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  INTRODUCTION


  Neil Clarke


  On July 20th, 1969, the world watched as Apollo 11 landed on the Moon. Six hours later, mission commander Neil Armstrong became the first person to set foot on its surface, uttering the now famous, “one small step for [a] man, one giant leap for mankind.” He was joined on the surface about twenty minutes later by Buzz Aldrin while Michael Collins piloted the command module Columbia in lunar orbit.


  I was three years old as these events unfolded. My father once told me that he intentionally kept me awake that evening, so I wouldn’t miss this historic event, even if I wouldn’t remember it. On CBS, Walter Cronkite interviewed veteran science fiction authors Arthur C. Clarke and Robert A. Heinlein about the momentous occasion and what could come next. Space stations, lunar colonies, larger ships with mixed gender crews, and children born in space were all predicted to occur by the end of the century. There was joy and optimism about our future out among the stars. The full interview can be found on YouTube and is a fascinating look into that moment in history. Check it out sometime.


  Three short years later, Apollo 17 set records for the longest lunar mission, longest total moonwalks, largest lunar sample, and longest time in lunar orbit. It also marked the end of our manned lunar exploration. There were three more Apollo missions scheduled, but despite the benefits we had gained from the space program, they were canceled due to budgetary constraints and we never returned. The Apollo capsules were soon repurposed for the Apollo-Soyuz and Skylab space station missions.


  This anthology is a fifty-year retrospective of lunar science fiction stories that were written after Apollo 11, an event that happened seven years before I began regularly reading science fiction. As such, this project required a lot more research than I’ve needed to do for the previous anthologies I’ve edited. Essentially, it proved to be a deep dive into the stories of my youth and revealed some things about what was happening in SF that I was too young to notice at the time.


  The Moon was a hot topic in science fiction in the decades leading up to the Apollo missions, and several anthologies—like Donald A. Wollheim’s Men on the Moon (1958) and Mike Ashley’s Moonrise: The Golden Age of Lunar Adventures (2018)—explore this territory. The idea for this anthology was to explore the consequences of reality colliding with science fiction. Little did I notice in my youth that one of the big consequences of landing on the Moon would be that science fiction would run away from it. In retrospect, it makes sense. If you listen to that Cronkite interview I mentioned, you can hear them talking about an immediate future that today sounds like science fiction, but was inevitable in their minds. Science fiction compensated by abandoning the Moon and moving beyond.


  This theory seemed to explain why I was having so much difficulty finding lunar stories from the 70s and 80s to include, even from authors that had once regularly explored the theme. To confirm my suspicions, I started reaching out to editors and authors from that time period and was given a resounding affirmative that the move was a deliberate act by both editors and authors. The Moon was considered too close to the news and no longer fertile science fiction territory. Authors refocused their sights on Mars, the asteroid belt, and beyond. Even when the Apollo missions were canceled, it still seemed inevitable that we would return, so it remained this way for some time.


  [One of the editors I spoke to also cited Robert A. Heinlein’s novel The Moon is a Harsh Mistress (1966) as an additional contributing factor. It dealt with the theme very thoroughly and left some thinking there was little left to say.]


  As a result of these influences on the field, I ended up including very few stories from the first twenty years after Apollo 11. I found about a dozen more than you’ll find here, several of which were by authors I have included other works by. John Varley, for example, appears to be an exception to the norm, publishing several of his Anna-Louise Bach stories set on the Moon during this time period. The remaining works by other writers varied wildly and often had only a tangential connection to the Moon. Also, as it happens sometimes with these projects, there was one story I wanted, but I was unsuccessful at securing the reprint rights. After months of research and outreach, I think I’ve found all that I can mine from that era. While I would have liked the decades to be more balanced, in reality, they weren’t, so that is reflected here.


  By the 90s, a newer generation of writers and editors saw the Moon differently and it began to make its way back into mainstream SF magazines and anthologies. With some regularity many of these stories began to appear in Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine and by 1997, Gardner Dozois and Sheila Williams had published enough to assemble Asimov’s Moons, a paperback reprint anthology. To celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of the Moon landing, Peter Crowther edited an anthology titled Moon Shots, which included original science fiction stories, a few of which are included here. Among those is a story by Stephen Baxter, perhaps the most prolific author of Moon stories at the time.


  As the new century turned over—leaving most of the predictions made that Apollo 11 evening unrealized—a new magazine with a stated goal of promoting lunar exploration was launched. Artemis Magazine—which debuted at the 1999 Worldcon with a 2000 cover date—published eight issues between 2000 and 2003 before closing its doors. While other magazines and anthologies continued to be reliable sources of lunar science fiction, the theme never returned to the level of popularity it experienced during the 50s and earlier. Even the resurgence of short fiction brought upon by ebooks and online magazines didn’t create a significant growth in the number of these stories published, but they did continue to provide homes for them.


  Several recent lunar missions have created some excitement about the presence of water on the Moon. Combined with the increasing interest and discussion about possible manned missions to Mars, the Moon has become more and more attractive as a waypoint. As I write this, NASA officials are on TV proclaiming that they would like to return to the Moon in the late 2020s to build a sustainable base—a strategy believed to be a critical step towards deeper exploration and possible habitation on Mars.


  It’s my hope that we not only return to the Moon, but also that this time, science fiction continues to embrace Luna as a meaningful part our future. The ideas that fueled those old predictions are still worth working towards and science fiction has ongoing opportunity to demonstrate that positive vision. Those stories are more important now than ever if we are to secure that future out among the stars . . .


  1976


  John Varley is the author of several short story collections and fourteen novels, the latest of which is Irontown Blues. Over the course of his forty-five year career, he has won the Locus, Prometheus, Nebula, and Hugo awards. “Bagatelle” is the first of several of his Anna-Louise Bach Lunar detective stories.


  BAGATELLE


  John Varley


  There was a bomb on the Leystrasse, level forty-five, right outside the Bagatelle Flower and Gift Shoppe, about a hundred meters down the promenade from Prosperity Plaza.


  “I am a bomb,” the bomb said to passersby. “I will explode in four hours, five minutes, and seventeen seconds. I have a force equal to fifty thousand English tons of trinitrololuene.”


  A small knot of people gathered to look at it.


  “I will go off in four hours, four minutes, and thirty-seven seconds.”


  A few people became worried as the bomb talked on. They remembered business elsewhere and hurried away, often toward the tube trains to King City. Eventually, the trains became overcrowded and there was some pushing and shoving.


  The bomb was a metal cylinder, a meter high, two meters long, mounted on four steerable wheels. There was an array of four television cameras mounted on top of the cylinder, slowly scanning through ninety degrees. No one could recall how it came to be there. It looked a little like the municipal street-cleaning machines; perhaps no one had noticed it because of that.


  “I am rated at fifty kilotons,” the bomb said, with a trace of pride.


  The police were called.


  “A nuclear bomb, you say?” Municipal Police Chief Anna-Louise Bach felt sourness in the pit of her stomach and reached for a box of medicated candy. She was overdue for a new stomach, but the rate she went through them on her job, coupled with the size of her paycheck, had caused her to rely more and more on these stopgap measures. And the cost of cloned transplants was going up.


  “It says fifty kilotons,” said the man on the screen. “I don’t see what else it could be. Unless it’s just faking, of course. We’re moving in radiation detectors.”


  “You said ‘it says.’ Are you speaking of a note, or phone call, or what?”


  “No. It’s talking to us. Seems friendly enough, too, but we haven’t gotten around to asking it to disarm itself. It could be that its friendliness won’t extend that far.”


  “No doubt.” She ate another candy. “Call in the bomb squad, of course. Then tell them to do nothing until I arrive, other than look the situation over. I’m going to make a few calls, then I’ll be there. No more than thirty minutes.”


  “All right. Will do.”


  There was nothing for it but to look for help. No nuclear bomb had ever been used on Luna. Bach had no experience with them, nor did her bomb crew. She brought her computer on line.


  Roger Birkson liked his job. It wasn’t so much the working conditions— which were appalling—but the fringe benefits. He was on call for thirty days, twenty-four hours a day, at a salary that was nearly astronomical. Then he got eleven months’ paid vacation. He was paid for the entire year whether or not he ever had to exercise his special talents during his thirty days’ duty. In that way, he was like a firefighter. In a way, he was a firefighter.


  He spent his long vacations in Luna. No one had ever asked Birkson why he did so; had they asked, he would not have known. But the reason was a subconscious conviction that one day the entire planet Earth would blow up in one glorious fireball. He didn’t want to be there when it happened.


  Birkson’s job was bomb disarming for the geopolitical administrative unit called CommEcon Europe. On a busy shift he might save the lives of twenty million CE Europeans.


  Of the thirty-five Terran bomb experts vacationing on Luna at the time of the Leystrasse bomb scare, Birkson happened to be closest to the projected epicenter of the blast. The Central Computer found him twenty-five seconds after Chief Bach rang off from her initial report. He was lining up a putt on the seventeenth green of the Burning Tree underground golf course, a half kilometer from Prosperity Plaza, when his bag of clubs began to ring.


  Birkson was wealthy. He employed a human caddy instead of the mechanical sort. The caddy dropped the flag he had been holding and went to answer it. Birkson took a few practice swings but found that his concentration had been broken. He relaxed and took the call.


  “I need your advice,” Bach said, without preamble. “I’m the Chief of Municipal Police for New Dresden, Anna-Louise Bach. I’ve had a report on a nuclear bomb on the Leystrasse, and I don’t have anyone with your experience in these matters. Could you meet me at the tube station in ten minutes?”


  “Are you crazy? I’m shooting for a seventy-five with two holes to go, an easy three-footer on seventeen and facing a par five on the last hole, and you expect me to go chasing after a hoax?”


  “Do you know it to be a hoax?” Bach asked, wishing he would say yes.


  “Well, no, I just now heard about it, myself. But ninety percent of them are, you know.”


  “Fine. I suggest you continue your game. And since you’re so sure, I’m going to have Burning Tree sealed off for the duration of the emergency. I want you right there.”


  Birkson considered this.


  “About how far away is this ‘Leystrasse’?”


  “About six hundred meters. Five levels up from you, and one sector over. Don’t worry. There must be dozens of steel plates between you and the hoax. You just sit tight, all right?”


  Birkson said nothing.


  “I’ll be at the tube station in ten minutes,” Bach said. “I’ll be in a special capsule. It’ll be the last one for five hours.” She hung up.


  Birkson contemplated the wall of the underground enclosure. Then he knelt on the green and lined up his putt. He addressed the ball, tapped it, and heard the satisfying rattle as it sank into the cup.


  He looked longingly at the eighteenth tee, then jogged off to the clubhouse.


  “I’ll be right back,” he called over his shoulder.


  Bach’s capsule was two minutes late, but she had to wait another minute for Birkson to show up. She fumed, trying not to glance at the timepiece embedded in her wrist.


  He got in, still carrying his putter, and their heads were jerked back as the capsule was launched. They moved for only a short distance, then came to a halt. The door didn’t open.


  “The system’s probably tied up,” Bach said, squirming. She didn’t like to see the municipal services fail in the company of this Terran.


  “Ah,” Birkson said, flashing a grin with an impossible number of square teeth. “A panic evacuation, no doubt. You didn’t have the tube system closed down, I suppose?”


  “No,” she said. “I . . . well, I thought there might be a chance to get a large number of people away from the area in case this thing does go off.”


  He shook his head, and grinned again. He put this grin after every sentence he spoke, like punctuation.


  “You’d better seal off the city. If it’s a hoax, you’re going to have hundreds of dead and injured from the panic. It’s a lost cause trying to evacuate. At most, you might save a few thousand.”


  “But . . .”


  “Keep them stationary. If it goes off, it’s no use anyway. You’ll lose the whole city. And no one’s going to question your judgment because you’ll be dead. If it doesn’t go off, you’ll be sitting pretty for having prevented a panic. Do it. I know.”


  Bach began to really dislike this man right then but decided to follow his advice. And his thinking did have a certain cold logic. She phoned the station and had the lid clamped on the city. Now the cars in the cross-tube ahead would be cleared, leaving only her priority capsule moving.


  They used the few minutes’ delay while the order was implemented to size each other up. Bach saw a blond, square-jawed young man in a checkered sweater and gold knickers. He had a friendly face, and that was what puzzled her. There was no trace of worry on his smooth features. His hands were steady, clasped calmly around the steel shaft of his putter. She wouldn’t have called his manner cocky or assured, but he did manage to look cheerful.


  She had just realized that he was looking her over, and was wondering what he saw, when he put his hand on her knee. He might as well have slapped her. She was stunned.


  “What are you . . . get your hand off me, you . . . you groundhog.”


  Birkson’s hand had been moving upward. He was apparently unfazed by the insult. He turned in his seat and reached for her hand. His smile was dazzling.


  “I just thought that since we’re stalled here with nothing else to do, we might start getting to know each other. No harm in that, is there? I just hate to waste any time, that’s all.”


  She wrenched free of his grasp and assumed a defensive posture, feeling trapped in a nightmare. But he relented, having no interest in pursuing the matter when he had been rebuffed.


  “All right. We’ll wait. But I’d like to have a drink with you, or maybe dinner. After this thing’s wrapped up, of course.”


  “‘This thing . . . ‘ How can you think of something like that . . . ?”


  “At a time like this. I know. I’ve heard it. Bombs get me horny, is all. So okay, so I’ll leave you alone.” He grinned again. “But maybe you’ll feel different when this is over.”


  For a moment she thought she was going to throw up from a combination of revulsion and fear. Fear of the bomb, not this awful man. Her stomach was twisted into a pretzel, and here he sat, thinking of sex. What was he, anyway?


  The capsule lurched again, and they were on their way.


  The deserted Leystrasse made a gleaming frame of stainless steel storefronts and fluorescent ceiling for the improbable pair hurrying from the tube station in the Plaza: Birkson in his anachronistic golf togs, cleats rasping on the polished rock floor, and Bach, half a meter taller than him, thin like a Lunarian. She wore the regulation uniform of the Municipal Police, which was a blue armband and cap with her rank of chief emblazoned on them, a shoulder holster, an equipment belt around her waist from which dangled the shining and lethal-looking tools of her trade, cloth slippers, and a few scraps of clothing in arbitrary places. In the benign environment of Lunar corridors, modesty had died out ages ago.


  They reached the cordon that had been established around the bomb, and Bach conferred with the officer in charge. The hall was echoing with off-key music.


  “What’s that?” Birkson asked.


