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  INTRODUCTION




  by the author




  In the summer of 1979 I spent six weeks at Clarion, which at that time was located at Michigan State University in East Lansing. It was one of the most intense six weeks in my life (almost comparable to the first part of Marine Corps boot camp).




  It was the first time I’d been away from my young family for any extended period of time. It was my first time meeting a professional writer. It was the first time reading any unpublished writing other than my own. It was the first time anyone had ever critiqued my writing. It was the first time that I’d heard the term “plot skeleton.” So I soaked up everything, learned so many things about writing and the life of a writer… Perhaps the most important thing I learned was how to read my own material with a critical, objective eye; and then to make the necessary cuts, additions, and revisions, after going over the writing again and again and again. (What Hemingway called exercising the BS Detector.)




  At the end of Clarion I was not in the top of my group of eighteen colleagues in terms of skill and writer development. But I must have demonstrated a spark of talent, because Damon Knight and Kate Wilhelm invited me to attend the monthly gatherings of writers at their home in Eugene, Oregon. I lived in Northern California, about an eight-hour drive away, but I was highly motivated to take advantage of the opportunity to learn more. They suggested I might get along with a young writer, Stan Robinson, who lived near me in Davis, California. Stan and I would make the trip up to Eugene eight or nine times during 1980. And as Damon and Kate suspected, the two of us got along fabulously. We became good friends.




  Our routine: I’d drive over to Davis around 5:30 on Saturday morning, pick up Stan, and then we would power up to Eugene and arrive in the early afternoon, just in time to hunker down and read all the manuscripts that were scheduled to be critiqued that night.




  I learned a lot during those weekends in Eugene—perhaps as much on those eight or nine marathon trips during 1980 as I learned full time at Clarion. We met a number of amazing young writers in Oregon, some who would soon become very well-known—John Shirley, William Gibson, Lucius Shepherd, Vonda McIntire, Steve Perry, Mark Laidlaw, and several others. Somewhere early on, maybe the fifth or so trip up, I took along a new short story entitled “The Burden of Indigo.” I knew it must be good because Stan broke the rule that we never talked in the car about material we were taking up for the Clarion-style group critique. He said some very enthusiastic, nice things. As did most of the others in Eugene—a rare thing, as the group was usually a very harsh critic of stuff.




  But Damon brought me back to earth with his sarcastic take on a critical scene in the story—he said the description of a young boy sitting by a pond reminded him of a cherub on a religious postcard. I transferred his criticism literally and incorporated it directly into the short story—the main character thinks the boy looks like “a cherub on a postcard.” In the kitchen later that night I knew I had made an important step as a writer—that moment when you know you have crossed over from being a typist to being a writer. Kate said to me in the kitchen after the critique, “I knew that you had something to say.” That was all she said, but it was enough.




  I was to learn as much from Stan Robinson during the eight hours in the car up and the eight hours back—we rapped on all the time (at that time we likened ourselves to the Beats making one of their marathon trips). Stan was formally educated—an English/writing major. He would soon go down to UC San Diego and finish his Ph.D. And although we would often communicate, I lost my only first reader. On those long trips, he passed on a ton of the formal writing tips/theory that I’d missed by not formally studying English, literature, or writing in college. And I would arrive back home exhausted, but immediately jot down what I’d been exposed to both in Eugene and by Stan during the weekend. (For example, I’d never heard the term and importance of a story’s premise. I also heard Stan’s theory that an expository lump was just fine…if it was interesting—a contrast to what I’d been told at Clarion. We talked of future projects, and I heard the complete outline for the Mars Trilogy years before it was written.)




  Information in the car didn’t travel only one way, though. I’d had a pretty well-rounded street education by then, beginning from when I was growing up in a working-class ghetto near a shipyard—boxing and playing other sports—to holding a number of blue-collar jobs, serving in the Marines overseas, working my way slowly through a small state college in Sacramento, and eventually teaching Adaptive P.E.




  Stan, to his credit, took note of much of that colorful street stuff, even including relevant bits in his own writing. When he won his first Nebula for his novella The Blind Geometer, he mentioned one of his characters was informed by a real-life P.E. teacher, who had provided a great role model.




  So the trips up and back were a major learning experience and influence on my development as a writer. But something I heard in passing in Eugene I stored away, and it would eventually inform the quality of my writing in a major way.




  Kate Wilhelm, during one of those weekends, had briefly suggested in conversation that she thought all writing, including one’s fiction, was autobiographical in some way. At the time I completely dismissed that idea. After all, at the time, I was writing and would soon publish mostly a kind of hybrid science fiction—with other worlds, aliens, and some of the other tropes of SF. To me this material obviously wasn’t autobiographical.




  It’s interesting how things stick in the back of your mind for years.




  As time passed, my writing gradually matured, and I became more solidly a mixed-genre writer, even occasionally turning out a mainstream piece of fiction (this was hard to sell at the time—another story). But at some point, I began to wonder if Kate’s suggestion might not be actually profound. After due consideration, I had to admit that an important component in each of my best stories was the right-on, emotional reactions of the characters, and I realized that the reliability and validity of those emotional reactions came from a life-long experiment involving only one Subject—the experimental S was me, of course. So I carefully read back over all my previous published work, even the more-or-less early SF, and I eventually realized that Kate was probably correct. I found large pieces of myself in almost every story, often in the emotional reactions of the main characters—both male and female, gay and straight, good guy and bad guy, whomever. At some point in each piece of that early work—sometimes in several places—I found a direct parallel with my own life experiences.




  For example, my first professional sale was to the Twilight Zone Magazine, a mixed-genre story, “The Burden of Indigo.” Readers have commented on realistically sharing the feelings of the Indigo Man, his lonely sense of isolation and being ostracized by both Shield residents and Freemen. When I was seven, I had polio and spent nine months partially paralyzed in a bed at San Francisco Children’s Hospital. After making an amazing full recovery, I returned to my grandparents’ home near the naval shipyard. At that time people were frightened by a lack of understanding of polio—much like the early fear of AIDS. The working class in my neighborhood thought it was an indication of being dirty and not sanitary, being low-class. I was mostly ostracized and left alone, except when I had to defend myself from being tormented and attacked on the way home after school.




