file:/11G|/rah/Glow%200f %20Candl es,%20a%20Uni corn's%20Eye.txt

Version 0.5 dtd 033100

A GLOW OF CANDLES,
A UNI CORN S EYE*

Charles L. G ant

I mentioned the fact that witers need to serve an apprenticeship in order to naster their craft.
Charles Gant surely did, In one of the hardest and nost thankless jobs any witer has ever taken
on. His exalted title was Executive Secretary of the Science Fiction Witers of Anerica; but the
reality behind-the hyperbole was that he was the person who did everything the volunteer conmttee
peopl e and officers of SFWA were supposed to do, but didn't. And he | earned-as |Is proven by
stories like "A dow of Candles, A Unicorn's Eye."

There are no gods but those that are nuses. You may quote ne on that if you are in need of an
argunent. It's original. One of the fewtruly original things | have done with ny life, in ny
life, throughout nmy life, which has been spent in nostly running. Bad grammar that, | suppose. But
nevert hel ess true for the adverb poorly placed.

And how poorly placed have | been.

Not that | am conpl ai ning, you understand. | could have, and with cause, sone thirty years
ago, and for the first thirty-seven | did-though the causes were nuch nore nebul ous. But the
conplaints | have now are of the softer kind, the kind that grows out of loving, and are neant-in
| oving-not to be heard, not to be taken seriously.

For exanpl e, consider ny beard. Helena loved it, once she became accustoned to its prickly
assaults. But | do not need it anynore. There is no need for the hiding because | have been
forgiven ny sins-or so it says here on this elegant paper | nust carry with me in case the nessage
has been | ost-forgiven ny

*W nner, Nebula, for Best Novelette of 1978.

trespasses. But | like the stupid beard now Its lacing of gray lends a certain dignity to a face
that is never the sane twice in one week. And it helps nme to forget what | am beneath the costunes
and the nmakeup and the words that are not mine. Yet it's not a forgetting that is demanded by
renorse, nor is it a forgetting necessitated by a deep and agoni zi ng secret.

It is a forgetting of years, to keep nme from weepi ng.

Because the secret is out.

Has been, in fact, since the first evening | presented this prol ogues device not original
but originally apt.

No secret, then

But | like the beard anyway.

And so did nmy Hel ena, whose hair-such hairl-was once so wonderfully | ong.

Attend then--or so says the script | no | onger need to gui de ne-but before you decide
where appl ause is warranted, be sure that you understand, be sure that you know exactly what you
are applauding. W are still, after all, and in the last sight of the law, crimnals, you know. I
nearly nurdered, and she nearly surrendered.

And | think that they will catch up with us at the |l ast. Not because we have escaped and
wer e pardoned. But because we have escaped and have been free.

1
Gordon was alone and friendless ....

Well, not really, but at the tine there wasn't nuch that | wanted nore. | tried to be
careful, however, not to disrupt the taping session by allow ng ny reinforced skepticism and
growi ng di sconfort to put lines in ny face where character should be, and where, | prayed
constantly, it would stay before the bottom dropped out of this market, too, and | had to return
to so-called regular enploynment to build up ny account. To cover nyself then, | placed right palm

to right cheek in what | had been taught was an overt display of not-quite-hopel ess despair
coupl ed subtly with the proper degree of Shakespearean mnel ancholy, Then, working at not flinching,
I lowered ny buttocks onto the conveniently flat rock behind nme and stared at the river. They
called it ariver. Actually, it was sonmething | ess than two hundred neters of recycled water not
nearly deep enough to drown a gnat
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his weary but undaunted brain struggling nmightily for the miracul ous wherew tha
to extr|cate himfromhis precarious dilema ....
The subvocal narration buzzing in ny left ear so | could follow the cues raised in ne

first a gaggi ng sensation, then an inpulse to swat at a nonexistent fly. | managed to swal |l ow
several times without its showing, then shifted ny palmto ny chin and supported it by resting ny
el bow on one knee. | could have brought it off. But my concentration slipped. The fact that | was

naked, cold, and resignedly anticipating a drenching fromthe slate-gray clouds massing
efficiently overhead goaded me into a mistake. After five mnutes of gazing | could not help but
from instead of assuming the attitude of intense problemsolving on the subconscious |evel. And

when it was done, there was no taking it back. . . and | knew it w thout anyone's pronpting.
Unfortunately, no one bothered to turn off the tiger
| heard it, a grunbling that should have come fromthe clouds. | rose quickly as it

stal ked into view, a creature so nmagnificent in the terror that it instilled that | could not take
my eyes fromits pelt, its face, the waterlike rippling of its nuscles at shoul der and haunch.

A dark-feathered bird swept in front of it, but its gaze did not |eave nme for even the
| ength of a blink.

Slowmy, | backed toward the river, crouched, ny fingers hooked into pitiful imtations of
claws. Eveiything inside nme fromheart to stomach had suddenly becone wei ghtless and was floating
toward my throat, and | felt a curious giddiness that split the air into fluttering dark spots
bef ore coal escing into stripes, massive paws, and di sdai nful curled |lips exposing sharp white
deat h.

It should have | eaped when it reached the boulder I had been sitting on. And it did. And

despite the training, the quiet tal ks, the assurances of ny continuing good health . . . despite
it all, | screaned.

The tiger struck ne full on the chest, its front paws grabbing for a hold, its rear claws
reaching to disenbowel. | fell as | used the creature's nmomentumto spin us around, dropping off

the edge of the |low bank and into the water. There were three rows of fire across my ribs, six
nmore on my shoul der bl ades, but | held the tiger under, a mnute, nore, until at last it quieted
and | thrust it away fromne and staggered back to | and. The entire sequence could not have | asted
nmore than three minutes fromstart to finish, but | felt as though a dozen years had been suddenly
added to ny life. Wat there was of it.

| fell, gasping, spitting out water, then rolled onto ny back and stared at my hands. They
were bl oody, and | sat up abruptly, |ooking around wildly for soneone to patch ne.

Thi s was not supposed to happen

| was to be strong, clever, luring the beast to its drowning... but | was not supposed to
be cl aned.

| Mmedi ately, a white-coated tech raced out from behind nme and waded into the water with
two assistants, the better to lug the sinmulacrumback to the shop for another repair job and, |
i magi ned, another shot at another sucker like me. A fourth man, his shirt and trousers runpled and
soi l ed, wandered over to ne and sl apped in quick succession antiseptic and nmedpatches onto ny
injuries. | snmled at him He scow ed. | knew what was bothering him If | couldn't be cajoled
into doing it again, he would have to do sone pretty fancy editing to keep the bl ood from show ng.
I think he expected ne to feel sorry for him As though it were ny fault.

And when he was done, with not a word of condol ence, or, even of encouragenent, | noved
stiffly back to my rock and sat, waiting with dripping hair while those clouds waited to soak ne
until, finally, the artfully gnarled bole of a beautiful oak on the opposite bank split open with
a zipperlike tear, r and the director stepped out.

"Great," | muttered, and dropped nmy hands into my | ap

The director paused for a nonent as if reorienting him .. self, sighed, and retrieved a

power ed negaphone fromthe ' rushes on the riverbank. He sniffed, |ooked everywhere but at ne, and
yanked a crinson beret down hard over an inpossibly battered |eft ear. '

"You' re Gordon Anderson, right?" The voice should have '' been godlike, undei the
circunmstances. Unfortunately, it
wasn't. It squeaked.

| nodded.

"You okay?"

Bl ess you, | thought sourly, and nodded.

"Shoul dn't have done that."

| didn't know whether he meant ne or the tiger

"CGordon Anderson," he said again, as if tasting it for sone hint of its flavor, or for
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sone trace of its poison.

