’s walls (on the other hand, he may have been confusing the world with Juliet, no doubt due to resemblances in topography). I, in similar fashion, felt that there was no world across the Hudson.


My Juliet? She had sickened of insecurity long ago, and succumbed to the charms and income of an insurance salesman who was now president of his company. I hear from her now and again; her children have children, and her husband wishes to forsake their Long Island manse for a penthouse in Manhattan. She, however, is resisting; what Lola wanted, Lola got.


There have been others of them, down through the years, but none wanted the grinding, gritty life of an actor. No, my only constant mistress has been the theater herself—and my recurring lover, New York. Farewell, Isle of Manhattan—and farewell to the great globe itself.


Ah, well. All the world’s a stage, as the Bard said—perhaps it was time to try the universe.


But I had yet awhile before my adieus, and at the moment, I was regarding a spanking-new skyscraper just north of Wall Street.


“It does give me a frisson,” Barry admitted, “to walk under letters that say, ‘The Tallendar Building.’ ”


I wondered at the nature of the frisson. Barry had been successful in his chosen profession, of course, and had become financially independent—but he had not moved on to become a Power, and the contrast between the brothers’ achievements was too great to ignore. Barry, at least, was still occasionally in the faxes and on 3DT, so he had greater visibility—but when Valdor’s name appeared, they were speaking about him, not with him. It might be overstating things to claim he was one of the movers and shakers of the Terran Sphere—but then again, it might not.


The lobby, at least, was not disquieting, being the usual anonymous collection of polished marble and metal. We caught the next car going to the higher floors. It, too, was anonymous, though all its fittings gleamed with quiet opulence. I had been in one of the antiques that they keep for local traffic in the Empire State Building’s highest floors, those that date from the building’s inception, and I far prefer them to the modern thing. The wood and brass fittings, so economical then, are so ruinously expensive now! It is a matter of stepping back into a more gracious age, when ornamentation had not quite disappeared from human public life, and elevator cars still had a definite “up” and a “down.” Impractical now, of course, when the car is hauled over at the top of its arc to begin its descent, since there is a stream of similar cars behind it at regular intervals—but that was impossible when the Empire State was built, of course, since they did not have anti-gravity tubes or linear accelerators that could increase our velocity during the express range but still stop us without hazard to the cars behind. Still, the feeling that one is in a bucket on an endless belt of excavators, dragging into a mass of humanity, then dumping its load as it nears a drop-off point, is humiliating for those who think. Fortunately, very few of us do.


We emerged from the car and found ourselves facing the reception area of Tallendar, Incorporated. Valdor had the top ten floors of the building, so his reception area was rather large, and sybaritically furnished with carpets of great depth and substance, original paintings by artists whose names were history, the absolute latest in design of chairs and sofas, and the incredible luxury of a live human receptionist.


It was also thronged. I felt incredibly dingy, though my suit was of recent vintage, and the cab had protected it from the rain. We must have looked like a pair of charlatans, Barry and I, wearing suits that obviously cost less than a year’s income.


We filed past the crowd of waiting people—no threading through other bodies here; Valdor let his visitors know his wealth and importance by the sheer extravagance of space. We wended our way over to the young man at the console. He looked up with a warm but distant smile. “May I help you, gentlemen?” He said it without the slightest flicker of irony, too.


“We have an appointment with Mr. Tallendar,” Barry said.


Was there the faintest trace of sarcasm in the young man’s face, or did I only imagine it, as he asked, “May I know your name, please?”


“It is possible,” Barry allowed. “I am Barry Tallendar, and my associate is Horace Burbage.”


The young man froze for an instant, then looked up at us with new respect—and, I believe, his eyes actually came alive with something resembling excitement as he glanced from Barry to me and back. “Certainly, Mr. Tallendar. Forgive my not having recognized you. Please take the lift behind me to Mr. Tallendar’s office.”


“Thank you, young man.” Barry smiled warmly and led the way past our single-headed Cerberus—and we walked with lighter hearts and firmer steps, Barry and I, for the young man had conveyed, in his manner, that he was enthralled at meeting the figures that had entranced him on the screen in his boyhood, that only firm self-discipline had kept him from troubling us for our autographs. It would have been no trouble, of course—but one does not importune those who actually have appointments with Mr. Valdor Tallendar.


Still, we would neither of us have minded being importuned, and felt much better for the impression. I had the fleeting cynicism to wonder if the young man’s reaction had been genuine, or if he was merely very good at his job. I hoped it was the former.