  Ironically, at this time the doctors recommended to my grams that I spend my afternoons lying down and resting in my bedroom for at least an hour. I hated this restriction and, of course, never slept. Instead, I made up stories about the shadows flickering on my bedroom walls when the venetian blinds were partially closed. (Damon said that all writers were little green frogs sometime in their life history, and I was, during that time.) Later on, perhaps as a reaction to this rough-and-tumble early time, I developed a strong interest and more than just a little expertise in contact sports like football, basketball, and boxing. Even now the memory of those lonely times back when I was eight or nine still causes an emotional reaction (I feel for that little boy).




  Okay, what did I do with this discovery about my own writing? Throughout the last twenty or so years, I’ve made a conscious effort to capitalize on this observation.




  Whenever appropriate during the story development, I insert some true-life event/character, trying to capture my own emotional response in words and transfer them to the page. If I’ve selected the correct words and efficiently completed the transfer to the page, the reader should experience the emotional content of the scene. Of course, usually I’m only partially successful, but the piece may still turn out to be pretty good. Sometimes I’m not talented enough to encapsulate any of the real poignancy I feel into words (romantic material perhaps becoming too sentimental). Or maybe something that caused a deep impact in my real life didn’t always translate too well, didn’t emotionally move the reader despite my writing ability (a harsh observation from the ghetto, or something in the boxing ring, or from my Marine experience—the violence perhaps not believable or too shocking, masking whatever intimacy I hoped to share).




  As one might expect, I often had to disguise the real-life event. Damon used to say “You will never be a very good writer until you can strip naked and pirouette in front of your audience.” I take this to mean the very good writer takes chances, no flinching. Or something similar to what Hemingway meant when he said “The good writer, like the good bullfighter, fights in the terrain of the bullfighter; but the great writer, like the great bullfighter, fights in the terrain of the bull.” I’ve reached the point in my writing life where I have no problem figuratively shucking off my clothes and dancing—I don’t worry about reader judgments of my personal preferences/behaviors they assume from my writing. But I can’t, in good conscience, strip away all the clothes of a relative, colleague, or friend. So the actual scene transferred may itself sometimes be a kind of fiction, but its structure true nonetheless.




  Those parts of my writing where the reader is able to pick up on the emotional transference and be truly moved are often recognized as my better work. And I would usually agree with the assessment.




  I call what I attempt to do the hitchhiking effect—transferring the emotional load of an autobiographical experience from my own background directly into my fiction writing for the reader to hitchhike on. This seems to work well for me.




  Nowadays I would fully agree with Kate Wilhelm that my fiction is indeed autobiographical.




  THE BURDEN OF INDIGO




  The road was a relic of the past: a six-lane highway complete with a wide, planted median. Overgrown, most of the plantings had died; only a few stubborn oleanders survived, battling the weeds, crabgrass, and summer drought. The lane-divider stripes had faded to a dull gray, and, poking through cracks in the asphalt, bunches of golden field grass decorated the pavement.




  Bypassing the village, the highway stretched to the western horizon, separating fields of yellow hay, cutting between rolling hills dotted with black oak. Framed by the orange-pink sky, a dark figure walked beside the median. It was a man. He was burdened with a backpack and was ambling in the energy-conserving gait of an experienced wanderer.




  Nearing the outskirts of the village, the man stopped. Shading his eyes, he glanced back, watching the sun disappear; then he turned and walked across the three lanes. He stopped on the shoulder of the road, looking down the main street—the only real street—of the village.




  His shoulders were rounded and slumped as if he carried a much heavier load than a backpack. He grasped a carved and polished walking stick, his only adornment—except for his color. Clothes, backpack, hair, beard, all exposed skin: from head to foot, the man was the color of dark blue ink. Indigo.




  The indigo man saw no one on the village street, not even a dog; suppertime.




  Cautiously he walked into the village, inspecting the buildings as he moved down the center of the street. His search was specific, not the unmotivated curiosity of an idler. Above the general store a faded sign read Enjoy Coca-Cola. He’d seen the red-and-white signs in many villages, advertising a beverage that was no longer made. On both sides of the street, the houses were identical boxes peeling a grayish paint. He stepped around the hummer pad at the center of the town. The circular disc of concrete with steps, ramps, and railings was well maintained, at odds with the general appearance of other structures.




  Continuing down the street, the indigo man passed a school, the post office, a few more houses, and finally paused at the edge of town before a small, dirty building. Yes, there was the sign over the door, dusty but legible: C.P. Hostel.




  Sighing, the indigo man stepped up to the heavy oaken door. He placed the palm of his hand against a metallic sensor inset in the door and waited, knowing that somewhere a computer recorded his identity and noted his location.




  A whirr and a click. The door swung in.




  Taking one tentative step inside, the indigo man looked about the large single room. It looked and smelled like a barracks: neat and clean. At the far end, arranged in a row across the hall, were five old-style military bunks, all made up, with hospital folds. Behind the bunks were two doors labelled M and W. Immediately in front of him was a heavy wooden dining table with ten chairs of matching black oak. To his right was a recreation area: a card table with several open books and a half circle of folding chairs, ringing a blank holoview bowl.




  As his gaze moved around the room, the wrinkles on the indigo man’s forehead deepened into a frown.




  He was alone!




  Setting his pack and stick at the head of the dining table, he stepped to a bank of machines along the left wall. Near the selector buttons on each machine was a sensor identical to the door plate. He palmed the sensor on the food machine and waited. A whirr. After receiving his selection, he returned to the table. He ate mechanically, chewing each mouthful of stew thoroughly before washing it down with the weak ale.