He stared at the sky, sighed once nore, and then | aealized | was expected to stand up
That | refused to do. The last . time | was naked and standing, ny femal e costar had nearly
strangl ed | aughing. It had al nbst cost nme the job, but she had felt sorry for ne and blaned it on
her | unch.

Besi des, those patches weren't new. The antiseptic was weak and | was hurting, badly.

Meanwhi | e, the squeaki ng conti nued.

"Sorry about the animal, but you're supposed to be experienced at this sort of thing,
Anderson. That's what they told ne at casting. You re supposed to be experienced. A stage actor
right? You' re supposed to know about these things, Anderson, if | know anything about that sort
of... living, Am| getting through to you, Anderson? You're supposed to know "

| could think of little more to do at the nonent but nod again. My fingers kept returning
to the patches, touching, pressing, wondering how | was supposed to handl e the flood sequence
wi t hout ripping open the bandages and bl eeding to death. | would see the Diagmed people afterward,
of course, but | had a feeling they could do nothing for ne. The healing woul d be speeded up, but
there probably woul d be scars. And why not?

"“You' re supposed to be brave, yet frightened, Anderson," the voice piped on, as though ny
screans hadn't been real enough. "Fearless, yet hinting at grave doubts as to your next plan of
action. There is a flood com ng, Anderson, a flood! Do you have any idea what that neans?"

“I"1l drown," | said, just loud enough for himto m sunderstand.

"I don't think you're right for this job, Anderson, to tell you the truth," the director
said after a carefully neasured dozen beats of pacing, and waiting for word that the tiger was al
right. "You . . . you are required, you see, to set an exanple, the perfect exanple, for the
audi ence-in case you' ve forgotten. You nust radi ate courage, deternination, and just a drop of
appr ehensi on. You have trials yet to conme, renenber, trials that you cannot possibly imgine. And

these trials that you cannot possibly inagine are filling you with challenge and trepidation. And,
I mght add, those children out there who are watching will want to be with you! They have to
understand not only the vicissitudes of -life, but also their synbolic representations in your

journey. If they don't, they're only going to get nightmares. Do you foll ow ne, Anderson? | say,
do you foll ow ne?"

Wi ther thou directeth, midget, | thought, then quickly nodded and raised nmy hands in a
virtuoso conbi nati on

di spl ay of supplication (for the continuance of the job), ,! surrender (to the director's artistic
authority), and defiance (for the sole benefit of the tapeman who was still running his :J idiotic
machi ne) .

The director grinned.

I clanped ny hands firmly on ny knees and strai ghtened
to ny full sitting height. "l

"That's fine, Anderson. | knew we would be able to
communi cate once you got to know nme a little better. Now, u
we have about thirty minutes or so before the flood. Wy
don't you take a short break and prepare yourself? W can
run through the close-ups | ater on, when the fl ood goes

down. Is that all right with you?" i1

"What ever you say, boss," | said. And after he had tranped off sonewhere to comune with
what ever he communed with to nmake these tapes, | slid off the rock to the carefully trinmed grass,
crossed ny |legs, and folded ny hands over ny stomach. After a doubtful glance at the sky, | closed

my eyes, winkled ny browin practiced concentration, and fell ~' asleep
When | dreaned, it was of a small glass unicorn surrounded by | ow burning candl es.

The flood cane precisely on cue-the director wouldn't

have had it otherw se-but the finely woven strands of

safety line that should have prevented ne from bei ng swept
away into the next sound stage snapped under the pressure.
Luckily, 1 was out of position and managed to grab on to the
director's oak, where they found ne tightly gripping the
trunk when the waters subsided. Wen | opened nmy eyes

and they realized | was far nore frightened than injured,
they let ne be. Except for the director, who slapped ne on
the back, patted nme slyly on the | eft cheek (both of themn
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and strode bellowi ng off toward the setting of the next
scene-t he earthquake.

Slowy, testing one linb at a time, | unw apped nyself fromthe plastic tree and snatched
at the robe one of the . crewren held out for ne. After a nonent's hard glare at the ' water and
the sky, | stunbled off to the dressing roomwe all used in common. There was no one inside the

I ong, narrow building when | arrived, and for that one small favor | was eternally grateful.
dried nyself as best | could with my hands refusing to close, ny arns disobeying the commands
fromnmy rmuddled brain, then I sat in front of my mirror and watched a single drop of water fal
frommy chin.

| stared at nmy reflection. Stared at the array of small and large jars, |ong and short
tubes, hairpieces and skin dyes, falseflesh and fal se eyes. Stared at themall until they blurred
into a parody of a rainbow, stared, grunted, and swung nmy fist into their nidst, smashing unti
all were scattered on the floor

Stared at the mirror, at the reflection, at the high creased forehead and brown eyes and
slightly hooked nose and slightly soft chin. My fist cane up to ny shoulder. Trenbled. | wanted to
split open ny knuckles on that face in the mrror, and drive cracks through the world that existed
behi nd ny back.

But at the nonent-and only at the nonent-it was all the world | had, and nmy hand dropped
slowy to the table, where it rested on a ragged bit of cloth | used out of habit to w pe off ny
face.

In the beginning the idea had been a tenpting one. Begun by the British and expanded by
the Anmericans, the tapes were the foundation of a dreaminduced system through which young people
woul d hopefully be matured wi thout actually suffering through the birth pangs of adol escence.
Hospital wards with soft colors, nurses with kind faces, and for two hours and twenty ninutes
every other day the young were wired and hooked and taped to a machine, which | and others |ike
me, those actors with no place to go, inhabited. W -westled with tigers, endured floods, endured
worren and men and di sasters personal. It was, as the narration stressed again and again and agai n-
who knows how often? -all very synmbolic, and all very real

Wat ch! the voice ordered

Take care, the voice cautioned.

Watch, and take care, and listen, and apply . . . apply... apply . . . listen .
apply...

A debriefing, then, which |l asted for sonething |like an hour. Mre, if you were new to
growi ng wi thout aging. Less, if you' d been in the systemfor a year or nore.

The first children/adults would not be through the entire programfor, the director once
told ne, at |least another ten nmonths. But, if you listened to himcarefully and believed his
raving, things were noving along just splendidly.

I could see it wthout much pronpting.

El even-year-olds with graying hair and winkles and a wal k that bordered on the burl esque
of infirmty

Agirl twelve with the mnd of a woman.

A boy ten with the rebellion sponged-exorcised out of him exorcised and | eaving him

wi t hout dreans of how it had been when he had been ...but he never had been ...young.
It was, admittedly, exciting. And the nightnmares | had about the possible consequences
were only just that. So | rationalized whenever | went to the studio. After all, frankly, it was a

job. An actor's job. Just about the only one left.

| had been in Lofrisco, wandering about that coast-1long cityplex, when Vivian-ny-agent
called ne and brought me back to Philayork. It was the break, she told ne confidentlythe chance
for exposure, and the cash, that | needed.

"Listen, CGordy," she'd said, "these kids will know you for the rest of their lives! Not by

nane, but they'll recognize your face! They'll want to see you on stage-if that's what you're
still after--on the comunit channels, the cinema bows. You'll have it made, you idiot. You can't
pass this up."

And, to be honest, | hadn't. But neither had | forgotten the near-enpty houses | had

pl ayed to when | had managed to wheedl e perm ssion to | eave those joyhall holovid arenas and
ci nema bow s.

Near enpty.

Partially full.

There had been five in which | was an understudy. | didn't nuch care. It was live, actors
and audience, and | drifted fromone theater to another waiting for the chance to get in on the
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action. But they all folded in less than a nonth, the audi ences deserting themlong before the
last curtain. Drifting in, stalking out, curious nore than anything, and no one bothered to wait
for the players who slunk fromtheir failures fromunl ocked stage doors. Several times | tried to
ask soneone just why he was | eaving, but never got an answer that cured the question

Finally, when | cornered one of the directors and denanded to know why her play was a

failure, she only snapped an armtoward the gap that was the stage and shrugged. "l guess we're
runni ng out of ginmcks. W need a new one. | don't know The way things are going, | don't really
care."