The lift car was far smaller, but luxuriously appointed, even to the degree of having a definite top and bottom—the lifts for the general public had to have carpeting on both floor and ceiling, since the “up” car turned upside down to become the “down” car. A car that had a real ceiling with a mural, and a floor with hardwood and an Oriental rug, was one more reminder of Valdor’s power and importance. We stepped out into view of another—a young woman of such dazzling beauty that even Barry, accustomed to close proximity with the most comely of actresses, stopped a moment in awe.


She did not ask our names, of course—the gentleman downstairs would have signaled her on her screen. “If you and Mr. Burbage would have seats, Mr. Tallendar, your brother will be available shortly.” Her voice was low and musical, redolent of scented nights in Paris boulevards and the best in diction coaches. Somewhat dazed, Barry and I nodded to her in mute tribute, then found ourselves a pair of island seats in a sea of cool carpeting that would have done nicely as a mattress. But as Barry sat, he stiffened slightly. Following his gaze, I saw a large canvas with splashes of color that seemed to form themselves into a picture of a man and a woman, hands clasped, gazing out over a glowing plain beneath a velvet sky. The plain was adorned with sharply peaked hills and valleys that were the same shapes inverted—and, at the far side, barely visible in the distance, stood another couple, robed and gowned like medieval royalty. I recognized it, for I’d seen photographs of it on magazine screens, and reproductions in the offices of presumptuous businesses all over the city. I was rather disappointed to see that Valdor Tallendar displayed no more originality than they. “Surely he could have found something less trite than another reproduction of Socorbia’sContinuum,” I murmured.


“He did,” Barry assured me. “This is the original.”


I stared.


Then I darted covert glances at the rest of the half dozen paintings, loop-screens, and sculptures adorning the room—all discreet, all undemanding but inviting, fascinating, compelling… all originals. I inhaled slowly and deeply, somewhat shaken.


“I remember when he bought the Socorbia,” Barry murmured, eyes dreamy. “We were having a Sunday stroll through the Village—me giving my struggling younger brother a look at the romantic and glamorous world of the Bohemian, you see; he was an ambitious clerk, and I a hopeful actor, still vying for walk-ons. He found this among Socorbia’s other works, and bought it from the artist himself, who was reclining nearby. Cost him more than he should have afforded from his clerk’s wages, of course—a week’s income, then.”


I nodded. I remembered Orly Socorbia—introverted, hostile, and obsessive in his painting, once the Muse struck—but loathe to part with any of his works. I could usually manage to start him talking, though; I learned a deal about painting from him, though never the secret of his fascination for women. Dare say he didn’t know it himself.


Gone, now, of course—sucked up into that vacuum that pulls in the financially successful, the famous who become targets for the grasping and the psychotic. Rumor hath it that he dwells in a chateau in Switzerland, when he’s not in his penthouse in New York. Sells canvases only rarely, of course, though he has a one-man show every five years or so. He won’t sell the originals, but the reproductions keep him wealthy. Rumor hath it that financiers like Valdor pay him to follow his natural bent and keep his originals off the market, thereby boosting the value of their own acquisitions, but anyone who knew Socorbia wouldn’t believe that for a minute. Only impending poverty could ever have persuaded him to part with so much as a print.


I leaned back with a sigh, stilling the old, familiar feelings of envy and resigning myself to a long wait. Valdor, of course, like any giant of success, would have to impress us with his importance by keeping us waiting an hour or two before he allowed us to approach the presence.


Then the huge door boomed open, and a stocky, balding man with huge hands and an eerie resemblance to Barry came hurrying out, arms spread. “Ah, brother! So sorry to keep you waiting!”


Barry rose, smiling. He didn’t quite make it all the way to his feet before he was enveloped in his brother’s embrace and returned it fondly, though Valdor was several inches shorter than he. Valdor was also attired in a gunmetal-gray complet with the soft, rich look that only genuine wool can give, and the ring on his finger was diamond—never a wedding band, sadly.


He released Barry and turned toward his office, one arm around his brother. “Come in, come in!” He reached out and caught my elbow. “So good of you to come, Mr. Burbage! My, has it been so long as three years? I’m still thrilled at seeing your face on the screen, of course, and you fairly glowed with goodness as Waffles in that production at the Actors’ Institute last spring!”


“How good of you to visit,” I said, almost shocked.


“But when will you and Barry appear in the same production again?” Valdor asked as he ushered us over to the sofa and lounger that occupied a small area in the vastness of his office, well away from the glowing wood of his desk. And that was the way of it: he kept the two of us in conversation about our recent doings for a half hour or more, while the financial affairs of three continents waited on our convenience. Any question of Barry’s, he would answer briefly but with deprecation, as though mere toiling in the world of trade could not possibly hold any interest for us. I was amazed at the man’s tact; never once did he hint that we wouldn’t understand a bit of it.
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