  Finished with the meal, he stepped back to the machine bank and returned to his place with a Shadowsmoke capsule. Breaking the ampule, he inhaled the shadowy blue smoke. Immediately he felt a grabbing at the base of his skull; then a warm, almost liquid sensation spread down his spine, relaxing him and washing away his fatigue. He took another deep breath and dug through his pack, finding a small blue journal and pen.




   





  LA-Couver Zone: June 5, 2049




  I begin this journal today because something strange is happening to my color. I was assigned indigo on January 19, 2027. Recently the indigo has begun to change. It is fading!




  For some time I have suspected the change, but only last week discovered a way to check. I cut a lock of my hair for a standard and each day I compare it to a new hair-snip. The indigo color is slowly fading each day. The change just noticeable.




  So I will keep this log to record the progress of this strange color transition. Twenty-two years wandering. Never closer than a kilometer—as the law prescribes—to any of the regional urban domes, but I have visited the undomed villages of the Seaboard, the Gulf Zone, and the LA-Couver Area. And even once, long ago, I traversed the great heartland of the country, walking ten, eleven, twelve days between hostels. I saw the floating fishing villages of the Great Lakes. But the interior is for the young. Now I must find a hostel each night, to eat and rest.




  Never, during this wandering, have I heard of anyone losing their color.




  Perhaps my experience is unique?




  It has occurred to me that I may be sick. Years ago I was sick and saw strange things. I had been wandering the Southeast, near the old rocket departure sites, and developed a fever and congestion in my lungs—viral pneumonia. As the law allows during illness, I stayed more than one night in the local hostel.




  But the severity of the illness required that I be moved to the regional med center, where I remained for several weeks. I hallucinated, forgetting my color, even believing that I was a freeman.




  I don’t think I’m sick this time.




  As I walk each day, I have considered a number of possible explanations. One recurs. It makes my heart race, my throat tighten. At this very moment, my hand shakes at the thought. The theory: I am getting better, perhaps cured! Is it possible? Could I once again be rid of the color? Able to stay in one place—to work, to play, to read—to be a living part of that place? To once again be free? Is this possible? I do not know. It seems a dream.




  I am lonely and need someone to talk with.




   





  Directly overhead, the sun was a fireball, the air heavy and hot; heat waves shimmered off the road’s pavement. Only a Cooper’s hawk defied the summer heat, circling over the fields of freshly mown and windrowed alfalfa. Feeling dizzy, the indigo man rested under a giant eucalyptus, the tree towering over the shoulder of the road, shedding strips of sandy outer bark, exposing its blanched trunk. Out of breath, he inhaled deeply and felt revived slightly by the pungent, medicinal odor of the tree. Nearby he heard a dog bark. Too hot to chase rabbits, he thought, closing his eyes.




  “Okay, colored man, up!”




  Flinching at the unexpected sound, the indigo man snapped open his eyes. He stared into the bore of a rifle. Sighting down the barrel of the gun was a towheaded youngster of fifteen or sixteen with cold, blanched-blue eyes. Beside him stood another boy, grinning an empty smile and holding a huge black dog. The boy’s grin exposed two missing front teeth.




  The dog growled menacingly.




  Swallowing, the indigo man tried to work up saliva in his dry mouth.




  “Hush up, Midnight,” the boy holding the dog said, giving the animal a vicious jerk on its collar. His speech was slow, the words slurred.




  “I said get up, colored man,” the towhead repeated; his words were cold and precise. He motioned threateningly with the rifle, a .22 automatic.




  Stiffly, the indigo man stood up.




  “Get your hands behind your head,” the towhead ordered, snapping off the words. “Ain’t he a prize, Jeff?”




  Jeff giggled.




  The indigo man eyed the dog, which drooled saliva and continued to strain against its collar.




  “Dirty c-c-colored man,” Jeff said and shuddered. Blushing, he glanced at his friend, then spat on the ground. The indigo man had heard the derisive term many times. “W-What’re you going to do with him, Tyler?” Jeff stared at the boy holding the gun, eyebrows raised.




  For the first time, a wry grin broke at the corners of Tyler’s mouth. But his eyes remained cold, not matching the smile. “Well now, that depends,” he said, jacking a round into the chamber of the .22. The indigo man’s stomach churned, but he didn’t move. “Think I’ll shoot him”—the boy sighted down the rifle again, pointing it at the indigo man’s heart—“unless…unless he cooperates.”




  Midnight whined.




  “Don’t shoot him, Tyler,” Jeff pleaded, his voice rising in pitch. “H-h-he’ll cooperate.” He turned to the indigo man, nodding. “Won’t you?”




  Tyler flashed Jeff a reassuring smile. “You know, I’ve always wondered if these guys were painted all over…”




  Jeff frowned, struggling to understand his friend. The indigo man understood, and his heart raced.




  Tyler’s grin dissolved into a scowl. He fingered his own shirt. “Under his clothes, dummy,” he said impatiently.




  Slowly the wrinkles disappeared from Jeff’s forehead as he caught on. “Oh…Me, too.”




  “Strip,” Tyler whispered at the indigo man.




  He took off his clothes, watching the rifle carefully.




  The dog lunged, barking at the indigo man’s movement.




  “Come on, come on, hurry up,” Tyler ordered, “we got to get home for lunch soon.”




  The boys both giggled as the indigo man stripped off his shorts. He stood up, naked. The boys laughed hard, tears rolling down their cheeks. The dog howled, joining in.




  Catching his breath, Tyler said, “Now that’s what I call a prize, a real prize.” He wiped his eyes. “Turn around, colored man.” The laughter grew louder, but it was forced.




  The indigo man felt sweat roll down his ribs. He could barely breathe.




  “Now that’s really a cold blue ass. Did you ever see anything like it, Jeff? Bend over!”




  The indigo man heard a strange sound—a growling groan. He knew it wasn’t the dog. Before he turned he realized that the sound had come from Jeff. Cautiously turning, he saw Tyler kneeling over his prostrate friend. Jeff moaned. His face was red, neck muscles knotted, his limbs and body stiff—convulsed by a seizure. The indigo man took one step toward the boys.