The Storms Eye had three dozen sets, and auditorium
seats that slowy tilted back to focus audi ence attention on a holovid sinulation of the typhoon
threatening the actors on stage.

Great Wrld Yearning had catapults and springboards, trapezes, and a 360-degree stage.

Bl essing had four orchestras, three tenors, waterfalls, ceilingatornms, a marching band,
rehearsals for the audience's instrument parts, and a prom nent reviewer who insisted on getting
every name in the theater for his conprehensive critique

Take This Crown had seventy-ni ne speaking parts and four burnings at the stake.

Where Hath God Raged had a planetarium an espernarrator, and a colonist fromthe Moon.

Three playw i ght/producers had created themall. And when the | ast one gave up hope,
took the slip marking the deposit to ny account and wandered fromtheater to theater. Sonething,
knew, had died in both artist and observer. Then, taking the easy way out, | nanaged to |ocate and
assault with tears and fists all three of the creators one by one. Al in darkness, | sought out
those so-called playwights, and after each attack I fled until ny lungs burned ne to a halt.

My justification at the tinme was sinple: They were nurderers, of sonmething | could not yet

under stand. They had been part of a conspiracy to kill off words.
| wandered, waiting to be caught for my crinme, listening for the accusing screamof a
Wat chDog swoopi ng angrily beneath the WAl kways, netting ne, lifting me, |ocking me away.
| had to have been mad to have done it. But there were no still and small voices directing

my attacks, no sudden blind fury that drove me to the call of insanity that guided ny hand, only
those questions, all beginning with why? and the know edge that the playwights had been nidw ves
to disaster, had birthed disasters before, and were part and parcel of what | knew was the dying
of a dying art.

Yet there was no feeling of catharsis.

| had done it.

Not hi ng nore.

So | sat in front of the dressing-roommrror and thought of the tiger and its claws, and
of the tiny director who was forcing ne unknowi ngly to renenber.

It was a play within a play within a play within a dream -

Li ke a beautiful thing | had seen once, and fromwhich all :I could renmenber was a tiny,
shattered, fragile glass unicorn

| pushed away fromthe table and dressed as best | could with the patches pulling at ny
shoul ders and ribs. My fingers funbled as |I snapped ny shirt closed. My thighs were elastic as |
sli pped on ny boots. Sooner or later | would have to tell someone what | had done. There had been

not hi ng on the news and, though | wondered, | kept :1 silent.
But not for I|ong. ra

Hel ena.

A studio flyer took ne to the entrance of ny Keyloft and, once inside the |obby, | sagged
against the liftube frame and ~' held on. Looking down. Looking up. Rising free, falling free. No
need to worry, CGordon, old son, the magic of science will give you faith.

2

I had been born, raised, and eventually cast willingly adrift in Thilayork, the largest of the
East Coast cityplexes. My father was the owner/nmanager of a joyhall which, in addition to the
usual gane roons, gaming roons, and stunt roons, had a small cinenma arena. None of the ngjor
features played there, but the nminor ones were neverthel ess sufficient to lure me from spools and
tapes, to spend days and hours drifting through the stories that holoed around ne. It wasn't the
technics that ensnared ne, enraptured ne, but the nen and wonen who portrayed the characters, and
the nen and wonen who paid their small admi ssions to eavesdrop on the plots_-

("Marts, over here, hurry! Listen to what this guy is saying about the Count." "You listen, WII,
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I"mtrying to find out what happened to the Colonel. W'll neet by the G and Canyon when |'m
done, ")

They all knew it was sham and that they could if they wi shed put their hands through heads
and cannon fire and the rings of Saturn or the donmes on the Moon. But naturally they woul dn't.
They listened, conpared notes, reconstructed stories, and returned for what they had m ssed.

By the time | was in University, | succunbed to a tenpts-

tion, which was easy enough since | knew nost of the plots by rote. | stole tine here, sleep
there, and several tinmes nmanaged to |ast through nearly three quarters of a show before anyone
realized | wasn't part of the action. The idea that | could be sonething and sonmeone | wasn't

intrigued ne. | did research, spent tine in regular theaters in the less-visited parts of the
city, and changed ny enphasis in University without, telling nmy father. Wen he did find out, and
heard my dreans, one of us lost, and | left.

St udi ed. Lear ned.

Di scovered agents and sold nyself to Vivian. Wo | aughed at ny studies. ("My God, Gordy,
nobody needs a script on the stage anynore; who told you you needed to | earn how to nenorize?")
She took me quite literally in hand and showed nme what show busi ness was, outside of the school

For eighteen years, then, | managed a fairly steady and obvi ously unspectacul ar |iving
pl aying that nan over there in the corner talking to the beautiful blonde, and that wounded
trooper crawing through the Martian sandstorm and that body, and that face, and . . . and.
Until, between takes, | found nyself wandering back into theaters that had stages and audi ences
and waterfalls and . . . and..

There's nothing to say that would stand alone as a reason. | loved it, that's all. Loved

it, and hated it, because it didn't take long for nme to see that something was wong. Lethally
wr ong.

"“You're crazy, you know that, Gordon."

"Just get ne the jobs, Viv, that's all | ask."

"It takes a special kind of training. |I've told you it's not like learning lines froma
hol ovid script!”

“1'"1l learn."

"But, Cordon, you'll have to inprovise! That's all the whole thing is, except for the
effects. You're given an outline and you bluff your way through it. It takes years to learn it
right."

"I've done it before, you know that. What's the big fuss? You'll get your percentage."

"You don't get it, do you?"

“I"I'l learn. That's all there is to it."

“You don't get it at all."

There was a wave of nostalgia that had, for the briefest of lightning-lit nmonents, the ol d-
style theaters rejuvenated, rejoicing, rehiring actors and producers and directors and

such. Lord, how we tried. But the wave flattened, sad by the time | was maki ng those dreamtapes
for children, nothing was left but the nust, the dust, and the drifting in and out.

3

I went into nmy honme: living room bedroom alcoves for lav and ovenwall. Al in shades of black
and white.

| ate, not tasting, and stared at the Keylofts across the street. | watched a news sumary
and di scovered the playwights | had attacked were recovering. Euphem snms abounded, but the
nmessage was the same: person or persons unknown.

God, | wished that hadn't been so bl oody dammed true.

And fifteen mnutes later, Philip and Helena cane for a visit and | fed themtheir eager
rati ons of stories about ny taping day. All the tine watching Hel ena, as though Philip were only a
ghost along for the ride.

"He sounds like an insect | worked for once,"” Philip said of the director. Philip was
fifteen years older than ny own thirty-seven (Hel ena was four years younger). He enjoyed
rem ni scing about the, as he called it, flesh-and-blood theater he had been in, but it was a dream
that he livedHel ena told ne he had been a m nor bit player who sel domhad |lines and was |ucky to
find two weeks' work in fifty. |I don't know why, perhaps because of Helena, but he liked ne. "An
i nsect, Gordon. Stanp himout. You won't miss him | promse you."
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"Ch, don't be a fool," Helena nuttered. "He has to finish the contract."” She was sitting
cross-legged in the center of the floor, swirling a snifter half full of a brandy | had hoped to
save for another, nore special, occasion. Not that just being able to | ook at her wasn't special -
and the nonent | thought that was the first time | realized that 1'd fallen in |love. "Gordy, you
can't pass up that noney, you know. | nmean, that's as far as it goes. No nobney, no food. How much
sinpler can it get?"

Philip, who was portly and conscientiously ponmpous, nodded and retrenched, scratching at
his hairless scalp. "She's right, you know There's no sense ranting about artistic integrity when
you have to provide bread for the table.”