  Officer Walters, the man to whom Bach had been speaking, looked Birkson over, weighing just how far he had to go in deference to this grinning weirdo. He was obviously the bomb expert Bach had referred to in an earlier call, but he was a Terran, and not a member of the force. Should he be addressed as ‘sir’? He couldn’t decide.


  “It’s the bomb. It’s been singing to us for the last five minutes. Ran out of things to say, I guess.”


  “Interesting.” Swinging the putter lazily from side to side, he walked to the barrier of painted steel crowd-control sections. He started sliding one of them to the side.


  “Hold it . . . ah, sir,” Walters said.


  “Wait a minute, Birkson,” Bach confirmed, running to the man and almost grabbing his sleeve. She backed away at the last moment.


  “It said no one’s to cross that barrier,” Walter supplied to Bach’s questioning glance. “Says it’ll blow us all to the Farside.”


  “What is that damn thing, anyway?” Bach asked, plaintively.


  Birkson withdrew from the barrier and took Bach aside with a tactful touch on the arm. He spoke to her with his voice just low enough for Walters to hear.


  “It’s a cyborged human connected to a bomb, probably a uranium device,” he said. “I’ve seen the design. It’s just like one that went off in Johannesburg three years ago. I didn’t know they were still making them.”


  “I heard about it,” Bach said, feeling cold and alone. “Then you think it’s really a bomb? How do you know it’s a cyborg? Couldn’t it be tape recordings, or a computer?”


  Birkson rolled his eyes slightly, and Bach reddened. Damn it, they were reasonable questions. And to her surprise, he could not defend his opinion logically. She wondered what she was stuck with. Was this man really the expert she took him to be, or a plaid-sweatered imposter?


  “You can call it a hunch. I’m going to talk to this fellow, and I want you to roll up an industrial X-ray unit on the level below this while I’m doing it. On the level above, photographic film. You get the idea?”


  “You want to take a picture of the inside of this thing. Won’t that be dangerous?”


  “Yeah. Are your insurance premiums paid up?”


  Bach said nothing, but gave the orders. A million questions were spinning through her head, but she didn’t want to make a fool of herself by asking a stupid one. Such as: how much radiation did a big industrial X-ray machine produce when beamed through a rock and steel floor? She had a feeling she wouldn’t like the answer. She sighed, and decided to let Birkson have his head until she felt he couldn’t handle it. He was about the only hope she had.


  And he was strolling casually around the perimeter, swinging his goddamn putter behind him, whistling bad harmony with the tune coming from the bomb. What was a career police officer to do? Back him up on the harmonica?


  The scanning cameras atop the bomb stopped their back and forth motion. One of them began to track Birkson. He grinned his flashiest and waved to it. The music stopped.


  “I am a fifty-kiloton nuclear bomb of the uranium-235 type,” it said. “You must stay behind the perimeter I have caused to be erected here. You must not disobey this deror.”


  Birkson held up his hands, still grinning, and splayed out his fingers.


  “You got me, bud. I won’t bother you. I was just admiring your casing. Pretty nice job, there. It seems a shame to blow it up.”


  “Thank you,” the bomb said, cordially. “But that is my purpose. You cannot divert me from it.”


  “Never entered my mind. Promise.”


  “Very well. You may continue to admire me, if you wish, but from a safe distance. Do not attempt to rush me. All my vital wiring is safely protected, and I have a response time of three milliseconds. I can ignite long before you can reach me, but I do not wish to do so until the allotted time has come.”


  Birkson whistled. “That’s pretty fast, brother. Much faster than me, I’m sure. It must be nice, being able to move like that after blundering along all your life with neural speeds.”


  “Yes, I find it very gratifying. It was a quite unexpected benefit of becoming a bomb.”


  This was more like it, Bach thought. Her dislike of Birkson had not blinded her to the fact that he had been checking out his hunch. And her questions had been answered: no tape array could answer questions like that, and the machine had as much as admitted that it had been a human being at one time.


  Birkson completed a circuit, back to where Bach and Walters were standing. He paused, and said in a low voice, “Check out that time.”


  “What time?”


  “What time did you say you were going to explode?” he yelled.


  “In three hours, twenty-one minutes, and eighteen seconds,” the bomb supplied.


  “That time,” he whispered. “Get your computers to work on it. See if it’s the anniversary of any political group, or the time something happened that someone might have a grudge about.” He started to turn away, then thought of something. “But most important, check the birth records.”


  “May I ask why?”


  He seemed to be dreaming, but came back to them. “I’m just feeling this character out. I’ve got a feeling this might be his birthday. Find out who was born at that time—it can’t be too many, down to the second—and try to locate them all. The one you can’t find will be our guy. I’m betting on it.”


  “What are you betting? And how do you know for sure it’s a man?”


  That look again, and again she blushed. But, damn it, she had to ask questions. Why should he make her feel defensive about it?


  “Because he’s chosen a male voice to put over his speakers. I know that’s not conclusive, but you get hunches after a while. As to what I’m betting . . . no, it’s not my life. I’m sure I can get this one. How about dinner tonight if I’m right?” The smile was ingenuous, without the trace of lechery she thought she had seen before. But her stomach was still crawling. She turned away without answering.


  For the next twenty minutes, nothing much happened. Birkson continued his slow stroll around the machine, stopping from time to time to shake his head in admiration. The thirty men and women of Chief Bach’s police detail stood around nervously with nothing to do, as far away from the machine as pride would allow. There was no sense in taking cover.


  Bach herself was kept busy coordinating the behind-the-scenes maneuvering from a command post that had been set up around the corner, in the Elysian Travel Agency. It had phones and a computer output printer. She sensed the dropping morale among her officers, who could see nothing going on. Had they known that surveying lasers were poking their noses around trees in the Plaza, taking bearings to within a thousandth of a millimeter, they might have felt a little better. And on the floor below, the X-ray had arrived.


  Ten minutes later, the output began to chatter. Bach could hear it in the silent, echoing corridor from her position halfway between the travel agency and the bomb. She turned and met a young officer with the green armband of a rookie. The woman’s hand was ice-cold as she handed Bach the sheet of yellow printout paper. There were three names printed on it, and below that, some dates and events listed.


  “This bottom information was from the fourth expansion of the problem,” the officer explained. “Very low probability stuff. The three people were all born either on the second or within a three-second margin of error, in three different years. Everyone else has been contacted.”


  “Keep looking for these three, too,” Bach said. As she turned away, she noticed that the young officer was pregnant, about in her fifth month. She thought briefly of sending her away from the scene, but what was the use?


  Birkson saw her coming and broke off his slow circuits of the bomb. He took the paper from her and scanned it. He tore off the bottom part without being told it was low probability, crumpled it, and let it drop to the floor. Scratching his head, he walked slowly back to the bomb.


  “Hans?” he called out.


  “How did you know my name?” the bomb asked.


  “Ah, Hans, my boy, credit us with some sense. You can’t have got into this without knowing that the Munipol can do very fast investigations. Unless I’ve been underestimating you. Have I?”


  “No,” the bomb conceded. “I knew you would find out who I was. But it doesn’t alter the situation.”


  “Of course not. But it makes for easier conversation. How has life been treating you, my friend?”


  “Terrible,” mourned the man who had become a fifty-kiloton nuclear weapon.


  Every morning Hans Leiter rolled out of bed and padded into his cozy water closet. It was not the standard model for residential apartment modules but a special one he had installed after he moved in. Hans lived alone, and it was the one luxury he allowed himself. In his little palace, he sat in a chair that massaged him into wakefulness, washed him, shaved him, powdered him, cleaned his nails, splashed him with scent, then made love to him with a rubber imitation that was a good facsimile of the real thing. Hans was awkward with women.


  He would dress, walk down three hundred meters of corridor, and surrender himself to a pedestrian slideway that took him as far as the Cross-Crisium Tube. There, he allowed himself to be fired like a projectile through a tunnel below the Lunar surface.


  Hans worked in the Crisium Heavy Machinery Foundry. His job there was repairing almost anything that broke down. He was good at it; he was much more comfortable with machines than with people.


  One day he made a slip and got his leg caught in a massive roller. It was not a serious accident, because the fail-safe systems turned off the machine before his body or head could be damaged, but it hurt terribly and completely ruined the leg. It had to be taken off. While he was waiting for the cloned replacement limb to be grown, Hans had been fitted with a prosthetic.


  It had been a revelation to him. It worked like a dream, as good as his old leg and perhaps better. It was connected to his severed leg nerve but was equipped with a threshold cut-off circuit, and one day when he barked his artificial shin he saw that it had caused him no pain. He recalled the way that same injury had felt with his flesh and blood leg, and again he was impressed. He thought, too, of the agony when his leg had been caught in the machine.


  When the new leg was ready for transplanting, Hans had elected to retain the prosthetic. It was unusual but not unprecedented.


  From that time on, Hans, who had never been known to his co-workers as talkative or social, withdrew even more from his fellow humans. He would speak only when spoken to. But people had observed him talking to the stamping press, and the water cooler, and the robot sweeper.


  At night, it was Hans’ habit to sit on his vibrating bed and watch the holovision until one o’clock. At that time, his kitchen would prepare him a late snack, roll it to him in his bed, and he would retire for the night.


  For the last three years Hans had been neglecting to turn the set on before getting into bed. Nevertheless, he continued to sit quietly on the bed staring at the empty screen.


  When she finished reading the personal data printout, Bach was struck once more at the efficiency of the machines in her control. This man was almost a cipher, yet there were nine thousand words in storage concerning his uneventful life, ready to be called up and printed into an excruciatingly boring biography.


  “. . . so you came to feel that you were being controlled at every step in your life by machines,” Birkson was saying. He was sitting on one of the barriers, swinging his legs back and forth. Bach joined him and offered the long sheet of printout. He waved it away. She could hardly blame him.


  “But it’s true!” the bomb said. “We all are, you know. We’re part of this huge machine that’s called New Dresden. It moves us around like parts on an assembly line, washes us, feeds us, puts us to bed and sings us to sleep.”


  “Ah,” Birkson said, agreeably. “Are you a Luddite, Hans?”


  “No!” the bomb said in a shocked voice. “Roger, you’ve missed the whole point. I don’t want to destroy the machines. I want to serve them better. I wanted to become a machine, like my new leg. Don’t you see? We’re part of the machine, but we’re the most inefficient part.”


  The two talked on, and Bach wiped the sweat from her palms. She couldn’t see where all this was going, unless Birkson seriously hoped to talk Hans Leiter out of what he was going to do in—she glanced at the clock— two hours and forty-three minutes. It was maddening. On the one hand, she recognized the skill he was using in establishing a rapport with the cyborg. They were on a first-name basis, and at least the damn machine cared enough to argue its position. On the other hand, so what? What good was it doing?


  Walters approached and whispered into her ear. She nodded and tapped Birkson on the shoulder.


  “They’re ready to take the picture whenever you are,” she said.


  He waved her off.


  “Don’t bother me,” he said, loudly. “This is getting interesting. So if what you say is true,” he went on to Hans, getting up and pacing intently back and forth, this time inside the line of barriers, “maybe I ought to look into this myself. You really like being cyborged better than being human?”


  “Infinitely so,” the bomb said. He sounded enthusiastic. “I need no sleep now, and I no longer have to bother with elimination or eating. I have a tank for nutrients, which are fed into the housing where my brain and central nervous system are located.” He paused. “I tried to eliminate the ups and downs of hormone flow and the emotional reactions that followed,” he confided.


  “No dice, huh?”


  “No. Something always distracted me. So when I heard of this place where they would cyborg me and get rid of all that, I jumped at the chance.”


  Inactivity was making Bach impulsive. She had to say or do something.


  “Where did you get the work done, Hans?” she ventured.


  The bomb started to say something, but Birkson laughed loudly and slapped Bach hard on the back. “Oh, no, Chief. That’s pretty tricky, right, Hans? She’s trying to get you to rat. That’s not done, Chief. There’s a point of honor involved.”


  “Who is that?” the bomb asked, suspiciously.


  “Let me introduce Chief Anna-Louise Bach, of the New Dresden Police. Ann, meet Hans.”


  “Police?” Hans asked, and Bach felt goose-pimples when she detected a note of fright in the voice. What was this maniac trying to do, frightening the guy like that? She was close to pulling Birkson off the case. She held off because she thought she could see a familiar pattern in it, something she could use as a way to participate, even if ignominiously. It was the good guybad guy routine, one of the oldest police maneuvers in the book.


  “Aw, don’t be like that,” Birkson said to Hans. “Not all cops are brutes. Ann here, she’s a nice person. Give her a chance. She’s only doing her job.”


  “Oh, I have no objection to police,” the bomb said. “They are necessary to keep the social machine functioning. Law and order is a basic precept of the coming new Mechanical Society. I’m pleased to meet you, Chief Bach. I wish the circumstances didn’t make us enemies.”


  “Pleased to meet you, Hans.” She thought carefully before she phrased her next question. She wouldn’t have to take the hard-line approach to contrast herself with affable, buddy-buddy Birkson. She needn’t be an antagonist, but it wouldn’t hurt if she asked questions that probed at his motives.


  “Tell me, Hans. You say you’re not a Luddite. You say you like machines. Do you know how many machines you’ll destroy if you set yourself off? And even more important, what you’ll do to this social machine you’ve been talking about? You’ll wipe out the whole city.”


  The bomb seemed to be groping for words. He hesitated, and Bach felt the first glimmer of hope since this insanity began.


  “You don’t understand. You’re speaking from an organic viewpoint. Life is important to you. A machine is not concerned with life. Damage to a machine, even the social machine, is simply something to be repaired. In a way, I hope to set an example. I wanted to become a machine—”


  “And the best, the very ultimate machine,” Birkson put in, “is the atomic bomb. It’s the end point of all mechanical thinking.”


  “Exactly,” said the bomb, sounding very pleased. It was nice to be understood. “I wanted to be the very best machine I could possibly be, and it had to be this.”


  “Beautiful, Hans,” Birkson breathed. “I see what you’re talking about. So if we go on with that line of thought, we logically come to the conclusion . . .” and he was off into an exploration of the fine points of the new Mechanistic worldview.


  Bach was trying to decide which was the crazier of the two, when she was handed another message. She read it, then tried to find a place to break into the conversation. But there was no convenient place. Birkson was more and more animated, almost frothing at the mouth as he discovered points of agreement between the two of them. Bach noticed her officers standing around nervously, following the conversation. It was clear from their expressions that they feared they were being sold out, that when zero hour arrived they would still be here watching intellectual ping-pong. But long before that, she could have a mutiny on her hands. Several of them were fingering their weapons, probably without even knowing it.