  Looking back over his shoulder, Tyler shouted, “Hold it!” He picked up the rifle and made a shooing gesture at the indigo man. “Get! Move it, old man.” He fired a round near the indigo man’s feet. “Now!” the boy screamed, and his eyes were murderous.




  Sweeping up his clothes, pack, and stick, the indigo man stumbled across the loose shoulder of the highway, hurrying down the road.




  After a few minutes, he looked back at the empty highway and stopped to dress. But he was shaking too hard. Finally his breathing slowed and his shivering stopped. He dressed. His fear dissolved, replaced by relief. Exhausted, he massaged the numb fingers of his left hand. For a moment, he thought of Jeff, but felt no compassion.




   





  LA-Couver Zone: June 6, 2049 The color continues to fade.




  Today I had a terrifying experience with two freeman boys. I should have been outraged, humiliated, shamed, but I felt none of these emotions. At the time I was simply afraid. When it was over and I was safe, I was overwhelmed with relief. Nothing else. I have forgotten how to feel anger, pride—the others. Perhaps they are the luxuries of freeman.




  One of the boys I met today will wear color soon. From his eyes, I would guess he will be assigned scarlet.




  I am tired. Very, very tired.




  Again this hostel is empty. No one to talk to.




   





  The next day the indigo man stopped early to get out of the heat. The hostel was a Quonset hut. He palmed the sensor and waited.




  Whirr. Click.




  Pushing the metal door inward, the indigo man entered the hostel and stopped. A man eating at the dining table looked up. Even seated, his size was impressive—a giant. He was beardless, in his forties, and the color of bright, fresh blood: scarlet. The scarlet man nodded shyly and shifted his gaze back to his food.




  “Hello,” the indigo man said, acknowledging the giant’s silent greeting. He placed his pack and stick by the table, glancing about the hut. An air conditioner filled the air with a low hum. He wiped his sweaty head with the back of his hand and sniffed. “The stew smells good.”




  Smiling, the scarlet man spooned up another steamy mouthful. He nodded toward the bank of machines behind the indigo man, next to the door.




  As was customary they ate in silence.




  Finished, the two men talked—tentatively, at first, like shy children.




  “Hot.” The indigo man gestured to the door and outside.




  “Yes,” the giant said, nodding slowly.




  “You’re the first person I’ve talked to in several weeks.”




  “Hmm.”




  “In fact, you’re the first C-P I’ve seen in that time.”




  The scarlet man’s brow wrinkled slightly. He nodded. “It’s a lonely time.” His voice was gentle and soft, at odds with his huge frame and violent color.




  “Have you wandered long?” asked the indigo man.




  “Yes. Ten years…” He stared into his ale. Raising his head, he asked, “And yourself ?”




  “Longer. Twenty-two years.”




  After reflecting for a moment, the scarlet man said, “Three days ago I met an amber woman—”




  “Excuse me,” the indigo man interrupted. “Amber? I am not familiar with the offense.”




  “Oh, amber,” the scarlet man murmured, “yes…it is a new one. I don’t think it is major like the darker colors, but I don’t know exactly.”




  For a minute neither man spoke, both sipping their remaining ale.




  Presently the scarlet man cleared his throat. “The lack of C-Ps reminded me of the amber woman. She’d recently been assigned the color, and her mind was full of philosophy about the law and such.” The giant paused, watching the indigo man’s face for encouragement to continue.




  Smiling wryly, the indigo man tried to remember his thoughts after being assigned indigo. He couldn’t recall specifically, but he doubted they were philosophical. “Continue, please. You were saying the amber woman discussed thoughts about legal philosophy?”




  “Well, I don’t remember it all, and some I didn’t understand. But I recall the gist of it. She mentioned a long-term research project—social biology? Anyhow, she said the judgments of color were a deterrent effect on social offenses. The result is that there are fewer and fewer C-Ps, especially major offenders like you and me.”




  The indigo man nodded; he had suspected something like that was happening. Probably been working from the start, gradually reducing the number of offenses.




  “Smoke?” the scarlet man asked, rising to his full height, over two meters.




  “Yes.” The indigo man accompanied the giant to the machines near the door. In turn they each palmed the sensor on the Shadowsmoke dispenser. Returning to their seats, both men were silent. They broke the ampules, sniffing the blue smoke. Since he was already tired, the narcotic made the indigo man feel limp, completely worn out. But he couldn’t go to bed yet. He still hadn’t brought up the color loss. Try as he might, he could think of no easy way to open the conversation. The scarlet man was difficult to talk to.




  Finally he blurted out, “Have you ever met a C-P who was losing his color?”




  Raising his eyebrows, the giant mumbled, “I’m not sure what you mean.”




  “I’ll show you.” Reaching into his pack, the indigo man withdrew the lock of hair and a tiny pair of scissors. He clipped off a snip from his head and laid the two on the table side by side. “Which is darker?” he asked, gesturing at the two tufts of hair.




  Studying the samples, the scarlet man said, “I-I-I’m not certain.” He looked questioningly into the indigo man’s eyes.




  “I think my color is fading,” the indigo man explained. The scarlet man shook his head, confused.




  “Well,” the indigo man continued, unable to keep the excitement down in his rising voice, “several weeks ago, I noticed a change in color. A fading! So I cut this sample as a standard for comparison” he pointed to the older clipping “—and I check each day. I’ve never heard of anyone losing their color…but I am.” Again he indicated the proof on the table. “Have you heard of it happening?”




  Shaking his head, the giant leaned over and examined the two locks very closely. He looked back at the indigo man. “No. No, I’ve never heard of anyone’s color changing.” Gently he rested a large hand on the indigo man’s shoulder. “But you are probably right,” he said, his voice louder. “I’m not a good judge, but I think I see the color difference.” He shifted his gaze to the empty mug. The indigo man smiled at the obvious lie. A kind man, he thought, difficult to imagine him harming anyone seriously. Then he looked at the two locks and frowned. He put the darker lock back in his pack.