"It isn't fair," | munbled
cal ming deep breath and began tal ki ng. Expl ai ning. Describing. Telling her everything and know ng
that if she wanted to, she could run out to the Blues and probably collect a reward. The police
were always giving out rewards. It was part of the system of nutual cooperation and protection. |
stopped my confession only once, when her hands |left nmy shoulder. But | finished. And when | was
done, everything that had been keeping ne upright deserted ne. | .sagged. She caught ne and led ne
into the bedroom And this tinme there was a catharsis of a sort. The weight of the attenpted
murders was, not lifted, but |essened. And |I'm ashaned to adnit that | was doubly relieved that
she had not run to the Blues, for the reward.

And when we lay on the bed, each to a side, and did not touch or attenpt to peel off our
clothes, | knew she did not pity me, but |oved ne instead.

"I can't believe they're not really dead,” |I said into the darkness when the silence grew
too long for me to accept. "But fromthe report |I heard--and would you believe it was only just
before you cane here?-fromwhat | heard, none of themwll be the sane when they recover. The
worst part is: nowthat |I've told you | don't feel guilty anynore. And that's got to be wong! |
wonder if | should stick around until |'m caught. I'mbound to be, you know. One of them nust have
seen sonething. And if ny name and picture go out through the network, there's no place | can
hi de. Not for |ong, anyway,"

But CGordy, it's been nearly two weeks. |If the police knew sonething, they' d be busting
al ready. "

| smled. Grinned. Shook ny head even though | knew she couldn't see it. "What's their
hurry? | haven't tried to |l eave the country."

"Maybe . . . maybe you were lucky. Maybe they didn't know who it was, didn't recognize
you, | mean."

| rolled over onto ny side, one armup against my cheek. | tried to see her, but couldn't.
But | saw her anyway. "I keep telling nyself that. It's a hope, | guess. | wish | knew"

" Gor dy?"

"I'" m awake. "

"Are you wondering if | hate you for what you did? I nean, | did a show for one of thema

year or so ago."
"Alittle, | think."

"Well, it's dunb, but | don't. I"'ma bit frightened, though.” "I know that one well enough, don't
I? Two weeks, and | still can't figure out why | did it."
"You were angry. Furious. That's obvi ous enough."

"Sure, but why? It wasn't the first tine | was ever in a flop." | worked at a | augh, then
to take the sting out. "Wen you think about it, | guess, they're all flops, aren't they?"

"Of course they are. You just don't know why."

"CGordy, | want to help you."

"Escape?"

"No. | want to find out what's going wong. | don't want it to happen. I...l have sone
scripts in ny loft. | keep themunder the bed, and when | get too depressed | read them"

"Scripts | don't need, believe ne."

"No, not those kind. |I nmean real play scripts. Shakespeare, WIllianms, MIler, Chekhov .

people like that. I'lIl bet | have nore than two dozen of them | got them. . . well, let's say

they just gravitated into my gorgeous little fingers when | was visiting friends . . . places."

"CGod, Helena, you're a crook!"

"Look who's talking. It's funny, Gordy, but 1'Il bet I know al nost every |ine of them by

heart. It ifiust have been nice, not to have to make up things as you went along. It's all down
there, just like your cinema things. 'Wen beggars die there are no conmets seen.' You sure can't
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i mprovi se sonething |ike that, can you?"
"Who said that?"
"I don't know. MIller, maybe. | don't renenber."”
"“You shoul d. "
"Why? Wio cares besides you and ne?"
"What about the guy who wote it?"

| drifted back and forth froma sleep filled with candl es and unicorns, and when | asked
Hel ena about it, she told ne the scene was from sonethi ng about a hundred and seventy years ol d.
She quoted me a | ong passage fromthe end of the play, about worlds it by lightning and change
and things like that. I'mno history buff, so | can't say how appropriate that m ght have been to
the tine it appeared, but | know about |ightning now And when | tried to explain it to her, all |
could do was choke and tell her never nind

* *

Finally, just before dawn took the black fromthe ocean outside the plex, | cupped and
pill owed nmy hands behind my head and whistled softly a song | once knew. It would have been nice
if it had been a lullaby ny father used to sing. Wuld have been. But it wasn't.

"Hel ena, there's one thing | know, now. "

"What ? And don't you ever get tired?"

"No, not often. And what | knowis: we're dying. You and ne and Philip and the rest of
the' whole stupid stable. Now that's a good word: stable. W're horses, Helena, in a notorcar
worl d. One by one they're shooting us down. These tapes |I'm nmaking, they're supposed to be hel pi ng
kids grow up. And what do |I do? Me, the hero who survives floods and earthquakes and invasi ons of

god-awful nonsters? just like a kid | lash out and hit soneone just because | don't get it. |
al rost killed those guys, Helena. And they'll cone for ne. Soneday."

A rustling. The bedclothes. Helena had finally given up and slipped in between the sheets.
"Then we'll have to escape. It's as sinple as that."

Yoy

"Ch, cone on, CGordy! Do you think I'"mgoing to | et you have all the fun?"
This time the laughter was real, delightfully so, and | stretched out, gathered her to ne,

and we rocked, like children, until the spasns had passed and we were sober again.

"Look," | said, "there's no sense in ny naking sone big dramatic escape until, and unl ess,
the Blues come for ne. It'lIl be easy to hide in a plex this big, right? And | want to finish the
contract so | can get a job somewhere else if | have to. | don't need that blot on nmy work record,
not now. And I have to find sonmething el se out. Like you said, sort of: | want to rate a conet.
Even a small one. And to do it, I'Il have to learn everything | can about why we're... dying."

"I know the answer already."

"Sure."

"The public doesn't |like us anynore. It took a few thousand years, but they' ve finally
deci ded they don't want us to live."

"No," | said, hovering close to an answer, yet not: close enough to know 'what | was
seeing. "No, there's sonething nore. And before | start running, | want to know what."

"Then the first thing you're going to have to do is not to be so solermm. If we're going to
hunt for this thing of yours, we'd better do it smling."
., Vhy?"

"Ch, go to sleep, Gordon. You're no fun anynore."

Two days |ater a panph canme, announcing the limted engagenment of a series of origina
material to be perforned by players fromone of the lunar dones. | had seen them before. | needed
to see them again, knowi ng without knowi ng that they held the key. Vivian got nme the tickets, and
| repaid her by showing that sinp of a director just how good an actor | could be. He |oved ne. |
| oved ne. And, thankfully, | still wasn't picked up by a WatchDog patrol. | still junped ° at
shadows, still |ooked over ny shoul der, but | was beginning to believe that | would al ways remain
free. O so | tried telling nyself each night before sleeping.

The second day after the lunar panph came, | was stopped in the Keyloft |obby by ny
I andl ord, who told ne there was a friend of mne waiting upstairs.

"He didn't have a latch, M. Anderson," he said, "but | seen himaround here a | ot of
times so | figured you wouldn't mnd that | tubed up and let himin."

| nodded thoughtfully, thanked himfor his kindness, and spent nost of the tinme in the
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|iftube wondering if maybe it had been a Blue plant, and ny dear old | andl ord would be collecting
that reward

But it wasn't.

It was Philip.

He was just signing off the vione when | cane in, and as fast as | stepped around the
couch to see who he was talking to, he shifted his bulk until the screen staticked into darkness.

"What ?" | said, perching on the couch's arm

Philip spread his arms in an attitude of peace-naking. | didn't believe it for a minute.
Wthout a single direct word, | had taken Helena fromhim and had nade himadnit tw ce that he
was living a deadly romantic lie. The friendship we had had was buried. Deep

"Cone on, Phil, I'mhungry, and then | have sonme studying to do for tonmorrow. " Half true
After eating, | was going to continue reading sone of the scripts Hel ena had. | et nme borrow

"Al'l right, then," he said, still standing by the vione. "l've
come to informyou that | overheard something this norning that | believe you would be interested
in. Inreturn, | expect a favor."