  She touched Birkson on the sleeve, but he waved her away. Damn it, this was too much. She grabbed him and nearly pulled him from his feet, swung him around until her mouth was close to his ear and growled.


  “Listen to me, you idiot. They’re going to take the picture. You’ll have to stand back some. It’s better if we’re all shielded.”


  “Leave me alone,” he shot back and pulled from her grasp. But he was still smiling. “This is just getting interesting,” he said, in a normal tone of voice.


  Birkson came near to dying in that moment. Three guns were trained on him from the circle of officers, awaiting only the order to fire. They didn’t like seeing their Chief treated that way.


  Bach herself was damn near to giving the order. The only thing that stayed her hand was the knowledge that with Birkson dead, the machine might go off ahead of schedule. The only thing to do now was to get him out of the way and go on as best she could, knowing that she was doomed to failure. No one could say she hadn’t given the expert a chance.


  “But what I was wondering about,” Birkson was saying, “was why today? What happened today? Is this the day Cyrus McCormick invented the combine harvester or something?”


  “It’s my birthday,” Hans said, somewhat shyly.


  “Your birthday?” Birkson managed to look totally amazed to learn what he already knew. “Your birthday. That’s great, Hans. Many happy returns of the day, my friend.” He turned and took in all of the officers with an expansive sweep of his hands. “Let’s sing, people. Come on, it’s his birthday, for heaven’s sake. Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday, dear Hans . . .”


  He bellowed, he was off-key, he swept his hands in grand circles with no sense of rhythm. But so infectious was his mania that several of the officers found themselves joining in. He ran around the circle, pulling the words out of them with great scooping motions of his hands.


  Bach bit down hard on the inside of her cheek to keep herself steady. She had been singing, too. The scene was so ridiculous, so blackly improbable . . .


  She was not the only one who was struck the same way. One of her officers, a brave man who she knew personally to have shown courage under fire, fell on his face in a dead faint. A woman officer covered her face with her hands and fled down the corridor, making helpless coughing sounds. She found an alcove and vomited.


  And still Birkson capered. Bach had her gun halfway out of the shoulder holster, when he shouted.


  “What’s a birthday without a party?” he asked. “Let’s have a big party.” He looked around, fixed on the flower shop. He started for it, and as he passed Bach he whispered, “Take the picture now.”


  It galvanized her. She desperately wanted to believe he knew what he was doing, and just at the moment when his madness seemed total he had shown her the method. A distraction. Please, let it be a distraction. She turned and gave the prearranged signal to the officer standing at the edge of Prosperity Plaza.


  She turned back in time to see Birkson smash in the window of the flower shop with his putter. It made a deafening crash.


  “Goodness,” said Hans, who sounded truly shocked. “Did you have to do that? That’s private property.”


  “What does it matter?” Birkson yelled. “Hell, man, you’re going to do much worse real soon. I’m just getting things started.” He reached in and pulled out an armload of flowers, signaling to others to give him a hand. The police didn’t like it, but soon were looting the shop and building a huge wreath just outside the line of barriers.


  “I guess you’re right,” said Hans, a little breathlessly. A taste of violence had excited him, whetted his appetite for more to come. “But you startled me. I felt a real thrill, like I haven’t felt since I was human.”


  “Then let’s do it some more.” And Birkson ran up and down one side of the street, breaking out every window he could reach. He picked up small articles he found inside the shops and threw them. Some of them shattered when they hit.


  He finally stopped. Leystrasse had been transformed. No longer the scrubbed and air-conditioned Lunar environment, it had become as shattered, as chaotic and uncertain, as the tension-filled emotional atmosphere it contained. Bach shuddered and swallowed the rising taste of bile. It was a precursor of things to come, she was sure. It hit her deeply to see the staid and respectable Leystrasse ravaged.


  “A cake,” Birkson said. “We have to have a cake. Hold on a minute, I’ll be right back.” He strode quickly toward Bach, took her elbow and turned her, pulled her insistently away with him.


  “You have to get those officers away from here,” he said, conversationally. “They’re tense. They could explode at any minute. In fact,” and he favored her with his imbecile grin, “they’re probably more dangerous right now than the bomb.”


  “You mean you think it’s a fake?”


  “No. It’s for real. I know the psychological pattern. After this much trouble, he won’t want to be a dud. Other types, they’re in it for the attention and they’d just as soon fake it. Not Hans. But what I mean is, I have him. I can get him. But I can’t count on your officers. Pull them back and leave only two or three of your most trusted people.”


  “All right.” She had decided again, more from a sense of helpless futility than anything else, to trust him. He had pulled a neat diversion with the flower shop and the X-ray.


  “We may have him already,” he went on, as they reached the end of the street and turned the corner. “Often, the X-ray is enough. It cooks some of the circuitry and makes it unreliable. I’d hoped to kill him outright, but he’s shielded. Oh, he’s probably got a lethal dosage, but it’d take him days to die. That doesn’t do us any good. And if his circuitry is knocked out, the only way to find out is to wait. We have to do better than that. Here’s what I want you to do.”


  He stopped abruptly and relaxed, leaning against the wall and gazing out over the trees and artificial sunlight of the Plaza. Bach could hear songbirds. They had always made her feel good before. Now all she could think of was incinerated corpses. Birkson ticked off points on his fingers.


  She listened to him carefully. Some of it was strange, but no worse than she had already witnessed. And he really did have a plan. He really did. The sense of relief was so tremendous that it threatened to create a mood of euphoria in her, one not yet justified by the circumstances. She nodded curtly to each of his suggestions, then again to the officer who stood beside her, confirming what Birkson had said and turning it into orders. The young man rushed off to carry them out, and Birkson started to return to the bomb. Bach grabbed him.


  “Why wouldn’t you let Hans answer my question about who did the surgical work on him? Was that part of your plan?” The question was halfbelligerent.


  “Oh. Yeah, it was, in a way. I just grabbed the opportunity to make him feel closer to me. But it wouldn’t have done you any good. He’ll have a block against telling that, for sure. It could even be set to explode the bomb if he tries to answer that question. Hans is a maniac, but don’t underestimate the people who helped him get where he is now. They’ll be protected.”


  “Who are they?”


  Birkson shrugged. It was such a casual, uncaring gesture that Bach was annoyed again.


  “I have no idea. I’m not political, Ann. I don’t know the Antiabortion Movement from the Freedom for Mauretania League. They build ‘em, I take ‘em apart. It’s as simple as that. Your job is to find out how it happened. I guess you ought to get started on that.”


  “We already have,” she conceded. “I just thought that . . . well, coming from Earth, where this sort of thing happens all the time, that you might know . . . damn it, Birkson. Why? Why is this happening?”


  He laughed, while Bach turned red and went into a slow boil. Any of her officers, seeing her expression, would have headed for the nearest blast shelter. But Birkson laughed on. Didn’t he give a damn about anything?


  “Sorry,” he forced out. “I’ve heard that question before, from other police chiefs. It’s a good question.” He waited, a half smile on his face. When she didn’t say anything, he went on.


  “You don’t have the right perspective on this, Ann.”


  “That’s Chief Bach to you, damn you.”


  “Okay,” he said, easily. “What you don’t see is that this thing is no different from a hand grenade tossed into a crowd or a bomb sent through the mail. It’s a form of communication. It’s just that today, with so many people, you have to shout a little louder to get any attention.”


  “But . . . who? They haven’t even identified themselves. You’re saying that Hans is a tool of these people. He’s been wired into the bomb, with his own motives for exploding. Obviously he didn’t have the resources to do this himself, I can see that.”


  “Oh, you’ll hear from them. I don’t think they expect him to be successful. He’s a warning. If they were really serious, they could find the sort of person they want, one who’s politically committed and will die for the cause. Of course, they don’t care if the bomb goes off; they’ll be pleasantly surprised if it does. Then they can stand up and pound their chests for a while. They’ll be famous.”


  “But where did they get the uranium? The security is . . .”


  For the first time, Birkson showed a trace of annoyance.


  “Don’t be silly. The path leading to today was irrevocably set in 1945. There was never any way to avoid it. The presence of a tool implies that it will be used. You can try your best to keep it in the hands of what you think of as responsible people, but it’ll never work. And it’s no different, that’s what I’m saying. This bomb is just another weapon. It’s a cherry bomb in an anthill. It’s gonna cause one hill of ants a hell of a lot of trouble, but it’s no threat to the race of ants.”


  Bach could not see it that way. She tried, but it was still a nightmare of entirely new proportions to her. How could he equate the killing of millions of people with a random act of violence where three or four might be hurt? She was familiar with that. Bombs went off every day in her city, as in every human city. People were always dissatisfied.


  “I could walk down . . . no, it’s up here, isn’t it?” Birkson mused for a moment on cultural differences. “Anyway, give me enough money, and I’ll bet I could go up to your slum neighborhoods right this minute and buy you as many kilos of uranium or plutonium as you want. Which is something you ought to be doing, by the way. Anything can be bought. Anything. For the right price, you could have bought weapons-grade material on the black market as early as 1960 or so. It would have been very expensive; there wasn’t much of it. You’d have had to buy a lot of people. But now . . . well, you think it out.” He stopped, and seemed embarrassed by his outburst.


  “I’ve read a little about this,” he apologized.


  She did think it out as she followed him back to the cordon. What he said was true. When controlled fusion proved too costly for wide-scale use, humanity had opted for fast breeder reactors. There had been no other choice. And from that moment, nuclear bombs in the hands of terrorists had been the price humanity accepted. And the price they would continue to pay.


  “I wanted to ask you one more question,” she said. He stopped and turned to face her. His smile was dazzling.


  “Ask away. But are you going to take me up on that bet?”


  She was momentarily unsure of what he meant.


  “Oh. Are you saying you’d help us locate the underground uranium ring? I’d be grateful . . .”


  “No, no. Oh, I’ll help you. I’m sure I can make a contact. I used to do that before I got into this game. What I meant was, are you going to bet I can’t find some? We could bet . . . say, a dinner together as soon as I’ve found it. Time limit of seven days. How about it?”


  She thought she had only two alternatives: walk away from him, or kill him. But she found a third.


  “You’re a betting man. I guess I can see why. But that’s what I wanted to ask you. How can you stay so calm? Why doesn’t this get to you like it does to me and my people. You can’t tell me it’s simply that you’re used to it.”


  He thought about it. “And why not? You can get used to anything, you know. Now, what about that bet?”


  “If you don’t stop talking about that,” she said, quietly, “I’m going to break your arm.”


  “All right.” He said nothing further, and she asked no further questions.


  The fireball grew in milliseconds into an inferno that could scarcely be described in terms comprehensible to humans. Everything in a half-kilometer radius simply vanished into super-heated gases and plasma: buttresses, plateglass windows, floors and ceilings, pipes, wires, tanks, machines, gewgaws and trinkets by the million, books, tapes, apartments, furniture, household pets, men, women, and children. They were the lucky ones. The force of the expanding blast compressed two hundred levels below it like a giant sitting on a Dagwood sandwich, making holes through plate steel turned to putty by the heat as easily as a punch press through tinfoil. Upward, the surface bulged into the soundless Lunar night and split to reveal a white hell beneath. Chunks flew away, chunks as large as city sectors, before the center collapsed back on itself to leave a crater whose walls were a maze of compartments and ant tunnels that dripped and flowed like warm gelatin. No trace was left of human bodies within two kilometers of the explosion. They had died after only the shortest period of suffering, their bodies consumed or spread into an invisible layer of organic film by the combination of heat and pressure that passed through walls, entered rooms where the doors were firmly shut. Further away, the sound was enough to congeal the bodies of a million people before the heat roasted them, the blast stripped flesh from bones to leave shrunken stick figures. Still the effects attenuated as the blast was channeled into corridors that were structurally strong enough to remain intact, and that very strength was the downfall of the inhabitants of the maze. Twenty kilometers from the epicenter, pressure doors popped through steel flanges like squeezed watermelon seeds.


  What was left was five million burnt, blasted corpses and ten million injured so hideously that they would die in hours or days. But Bach had been miraculously thrown clear by some freak of the explosion. She hurtled through the void with fifteen million ghosts following her, and each carried a birthday cake. They were singing. She joined in.


  “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday . . .”


  “Chief Bach.”


  “Huh?” She felt a cold chill pass over her body. For a moment she could only stare down into the face of Roger Birkson.


  “You all right now?” he asked. He looked concerned.


  “I’m . . . what happened?”


  He patted her on both arms, then shook her heartily.


  “Nothing. You drifted off for a moment.” He narrowed his eyes. “I think you were daydreaming. I want to be diplomatic about this . . . ah, what I mean . . . I’ve seen it happen before. I think you were trying to get away from us.”


  She rubbed her hands over her face.


  “I think I was. But I sure went in the wrong direction. I’m all right now.” She could remember it now, and knew she had not passed out or become totally detached from what was going on. She had watched it all. Her memories of the explosion, so raw and real a moment before, were already the stuff of nightmares.


  Too bad she hadn’t come awake into a better world. It was so damn unfair. That was the reward at the end of a nightmare, wasn’t it? You woke up to find everything was all right.


  Instead, here was a long line of uniformed officers bearing birthday cakes to a fifty-kiloton atomic bomb.


  Birkson had ordered the lights turned off in the Leystrasse. When his order had not been carried out, he broke out the lights with his putter. Soon, he had some of the officers helping him.


  Now the beautiful Leystrasse, the pride of New Dresden, was a flickering tunnel through hell. The light of a thousand tiny birthday candles on five hundred cakes turned everything red-orange and made people into shadowed demons. Officers kept arriving with hastily wrapped presents, flowers, balloons. Hans, the little man who was now nothing but a brain and nerve network floating in a lead container; Hans, the cause of all this, the birthday boy himself, watched it all in unconcealed delight from his battery of roving television cameras. He sang loudly.


  “I am a bomb! I am a bomb!” he yelled. He had never had so much fun.


  Bach and Birkson retreated from the scene into the darkened recess of the Bagatelle Flower Shoppe. There, a stereo viewing tank had been set up.


  The X-ray picture had been taken with a moving plate technique that allowed a computer to generate a three dimensional model. They leaned over the tank now and studied it. They had been joined by Sergeant McCoy, Bach’s resident bomb expert, and another man from the Lunar Radiation Laboratory.


  “This is Hans,” said Birkson, moving a red dot in the tank by means of a dial on the side. It flicked over and around a vague gray shape that trailed dozens of wires. Bach wondered again at the pressures that would allow a man to like having his body stripped from him. There was nothing in that lead flask but the core of the man, the brain and central nervous system.