  “Strange,” the scarlet man said softly, “in all the years, I’ve never even thought of the possibility. Why, the significance—”




  “Freedom!” The indigo man wiped his sweaty palms on his pants. His heart thumped rapidly; he had trouble catching his breath.




  With a slightly awed expression, the scarlet man asked, “But what could cause it? A problem with the coloring implant?”




  “No, I don’t think so.” He had calmed himself. “A malfunction in the implant would be picked up by one of the palm sensors in a door or food machine and conveyed back to Central Control. By now, I’d have been visited by a Caretaker. No, that’s not the cause.”




  “Well, for God’s sake, what—?”




  “I think I’m cured…or almost.”




   





  LA-Couver Zone: June 7, 2049




  Today I met a scarlet man…




   





  Again, blistering heat. The indigo man was soaked with sweat, exhausted before noon. He left the highway, stumbling down a slope beyond the road’s shoulder. He listened, hearing water splashing over rocks. Then he caught the reflections of the creek flowing through the mottled shadowing of large black oaks. He moved, attracted by the cool shade of the trees and the sound of the brook. Suddenly he stopped, a gasp frozen in his throat.




  A freeman child.




  Highlighted by a shaft of sunlight, the young boy sat on a rock outcrop, flipping tiny wads of bread into the water, watching trout strike the bread balls. But it was the boy’s appearance that had stolen the indigo man’s breath.




  The child’s head was covered by an unruly mass of blond ringlets; the light playing through the hair made it fuzzy white like a dandelion puffball. His cheeks were flushed by the heat and excitement of his play, the pink contrasting sharply with his fair skin.




  The stillness was disturbed by the boy’s laugh as a fish leaped from the water, splashing back into the brook. The lad’s dark blue eyes sparkled with joy. His dress was typical for the area: brown leather shorts held up by crossed shoulder straps. No shirt, no shoes. His body, chubby with baby fat, was fair, slightly tanned—the color of a walnut shell. But it was the boy’s arms and hands that caught the indigo man’s attention. They seemed to be in perpetual motion: tossing, scratching, clapping, rubbing pants, fingers shaking with glee. And the arms were covered with downy hair that glittered golden in the sunlight.




  The beautiful child reminded the indigo man of an old-fashioned religious postcard that he had seen, except that the boy lacked a halo. As he spied on the lad, his exhaustion drained away, replaced by a tingling excitement.




  The boy laughed again. A melodious sound.




  He had used up the bread, but the fish still struck at little pebbles that he tossed into the water.




  Carefully the indigo man moved closer, afraid of disturbing the beauty of the scene but nevertheless drawn closer to the child. The boy’s arms stopped throwing and rested in his lap; he cocked his head, listening. Pausing within arm’s reach, the indigo man stared down on the dandelion fuzz. A vein throbbed in his throat.




  The boy faced toward the indigo man, blinded by the sun but sensing a presence. He smiled. “Mama—?”




  Kneeling, the indigo man reached out slowly and stroked the fine golden hair on the boy’s arm. His throat tightened, preventing a moan of delight. So, so fine, he thought. The child’s fresh, baby-like scent was overpowering. The indigo man felt dizzy. Then he sensed the lad stiffen under his stroking.




  Jerking away, the boy tumbled backward into the shade. He looked up into the face of the indigo man, and his eyes widened with terror. “Ah, ah, ah—”




  Alarmed, the indigo man raised his hands in a surrendering gesture. His heart jumped erratically in his chest. He swallowed, trying to relieve the tightness in his throat.




  Beyond reassurance, the child cried hoarsely, “C-c-colored, colored…” He made choking sounds, finally bursting into sobs of panic. “Mama, mama!” he screamed, edging away.




  The indigo man stood frozen, trying to calm the hysterical child with the right gesture, putting his forefinger to his lips. Nothing worked.




  Suddenly—




  “Davy boy! Oh, Davy boy! Run! Run! Davy!” The woman stood on the slope of the shoulder, screaming at the lad. “Come here, Davy!”




  He scrambled up the slope, blubbering, “Mama, Mama.”




  She swooped him up and smothered him to her chest. “It’s okay, baby. You’re safe.” Her voice was soft, a coo.




  After a few moments, the boy’s sobs quieted down.




  The woman looked down on the indigo man. From the gentleness of motherly concern, her features hardened into a mask of rage and disgust. She tried to speak, but no sound came out; she only spewed white flecks of dry spittle. Finally she managed, “You, you dirty, dirty old—” She stopped, her face deepening in color.




  “—pervert!” Coughing violently, she strangled on the force and effort of her exclamation. Setting the boy down, she screamed, “You, you—”




  The indigo man shook his head emphatically. “No, no. I meant no harm to the boy.”




  Eyes widening with surprise, the woman shouted, “You dare break silence?” Her fists balled. “I should have you shot!” Instead, she reached down and gathered a handful of stones. The boy imitated his mother. The two showered the indigo man with pebbles.




  At first, he shielded his face with his arms.




  No, he thought, I couldn’t harm the boy. I’m well. But deep in his chest he felt a twinge of uncertainty. He shook his head, denying the feeling. No, no it was only the child’s beauty. I meant no harm…But he wasn’t sure. And he was swept by a feeling of guilt.




  His arms dropped, suddenly heavy with his uncertainty.




  Only a few stones actually struck his face, and they seemed no more significant than raindrops.




  “Take that, you terrible, terrible—”




  “Colored man!” the boy added hatefully.




  He could feel a trickle of blood running down his forehead; but still he stood unmoving, rooted to the spot.




  Breathless, the woman finally stopped throwing stones. She stomped the ground, then led the little boy up the slope and out of sight.




  Time passed.