"I don't get it," I said. "You want to rmake sone kind of deal ?"

He nodded.

"For what? A |ousy favor? Wiat do you need, noney? A place to stay?”

"Just wait a nonent, Gordon, and you'll find out everything. I am as you well know,
currently unenpl oyed. According to procedure, just being part of Vivian's client nenagerie narked
me enpl oyed. When she uncerenoni ously, and wi thout real cause, dunped nme, | had to gain a neasure
of strength and make nyself known to the nearest Blue Station Local to . . . to sign up for the
complete dole." H's hands fluttered, clasping at his stomach, grabbing at the baggy trousers he
hadn't bothered to tuck into his boots. He was all in green today, his lucky color

“I"'msorry, Phil."

His grin was short-lived and insincere. "I'msure you are. But that's not the point, is
it? Whiile | was there | overheard a couple of the Local s-one was a Dog pilot, | think-talKking
about a series of crimnal attacks down in the old district. Were you hang out, Gordon. | inmagine

you' ve heard about them"”

| nodded, slowy, ny face a nasterpi ece of serenity.

"Well, one of themwas a regular patron of..." He rolled his eyes in an effort to display
to ne how di stasteful his words were. To him Not for nme. "He enjoyed spending nmany off-duty hours
in ajoyhall." The words canme in a rush, as if acidic on his tongue. "Arena stuff. You know what |
mean. The sagas and things that you are always bl at hering about."

"Phil," | said, rising and heading for the ovenwall, "if you' re going to be snide, just
show yoursel f out, okay? | don't need that kind of aggravation today."

"I"'msorry," he said, standing behind ne as | selected ny |last-neal, and pointedly nade
the selection for one. When | turned around, he shrugged. "The Local was saying that he was sure
that one of the actors fit the description of the nman-they think those things were done by one
man, you see-of the man who did them O course, | couldn't hear what the nman | ooked Iike."

He stopped. | waited.
"I thought you might like to know "
"Ch? What for?"

"Well, really, Gordon, you holo folk stick together like | don't know what. | thought you
mght like to put out the word to your friends, have themwatch their backs. So to speak."

| kept nmy hands in ny pockets-clenched, to keep themfromtrenbling. | nodded, hoping to
appear contrite and grateful sinmultaneously, and |l ed himtoward the door.

"The favor?"

"What favor?" | said. "Ch. Well, sure. Wiat is it?"

He took ny armat the elbow, his fat hand tight, the fingers pinching. "Please, talk to
Vivian, won't you? | can't stand having to beg for a neal every day. | mean-really, Gordon, it's
so deneaning, if you know what | nean."

“Philip, Vivian could get you a dozen parts tonorrow if you would only | et her. But you
won't. And until you do, there's nothing | can do, either."

He stepped back as if | had slapped him Then, a scow as dark as nidnight crowding his
face, he shouldered by ne into the corridor outside the loft. He took a step toward the liftube,
| ooked back over his shoul der, and sml ed.

"You'd force ne to do that, wouldn't you?"

"Phil, I"'mnot forcing you to do a thing. You want ne to ask Vivian to | et you back
you'll have to conpromise. That, ny friend, is all there is to it."
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"I"'msorry for you, then," he said, and left.

| waited for himto nake a reappearance-waited, then hurried back into the loft and nmade a
careful search to see if he had taken anything, disturbed anything. The only evidence he'd been
there, however, was the panph. It had been picked up fromny couch, obviously read, and tossed
onto the floor. | retrieved it, folded it into quarters, and stuffed it
into my pocket. It had on it the date Vivian had gotten ne, the tickets, and the man | was to see
to pick them up.

| felt sorry for Philip and his nonsense ways, but had nore inportant things to worry
about at the tine. | ate rapidly, watched the news for indications of inpending arrests, then
call ed Hel ena and we spent the rest of the night tying up the vione, reading random scenes from
the scripts she had lent ne. | would read a line and try to stunp her for the next. | , seldom
won, but what was nore inportant: | was | earning
t hem nysel f, and novi ng about the roomgrandly, until she snapped once that | kept disappearing
fromthe vione's range.

It was, without a doubt or a worry, the single best way to pass the tine-short of actually
having her in ny arns, of course

That, | prom sed her a dozen tines during the night, would cone later. And often

And all the tine, that hovering | had felt drew nore steady, closer, and the answering
light nore clear.

At last, a week later, | stood in front of the theater in the park. It was a | ow done,
bl ack and silver and sprouting several cowl -like entrances through which people were already
filing. A nosaic apron in blue, gold, and white led up to the dome, and fromits center rose a
tall post with four huge spotlights. Their soft glare was somewhat reassuring, but it turned the
surrounding foliage into a dense bl ack wall.

"CGordon! "

My nane was |ike a slap across the back of my head. | stiffened, not know ng whether to
run or surrender, then turned. It was Hel ena who stepped out of the shadows. Lithe, she | ooked
uncomonly lovely in a plain gray tunic and trousers. Her auburn hair was alnost like a veil. |

hel d out nmy hands and she grasped them pulled me close, and we ki ssed, once, lightly, forever.
Then | told her about Philip's visit, and she shattered her |oveliness with a vicious
scow . "Relax," | said, rubbing at her arm "The nost he can do is swear a lot."

The fl oodlights di nmed tw ce.
"Time, great hunter," she said. "No nore stalling."

There were dozens of gold guidelights hovering at the head of each aisle. | held up ny
tickets and one of thembrightened .and |l ed us to our seats, seats in an auditoriumthat radiated
back froma traditional stage. | nmentally blessed poor Vivian's efforts, crossed ny |legs, and held

Hel ena's hand. Waiting. Staring at the proscenium which was studded with hol ovid representations
of the solar system each planet revolving in truncated orbit, the noon in its center, dotted with
bl ue specks that marked the col onists' donmes. | was

i mpressed, and depressed. | was cold, unusually so, and | could not figure out just why this was
Sso.

| tried concentrating on the curtains, on the flecks of,"' crinson that flashed whenever a
guidelight flitted too close:

| tried listening to the audi ence around e, its muffled; |aughter, gossip, scoldings,
coughi ng.

Sonet hi ng.
Somet hi ng. %

| knew it was there, but when | tried to drive it away so | ~ could enjoy the show, it
bal ked as if yanking on ny armto j tell nme sonething far nore inportant.

Musi c, then, and | was distracted.

And three quarters of the way through the first act, it all ~fell into place, solidly,
painfully, so that with some mum
bl ed o
excuse to Helena, | crept up the aisle and hurried:: outside.
Wal ked. Paced, rather, in a large circle around the lightpost. i There was no doubt that

t he performance was sonething | would never forget-if novelties are things fromwhich nmenories are
spun. The conpany was expert, the sanme | had seen a
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"those | ong nonths ago, and this particul ar oarkdonme had a been reconstructed to approxi mate and
gi ve senbl ance to the absence of gravity the players' were accustonmed to on -their own hone
satellite.
It was, in one dark sense, beautiful

On the stage they were in all manner of costume. Free. Floating. Swinmng. A free-form
exerci se conplete with sets and speeches. The wonen were pal e snowfl akes drifting around men who
were the same. | hadn't been able to follow. the story very well-sonething about a starship | ost
around ' Androneda-but nmany times there were |ong pauses in the action and in the flow of words,
and the children in the audience grew restless and whispered. As did the adults by the tine | had
left. I could see, then, that before it was done, few would be listening to the dial ogue nagnified
and booni ng. They woul d be watching only--and for that they all could j have just as easily
attended a joyhall show.

The play was a circus. ui
The Lunars were freaks. i

That was why the people canme. And that, | finally understood, was why they went to other
plays, in theaters, on , stages. | was a freak. A freak who happened to be around

when vol canoes erupted or a ceilingstormthundered or the sets changed so rapidly it gave one a
headache. There was no | onger any discipline, either in players or audience, no feel for words,
because the words were instantaneous.