  “Here’s the body of the bomb. The two subcritical masses. The H.E. charge, the timer, the arming barrier, which is now withdrawn. It’s an old design, ladies and gentlemen. Old, but reliable. As basic as the bow and arrow. It’s very much like the first one dropped on the Nippon Empire at Hiroshima.”


  “You’re sure it’ll go off, then?” Bach put in.


  “Sure as taxes. Hell, a kid could build one of these in the bathroom, given only the uranium and some shielding equipment. Now let me see.” He pored over the phantom in the tank, tracing out wiring paths with the experts. They debated possibilities, lines of attack, drawbacks. At last they seemed to reach a consensus.


  “As I see it, we have only one option,” Birkson said. “We have to go for his volitional control over the bomb. I’m pretty sure we’ve isolated the main cable that goes from him to the detonator. Knock that out, and he can’t do a thing. We can pry that tin can open by conventional means and disarm that way. McCoy?”


  “I agree,” said McCoy. “We’d have a full hour, and I’m sure we can get in there with no trouble. When they cyborged this one, they put all their cards on the human operator. They didn’t bother with entry blocks, since Hans could presumably blow it up before we could get close enough to do anything. With his control out, we only have to open it up with a torch and drop the damper into place.”


  The LRL man nodded his agreement. “Though I’m not quite as convinced as Mr. Birkson that he’s got the right cable in mind for what he wants to do. If we had more time . . .”


  “We’ve wasted enough time already,” Bach said, decisively. She had swung rapidly from near terror of Roger Birkson to total trust. It was her only defense. She knew she could do nothing at all about the bomb and had to trust someone.


  “Then we go for it. Is your crew in place? Do they know what to do? And above all, are they good? Really good? There won’t be a second chance.”


  “Yes, yes, and yes,” Bach said. “They’ll do it. We know how to cut rock on Luna.”


  “Then give them the coordinates, and go.” Birkson seemed to relax a bit. Bach saw that he had been under some form of tension, even if it was only excitement at the challenge. He had just given his last order. It was no longer in his hands. His fatalistic gambler’s instinct came into play, and the restless, churning energy he had brought to the enterprise vanished. There was nothing to do about it but wait. Birkson was good at waiting. He had lived through twenty-one of these final countdowns.


  He faced Bach and started to say something to her, then thought better of it. She saw doubt in his face for the first time, and it made her skin crawl. Damn it, she had thought he was sure.


  “Chief,” he said, quietly, “I want to apologize for the way I treated you these last few hours. It’s not something I can control when I’m on the job. I . . .”


  This time it was Bach’s turn to laugh, and the release of tension it brought with it was almost orgasmic. She felt like she hadn’t laughed for a million years.


  “Forgive me,” she said. “I saw you were worried, and thought it was about the bomb. It was just such a relief.”


  “Oh, yeah,” he said, dismissing it. “No point in worrying now. Either your people hit it or they don’t. We won’t know if they don’t. What I was saying, it just sort of comes over me. Honestly. I get horny, I get manic, I totally forget about other people except as objects to be manipulated. So I just wanted to say I like you. I’m glad you put up with me. And I won’t pester you anymore.”


  She came over and put her hand on his shoulder.


  “Can I call you Roger? Thanks. Listen, if this thing works, I’ll have dinner with you. I’ll give you the key to the city, a ticker-tape parade, and a huge bonus for a consultant fee . . . and my eternal friendship. We’ve been tense, okay? Let’s forget about these last few hours.”


  “All right.” His smile was quite different this time.


  Outside, it happened very quickly. The crew on the laser drill were positioned beneath the bomb, working from ranging reports and calculations to aim their brute at precisely the right spot.


  The beam took less than a tenth of a second to eat through the layer of rock in the ceiling and emerge in the air above the Leystrasse. It ate through the metal sheath of the bomb’s underside, the critical wire, the other side of the bomb, and part of the ceiling like they weren’t even there. It had penetrated into the level above before it could be shut off.


  There was a shower of sparks, a quick sliding sound, then a muffled thud. The whole structure of the bomb trembled, and smoke screeched from the two drilled holes in the top and bottom. Bach didn’t understand it but could see that she was alive and assumed it was over. She turned to Birkson, and the shock of seeing him nearly stopped her heart.


  His face was a gray mask, drained of blood. His mouth hung open. He swayed and almost fell over. Bach caught him and eased him to the floor.


  “Roger . . . what is it? Is it still . . . will it go off? Answer me, answer me.What should I do?”


  He waved weakly, pawed at her hands. She realized he was trying to give her a reassuring pat. It was feeble indeed.


  “No danger,” he wheezed, trying to get his breath back. “No danger. The wrong wire. We hit the wrong wire. Just luck is all, nothing but luck.”


  She remembered. They had been trying to remove Hans’ control over the bomb. Was he still in control? Birkson answered before she could speak.


  “He’s dead. That explosion. That was the detonator going off. He reacted just too late. We hit the disarming switch. The shield dropped into place so the masses couldn’t come together even if the bomb was set off. Which he did. He set it off. That sound, that mmmmmmwooooph!’ He was not with her. His eyes stared back into a time and place that held horror for him.


  “I heard that sound—the detonator—once before, over the telephone. I was coaching this woman, no more than twenty-five, because I couldn’t get there in time. She had only three more minutes. I heard that sound, then nothing, nothing.”


  She sat near him on the floor as her crew began to sort out the mess, haul the bomb away for disposal, laugh and joke in hysterical relief. At last Birkson regained control of himself. There was no trace of the bomb except a distant hollowness in his eyes.


  “Come on,” he said, getting to his feet with a little help from her. “You’re going on twenty-four-hour leave. You’ve earned it. We’re going back to Burning Tree, and you’re going to watch me make a par five on the eighteenth. Then we’ve got a date for dinner. What place is nice?”
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  MILESTONES


  Died. John Christie Andrews, 64, U.S. Air Force (Brig. Gen., ret.); of a heart attack;. Born July 17, 1935 in Abilene, Texas, Andrews was commander of the first manned spacecraft to land on the Moon. He is survived by a wife and son.


  No. I don’t like that dream.


  The dream-magazine faded and he was back in 1975, tentatively at least, until sleep plucked him again into a land beyond life where his existence could be reduced to those two magazine appearances: his achievement and his death.


  The curtains ballooned inward on a light breeze. He caught at them, and saw the moon standing in the sky. It was gibbous, bloated past half but less than full. He hated it like that, the lopsidedness of it. Half or full or crescent he could stand some nights, but there was nothing tolerable in a gibbous moon. He could not pick out within five hundred miles the place on its surface where he had walked, just five years ago.


  No cars passed on State Street. The moon might have been another street lamp. From his present vantage point in Teaneck, New Jersey, it seemed impossible that he had ever been there.


  The Lunar Exposé. Time Magazine, August 2, 1987. The article explained that the moon landing had been a hoax, since the moon itself was a hoax. It explained how simple it had been for unknown forces to simulate the moon for unscrupulous purposes; a conspiracy of poets and scientists was intimated. Mass hypnosis was mentioned. In a sidebar was a capsule summary of his alleged mission with a drawing of the flight path, the complicated loops and curves that had taken them there and back, straight-line flight being impossible in space, with an inset map of the splashdown area. Suddenly he was in the capsule as it splashed, sank, and bobbed to the surface. He wanted to fling the hatch open and yell in triumph, be dazzled by the spray and brilliant blue Pacific sky, but of course he couldn’t do that, there was no telling what germs they had brought back, what germs had survived the billion-year killing lunar cold and void there was no telling, and the helicopters droned down and netted them and swung them to the carrier and into quarantine and for three weeks they saw people only through glass; that may have been the start of the isolation he felt now, just as his first time in space had been the start of the emptiness. When he had reached the Cape after all those weeks and miles and loops and backtracks, the trip was finally over, and he yielded to an impulse; he walked onto the launching pad and bent to put his hand on the scorched ground—but he had an attack of vertigo and a terrible intimation: the Earth itself had moved. If he went to the Cape exactly a year after the liftoff, the Earth would be in position again, the circle would be closed—but then there was the motion of the solar system through the galaxy to consider, and the sweep of the galaxy through the universe, and the universe’s own pulsations—and he saw there was no way for him ever to close the circle and return to the place he started from. Driving back to Teaneck with the road behind him spiraling off through space as the Earth moved and the Sun moved and the galaxy moved, he became ill with a complex vertigo and had to pull off the road. Only when it grew dark was he able to drive again, slowly.


  The dream, the memory, dissolved.


  By the time he woke next morning his wife had already left to spend the weekend at the commune upstate. He made breakfast for himself and his son and went outside in the Saturday morning heat to garden. He was almost forty.


  He worked in an over-airconditioned building adjacent to the Teaneck Armory. On one wall of his office was a maroon and red square of geometrically patterned fabric framed like a painting. On another was an autographed photo of the President and another photo of himself on the moon; the landing module and his crewmate Jim Cooper were reflected in his face mask. Because it was a NASA publicity photo, his autograph was on it. He felt silly about that and had always meant to get a clean copy, but where he worked now there were no NASA photos.


  After he had walked on the moon and declined promotion to an Air Force base in California, they seemed to have run out of things for him to do. He had a wood veneer desk that was generally clean and empty. On the floor was a cheap red carpet, the nap of which he was always carrying home on his shoes.


  At first after the mission his time had been filled with interviews and tours and banquets and inconveniences, but with time his fame dwindled. At first he welcomed this escape from the public eye; then the emptiness began to weigh on him, like a column of air on his shoulders. The time he could now spend with his wife and son passed uneasily. He learned to play golf and tennis and spent more time at them than he enjoyed. He started a diary and grew depressed with the banality of his life.


  So he took a few weeks off in the early summer of 1975 to sort the drifting fragments of his life: his wife’s departure, the imminent end of his fourth four-year term of service in the Air Force, the dead undying image of the moon that haunted his dreams, the book he had long planned to write, the mystery of his son, the possibility of a life ahead without a wife or son or career or public image, without every base he had come to rely on. He felt he had to consider what he was, and what he might become.


  For a project he started a garden, even though it was the height of summer. He hauled sacks of soil amendments in the station wagon, rented a rototiller, chewed up part of the backyard, sweated through his t-shirt and shorts. Each day the heat seemed to come down on him sooner and harder. Each day he would hear Kevin go out, and then he would go back into the silent empty house to rest.


  The lunar astronauts, the dozen or so people he had considered friends, drifted one by one away from the magnet of Houston, until the terrible clean emptiness of the city came to depress him terribly. Texas no longer felt like home.


  In 1970, Harrison Baker, the command module pilot on Andrews’ mission, moved to New Jersey with his family to become a vice-president in a large oil company. The Andrews followed shortly. The prospect of friends nearby, and of New York, where he and Charlotte had once wanted to live, Kevin’s enthusiasm for leaving Texas, all these poor random factors pulled them to the sterile suburb of Teaneck as surely as destiny. As it turned out, they ended over forty miles from the Bakers, New York lost its appeal after six months, and Kevin talked of going back to Texas for college.


  Baker had written a book on what it was like to orbit the moon while his fellow astronauts got all the glory. The book was called Group Effort. A bad book, Andrews thought. A humble book by a conceited man, written in fact by a hungry young journalist. Andrews had the impression, reading it, that Baker was somehow unconvinced of the Moon’s reality, since he himself had not walked there. Andrews disliked the book, or more precisely he disliked the feelings the book aroused in him: he felt he could have done it better if he had made the effort.


  But adrift in this summer he nonetheless called Baker one day. He was alone in the house and desperate for company. He called him as if to summon a ghost of old confidence.


  “Chris! How are you, you son of a bitch?” Baker’s voice was hard and distant on the wire. Andrews had quite forgotten that at NASA Chris had been his nickname. He had also forgotten Baker’s smiling combativeness, his way of wielding friendship like a challenge. Already he was regretting the call.


  “Hello, Hank. How are you?”


  “Great, just great! Listen, I’ve been meaning to invite you and Sharl up for a weekend. It’s been too long.”


  “Fine. Thanks, Hank. But actually Charlotte and I haven’t been getting on too well recently.”


  “Oh? I’m sorry to hear it.”


  “It’s just one of those things. We’re thinking of separating.”


  “That’s a shame, Chris. That’s a damn shame. Francie and I always said what a good couple you were.”


  “Well, I don’t know, I think it’s for the best. Hell, I didn’t call to cry on your shoulder, Hank. I had a question for you. I’ve been thinking of writing that book that Doubleday asked me to, you remember?”


  “Sure. They’re still interested?”


  “Well, I don’t know. I assumed they would be.”


  “It’s been a few years, hasn’t it? You know, the royalties on my book aren’t what they could be. The hardcover’s out of print and the paperback sales are so slow they’re not going to reprint it. Which is a damn shame, I think. Not that I need the money. But the way I feel about it is, it’s a historical document and it ought to stay in print. But they say people aren’t interested in the moon anymore. People don’t care.”


  “Well, sure, look at the whole NASA program.”


  “Well, I’m a retired guy now. I don’t really follow the program.”


  “This is the last one, Hank. This one coming up. After this, no more manned flights.”


  There was silence. He remembered Baker’s habit of keeping him waiting on the line, when Baker was in the orbiter.


  “Hank? I can’t help thinking we did it wrong.”


  “Wrong? What do you mean?”


  “Our landing. We planted the American flag, we left a plaque.”


  “So? What should we have planted? Flowers?” Baker laughed, a short cold sound in the receiver.


  “I don’t know. I thought the United Nations flag might have been a nice gesture.”


  “The UN? What’s the UN done for you lately? We put that lander on the moon. Why shouldn’t we take the credit for it?”


  “I suppose. I didn’t think much about it at the time.” The flag would not unfurl in vacuum so they had braced it with wire.


  “What’s to think about? I mean, this is off the record, this isn’t a damn NASA press release, but that flag marks our territory. I don’t care what the plaque said about coming in peace for all mankind. We got there before the Russians did. It’s that simple.”


  “What about the joint Apollo-Soyuz mission coming up?”


  “Well, shit. There’s a good reason to be out of NASA right there. The Russians get more out of it than we do. You want my take on it, we’ll have a manned program again, Chris, yes we will. But it won’t be NASA. We’ll take space back from those fucking civilians. Mark my words. Now, Chris, I got to run. Some bigshot wants to buy me lunch, get me to sit on a board somewhere. That invitation still goes for you and your kid, and for Charlotte if you want. Any time at all, you know that.”


  “Sure, Hank. Thanks.”