  Eventually, he slumped, dropping to the ground where he’d stood during the stoning. The sun crept overhead; then it dropped. A cricket chirped, answered by the croak of a bullfrog.




  Dazed, the indigo man touched the cuts on his face and forehead, the aching dried crusts. He felt weary. Taking off his pack, he lay down and curled into a ball. His dream was troubled: He was a boy again, chased by a naked man covered with smears of color—a rainbow man. He ran and ran, finally dropping exhausted in a field of flowers. He sank down in the reds, blues, yellows, and oranges, smothered by color. He couldn’t catch his breath…




  Off and on during the night, pains in his left arm woke the indigo man.




   





  LA-Couver Zone: June 9, 2049




  There is no entry for yesterday. I slept in the woods. My joints are stiff and sore, but my thoughts more painful. A few minutes ago I made a comparison of hair to the standard. I think the fresh lock is lighter, but I am not positive.




  If the color is fading, my theory really does not explain it. Why should my being cured have any influence on the coloring implant? I cannot recall my original reasoning. I can only recall excitement at the idea—but the scientific basis? Perhaps it was nothing more than wishful thinking.




  I am not sure that the compulsive urge that led to my assignment of indigo is gone.




  So in the future I will make careful, honest comparisons of the hair samples. And I will reexamine my heart for traces of the evil urge. Perhaps, if I find that my color is really changing, I will meet other C-Ps who can suggest realistic explanations for the loss.




  But I am changing in some ways. Age is sapping my stamina and something is wrong with my hand and arm—circulation or something? I am afraid to go to the med center.




   





  Nausea. Dizziness. Headache. Pins and needles in his left arm. He awakened sick. After a few minutes on the road, he sat down on the curb of the median to rest, to catch his breath. Staring up the highway, he saw the air dance and shimmer. But it’s too early for heat waves, he thought. He blinked, but his vision remained blurry. He tried to rub feeling into his dead arm—




  Suddenly a tremendous pain slammed into his chest, as if he had been struck by a sledgehammer. He straightened up, stunned, paralyzed by pain; then he gasped and vomited violently. The pain had changed to a sharp stabbing sensation, each thrust taking away his breath. In agony, he rolled over and inched himself under the shade of an oleander. He lay on his back, gasping for air. Again the invisible sledgehammer slammed into his chest. His vision tunneled, his ears rang, and a numbness crept over him.




  Blackness. Coolness.




  A flicking coolness across his face.




  It was a good feeling, drawing his attention from the dull ache in his chest. With great effort he forced open his eyes. The brightness brought another wave of nausea that made him moan. Everything was fuzzy. He blinked, trying to clear his vision. A man leaned over him.




  “Wh—?”




  He gagged, his throat raw and vile with the taste of his own juices; he coughed, closing his eyes, fighting the dizziness and nausea. Again he felt the cooling sensation across his brow. He reopened his eyes, but didn’t try to talk.




  The man was naked.




  His body was covered with smears and dabs of color. All over. His hair, even his eyes were flecked with multicolor. The indigo man shuddered with the recognition. It was the rainbow man! The man in his dream!




  Breathing deeply in and out, the indigo man felt better. He looked more closely at the rainbow man. He wasn’t completely nude; around his waist he wore a wide leather belt. Hooked to the belt were many brushes of different sizes and shapes—artist’s brushes.




  Brush in hand, the painter dabbed at the indigo man’s face. The flicking coolness. He brought the brush back and wiped a smear of indigo on his chest. Each time the painter dabbed with the cooling brush, he wiped it off somewhere on his body, leaving a fresh streak of indigo.




  Am I dead? the indigo man wondered.




  The pain in his chest reminded him that he was still alive.




  Hand and brush a blur, the painter worked on the indigo man’s face. Dab, dab, dab. Then he stroked the indigo man’s arms. And everywhere he touched, the painter wiped away a patch of indigo.




  Finally the rainbow man stopped.




  He stared for a moment, admiring his work; then he bent down again and gently flicked the indigo man’s nose. The touch was cool, almost icy. The painter nodded and grinned, his flecked eyes glittering like a kaleidoscope.




  The indigo man clutched his chest with his right hand as his heart beat erratically, each thump sending a wave of new pain. He’d never felt so tired. It was an effort to breathe. He closed his eyes.




  Then it occurred to the indigo man that the painter was only a fantasy, that he was really lying on the median all alone, hallucinating. A dream. Inwardly he smiled; it didn’t really matter. He’d been alone for the last twenty-two years.




  With an effort, he opened his eyes, focusing again on the rainbow man. The painter reached to the back of his belt and held up an object.




  The indigo man blinked. It was a mirror.




  He squeezed his eyelids together tightly, clearing his vision, and stared into the mirror. He saw a stranger, a man. An old man with hair whiter than the cleanest cloud, with a beard the color of fresh-fallen snow, with thick, cottony eyebrows. Nowhere on the old man’s freshly scrubbed face was there even a speck of color.




  The indigo man watched as a tiny tear trickled down the old man’s cheek.




  Heavy now, the indigo man’s eyelids sagged. He forced them open.




  The rainbow man had disappeared.




  He looked up into the sky at the fleecy white clouds and smiled.




  Then he closed his eyes and rested, relieved of his burden at last.




  GRAFFITI SONATA




  For a moment after McKay opened the door of his Oakland apartment and saw Elise standing there, he felt his spirits spike. But in the next instant he realized his wife hadn’t brought their daughter Ty along, only some folded-up cardboard boxes under her arm. His elation quickly faded. Before he could say anything, Elise held up her hand, reinforcing his inference. “I’m done talking, Mac. Just here to pack up a few more boxes.”




  He nodded and said, “It’s good to see you,” knowing any weak arguments he had left were preempted. Three weeks ago Elise and their six-year-old daughter had moved out to a friend’s vacant apartment over on Lake Merritt. In a week, they were taking off to Elise’s sister’s place down the coast at Pismo Beach. Watching Elise unfold the packing boxes, McKay yearned to tell his wife how much he missed her flute playing, her classical CDs, the three of them laughing together—the essential joyful sounds of his life. But he said nothing, realizing the time of effectively pleading his case had already passed.