It was stupid. | should have seen it before. It was obvious, so obvious that | had
overl ooked it in search of sonething far nore conplicated, far | ess dami ng.

VWhat did the man say? The nan who broke the unicomof ny dreanms and who tries now to bl ow
out ny candles? A world sonething by lightning. Well, | was struck

And | was . . . | was nad.

The night wind chilled suddenly. An arthritic attendant with a small pouch at -his side
shanmbl ed around the area | ooking for debris to justify his pension. But the apron yeas clean and
he vani shed wi thout once | ooking up at ne, disappearing around the theater dome curve. A clock

figure, | thought, with no hours to chine.

I scow ed then, and shook myself |ike a drenched dog. | was falling too quickly into a
self-pitying norbid nmood that would do me no good if | wanted to devise sonme way to reverse the
trend I had so belatedly discovered. | decided to get Hel ena and take us home, and had al ready

started for the entrance when | stopped, a peculiar whining bothering ny ears. | rubbed lightly at
my tenples, and the whining grew |l ouder. Familiar. Another step, and | glanced up and saw t he
spi derl eg spotlights wal king a WatchDog toward the place where | was standing.

Frozen for a nonment, | stood like an idiot until | realized they'd be [anding not far from
where | stood. | bolted into the theater and pressed nyself against the door frane, watching as
the sl eek bl ack-and-gol d police machine settled onto the heart of the nosaic |ike a bl oated
dragonfly. A Blue |eaped out, steadied hinself, and reached up a hand to assist the others
following. There were only eight that | could see, standing around in a curious display of alert
wat chf ul ness and i ndeci si veness. Then ny nails dug unfelt into ny legs. Philip |unbered fromthe
exit, disdainfully brushing away an offer of assistance. | nust have |ost ny tenper, and a good
part of ny reason, because | found nyself standing just outside then, and when a pinlight suddenly
flared and caught ne, Philip pointed.

A bell, small and unobtrusive, sounded behind nme. Interm ssion had begun

The Bl ues had al ready taken their stuntons fromtheir waists, and | could see by the
glowing tips that they were going to kill me if they had to.

Ah, you fat-bellied Judas, | thought, and spun back inside, fighting nmy way through the
peopl e seeking exit, grabbing at Helena's wist when | saw her. | dragged her several neters
before she tried to pull back, but all | had to do was yell "Blues" into her ear and she was with
me, running down the aisle toward the curtains. Wthout bothering to stop and think, | vaulted
onto the stage, hauled her after me, and raced into the wings and along the narrow corridor | knew
woul d run the length of the theater's rear wall. There was a great deal of commotion back in the
audi torium and though | wanted just a nonent to think things out, to ask Helena for advice, |
sl ammed up against the fire exit and went through w thout stopping. A handful of Blues darted
around the corner, yelling when they spotted us, but before they could set their stuntons for a
firing charge, we were through the trees and into the underbrush so thoughtfully managed to nake
our flight easier.

Suddenly | stopped and Hel ena yel ped. Fxcept for the faint glow -of the theater's |ights,
the darkness here was conplete and, falsely or not, | felt a nonentary safety.
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"What ?" she whi spered as we heard the Dog's whining pitch as it lifted fromthe clearing

The darkness was conplete, | thought, and if we continued headl ong as we were, we would be
bound for injury that would make a. nockery of our trying. | slapped inpatiently . at my thigh
then took her hand and nade ny way back
angling in a crouch toward the front of the done.

The Wat chDog whi ne screaned.

Handhel d spotlights shattered t hrough | eaves and branches.

Wth only eight Blues inmredi ately available, | knew nmy chances of at |east getting to the
park gates were fairly good. But it had to be done quickly, before reinforcenments were sunmoned. |
whi spered all this to Hel ena as we noved, the words snapping singly, like those of a sprinter out

of breath. Twice we had to duck out of the way of the thinly spread cordon, but soon enough we
were at the clearing. The playgoers had al ready been herded back inside, and only

Philip remained, talking quietly with an officer who was holding a comunit circuit in his hand.
Instinctively, | took a step toward them but Hel ena jerked me back

"Later," she hissed in ny ear. "And save a piece for ne."

It was pleasantly obvious fromthe dour expression on the officer's face that we weren't
going to be easily caught-if at all. Enbol dened, then, | nmade ny way through the trees to the
pat hway | had taken only a brief hour earlier. A ninute's waiting that seenmed twice a lifetineg,
and we broke fromthe cover and into a steady trot. W ran on our toes to keep the echoes from
betraying us, and left the path only when we came to a bend too acute to enable us clear sight

ahead, or to skirt the now unfortunately well-Iighted gardens.

I thought of Philip, wondering how, until | renenbered the mailer with dates and nanes
scribbled on it.

| thought of him again, and wondered why, until | renenbered his pride and the beating
had given it. Well, at |least he would have the reward, | thought with a grin, though how nuch good
it would do himwas noot, since | had every intention of getting away.

| grinned even wider. Intentions. | had intended so many, perhaps too many things in these
first thirty-seven years. And this was the first time | had actually been driven to action, to do
sonething, to nove. | alnobst felt good, | alnost felt joyous.

And the feeling lasted until, only twenty or so nmeters fromthe gate, we had to veer
sharply into the brush. A Blue had suddenly come from streetside and planted hinself directly in
front of the only way we had now of |eaving the park. Dropping to the ground, | ground knuckl es

into ny cheekbone, trying to force through the pain sonething I could use to elimnate that man
before he was doubl ed, tripled, made unassail abl e.

We crept closer. The shouts behind us had separated, nearly vani shed. Once, the WatchDog
sai |l ed above us, above us and beyond, back into the park. Then Hel ena jabbed nme on the armwith a
finger and pointed at the Blue. At herself. She nade a steadying notion with her palmand rose to
her feet before |I could stop her. | tried a lunge, but it was too |late. She was already in the
m ddl e of the path and wal king toward the gates, her legs affecting a slightly drunken gait, one
hand brushi ng through her hair, the other angled out fromher side as if providing bal ance.

As, she noved, then, so did |. Staying within .the boundary

of the hedging along the path, | made it to within five neters

of the Blue before I had to stop-,and watch-mnmy hands

pressed to the ground, ignoring the sharp digging of pebbles
cutting into my skin. S

Listening to the Dog still circling above.

Hel ena began an off-key whistling, and the Blue al nbs dropped into an of fensive crouch
then saw her an straightened. She giggled, hiccuped-I thought she was over doing it nmore than a
little.-and reached with one finger t unseam her tunic. The Blue raised a warni ng hand, cautioning
her to remai n where she was. She giggled again, |urche
forward, and swayed. The Bl ue young man who shoul d® have known better, but didn't because he was
young--tools that first inportant step toward her. She swayed again, the ', allowed her knees to
buckl e. The Blue noved instinctively,, catching her around the waist, allowi ng her weight to carry
hi m around and down, his knees not quite touching the. ground.

| medi ately he. noved, however, so did | again, this time: racing fromthe brush to get
behind him and before he had conmpleted his dipping notion, | had his stunton in handy Funbling
with the studs on the handgrip of the cylinder, | tried to set the electric charge as |ow as |
could. Then I lay' the tip alongside the Blue's head. He jerked as Helena: wiggled out of his
grasp. He jerked, his arnms snapping back,: his hands al nost touching at the base of his spine.
Jerked, °. his tongue protruding and his breath inhaling in one explo-

file:/lIG|/rah/Glow%200f%20Candles,%20a%20Unicorn's%20Eye.txt (12 of 17) [2/14/2004 12:18:20 AM]



file:/11G|/rah/Glow%200f %20Candl es,%20a%20Uni corn's%20Eye.txt

si ve wheeze

A silent dance while | was too dumbfounded to run.