  “And I’m sorry as hell to hear what happened with Charlotte. I hope it all works out for you.”


  “I’m sure it will. I’ll let you go. Good talking to you.”


  “See you around, huh?”


  “You bet.” He hung up. He felt very tired. The living room trembled just outside his field of vision. He sat for a few minutes, and abruptly decided to spend the day in New York, in noise and smog and traffic.


  Through the magazine where she worked, his wife had met an author who ran a commune in upstate New York. The author had published an article on communal lifestyles in the magazine. Charlotte brought it home, and Andrews read it with disdain. A few weeks later the author dropped by the office in person and talked to Charlotte. She came home excited, with an invitation to the commune for both of them, which, after a week of bitter arguments, she accepted alone. She would sleep with the author; of that Andrews was sure. And when she came home Andrews said, stupidly, regretting it even as he spoke, “Was he any good?”


  And she said, “He was great,” and what had been a bitterness became a war. Kevin was fourteen then. During a lull in the fight they heard him sobbing through the wall.


  “My God,” said Charlotte, “what’s wrong with us?” Together they went to Kevin, and the three of them held to each other and wept.


  The next month was perhaps the best in their marriage; they were kind and deferential, as if unwilling to test the strength of the frayed fabric. But the next time Charlotte left it was for a week. Again there was a fight. Again there were tears. After that, the reconciliations had less meaning. Andrews felt the marriage become weak and brittle, emulsion cracking on an old photograph.


  The black and white photograph in the den held them both against a bright, faded Texas sky. They stood by a small brick chapel in the hot Texas afternoon, Charlotte in her crisp white dress, four months pregnant but not yet showing, Andrews crewcut and stiff in his uniform. Andrews had entered the Air Force from college, blank enough to be a soldier, smart enough to be an officer. Soon he had commendations, citations, and his name on a plastic wood-grained prism on his desk at Sheppard Air Force Base and $213.75 a month plus expenses. Then he had a wife and in a few years a master’s degree and a mortgage, and then a son and a doctorate, and oak leaves and an assured future.


  Then the space program started up, and Lieutenant Colonel Andrews being a local boy of good repute, an officer and an engineer and a test pilot, and a solid asset to any organization, so it said on his commendations, he was accepted into those elite ranks. He got his colonelcy and a sense of purpose that truly humbled him; he had never been religious but space made him feel as he imagined God made other people feel. He was a successful man, and his life was a fine and balanced thing.


  Then they put him in a rocket and shot him at the moon.


  Abenezra, Abulfeda, Agatharchides, Agrippa, Albategnius, Alexander, Aliacensus, Almanon, Alpetragius, Alphonsus, Apianus, Apollonius, Agago, Archimedes, Aristarchus, Aristillus, Aristoteles, Ascelpi, Atlas . . .


  The craters, the names, rolled past. A tiny motor made a grinding sound as it turned the four-foot sphere, the front and back sides both sculpted in wondrous detail thanks to his and other missions, thanks to the automatic cameras mounted on the outside of the capsule. Tiny American flags marked the Apollo landing sites, dime-store gaudies against the gray.


  John Christie Andrews, first man on the moon, stood in the planetarium at the end of a hall lined with names like Icarus, da Vinci, Montgolfier, Wright, Goddard inscribed over a mural of the history of flight. They had told him that the moon landing was the grandest achievement of the human race. He believed it was. He had every reason to be proud, to be as content as Baker seemed to be. Why, then, did that emptiness come to him at night?


  Flanking the lunar globe were photographs: himself, Baker, Cooper, Nixon, Von Braun. Some children recognized him and crowded around for autographs. One asked where he had landed; again he suffered the doubts of last night and finally stabbed a finger vaguely at one of the larger maria. Gratefully he heard the loudspeaker announce the start of the sky show.


  The sky show was absorbing, more so than the night sky, even the clear country sky he could see for two weeks every year at his brother’s summer cottage on Lake Hopatcong; he was enchanted by the flitting arrows on the sky, the narrator’s calm clear explanations, the wonderful control the projector had over its model universe. Stars rose, set, went forward, back. Seasons fled and returned. In the planetarium, time did not exist.


  Afterwards he walked along the edge of Central Park. In a bookstore window he saw a copy of Baker’s book, marked down to $1.98. He went in. Near the entrance his eye was caught by a familiar volume, an anthology of poetry he had used in college. He stood there skimming it. The moon is dead, you lovers . .. I have seen her face .. . a woman’s face but dead as stone. And leper white and withered to the bone . . .


  He saw Charlotte’s face deflagrate before him. Touched by the void, it turned into a death’s-head moon, glowing with the stark brilliance of sunlight in void. Something struggled in his chest. It seemed to Andrews that of all the astronauts, he had had the best chance of understanding the moon. Of what they had done there. He would write his book. Why not? And he would start it with poetry.


  He purchased the anthology, and several others. It was years since he had read anything but newspapers; now he was drunk with the neglected mysteries of books. In this nearly weightless mood he felt himself approaching the edge of a change, the crest of an oscillation, the start of a new phase; he felt charged with the energy of the unpredictable.


  “Dad? You busy?”


  He started and pushed aside the books he had bought. “Oh, no. Come on in, son.” Immediately annoyed at himself; when had he started calling Kevin son?


  The boy drifted in. Tall, pale; his son, brought out of a hot union years past, and already faded, but for this phantom, this stranger in the house. His son.


  “Are you and Mom going to stay together until September?”


  “Sure. Until you’re at school.”


  “Oh.” The room was silent. Somewhere an air conditioner hummed.


  “Why do you ask?”


  “Things are worse between you, aren’t they?”


  “Don’t worry about it, Kevin.”


  “If you’re staying together just for my sake, I wish you wouldn’t. I mean, I don’t want you to. I think you should separate now if that’s the case.”


  Andrews looked at his son. A troubled sixteen, his emotions already burnt brittle into a fragile, ashen maturity. While Andrews felt himself moving back along a rocket wake into a second adolescence, a time of self-consciousness, self-discovery.


  “I’ll think about it. I’ll talk to your mother. Kevin . . . ?”


  “Yeah, Dad.”


  “This business with your mother and me . . . it hasn’t affected you too badly, has it?” He burned with embarrassment. His memory stung him brutally with the image of a woman he had, just once, brought to the house, out of spite for Charlotte and her author, and Kevin’s look when he came home. “I mean, just because things aren’t working out for us, I don’t want you to think . . .”


  “I don’t think about it anymore. It’s just one of those things that happen.”


  “Because it would be a terrible thing if this were to turn you against marriage, or against women . . .”


  “Don’t worry about it, Dad. I’ll think what I think. I think it’s better this way. I think it might even be better for you if you split up sooner.


  ,Well, thanks, Kev.” Then, because he was less afraid of being embarrassed than of being untouchable, he hugged his son. Kevin held still for this, and Andrews let go soon enough to make both of them grateful.


  “Okay if I stay out late tonight?” Kevin asked, leaving. “I have a date.”


  “How late?” Pleased, but their late sentiment demanded a strict return to formality. The balance was too delicate to threaten.


  “One o’clock?”


  “Make it twelve-thirty.”


  “Okay.”


  “Who’s the girl?”


  “Nobody you know.”


  “Oh. Well . . . have fun . . .”


  Kevin left. Andrews returned to his book and read: Poetry must bring forth its characters as speaking, singing, gesticulating. This is the nature of the hero.


  His obligations as a national monument took him the next day to a half-hour talk show with a senator, a NASA administrator, and a moderator. The topic was the end of the manned space program, made topical by the upcoming Apollo-Soyuz mission.


  The show started with the senator asserting that the space program was by no means ending, but was being cut back in favor of more pressing domestic issues. The senator said that space exploration could be done more cheaply and efficiently and safely by machines. Andrews felt that he was being mollified, and this increased his hostility. He interrupted to ask if perhaps other areas of the national budget might be better cut—defense, for instance, which consumed a hundred times as much money as NASA.


  No one knew how to react; Andrews thought the NASA man might be smiling, off-camera. The senator made some comment about his record for trimming waste, and the moderator turned the conversation toward the hopeful symbolism of the joint Apollo-Soyuz mission. The senator, recovered, called it a magnificent extension of his party’s successful policy of detente. Andrews began to ask why, if detente was so successful, the defense budget was not being cut, but as he leaned forward to press his point, he realized that his microphone was off and the camera had moved away from him. This so angered him that he leaned into the camera’s view and began to speak into the senator’s microphone.


  “I’d like to read something, if you don’t mind.”


  The camera swung back to him. The lights blazed and blinded him. He felt a little drunk with their heat.


  “This is a poem by Lord Byron. It’s very short.” The paper trembled in his hand.


  So, we’ll go no more a-roving


  So late into the night,


  Though the heart be still as loving,


  And the moon be still as bright.


  For the sword outwears its sheath,


  And the soul wears out the breast.


  And the heart must pause to breathe,


  And love itself have rest.


  Though the night was made for loving,


  And the day returns too soon,


  Yet we’ll go no smore a-roving


  By the light of the moon.


  Electrons made a chaos of snow on the monitors. Offstage a man in hornrimmed glasses waved frantically. The moderator cleared his throat.


  “Thank you, Colonel Andrews. We have to pause here, but we’ll be back in a moment.” The red eye of the camera blinked off.


  Andrews sank back into his chair. The senator looked away. The moderator leaned over to Andrews and said, “Please, Colonel, stick to the subject at hand.”


  “Wasn’t I?”


  “Colonel.”


  “My microphone was turned off. It made me mad.”


  “I’ll see it doesn’t happen again. But please . . .”


  “No more poetry?”


  “No more poetry.”


  Andrews turned to the NASA man, his silent ally, who said, “This isn’t helping us, Colonel,” and his certainty vanished. NASA itself did not care about the moon. Andrews was alone in his concern.


  “All right,” he said under his breath. “All right, you bastards.” He felt a sense of climax. He saw what he must do: leave, walk off, now. He had said all he had to say. But at the thought all his strength went from him. The camera came back on, and for the rest of the show he was trapped there, silent, outwardly serene. He saw himself as a circle swimming alone and untouched in a sea of static.


  Tuesday his wife returned. The car pulled up and he heard Kevin go down and out the back door, fast and light, as if he had been going anyway. The screen door sighed on its hinge and in the second before she entered the den he knew with a sick premonition that today she would finally ask for a divorce. Her first words, though, catching him off balance, were, “My God, John, do you have any idea how embarrassing that was?”


  “Hello, Charlotte. What was embarrassing?” He considered the woman before him with an objectivity he would never have thought possible.


  “The TV show. The poetry. Rick practically dragged the whole commune in to watch you quoting Lord Byron on the Today show. Christ, if you knew what you looked like.”


  “Really. I didn’t know you had TV up there in the pristine wilderness.”


  “Oh, go screw.”


  “All right, let’s have it, what was wrong with quoting Byron?”


  “It was, let us say, out of character.”


  “Did it ever occur to you that I get tired of playing the dumb hero?”


  She looked at him. “You think you can get out of it that easily?”


  “Maybe.”


  She went to her bedroom and took down a suitcase from the closet. He followed her and sat on the bed with his eyes closed and his fingertips touching at the bridge of his nose. He sat as if in another world and listened to the angry rustlings of clothes as she hurled them about.


  “Tell me, John, do you have any idea the kind of crap I have had to put up with these past ten years?”


  “Yes.” It had once been a joke between them.


  “The goddamned forty-page NASA manual on how to be an astronaut’s wife? Did you get a good look at that?”


  “Charlotte, don’t start.”


  “John.”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “John, I want a divorce.”


  “Yes, I know. All right.”


  “All right? Like that?”


  “Like that.”


  She stared, confused. “What are you going to do?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Your term of service is over this month, isn’t it? Are you going to renew?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Why not?” She sat on the bed now and he became aware of her body, her movements, and it began to hurt. He had held it off till then. “What are you going to do for money? Another four years and you’d have a pension. Kevin will be in college. If you quit now, what will you do?”


  “I was thinking of writing a book.”


  “About your mission?”


  “Sort of. I was thinking of poetry.”


  “Poetry?” She smiled fractionally and shook her head. “Lover, if you had the barest fraction of poetry in you, it would have come out long ago. You would have said something full of poetry when you first stepped onto the moon. And what did you say? Well, I don’t have to remind you.”


  “Those were their words, not mine.”


  She shook her head wearily. “John, it’s too late. It’s five years too late. You can’t be what you’re not. You’re, what did you say, a national monument. As soon as you touched that rock up there you turned to stone yourself. I know, because I almost did too. I came so damned close to it, but I . . .” She stopped herself.


  “Go on.”


  She looked up quickly. “You want me to?”


  “Yes.”


  She paused. She looked at her hands. “While you were on the moon I seduced a newsman.”


  “Say that again.”


  “I seduced a newsman. You didn’t know that, did you?”


  “No, Charlotte, I didn’t know that.” He felt a dull ache start, a sinking at the truth of it, or at her ability to lie that way. “I don’t know when to believe you anymore.”


  “You can believe this. It was right after you’d stepped down. He was here to interview me, to ask me safe dull questions for his safe dull article. Kevin was at school, you were a quarter million miles away; so we did it. It was the safest infidelity I ever had.”


  “Meaning there were others.”


  “Meaning whatever you like.”


  Feeling was returning to him; he had tried to hold it off, but the dull ache was deep in his spine.


  “And right after we finished the phone rang. He looked like it was the voice of God. I said, ‘Oh, that’s just my husband calling from work,’ and I laughed! I felt so fine! Isn’t that funny, that I didn’t have to worry about you walking in on us because you were on the moon?”


  He got up and left the room. “John,” she called. He kept walking. He walked into the kitchen to get a beer, the feeling still in his spine. When he reached the refrigerator there was a roaring in his ears. Cold air blew out across his arms; he stared into the cluttered recess of milk, butter, eggs, foilwrapped leftovers. His mind was blank. Finally he remembered about the beer and reached for it. He was shocked to see his hand shake as it lifted the bottle. He put the bottle carefully back and shut the door, stood braced against it. His back throbbed. When it subsided he walked back to the bedroom. “Why?” he said.


  Charlotte watched him. “Because, John, I was slightly drunk and terribly depressed because there was my husband on the moon, and where was he? I felt nothing. I felt like a piece of machinery for the goddamned mission and I had to do something human for Christ’s sake, can you understand that?”


  “That wasn’t human. That was sick and vindictive.”