  Deflated, McKay left Elise packing, not able to stand the smell of her scent. He took the nearby pedestrian overpass across the freeway to the park to collect himself. On the way down the enclosed steps to the playground, he stopped after he saw a drawing freshly chalked on the concrete wall. He had visited the park often in the last three weeks after fleeing the silence of the apartment, but he had never noticed anything drawn on the wall.




  It was a man wearing an indigo pea coat with his collar turned up and a black stocking cap rolled down almost to his eyes. He was standing looking back over his shoulder, the shadows not completely covering his square jaw, penetrating eyes, or grim expression. Unlike most graffiti McKay had seen spray-painted on freeway columns and walls, there was no tag on this one. Looking the drawing over with a technical eye, he realized this wasn’t an amateurish cartoon at all. A competent artist had taken time to carefully outline, shade, and highlight, using minimal colors to make a startling life-sized figure. Although cartoon-like, the drawing was not bigger than life, unlike many of the caricatures in comic book art. In fact, the damn thing was realistically menacing, raising the hair on the back of McKay’s neck. An image of a lowlife with bad intentions, about to step out away from the wall and create havoc.




  Turning away, McKay shivered, glad he’d taken half a Valium along with his Seropram earlier in the evening.




  He continued down the overpass steps with more important things on his mind. His wife and daughter were moving out of town in a week, perhaps out of his life forever.




  The playground was unoccupied at this time of night. McKay wiped a bench off with a piece of paper from the nearby trashcan and plopped himself down. Sucking in a deep breath, he tried to center, clear his mind, and focus, like Dr. Havlicek had taught him. He stretched his hands out along the bench back, noticing the trembling wasn’t too bad this evening, only a slight tremor.




  The debilitating condition had developed after he’d experienced a seizure at his drafting table last December. The Kaiser doctors initially thought it was an early onset of Parkinson’s disease. But Dr. Havlicek was not so sure now, thinking the seizure and subsequent tremor might have been related to an undiagnosed fever from last fall. Despite the medical help and Elise’s support, McKay had sunk into a black funk, a depression that only regular doses of medication helped partially alleviate. But nothing seemed to help the trembling in his hands. He was incapable of writing clearly, much less doing fine art. For eight months he’d done little more than sit and watch the same movies over and over again on TV.




  Then, a month ago, Elise had admitted she was fed up with his wallowing in self-pity. “If the shaking were really something physical, they wouldn’t have referred you to a psychiatrist,” she’d argued. “Besides, there are other things you could do with your MFA. Teach, maybe…? Anyhow, we need a break, Mac. Ty and I are moving to Jamie’s apartment on Lake Merritt; then, after her dance camp, we’re heading to my sister’s. When you get yourself back on track, call us.”




  McKay glanced absently around the empty park. His biggest concern was that his wife and daughter would remain permanently down at Pismo Beach. Elise and her sister were again composing music and concert touring, like they’d done before McKay came into their lives. Lauren had always been jealous of him, thought he’d been a leech on Elise from the beginning of their marriage six-and-a-half years ago. And in a way, McKay was forced to admit to himself, it was probably true. His art income had been unreliable at best, fluctuating dramatically. Elise’s Oakland Symphony and several other part-time gigs had mostly supported the family, especially during the last eight months. Hell, he thought wryly, after the seizure he couldn’t even draw unemployment.




  Slumping back on the bench, McKay realized he was emotionally drained, really exhausted. The silence in the apartment had disrupted his rest since Elise and Ty had moved out. Looking around, he thought it was peaceful here, the hum of nearby traffic a pleasing background, like one of Elise’s flute CDs. He closed his eyes, drifted off.




   





  (1st Movement)




  Lake Merritt, the lights in the windows of the apartments along the shore shrouded by heavy fog. A few people out along East Lakeshore Drive, apparently anxious to get in out of the misty night…All except for a lone figure, dressed in dark clothes, lurking in the shadows of the four-story complex on the corner, spying up at a lighted second floor apartment. Standing, just watching.




   





  McKay awoke stiff and chilled on the park bench. It was completely dark now, the fog having moved in from the bay, settling around him like a fallen cloud. He stood up and rubbed his bare arms. Better head back to the apartment, he thought. Elise would have the last of her stuff packed and be long gone by now.




  Climbing up the stairs to the overpass, McKay stopped at the spot where the graffito had been chalked. The figure had disappeared; the concrete wall clean and gray. He spread his fingers and cautiously placed his hand where he thought the drawing had been. He rubbed his fingertips. No chalk dust. And the surface was dry. Nothing on the steps indicating the wall had been washed clean. It appeared the indigo man had just walked off the wall into the night. That’s weird, McKay thought as he climbed the remaining stairs, checking to make sure he had not just made a mistake in location. But the wall was completely clean of graffiti clear to the top near the overpass. He walked home wondering if perhaps he’d taken too much medication.




   





  Half an hour later, McKay got a call on his cell phone.




  “Mac, you have to come over, right now. There is a man loitering outside down on the street, spying up at the apartment. He’s been there since dark.”




  “Have you called the cops?”




  “No; what can I tell them? Some jerk is down on the street looking up at my window? Scaring my daughter? They’ll think I’m a paranoid crank or hysterical doting mother.”




  “Okay, I’ll be right over.”




   





  By the time McKay got to Lake Merritt, there wasn’t anyone hanging about in front of the apartments. He carefully checked both side streets of the corner building. But he found no one suspicious along either street. He made his way back to the front of the complex and buzzed up to Elise’s apartment on the intercom. “Nobody’s here, babe. I’ve checked around the building for a block each way.”




  “Oh, great; that’s such a relief, Mac,” Elise answered back. “Actually, the last time I saw him was just before I called. Maybe my nerves have been strung too tight lately. Sorry for the trouble.”