Endi ng.

"Cone on," | said nore harshly than | had intended, and with Hel ena's assistance | dragged
himinto the bushes.

"Into the breach, isn't that what they say?" she asked ne,' as we clasped hands once nore
and raced for the nearest. Wl kway.

"Who says?"

"Who cares?"

"“You're not making sense."

It was apparent that neither of our lofts would be safe for, us any longer. | had no doubt
that Philip had also told the: police about Hel ena's involvenent with ne. They'd be | ooking-: for
her, too, once they'd discovered she wasn't com ng
hone. But the Wal kway had its term nus at the edge of the cityplex, and fromthere it was only
normal hi ghways for | andcars and hovercats. They were only sparsely used, of course, for the
villages and towns not linked into a plex, but wal king them was unthi nkabl e, especially at night.

So it was | ess a coincidence than has been reported that we ended up at Vivian's place
| ess than an hour |ater

“I"'mleaving," | told her after we'd barged in and cornered her on a chair near her
bedroom "Sorry about the dreantapes and all, but we're in rather a hurry."

She was too surprised to do nore than blink, then quickly gathered her dignity about her
i ke the gol d-and-green robe she wore to cover her weight. "I heard on that"-she nodded toward the
comunit "that you were wanted. God, Cordy, what nade you do a thing |ike that?"

"l don't know. | wanted to be a star."

"There aren't any anynore, but you're too thick to knowit."

"I know one thing, Viv," | said, "and that's why."
"So? Tell ne."
"Viv," | said when Hel ena coughed, "one last favor. The keys to your |andcar."

"What will you do if |I don't? Beat ne to death?"
| shook ny head, rose, and after a nmonment's |ong agony, she reached into a drawer in the

tabl e beside her and tossed ne the keys as though they were hot. "I'Il report the thing stolen
you know. "
| laughed, noved as though to kiss her, then joined Hel ena, who was already in the hall
"Listen,"” Viv shouted suddenly fromthe doorway, "if you get a job, remenber you're stil
my client!”

The vehicle was an old one, but it got us through the plex r tunnels to the outside, and
once on the highway with no t Dogs in our wake, | managed to slow down a bit. But we ran,

through vall eys of trees that had no hand to arrange them

past dimy lighted villages where we dared not stop. Tw ce

in four hours we passed other vehicles, all going in the

opposite direction, and each tine | felt as if | would strangle

until the headlights glared by and we were in darkness

again. ,
H Hel ena sat quietly in the passenger seat keeping watch on

the starred sky. She was pale, far nore pale than | had ever

seen . her now that the excitenent had given way to realization. | kept telling nyself that she had
done not hing wong, that she could easily go back to Philayork and claim | had taken her by force,
or sonme such nonsense. | kept telling nmyself that as though it were a prayer
And finally her weariness caught up with me and | had to find a small clearing at the side
of the road. When | did, | pulled over and, without so nuch as a kiss or a wink, | fell asleep
This tinme, there were no dreans.

4

W rode for two days nore, staying away fromthe nmain arteries, sticking to the tinier, |ess-
travel ed roads that webbed off the highway. It was difficult at first for several reasons. y The
hardest adjustnment was to the continuing sky, the nountains, the sudden inducenent of vertigo when
the road woul d suddenly bend and drop and we were faced with a broad and green valley severa

kil ometers wide. And now that we were running, we abruptly realized that we had no ' place to go
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No friends. No contacts. Only the certain belief ?
that should we attenpt to enter a cityplex again, we would
be trapped as fast as we wal ked into the first restaurant for
sonething to eat.
Only Helena and |, then, and sone hal f-fornmed hopes.
And finally, a small town called Ei sentor, where we grabbed
what courage we could and stopped. Wth what noney we
had we bought provisions, some clothes, and extra fuel for
the car. No one asked us questions, no one paid us any nore
m nd than they would a taxman drifting through his rounds:
When it becane obvi ous that we weren't suddenly going to
be junped and shackl ed, we rel axed, found a snall eatahop
and had us a decent neal. We said little, however, because =
the fear of the flight was still ghosting around our eyes. W
ate, only, and drank what we coul d. r
Then we wal ked awhil e through narrow streets wi th wooden,
brick, or clayboard houses. W sat on a bench and wat ched
several children playing around a puddle |eft over fromthe
previous night's rain.
Suddenly, wi thout consulting Helena, | wal ked over to the
children and asked them what their favorite shows on the x
comunit were. They didn't seemtoo eager to talk to a stranger, but they answered ne anyway; and
when | did a few lines fromone of the plays Hel ena had given nme, did a few |lines and sone comc
strutting, they |laughed. They were puzzled, to be sure, because they didn't really know why, but
they | aughed and asked for nore.
| gave it to them as nuch as | could, but when | saw their nother peering anxiously from
behi nd a nearby house, | excused nyself and hurried to get Hel ena.
"Did you see that?" | said excitedly as we nade our way back to the car. "Did you see
t hose ki ds?"
Hel ena kept nodding as | kept repeating the questions, and when she finally laid a hand
across ny chest to shut ne up, | still couldn't stop grinning.
"Feel s good, does it?" she asked smugly, as though she already knew the answer but was
maki ng ne say it.

"Well, of course it does,"” | said. "But..."

"But what ?"

“I don't know. It feels good, and it feels . . . funny." | scratched at nmy head, ny
throat, noved rapidly away fromthe edge of the sidewal k when a hovercat aired by, its skirts
keepi ng down the bl ow of brown dust fromits fans. "Things ought to be banned,"” | nuttered as I

brushed at ny trousers.

"Progress,"” she said. "But what do you nean, 'funny'? You ve acted before. Wat's . . . |
don't know what's funny about it?"

When we reached the vehicle still parked in front of the eatshop, | hadn't yet found an
answer. | thought about it, thought about what | had | earned fromthe |unar production, and from
Philip and Vivian, trying right there in the nmddle of that town to squeeze in, one way or
anot her, the | ast piece.

To put together, as Helena said nmuch later, years later, the last fragile piece of a
br oken uni corn

And when | did | hustled her into her seat, slid quickly behind the wheel, and drove off
much faster than | thought | was going. A few heads turned, a few faces frowned as we sped through
Ei sentor and back into the hills, and as soon as | realized it | eased the acceleration. The one
thing I didn't need now was to have our faces renenbered.

"All right,"” |I said as | turned onto another side road, "I have to find a place where
can do sone thinking."

“I'sn't there anything el se you do but think?"

Her bitterness amazed ne, so nmuch so that | al nost stopped right there.

"I nean, Gordy, aren't you getting tired? Didn't those people . . . didn't they do
anyt hing for you?"

| made excuses for her. She was overtired-we'd hardly gotten the best of rest, sleeping in
the car or on the ground beside it. She was still overwought fromour flight. She had not yet
been able to accept the status she had willingly, know ngly, adopted when she came with ne.
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| made excuses, but for the next two hours or so we argued. About little things, dunb

thi ngs, sniping and picking until it was apparent one of us was going to leap fromthe car if we
didn't cal m down.

By nightfall, | knew she was ready to give up. Maybe she had thought | had a neticul ous
pl an al ready worked out; maybe she thought there was still sonme vestige of ronance in weariness

and hunger, dirt and thirst. Watever it was, it angered me, and | was just about ready to turn
around from wherever we were and take her back to Philayork when | realized that if | did, if |
gave her up wi thout sonme sort of trying, | would be no better than Philip and his incredible
paunch.

| slowed and began to talk, ignoring her gibes as best | could, noticing after a while
that they grew fewer and |l ess acid. | tal ked, roughing out the idea | had had when pronpted by the
children. Her skepticismfed on it for nearly an hour, but | refused to give it up. And when | was
done, with all her objections buried in the darkness around us, she was silent.