  “I watched you on the moon, John, I watched the whole thing. I wanted so much to share your moment, and I couldn’t. It meant nothing. It wasn’t real to me. You said their words, you followed their agenda, you did nothing, nothing, to show that you were my husband. I watched you become NASA, and I was the NASA wife. And I felt like I was dying. And here was this reporter saying, ‘You must be awfully proud, Mrs. Andrews.’ And you moved like a robot on the moon and I did not want to be married to that! So I fucked him. I did it, and I made him think of me as a person!” And she laughed in triumph and looked at him quickly as she used to, when the life and the devilry in her was for him only. The look caught at him and something seemed to break free from her eyes and fly and something twisted inside him, watching it go.


  “Charlotte . . .” His mouth was dry and his voice came from far away. “Stay with me.”


  “No.”


  “Yes.” He was pleading. “Yes.”


  “Why should I, John?”


  “I need you. Kevin needs you.”


  For a second she was moved, he saw it; her eyes softened and she seemed to tremble with the thought of going to him, there was that ghost of a better past between them for just an instant. She seemed ready to cry, but with an effort she turned to him and forced her tears back to whatever pit they had been rising from; she fixed him with dry glittering eyes that said no; I am not that close to you.


  “John, I have needs too,” she said.


  Numb, he followed her to the car, helped her with her bags. She got in, started the engine, and stared straight ahead for a minute before turning to him.


  “You could come visit me.” she said.


  There was a long silence. “I don’t think so. I’d better be alone.”


  And she drove off. That it was inevitable, that he had seen it coming for months, that his every nerve was raw with waiting for it, made no difference to the wretched man who now stands and watches a woman who had been his wife vanish down the road.


  He has a dream that first night after she has finally left. It is one of many in the blurry confused time before waking. He is lying on his back with an erection while a woman pulls herself onto him. When he fucks his wife this way, as he often does at her prompting, he puts his hands to her breasts or on her hips, but in this dream he can’t move. His arms stay limp at his sides. The woman is moving, though, sliding on him, and he remembers that in space his wet dreams were usually of women masturbating. This dream-woman seems to be doing that now; he feels like a machine for her pleasure—and it’s good to feel that, to give himself over to her pleasure, to abandon his responsibilities.


  As he wakes further, the dream fades and he realizes that the sheet is tented over him and the slightest move will bring him off. He lies still. Only the fractional pull of the sheet as he breathes can be felt, with almost unbearable friction. Finally he turns onto his stomach and pumps himself into the sheet, reliving agonies of adolescence, twice this week I sinned father, it was that that drove him from the Church. He lies for some time, feeling himself pulse, and grow damp and cold.


  Alone, becalmed, he had books to read and silence in which to think and money enough to last the summer, a quiet season of the soul that seemed timeless. But it passed. His reenlistment forms came; Kevin was preparing for college; he had to grow used to the idea of divorce. The house took on a dull dead feel, as if his eyes in passing over objects too many times had burnt the life from them. He felt beyond continuing. He found a line in Yeats that pierced him with its truth: Man is in love, and loves what vanishes.


  So for a week or two he worked at trying to find in his unwilling soul the shape of a book that would say what he felt about the moon. He copied poems from his anthology. He reread Baker’s book. The event was too familiar; even as he rehearsed it in his mind, he could feel the particularity of it slipping away from him. Instead he jotted fragments based on moments he remembered, moments of solitude when he had felt himself, and not an instrument of NASA: earthrise over the crescent limb while they still orbited the moon at eighty miles; the feel of the light gravity; the way the lunar dust burst from underfoot, hung and drifted. He wrote short paragraphs, sometimes just fragments of sentences that looked like lines of poetry. He typed up what he had and clipped a cover letter to the pages, hoping his name would make up for their defects.


  Then, emptied, he called his wife at the number she had left. When he heard her voice he sickened and softened inside and was near tears when he asked to come up and see her and she said, she says, yes.


  On the drive up he is tense with anticipation. His pulse is up, his chest tight, his breathing shallow, almost as if he is in a capsule again. He admits to himself that some of this is fear.


  Of what is he afraid? Not of Charlotte or her author, but of the commune. The young people there. He sees teenaged girls drifting through the Teaneck summer. He is more disconcerted by them than Kevin is. To find himself at that age he would have to go back to Waco, 1951—and for an instant it seems possible—exit 12 for the McCarthy hearings, exit 13 for the Korean War—it seems he could return to his youth as easily as he now takes the Thruway. But it would not be the youth of these new children. This generation seems astute, mature beyond their years, beyond perhaps his.


  The commune is not what he expected. No farmhouse, no wide furrowed fields, no cows or sheep grazing. It is a modest two-story home surrounded by neatly pruned shrubs. In a small garden he sees a man about his age shade his eyes to watch his car lurch up the dirt drive. This is the author, no doubt. The man sets down his hoe and approaches.


  “Hello, I’m Rick Burns. You must be Colonel Andrews. Charlotte told us to expect you.”


  He is drained from the trip; the sun hits him a blow as he climbs out of the air-conditioned car. He shakes hands, feeling the man’s grip, feeling it as if it were on his wife.


  “Come inside and I’ll introduce you around. We’re glad you decided to come up.”


  He dislikes Burns on sight, his bluff cordiality, the veneer of sexuality on the man’s skin like a deep tan.


  The only person inside is Charlotte, crosslegged on the sofa, reading. She looks up when Andrews enters; she has heard the car and arranged herself purposely into that neutral position, and stays seated, realizing that a hug would be too intimate, a handshake too cold. In his consideration of adolescence, in his high pitch of sexual awareness, all he can think of is how much he has missed her physically.


  Charlotte rises. “I’ll show John around.”


  “Dinner’s late tonight, around nine.”


  They go out; they speak little. She tells him there are half a dozen young people living here, working and paying what they can. Rick bears most of the expense. There is a small barn behind the house, hens, a couple of pigs, turkeys, ducks. Charlotte says hello to a couple, Robert and Barbara, as they emerge from the barn, smiling with slight embarrassment. Andrews looks at Charlotte, squeezes her hand. And soon enough they end up back in her bedroom.


  He steps outside himself and observes them both there in the waning light. Charlotte unbuttons her blue shirt and the sun is gold and shadow on her. The room is vivid in oranges and browns. Even Andrews’s large body, going to fat from lack of training, is handsome in the twilight. He lies naked on the bed, the sheets cool, the air gentle, Charlotte sliding silken over him. Her breasts glow pale against her tan. She moves onto him as in his dream; he is still as death, as in the dream; and suddenly he thrusts against her. She puts a hand to his chest to slow him, but he moves again, frantic now to break the spell of dream that seems to hover close. She presses harder, and furious, he grabs her shoulders and wrenches her over with a small gasp under him, pumping desperately, starting a rhythm, a continuity, a feeling that in these seconds, these thrusts, he can vindicate all their time passed and gone sour.


  Perhaps she understands then, or perhaps her body betrays her, or perhaps she has secret reasons of her own, but she moves in sympathy; she gives Andrews his dominance. Gives it just as Andrews deliquesces, his determination melts and flows from him. He comes up off her and rolls away and lies still, hardly breathing.


  “John, it doesn’t matter. It’s all right.”


  “No. No, it isn’t.”


  “Shh. Yes. It is. I don’t care.”


  “I do.”


  “It’s not your fault. Try later.”


  Andrews lies quietly as she caresses him. And peace comes like grace; what a wonder, to have his wife back as she was, even for these few moments. Dusk gathers, and he has visions of space, at once appealing and terrifying. The world releases him, and he soars transcendent through the firmament. After a while the stars resolve to the grainy darkness of the room and Charlotte is beside him and they talk.


  “What is it you want here, Sharl?”


  “I don’t know if I can explain. It’s a feeling. It’s as if I’ve spent my whole life inside, in some horrible hospital or rest home. I haven’t felt really free since God knows when. I feel pale and bedridden. I just want to feel healthy again.”


  “Yes,” he says. “Sometimes I feet the air pressing on me. I feel gravity and I feel the atmosphere like an ocean on my back. And I want to be in free fall again. I dream about that sometimes.”


  “This is what NASA is to you?”


  “Was.”


  “Why do you want to resign, then?”


  “Because it’s over! Didn’t you hear me on that program? It’s over, done, finished.” He groans and rolls away from her. “It could have been something and we let it go. What sense does that make?”


  “John,” she soothes, holding him. Against the coldness of space, the transcendent spirit of man, her warmth is cloying. She binds him to his body. “What’s out there, anyway?”


  “Nothing,” he says, and he shuts his eyes.


  On an ocean. Wave mechanics. Harmonic motion. His physics professor, strange old man, explaining the motion of the waves: periodic functions, series of crests and troughs, repetitions. Every sort of motion dependent upon harmonic theory. Sine waves, circles, spirals, helixes, orbits, all the same. The same equations apply. Period of a pendulum. Earth’s a pendulum, you know: swings around the sun, and turns on its axis: complex motion. In the middle of the lecture he dropped into philosophic discourse, the brilliant mind derailed and rambling as the classroom pitched on the waves: duality in monism, one wave with the two halves, see? Positive and negative. Mathematics is the purest poetry. Ah, the Greeks, such poets. Class grumbling, breaking up and diving off the platform, old fool senile and rambling about sine fucking waves. Sit down! I’m not finished! Andrews alone in the classroom. Now listen, hissed the teacher, air seething with his hot intense breath, the sea growing long and glassy as if listening. We are all disturbances of the medium. Understand? Disturbances of the medium. Pebbles dropped in a vacuum. Waves. All of us, a collection of waves, nothing more. Nothing but repetitions, periods, waves. Frightened, Andrews dove, sank quickly, drowned, and drowning, woke.


  As he enters the kitchen and faces all the members of the commune together for dinner, he feels lines of force in the room, constellations of tensions shifting to accommodate him. Interference patterns. How distant he is from this world; how far away Teaneck is. The others feel this too, and there is that moment of uneasiness, the lines in flux. The moment passes. They sit to dinner.


  The dinner discussion ranges over books, music, films, farming. One girl casually mentions her abortion and Andrews suffers a Catholic reaction. Not that he has been at all religious, but a sense of sin, once acquired, is not easily lost. Sin and grace are not part of the metaphysical baggage of this generation. They speak of yin and yang, complementaries without values. He feels at a loss, vulnerable.


  After dinner they sit and talk over the littered plates. Burns starts to roll a cigarette. He has rolled several from tobacco that evening, but now he reaches for a smaller jar, and the flakes are green and Andrews feels a kick of giddy trepidation as he watches Burns pour the stuff into a paper and roll it. He is acutely aware of everyone, of their casualness and his tension, and he feels Charlotte watching him. The joint circles around, closing on him. Charlotte tokes, smiles at him, and passes it. He shakes his head. She nods and smiles, makes “come on” with her mouth. Afraid of interrupting the casual atmosphere, afraid of making a scene, afraid perhaps of missing a chance, he accepts, sucks, holds, passes. “Keep it in,” Charlotte whispers. He nods secretly. John Andrews, pothead.


  At first he feels nothing and starts to relax, but after a while a certain detachment slips into his senses. They extend; his eyes, ears, fingers are at the far end of a tunnel, relaying everything to him in delayed echoes. Everything has flattened, taken on the aspect of a screen. Entranced, Andrews watches as he would in a theater. Colors are rich, vivid, the dialogue flows wondrously. How lifelike, he thinks.


  This goes on for some time before a young man named Max gets up. Andrews runs the scene back: Burns has asked how many chickens he can expect for dinner tomorrow and Max said, “I’ll go out and cull some now. Come on, Barb.” Then he senses Andrews’ gaze. “Want to see how you cull chickens, Colonel?” and Andrews, suffused with good will, says, “Why, shore,” and they are up and out.


  There is silence outside, a breathless summer silence, with a full moon, orange, just rising. On the horizon fireworks burst soundlessly. The Fourth, Andrews suddenly remembers. It is the Fourth of July. America is 199 tonight.


  In the barn is a rich earth shit smell. In the roost the birds flutter and cluck at the flashlight. Max says, “We have a dozen birds but we’re only getting about eight eggs a day. So we must have a couple hens not doing their jobs.” He lifts a brown hen which squawks indignantly. Barb takes the light. The hen’s eyes gleam yellow and she squirms. “Down,” says Max. “Keep it out of her eyes, Barb.”


  He carries the bird into the adjoining shed, away from the others, and snaps on the light. He says to Andrews, “Now the first thing you do is check the claws. If the hen’s not laying, the yellow pigment that should go into the yolk gets into the beak and claws and around the vent.” He turns the hen over and she squawks. “Pretty good. Now you check the vent.” He pushes the tail feathers aside and a pink puckered hole appears. “It should be moist and bleached—no yellow—and this one looks pretty good.” Abruptly Max lays his fingers beside the vent. “Check the pelvic bone for clearance, make sure the eggs have room to get out.” He flips the hen back rightside up. “Yeah, she looks like a layer. Give her a white tag, Barb.” The girl has a handful of colored plastic rings. Now she snaps a white one around the bird’s horny leg. Max takes the hen back in, emerges with another. “When they stop laying,” he says, “they start looking a lot better. The muscles firm up and the feathers get slicker. So I get very suspicious when I see a healthy-looking bird like this one.” He flips her over. The hen thrashes wildly, flaps the air with frantic wings. “Oh, baby,” says Max, “you’re much too active. You’re looking too good to be spending much time in the laying box.” He holds her firmly. “Vent looks okay, though. Two fingers here . . . Give her a yellow, Barb.”


  After eleven hens there is only one definite cull, one red tag already in a separate cage. Max brings in the last bird. “This is a sex-linked. I would be very surprised if she wasn’t laying. Still, you can never tell. The only way you find out for sure is to kill it and check the egg tree. I killed a cull once that had an egg all ready to drop out. Ate the chicken, fried the egg. But we lost a layer. And they moult in July and they don’t lay while they’re moulting. Every poultry book I’ve ever read says, come July, you can forget about eggs.”


  As soon as Max starts poking, the bird explodes in frenzy. The claws kick, the wings flail. Max puts a hand on the bird’s neck. “If you choke ‘em a little, it calms ‘em.” The hen does not calm though and Max shifts her further upside down, a claw catches his shirt. “Shit!” He drops the hen and Barb grabs her. “You hurt?”


  “No. Just a scratch.” She holds the bird while Max probes. He spreads the feathers to show Andrews the dry tight yellow vent. “Ahh.” Max lifts her, calm now, and drops her in the cage with the other cull. She flutters once and is still.


  He smiles at Andrews. “Dinner.”


  When they come back to the house, Andrews is still high, still enchanted with the world. But something has changed inside. One of the girls gives him a quick look, then goes back to her book. Andrews sweeps his eyes slowly around the room. He says, “Where’s my wife?” No one answers.