  “You want me to come up?” he asked, his fingers resting on the intercom button, a sense of hopeful anticipation making his breath catch in his throat.




  There was a brief hesitation, before she finally answered, “No, that probably isn’t a good idea. I’ve got to clean up and get Ty to bed. But thanks for coming by, Mac. We appreciate it…Goodbye.”




  Dismissed, he stood there for a minute or so, staring absently at the intercom. Finally, he nodded his head. “Bye, babe,” he murmured to himself.




   





  The next morning, McKay found the graffito back in a different location, about three-quarters down the steps to the park. Jesus, he swore to himself. The indigo man stared back at McKay with his same piercing gaze, but there was something slightly different about the pose. It was the angle of the body and head, a little more face exposed now. McKay felt a slight stir of recognition. He felt he knew this man. No, he wasn’t sure. He shook his head with frustration, not quite able to pull up the memory.




   





  During the next week McKay had limited contact with Elise. He saw her only briefly after church, when he picked up Ty for a Sunday outing.




  “Hi…Keep her sweater on…Bye.”




  They went to Fairyland, his last visit with his daughter.




  Tomorrow afternoon Ty and Elise would both be gone.




   





  On Sunday evening, down at the park, the mysterious drawing remained in place like a sentinel, no one daring to erase or vandalize it. Of course McKay couldn’t help wondering who had chalked the graffito in the first place? Was the face really all that familiar? But most of his time at the park he spent trying to figure out some way to prevent his wife and daughter from going to Pismo Beach.




  In desperation, two days before, on Friday, he’d even gone over to Merritt and Peralta. He’d filled out applications for a teaching job. But McKay was too late, there was nothing available for an art teacher of any kind for the next semester at either nearby community college.




  On Monday, the day Elise and Ty were scheduled to head south, the indigo man mysteriously disappeared again in the late morning.




   





  In the afternoon, Elise swung by McKay’s place in her packed golden VW Jetta to let Ty say goodbye.




  “Bye, Daddy.”




  “Bye, sweetie,” he said, reaching in through the opened door and hugging her tightly.




  “Goodbye,” Elise said, thin-lipped and grim.




  McKay nodded, too choked up to say anything more, and closed the door. Families should stay together, especially during tough times, he thought.




   





  That evening McKay skipped his medication, wandered into his studio and dug around in the desk next to the dusty drafting table. Finally he found the Jack Daniels he’d hidden from Elise after Dr. Havlicek had warned him about drinking while on medication. He settled down in front of the TV and drank from the bottle, the whiskey burning his throat, but washing away the stiffness from his neck and shoulders. One of his favorite movies, Blade Runner, was showing again on TNT, but was almost over. Only the last few minutes remained: the chase and the great ending in the rain on the gothic building. White-headed Roy, the last of the escaped replicants, was dying but had saved Deckard, pulling him back up onto the wet roof. And then Roy sadly delivered the famous monologue, telling Deckard all the amazing things he’d seen working as a slave out in space, and that those remarkable memories would soon disappear like teardrops in the rain. Finally, he bent his rain-soaked head to his chest, and in a matter-of-fact tone gasped the concluding line, “Time to die.”




   





  (2nd Movement)




  A lonely stretch of 101, just south of San Luis Obispo, the bright yellow Jetta speeding along in the night, no cars in the southbound lanes, only occasional headlights in the northbound lanes, suddenly looming for a moment in the mist, looking like fuzzy Japanese lanterns.




  Then, super-slow motion:




  A figure appears unexpectedly ahead,




  right in the middle of the highway lane,




  standing tall and dark, pea coat and stocking cap, arms raised overhead;




  braking, the VW veers right in an attempt to avoid hitting the man,




  skids on the loose shoulder, and flips over the fence,




  before slamming with a dull thud into a live oak tree;




  upside down, wheels spinning, but doors closed, nothing exiting the car.




   





  McKay awakened in a clammy sweat, his heart thumping, his pulse racing, his head feeling like it had been squeezed in a vise. The phone had jarred him from his drunken stupor.




  “Mr. McKay?” A calm female voice.




  “Yes.”




  “This is Lieutenant Melendez of the California Highway Patrol, San Luis Obispo. I’m afraid there has been a serious automobile accident down here, involving your wife and daughter…ah, Elise and Tyler McKay?”




  “Yes,” he repeated stiffly, his hangover forgotten, the highway patrol officer’s words sobering him, as if ice water had been splashed in his face.




  “Your wife and daughter have been taken to Sierra Vista Regional Medical Center, Emergency Services. That phone number there is 805-548-7700.”




  “Both of them are hurt?” he asked in a hoarse whisper, writing the number down, finding it difficult to grasp the exact meaning of the officer’s words. “How badly?”




  “Mr. McKay, you will need to personally contact the hospital for all the medical details and updates on your daughter and wife’s status. At this time I am not privy to that information. Do you understand?”




  He cleared his throat, focused, and answered, “Yes, I do.”




  “Someone from the CHP-Oakland branch will get in contact with you during office hours tomorrow with more information on the accident, the condition of the car, what is required of you. All right?”




  “Okay,” McKay said, feeling kind of detached now, like he was actually listening and watching some kind of dark B movie.




  “You sure you understand all of this, Mr. McKay?” the woman asked kindly. “Got the hospital phone number written down?”




  “Yes, thank you. I’ll call the hospital right now.”




  He sat there with the phone in his hand. This can’t be real, he thought.




  The phone rang again.




  It was Lauren. She made it all too real.




  She had called the CHP when Elise and Ty hadn’t shown up on time at her place in Pismo Beach. Naturally, she immediately called the hospital when she learned of the accident. “It’s horrible, Mac; they are both gone,” she said, her high-pitched voice grating on his already tightly strung nerves. “Ty at the scene and Elise on the way to the hospital.” Then she continued on and on, “The funeral…and the church…making necessary arrangements tomorrow…”
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