Shortly afterward, we cane upon a solitary abandoned house, one of many that bel onged to
those who, having no direct contact with any of the smaller towns, decided that perhaps the plexes
weren't so bad after all. Those we had cone across before had been done in by the weather or
vandal s or a brutal conbination of both, but this one had recently been vacated, and it didn't
take ne long to force ny way in. There were scant provisions left in the ovenwal I, but they were
enough to fill us. The comunit still worked and, while | made some effort to hide the car, Helena
wat ched the news for sone sign of our escapade, and rmuch later, years later, we both adnmitted that
our egos were blunted sorely when nothing was broadcast. W were nminor crimnals then, it seemned,
not worth the airtine.

We slept in the tiny bedroom Apart. Al one.
| began to have doubts.

"W'l | have to stay here for a few days," | said the next norning. "Just to be sure.
want to be conpletely sure before we go on."

"It happened too fast, Cordy," she said. W were sitting opposite each other in the |iving
room Her eyes were swollen and red, . her hair in uncaring disarray. "Everything was noving just
nicely, slowmy. | guess that's what | nean. Then you showed .up, and all of a sudden | couldn't
blink w thout sonething happening. You know, we didn't even have time to say-"

"We had no one to say it to, really, you know. "

"There was Vivian, | suppose. | guess we said good-bye to her. In a way."
"But she fired you!"

"She was still someone | knew. "

“Well, for all that, so amL"

"Yes, but you're here."

"You really think we can get away with it, don't you?"

"Way not? W won't have sone thirty-roomloft overlooking the ocean, but we'll nanage. It
al | depends on your priorities.”
"W'll have to change, then, won't we?"

“"I"'mafraid so. Not radically, mind you, but enough to confuse anyone we m ght happen to
meet that knew us."

"Now what are the odds of that, M. Anderson?”

"Fantastically small."

"Do you have any idea how many years it took for this hair to get this Iong? You're asking
an awful lot of ne."

"That, too, depends on your priorities."

"I'f you're not careful, Gordon Anderson, you're going to get as pompous as Philip. Hand me
that knife."

"The food's running out. They nust have di sconnected the supply when they noved. Mist
have? O course they did. | mnmust be getting stir crazy or sonething. It's all that practicing
you' re maki ng ne do."

"Well, if the food's running out, then we mght as well start planning to make our first
nmove. You know, Philip said he was starving. | wish he'd wal k through that door right now 1'd tie
hi m permanently to a chair and face himto the ovenwall. Then |I'd smash the thing and | et him
wat ch the food rot while he shriveled."”

"You're vicious."
"l have a sense of the dramatic."
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"Do you like the color of ny hair? Black sets off my skin rather nicely, don't you think?"
"Do you like ny beard? Vivian kept telling ne | had an agreeably weak chin."

"Hel ena! " ..

"What's the matter, don't you like it?"

"Where . . . where did you get it?"

"There's a storage roomupstairs. | was |ooking for sone clothes, those over there, and |
found this little chest. | think there nmust have been children here sonetime. A long tinme ago.
Anyway, | opened it, and there were all these baubles and things. This one was at the bottom"

"I can't... it would | ook better on you."

"No. It's yours. See? It has a chain around its neck, just like a halter. You can wear it
around yours. For luck."

"It's too small, Helena. 1'Ill break it."

"I"'mnot going to argue with you. You'll wear it and like it. |If someone asks you, you can
tell themyou have a fetish for horses."

"They'll know it's not a horse.”

"I wouldn't bet on it. Besides, you and | are the only ones it'll matter to, anyway."

"I't matters to you?"

"I'f it doesn't, |I've learned all those parts for nothing, haven't |1? You know sonet hi ng,

CGordy, you really can be dense sonmetinmes. You really can. Now put it on."
"I feel funny."
"Don't. Just, wear it."

"It's so small, it's buried in ny palm™
"Wear it! It'll keep the beasts away."
It did.
5
I stood at the rear wall of the neetinghouse. | think, that year, it was sonmewhere in Mchigan. In

front of ne were several rows of static chairs dragged in by volunteers from
the attics and storeroons that had been opened to us when we arrived. Already there was a fair
crowd waiting. Talking. Nudging with el bows. Pointing with only hal fhearted disdain at the crudely
pai nt ed backdrop on the far wall. It depicted, rather inpressionistically, a forest none of them
bel i eved existed, but a forest nevertheless. They drifted in and sniled when handing ne their
adm ssion, but pronptly forgot | was there once the noney had changed hands. Wi ch was perfectly
all right with ne. | had worked toward that end. Now | could watch them wi thout fear of being rude-
gaugi ng, searching their faces, estinmating their average age and incone, style, and education.

Most of the time my concl usions were correct, and the material that would be presented to
t he audi ence, nunbering just under fifty, would be geared to whatever imagination | thought they

possessed. It was a skill, and a necessary one, that | had devel oped over the years after we
nearly landed in the clutches of the local Blues the first tine we tried our little show W had
hoped that anything in those scripts Hel ena had stolen would be sufficient to enthrall. Sadly, and
realistically, it didn't work out that way. Luckily, however, we'd been given a second chance, and
after | had had an opportunity to talk with those who had come to see us that night, | knew which
of our plays they would enjoy the nost.

W didit.

And they did. '

It was sinple, actually, once | understood that even in the towns the audi ences had
been... not spoiled, but despoil ed.

We worked out a routine then, which grewinto a science. A week or so in each conmunity.
The first night an informal education. The second a performance with internmttent explanation. The
third through the fifth or sixth something done in earnest.

No gi mmi cks.

Just words.

And that crudely painted backdrop becane a forest indeed.

We grew. A boy here, a young wonan there, an elderly couple with young stars in their

eyes. But it was, as always at the last, Helena and |--and our children when they grew.
Philip came to see us one evening, trailing behind a representative of some official or
ot her who, having heard of our little troupe, had conme to see. | had been nervous throughout the

entire performance, thinking that fat and
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now enfeebl ed ol d man had pursued his idiot revenge to the extreme. But when we were done, Hel ena
and | were given.

sonme papers in which, with nmuch | egal phrasing and hyper-',,

bol e al nost sickening, we were granted our pardons. Artistic nmerit had rehabilitated us,
gathered. The only catch: we were not allowed back in a cityplex, for any reason, at any time. And
I think Philip was truly enraged when both Hel ena and | accepted the terns. Laughi ng.

| sighed silently. | waited until |I was sure there would be no |lateconers, then |ifted a
finger, which dimed the lights. Wrking swiftly and carefully then, | adjusted the nmakeshift
spots that had been bolted fot us over the lintel of the meetingroomdoor. And once lighted, the
forest becane natural, and once populated, it |ost what was artificial in the words of the
pl ayers.

There were no curtains, so we wal ked our exits.

There were no mnusicians, so we inprovised our songs.

And the costunmes we used were bits of rags, shards of cloaks, and sonetines only the
cl ot hes on our backs.

| watched fromthe back, waiting for my cue, and as | did, | took -frombeneath ny shirt
the gift Hel ena had given nme when we had given birth to our dream It sat in nmy palm' gl ow ng,
its eyes catching the light like two mniature candles.

And when nmy cue cane from Hel ena, the | aughter was real

"When beggars die, there are no conets seen,"” Helena has said. It was her favorite |ine.
Hel ena.
I s dead. -
Last year.
She was ei ghty.
But ny favorite line... "I didn't go to the nmoon-1 went nuch further-for time is the
| ongest di stance between two points."
She was eighty.
Pr ol ogues and epi |l ogues.
| give them al one.
But no matter how often ny world is Iit by that lightning-1'"Il not now, nor will | ever,
bl ow out mny candl es. Wen all is done, and done . . . and done, a tiny glass unicorn still sits on

ny palm
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