  He pauses for only a second as he reaches his wife’s door—the hairs on his wrists move and his hand stops before touching the knob—then he twists, pushes.


  Charlotte is sitting on the bed with Burns. Burns has both of her hands in his and he is leaning to kiss her. Before Burns can rise, Andrews has pulled him to his feet. He hits him in the stomach. Burns gasps with astonishment and Andrews hits him again. Charlotte spits, “Bastard!” and grabs at his arms. Andrews can feel the rhythm of it, he is hurting Burns, hear him grunt, but Charlotte is pushing him back and Burns is rising with his hands outstretched. “Stop it!” Charlotte yells as Andrews feints at her, tries to swing. He feels better than he has in months. Life is coursing through his body. It is as if he is back in conditioning, running laps, working the G-force simulator. He is aware of everything: Burns’s sick pallor as he sits on the bed, Charlotte’s tense crouch of fear and anger mingled with something else, her ragged breathing, the slight breeze that touches the sweat on his face and arms and moves the curtain from the pale light of the full moon into the bedside lamp’s incandescence, his hands opening and closing as Burns waves Charlotte aside, looks at Andrews sadly, and asks, “Do you want to talk about it?”


  Yes, there are climaxes, brief spurts of passion, jumps of energy, but they resolve nothing. The stories do not end neatly, much as we need them to. Our lives are incomprehensibly tangled. The need for climaxes and resolutions drives us to our madnesses, our fictions. For the world is round and nothing but round, there are only the soft risings and failings, the continual fall of day into night, the endless plummet through space without end or beginning. We drift, we live, we die, but death is not an end because the race goes on building pyramids and roads, launching rockets. Survive or perish, we each fill some role. But he is not a hero or a myth. America is not Greece or Olympus. Mere night rushes past his car. Three billion people on a single planet, the moon’s dead light upon them.


  He looks at the speedometer and sees with shock the needle at 100. He slows, the Thruway slows beneath him, and he drives calmly all the rest of the way back to Teaneck.


  That week his book proposal is returned with a polite letter; his name at least has brought him the courtesy of a personal response. The editor explains how interesting the poetry looks, how intrigued he is by the prospects, but why he must reluctantly refuse. The letter goes on to state that an account of his voyage would be of interest, but he is no longer assured of selling even that on the strength of his name.


  The next day he gets his renewal notice from the Air Force. He thinks of his $2,500 a month, he thinks of Kevin’s college, he thinks of his $20,000 in the bank. He has two days to decide. He thinks of four years ahead of him, of retirement and pension at forty-four.


  For some reason he goes to the typewriter. He sits at it for a long time, silent. Minutes pass, and then with great definiteness, he types his name, slowly and precisely. J. O. H. N. John, I have needs too. C. H. R. I. S. T. Christ, if you knew what you looked like. I. What am I? E. A. N. D. And the fear of God that had come on him in the capsule. R. E. W. S. The key strokes echo through the house.


  With Kevin, he watches the last Apollo unfold on television. They have been in orbit for two days now. NBC shows film of the launch. He hears Mission Control count down in its clear passionless voice. Andrews tenses, remembering the rocket’s thrust, that great fist crushing him, solid ground falling from him, the horizon canting in the window, blue sky fading to black, the noise of the booster dwindling, gravity abating, and then the slow silent dance of Earth below. On the screen, smoke curls, cables fall, but the rocket is still, even past zero. In the cabin it feels like liftoff starts ten seconds early; from the ground it appears ten seconds late.


  Now the rocket moves. The Saturn V has generated sufficient force, and it rises, slowly, majestically disencumbering itself of gravity. What sexual energy a rocket had. Charlotte had been at the lunar liftoff and she said later it was so sensual, so compelling, that warm sympathetic pulsings had started within her. When it was over, she said, people hurried away, awed and embarrassed by that immense potency.


  Or, rather, force: for NASA had stripped rockets of potency. The first rockets delivered missiles. They flew, fell, exploded. Their trajectories were dramatic curves. But at science’s imperative, now they flew straight up, out, dropped stages to hurl a payload of men at a weightless point in the sky. There was no arc to that, no climax. Andrews sees now that drama and sex are inextricably linked, that the rise and curve of one is the same as the other. Anything without a climax is ultimately disappointing. Give us missiles, not spaceships.


  NBC is live again. The two ships orbit. The screen is dark with static and crackling voices. They are positioning a camera to follow the docking. The Earth rolls slowly beneath, Apollo roams the skies. Over the far curving horizon is a dot, a hint of movement. Soyuz approaches, gaining dimension. It elongates. There is a garbled interchange of static, Russian, and English mixed.


  “Can you understand it, Dad?”


  “Shh.”


  The Russian manned program will continue, he has heard. So, imagining himself in space, he feels vaguely threatened by the sight of Soyuz. Perhaps he projects his own tension into the voice of the American pilot, but it seems to Andrews as jauntily nervous as a virgin on his first date.


  The far craft inclines in its approach. The two ships whisper through vast statics, they make minor adjustments as their trajectories close. The radio energy is dense as they make ready to touch. Electrons move, patterns shift. Data flickers in great networks around the world.


  Kevin is leaning forward, his breath coming quick and shallow. In the moment before contact he hunches, feeling the shadow of contacts to come in this one. In the screen’s light Andrews sees everything embedded in its moment: blue flickers on the wet brown beer bottle he has not touched, Kevin’s rapt face washed pale, his own reclining posture, a roll of fat at his once-solid belly.


  The ships link. Apollo mates with Soyuz. The gates are open, static floods between them, the astronauts and cosmonauts can move between vessels. The mission is consummated, the program is over. The camera drifts and Earth swims slowly under it. Ochres, blues, whites, haloed in static. The moon forgotten.


  Something recedes in Andrews.


  It is his fortieth birthday.


  In the yard he studies the moon, and the empty blackness where the two vessels reel and clasp each other. The crews will shuttle between crafts for a bit, trade dull laborious jokes and dry paste meals, then disengage and return to Earth, nothing reached, nothing resolved. The first time America pulled back from a frontier.


  When he goes in, Kevin is gone. He turns off the television. On impulse he goes to the attic to get the heavy binoculars he bought years ago in Okinawa. There is the smell of time behind the attic door, a musty wasting smell that makes him feel heartsick and lost. The attic is neat and orderly, but he cannot find the binoculars. Finally he steps back out, shuts the door.


  He stands in the hall, feeling the house’s emptiness. He listens to its hums and murmurs. Downstairs in the dark the refrigerator turns on. He is numb. He stands in a paralyzed panic at the top of the long dim stairway, unmoving for several minutes.


  There is a ringing in his ears now and his hands are cold. He drifts down the hall into Kevin’s room. It is dark, with only a pale illumination flooding from one window. The moon is gibbous again, waning back through all its phases. It is very late, after midnight; a new day has started.


  Kevin lies angled back on the bed, binoculars propped by thin white arms bent double against his chest. Andrews enters but does not sit on the bed for fear of breaking the view. Nor does he speak. A minute drags by. Andrews is trembling. He says, “What do you see?”


  His son shrugs. “Craters.”


  He looks and sees the blurred patches of gray against white. Copernicus, Ptolemy, Clavius . . . the dead. He feels remote and cold and untouchable. Kevin looks at him.


  “Dad? Are we ever going back there?”


  He sighed, tired, or on the edge of sorrow, though sorrow was a pointless thing. Waves receded from him. Each word broke a vast illimitable silence. “I don’t know, son. I don’t know.”


  1988
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  THE LUNATICS


  Kim Stanley Robinson


  They were very near the center of the moon, Jakob told them. He was the newest member of the bullpen, but already their leader.


  “How do you know?” Solly challenged him. It was stifling, the hot air thick with the reek of their sweat, and a pungent stink from the waste bucket in the corner. In the pure black, under the blanket of the rock’s basalt silence, their shifting and snuffling loomed large, defined the size of the pen. “I suppose you see it with your third eye.”


  Jakob had a laugh as big as his hands. He was a big man, never a doubt of that. “Of course not, Solly. The third eye is for seeing in the black. It’s a natural sense just like the others. It takes all the data from the rest of the senses, and processes them into a visual image transmitted by the third optic nerve, which runs from the forehead to the sight centers at the back of the brain. But you can only focus it by an act of the will—same as with all the other senses. It’s not magic. We just never needed it till now.”


  “So how do you know?”


  “It’s a problem in spherical geometry, and I solved it. Oliver and I solved it. This big vein of blue runs right down into the core, I believe, down into the moon’s molten heart where we can never go. But we’ll follow it as far as we can. Note how light we’re getting. There’s less gravity near the center of things.”


  “I feel heavier than ever.”


  “You are heavy, Solly. Heavy with disbelief.”


  “Where’s Freeman?” Hester said in her crow’s rasp.


  No one replied.


  Oliver stirred uneasily over the rough basalt of the pen’s floor. First Naomi, then mute Elijah, now Freeman. Somewhere out in the shafts and caverns, tunnels and corridors—somewhere in the dark maze of mines, people were disappearing. Their pen was emptying, it seemed. And the other pens?


  “Free at last,” Jakob murmured.


  “There’s something out there,” Hester said, fear edging her harsh voice, so that it scraped Oliver’s nerves like the screech of an ore car’s wheels over a too-sharp bend in the tracks. “Something out there!”


  The rumor had spread through the bullpens already, whispered mouth to ear or in huddled groups of bodies. There were thousands of shafts bored through the rock, hundreds of chambers and caverns. Lots of these were closed off, but many more were left open, and there was room to hide—miles and miles of it. First some of their cows had disappeared. Now it was people too. And Oliver had heard a miner jabbering at the low edge of hysteria, about a giant foreman gone mad after an accident took both his arms at the shoulder—the arms had been replaced by prostheses, and the foreman had escaped into the black, where he preyed on miners off by themselves, ripping them up, feeding on them—


  They all heard the steely squeak of a car’s wheel. Up the mother shaft, past cross tunnel Forty; had to be foremen at this time of shift. Would the car turn at the fork to their concourse? Their hypersensitive ears focused on the distant sound; no one breathed. The wheels squeaked, turned their way. Oliver, who was already shivering, began to shake hard.


  The car stopped before their pen. The door opened, all in darkness. Not a sound from the quaking miners.


  Fierce white light blasted them and they cried out, leaped back against the cage bars vainly. Blinded, Oliver cringed at the clawing of a foreman’s hands, searching under his shirt and pants. Through pupils like pinholes he glimpsed brief black-and-white snapshots of gaunt bodies undergoing similar searches, then blows. Shouts, cries of pain, smack of flesh on flesh, an electric buzzing. Shaving their heads, could it be that time again already? He was struck in the stomach, choked around the neck. Hester’s long wiry brown arms, wrapped around her head. Scalp burned, buzzz all chopped up. Thrown to the rock.


  “Where’s the twelfth?” In the foremen’s staccato language. No one answered.


  The foremen left, light receding with them until it was black again, the pure dense black that was their own. Except now it was swimming with bright red bars, washing around in painful tears. Oliver’s third eye opened a little, which calmed him, because it was still a new experience; he could make out his companions, dim redblack shapes in the black, huddled over themselves, gasping.


  Jakob moved among them, checking for hurts, comforting. He cupped Oliver’s forehead and Oliver said, “It’s seeing already.”


  “Good work.” On his knees Jakob clumped to their shit bucket, took off the lid, reached in. He pulled something out. Oliver marveled at how clearly he was able to see all this. Before, floating blobs of color had drifted in the black; but he had always assumed they were afterimages, or hallucinations. Only with Jakob’s instruction had he been able to perceive the patterns they made, the vision that they constituted. It was an act of will. That was the key.


  Now, as Jakob cleaned the object with his urine and spit, Oliver found that the eye in his forehead saw even more, in sharp blood etchings. Jakob held the lump overhead, and it seemed it was a little lamp, pouring light over them in a wavelength they had always been able to see, but had never needed before. By its faint ghostly radiance the whole pen was made clear, a structure etched in blood, redblack on black. “Promethium,” Jakob breathed. The miners crowded around him, faces lifted to it. Solly had a little pug nose, and squinched his face terribly in the effort to focus. Hester had a face to go with her voice, stark bones under skin scored with lines. “The most precious element. On Earth our masters rule by it. All their civilization is based on it, on the movement inside it, electrons escaping their shells and crashing into neutrons, giving off heat and more blue as well. So they condemn us to a life of pulling it out of the moon for them.”


  He chipped at the chunk with a thumbnail. They all knew precisely its clayey texture, its heaviness, the dull silvery gray of it, which pulsed green under some lasers, blue under others. Jakob gave each of them a sliver of it. “Take it between two molars and crush hard. Then swallow.”


  “It’s poison, isn’t it?” said Solly.


  “After years and years.” The big laugh, filling the black. “We don’t have years and years, you know that. And in the short run it helps your vision in the black. It strengthens the will.”


  Oliver put the soft heavy sliver between his teeth, chomped down, felt the metallic jolt, swallowed. It throbbed in him. He could see the others’ faces, the mesh of the pen walls, the pens farther down the concourse, the robot tracks—all in the lightless black.


  “Promethium is the moon’s living substance,” Jakob said quietly. “We walk in the nerves of the moon, tearing them out under the lash of the foremen. The shafts are a map of where the neurons used to be. As they drag the moon’s mind out by its roots, to take it back to Earth and use it for their own enrichment, the lunar consciousness fills us and we become its mind ourselves, to save it from extinction.”


  They joined hands: Solly, Hester, Jakob and Oliver. The surge of energy passed through them, leaving a sweet afterglow.


  Then they lay down on their rock bed, and Jakob told them tales of his home, of the Pacific dockyards, of the cliffs and wind and waves, and the way the sun’s light lay on it all. Of the jazz in the bars, and how trumpet and clarinet could cross each other. “How do you remember?” Solly asked plaintively. “They turned me blank.”


  Jakob laughed hard. “I fell on my mother’s knitting needles when I was a boy, and one went right up my nose. Chopped the hippocampus in two. So all my life my brain has been storing what memories it can somewhere else. They burned a dead part of me, and left the living memory intact.”


  “Did it hurt?” Hester croaked.


  “The needles? You bet. A flash like the foremen’s prods, right there in the center of me. I suppose the moon feels the same pain, when we mine her. But I’m grateful now, because it opened my third eye right at that moment. Ever since then I’ve seen with it. And down here, without our third eye it’s nothing but the black.”


  Oliver nodded, remembering.


  “And something out there,” croaked Hester.


  Next shift start Oliver was keyed by a foreman, then made his way through the dark to the end of the long, slender vein of blue he was working. Oliver was a tall youth, and some of the shaft was low; no time had been wasted smoothing out the vein’s irregular shape. He had to crawl between the narrow tracks bolted to the rocky uneven floor, scraping through some gaps as if working through a great twisted intestine.


  At the shaft head he turned on the robot, a long low-slung metal box on wheels. He activated the laser drill, which faintly lit the exposed surface of the blue, blinding him for some time. When he regained a certain visual equilibrium—mostly by ignoring the weird illumination of the drill beam— he typed instructions into the robot, and went to work drilling into the face, then guiding the robot’s scoop and hoist to the broken pieces of blue. When the big chunks were in the ore cars behind the robot, he jackhammered loose any fragments of the ore that adhered to the basalt walls, and added them to the cars before sending them off.


  This vein was tapering down, becoming a mere tendril in the lunar body, and there was less and less room to work in. Soon the robot would be too big for the shaft, and they would have to bore through basalt; they would follow the tendril to its very end, hoping for a bole or a fan.


  At first Oliver didn’t much mind the shift’s work. But IR-directed cameras on the robot surveyed him as well as the shaft face, and occasional shocks from its prod reminded him to keep hustling. And in the heat and bad air, as he grew ever more famished, it soon enough became the usual desperate, painful struggle to keep to the required pace.


  Time disappeared into that zone of endless agony that was the latter part of a shift. Then he heard the distant klaxon of shift’s end, echoing down the shaft like a cry in a dream. He turned the key in the robot and was plunged into noiseless black, the pure absolute of Nonbeing. Too tired to try opening his third eye, Oliver started back up the shaft by feel, following the last ore car of the shift. It rolled quickly ahead of him and was gone.


  In the new silence distant mechanical noises were like creaks in the rock. He measured out the shift’s work, having marked its beginning on the shaft floor: eighty-nine lengths of his body. Average.


  It took a long time to get back to the junction with the shaft above his. Here there was a confluence of veins and the room opened out, into an odd chamber some seven feet high, but wider than Oliver could determine in every direction. When he snapped his fingers there was no rebound at all. The usual light at the far end of the low chamber was absent. Feeling sandwiched between two endless rough planes of rock, Oliver experienced a sudden claustrophobia; there was a whole world overhead, he was buried alive . . . He crouched and every few steps tapped one rail with his ankle, navigating blindly, a hand held forward to discover any dips in the ceiling.


  He was somewhere in the middle of this space when he heard a noise behind him. He froze. Air pushed at his face. It was completely dark, completely silent. The noise squeaked behind him again: a sound like a fingernail, brushed along the banded metal of piano wire. It ran right up his spine, and he felt the hair on his forearms pull away from the dried sweat and stick straight out. He was holding his breath. Very slow footsteps were placed softly behind him, perhaps forty feet away . . . an airy snuffle, like a big nostril sniffing. For the footsteps to be so spaced out it would have to be . . .


  Oliver loosened his joints, held one arm out and the other forward, tiptoed away from the rail, at right angles to it, for twelve feathery steps. In the lunar gravity he felt he might even float. Then he sank to his knees, breathed through his nose as slowly as he could stand to. His heart knocked at the back of his throat, he was sure it was louder than his breath by far. Over that noise and the roar of blood in his ears he concentrated his hearing to the utmost pitch. Now he could hear the faint sounds of ore cars and perhaps miners and foremen, far down the tunnel that led from the far side of this chamber back to the pens. Even as faint as they were, they obscured further his chances of hearing whatever it was in the cavern with him.


  The footsteps had stopped. Then came another metallic scrick over the rail, heard against a light sniff. Oliver cowered, held his arms hard against his sides, knowing he smelled of sweat and fear. Far down the distant shaft a foreman spoke sharply. If he could reach that voice . . . He resisted the urge to run for it, feeling sure somehow that whatever was in there with him was fast.


  Another scrick. Oliver cringed, trying to reduce his echo profile. There was a chip of rock under his hand. He fingered it, hand shaking. His forehead throbbed and he understood it was his third eye, straining to pierce the black silence and see...


  A shape with pillar-thick legs, all in blocks of redblack. It was some sort of. . .


  Scrick. Sniff. It was turning his way. A flick of the wrist, the chip of rock skittered, hitting ceiling and then floor, back in the direction he had come from.


  Very slow soft footsteps, as if the legs were somehow . . . they were coming in his direction.


  He straightened and reached above him, hands scrabbling over the rough basalt. He felt a deep groove in the rock, and next to it a vertical hole. He jammed a hand in the hole, made a fist; put the fingers of the other hand along the side of the groove, and pulled himself up. The toes of his boot fit the groove, and he flattened up against the ceiling. In the lunar gravity he could stay there forever. Holding his breath.


  Step . . . step . . . snuffle, fairly near the floor, which had given him the idea for this move. He couldn’t turn to look. He felt something scrape the hip pocket of his pants and thought he was dead, but fear kept him frozen; and the sounds moved off into the distance of the vast chamber, without a pause.


  He dropped to the ground and bolted doubled over for the far tunnel, which loomed before him redblack in the black, exuding air and faint noise. He plunged right in it, feeling one wall nick a knuckle. He took the sharp right he knew was there and threw himself down to the intersection of floor and wall. Footsteps padded by him, apparently running on the rails.


  When he couldn’t hold his breath any longer he breathed. Three or four minutes passed and he couldn’t bear to stay still. He hurried to the intersection, turned left and slunk to the bullpen. At the checkpoint the monitor’s horn squawked and a foreman blasted him with a searchlight, pawed him roughly. “Hey!” The foreman held a big chunk of blue, taken from Oliver’s hip pocket. What was this?


  “Sorry boss,” Oliver said jerkily, trying to see it properly, remembering the thing brushing him as it passed under. “Must’ve fallen in.” He ignored the foreman’s curse and blow, and fell into the pen tearful with the pain of the light, with relief at being back among the others. Every muscle in him was shaking.


  But Hester never came back from that shift.


  Sometime later the foremen came back into their bullpen, wielding the lights and the prods to line them up against one mesh wall. Through pinprick pupils Oliver saw just the grossest slabs of shapes, all grainy black-and-gray: Jakob was a big stout man, with a short black beard under the shaved head, and eyes that popped out, glittering even in Oliver’s silhouette world.


  “Miners are disappearing from your pen,” the foreman said, in the miners’ language. His voice was like the quartz they tunneled through occasionally: hard, and sparkly with cracks and stresses, as if it might break at any moment into a laugh or a scream.


  No one answered.


  Finally Jakob said, “We know.”


  The foreman stood before him. “They started disappearing when you arrived.”


  Jakob shrugged. “Not what I hear.”


  The foreman’s searchlight was right on Jakob’s face, which stood out brilliantly, as if two of the searchlights were pointed at each other. Oliver’s third eye suddenly opened and gave the face substance: brown skin, heavy brows, scarred scalp. Not at all the white cutout blazing from the black shadows. “You’d better be careful, miner.”


  Loudly enough to be heard from neighboring pens, Jakob said, “Not my fault if something out there is eating us, boss.”


  The foreman struck him. Lights bounced and they all dropped to the floor for protection, presenting their backs to the boots. Rain of blows, pain of blows. Still, several pens had to have heard him.


  Foremen gone. White blindness returned to black blindness, to the death velvet of their pure darkness. For a long time they lay in their own private worlds, hugging the warm rock of the floor, feeling the bruises blush. Then Jakob crawled around and squatted by each of them, placing his hands on their foreheads. “Oh yeah,” he would say. “You’re okay. Wake up now. Look around you.” And in the after-black they stretched and stretched, quivering like dogs on a scent. The bulks in the black, the shapes they made as they moved and groaned . . . yes, it came to Oliver again, and he rubbed his face and looked around, eyes shut to help him see. “I ran into it on the way back in,” he said.


  They all went still. He told them what had happened. “The blue in your pocket?”


  They considered his story in silence. No one understood it.


  No one spoke of Hester. Oliver found he couldn’t. She had been his friend. To live without that gaunt crow’s voice . . .


  Sometime later the side door slid up, and they hurried into the barn to eat. The chickens squawked as they took the eggs, the cows mooed as they milked them. The stove plates turned the slightest bit luminous—redblack, again—and by their light his three eyes saw all. Solly cracked and fried eggs. Oliver went to work on his vats of cheese, pulled out a round of it that was ready. Jakob sat at the rear of one cow and laughed as it turned to butt his knee. Splish splish! Splish splish! When he was done he picked up the cow and put it down in front of its hay, where it chomped happily. Animal stink of them all, the many fine smells of food cutting through it. Jakob laughed at his cow, which butted his knee again as if objecting to the ridicule. “Little pig of a cow, little piglet. Mexican cows. They bred for this size, you know. On Earth the ordinary cow is as tall as Oliver, and about as big as this whole pen.”


  They laughed at the idea, not believing him. The buzzer cut them off, and the meal was over. Back into their pen, to lay their bodies down.


  Still no talk of Hester, and Oliver found his skin crawling again as he recalled his encounter with whatever it was that sniffed through the mines. Jakob came over and asked him about it, sounding puzzled. Then he handed Oliver a rock. “Imagine this is a perfect sphere, like a baseball.”


  “Baseball?”


  “Like a ball bearing, perfectly round and smooth you know.”


  Ah yes. Spherical geometry again. Trigonometry too. Oliver groaned, resisting the work. Then Jakob got him interested despite himself, in the intricacy of it all, the way it all fell together in a complex but comprehensible pattern. Sine and cosine, so clear! And the clearer it got the more he could see: the mesh of the bullpen, the network of shafts and tunnels and caverns piercing the jumbled fabric of the moon’s body . . . all clear lines of redblack on black, like the metal of the stove plate as it just came visible, and all from Jakob’s clear, patiently fingered, perfectly balanced equations. He could see through rock.


  “Good work,” Jakob said when Oliver got tired. They lay there among the others, shifting around to find hollows for their hips.


  Silence of the off-shift. Muffled clanks downshaft, floor trembling at a detonation miles of rock away; ears popped as air smashed into the dead end of their tunnel, compressed to something nearly liquid for just an instant. Must have been a Boesman. Ringing silence again.


  “So what is it, Jakob?” Solly asked when they could hear each other again.


  “It’s an element,” Jakob said sleepily. “A strange kind of element, nothing else like it. Promethium. Number 61 on the periodic table. A rare earth, a lanthanide, an inner transition metal. We’re finding it in veins of an ore called monazite, and in pure grains and nuggets scattered in the ore.”


  Impatient, almost pleading: “But what makes it so special?”


  For a long time Jakob didn’t answer. They could hear him thinking. Then he said, “Atoms have a nucleus, made of protons and neutrons bound together. Around this nucleus shells of electrons spin, and each shell is either full or trying to get full, to balance with the number of protons—to balance the positive and negative charges. An atom is like a human heart, you see.


  “Now promethium is radioactive, which means it’s out of balance, and parts of it are breaking free. But promethium never reaches its balance, because it radiates in a manner that increases its instability rather than the reverse. Promethium atoms release energy in the form of positrons, flying free when neutrons are hit by electrons. But during that impact more neutrons appear in the nucleus. Seems they’re coming from nowhere. So each atom of the blue is a power loop in itself, giving off energy perpetually. Some people say that they’re little white holes, every single atom of them. Burning forever at nine hundred and forty curies per gram. Bringing energy into our universe from somewhere else. Little gateways.”


  Solly’s sigh filled the black, expressing incomprehension for all of them. “So it’s poisonous?”


  “It’s dangerous, sure, because the positrons breaking away from it fly right through flesh like ours. Mostly they never touch a thing in us, because that’s how close to phantoms we are—mostly blood, which is almost light. That’s why we can see each other so well. But sometimes a beta particle will hit something small on its way through. Could mean nothing or it could kill you on the spot. Eventually it’ll get us all.”


  Oliver fell asleep dreaming of threads of light like concentrations of the foremen’s fierce flashes, passing right through him. Shifts passed in their timeless round. They ached when they woke on the warm basalt floor, they ached when they finished the long work shifts. They were hungry and often injured. None of them could say how long they had been there. None of them could say how old they were. Sometimes they lived without light other than the robots’ lasers and the stove plates. Sometimes the foremen visited with their scorching lighthouse beams every off-shift, shouting questions and beating them. Apparently cows were disappearing, cylinders of air and oxygen, supplies of all sorts. None of it mattered to Oliver but the spherical geometry. He knew where he was, he could see it. The three-dimensional map in his head grew more extensive every shift. But everything else was fading away . . .


  “So it’s the most powerful substance in the world,” Solly said. “But why us? Why are we here?”


  “You don’t know?” Jakob said.


  “They blanked us, remember? All that’s gone.”


  But because of Jakob, they knew what was up there: the domed palaces on the lunar surface, the fantastic luxuries of Earth . . . when he spoke of it, in fact, a lot of Earth came back to them, and they babbled and chattered at the unexpected upwellings. Memories that deep couldn’t be blanked without killing, Jakob said. And so they prevailed after all, in a way.


  But there was much that had been burnt forever. And so Jakob sighed. “Yeah yeah, I remember. I just thought—well. We’re here for different reasons. Some were criminals. Some complained.”


  “Like Hester!” They laughed.


  “Yeah, I suppose that’s what got her here. But a lot of us were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Wrong politics or skin or whatever. Wrong look on your face.”


  “That was me, I bet,” Solly said, and the others laughed at him. “Well I got a funny face, I know I do! I can feel it.”


  Jakob was silent for a long time. “What about you?” Oliver asked. More silence. The rumble of a distant detonation, like muted thunder.


  “I wish I knew. But I’m like you in that. I don’t remember the actual arrest. They must have hit me on the head. Given me a concussion. I must have said something against the mines, I guess. And the wrong people heard me.”


  “Bad luck.”


  “Yeah. Bad luck.”


  More shifts passed. Oliver rigged a timepiece with two rocks, a length of detonation cord and a set of pulleys, and confirmed over time what he had come to suspect; the work shifts were getting longer. It was more and more difficult to get all the way through one, harder to stay awake for the meals and the geometry lessons during the off-shifts. The foremen came every off-shift now, blasting in with their searchlights and shouts and kicks, leaving in a swirl of after images and pain. Solly went out one shift cursing them under his breath, and never came back. Disappeared. The foremen beat them for it and Oliver shouted with rage. “It’s not our fault! There’s something out there, I saw it! It’s killing us!”
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