MOONDANCE
by Brian Plante

JERRY NOONAN NOTI CED the damage to his robot immediately at the start of the
shift. In his RCrig at home in New Jersey, he raised and | owered his arm

but on the Moon the correspondi ng mani pul ator flopped about uselessly. It
also hurt like hell, and he had to turn down the feedback circuit until the
armfelt nearly dead. Some sort of accident had left its netal skin
def or ned,

and the servo notors were responding erratically. The bastard on the previous
shift had nmessed hi m up good.

The job of raising and joining the huge cables that would support the done
over the Huygens crater was grueling work, and Jerry was damm well not going
to work an entire shift with a bum mani pul ator arm He radioed the problemin
to his unit chief and was given perm ssion to take his robot over to the
repair shop. Better to spend a few hours in the shop getting a new armthan
struggling with the thing for a whole shift. Damage anong the robots was not
uncomon in a job like the dom ng of Huy gens crater, and Jerry had been to
the repair shop a few times before, but this tinme he nmet Audrey.

"Amy, did the big burly cable-hauler hurt his poor little paw?" a fem nine
voice fromthe inverted funnel shaped repair robot spoke into his earpiece.

Swel |, Jerry thought. A I ady robot mechanic.
"It was like this when ny shift started," he said.

The repair nmeth circled once around Jerry's barrel shaped body, |ooking over
t he danage before cradling his broken manipulator in its own netal arns.
Jerry could not tell how many legs this nmeth had under the round bunper
"skirt" of its body, but he noticed how the nmeth wi ggled fromside to side
as it nmoved, a nost unusual gait for a robot. It was an incongruously
fem ni ne wall s.

"Ww, you really did a number on this arm" the nmeth said.

"I said |l didn't do it," he responded. Even though she handl ed his
mani pul at or

gently; Jerry pulled away sharply, as if he were hurt. Wth the transm ssion
lag, his robot did not mirror the nore for another second and a quarter, but
all the lunar robot operators were used to dealing with the time delay. "The
operator before me left it like this. If | could work around it, Id leave it
like it is, so the bastard woul d have to deal with it on his own shift."

The nmech noved forward to scoop up the broken mani pul ator again, this tine a
bit more forcefully, nmaking Jerry wince with pain back home in his RC unit.

"Hey, | just fix them" the neth said. "Nothing personal, okay, buddy?"
"Jerryy. My name is Jerry Noonan."
"Pleased to neet you, Jerry Noonan. |'m Audrey."

"Audrey. You know, we don't get too many fenal e operators up here on the
Moon. "

Audrey chuckl ed and said, "and at these prices you won't get too many nore."

"Huh?" Jerry nunbl ed



"You know, the old bar joke about the talking kangaroo."
A joke? I"'msorry, | don't get out too nmuch anynore. Not to bars, anyway."

"Too bad. Bars can sonetimes be . . . useful,"” Audrey said as she attached a
wire harness into the test socket of his danaged arm She wal ked her robot
over to a console on the other side of the room again bouncing and swayi ng
in her unusual fashion

"You wal k funny for a robot," Jerry said.

"Funny?"
"Not funny ha-ha. Just different for a robot. It's kind of a girlish walk."

"Hmm Being a woman, | suppose | can live with that. You better turn down
the sensitivity on that armnow, or this mght hurt a bit."

Jerry just barely felt a jolt of power surge through the manipul ator before
he turned off the feedback. Wthout himcontrolling it, the arm began
flailing up and down under the nechanic's overridi ng conmands.

"That didn't cone out right,"” Jerry said. "I like the way you wal k. It's
very femnine, if a pointy, metal cylinder can be fem nine. Do you nove |ike
that on purpose, or is it just the way you wal k natural | y?"

"Hmm 1've never thought about it too nuch, so | suppose it's natural
Probably sonething carried over fromny dancing."

"You're a dancer?"

"Not a ballet dancer or anything like that," Audrey said, bouncing back over
to Jerry's side. "Just sone social dancing on the weekends. Jerry, this arm
is shot. I'Il just replace the whole thing, okay?"

"Yeah, whatever it needs. Do young people still go out dancing nuch these
days? It's been so long since |'ve been out, but | used to go dancing
before-"

Jerry was about to say "Before | was married," but just then she popped off
the fault, manipulator, and he fell silent as he gaped into the enpty socket
where his arm had been.

Audrey shimr ed over to an equi pnent | ocker and unpacked a repl acenment
mani pul ator. "All kinds of people go out dancing," she said fromacross the
room "Not just young people. It's a very human thing to do."

"I don't know," Jerry said. "l guess it was fun when | was the right age for
it, but you get ol der and settle down."

"I certainly hope not," Audrey answered. "It's when you stop doi ng young
things that you start getting old."

"Hrm Maybe you're right, but | just don't feel |ike going out nuch anynore."
"Conme on. You don't sound so old to ne.
"How ol d do you think I an®"

"You sound too young to be sitting at home. \What are you, thirty-five? Forty?"



Back home in his RCrig, Jerry smled. He was fifty-three and feeling ten
years older. In his younger days, he had not been unattractive, but he had
devel oped a paunch from so many years of inactivity; and the few hairs on his
head that hadn't fallen out yet were decidedly gray.

"Yeah," he lied. "Forty. What are you, late twenties or so?"

"You know you're never supposed to ask a lady that question."

"Yeah, | suppose. Sorry."

"But if it's any help, the manufacturing sticker on ny chassis says | was
made in 2038."

"Very funny."
"So why aren't you | aughing? Lighten up, MG aw "

Jerry fell silent as Audrey quickly installed the new armand tested it with
her instrunents. Perhaps he was being an old stick in the nud, but this was,

after all, the workplace. Jerry goosed up the feedback a bit while she stil
cradl ed the new arm and he imagi ned a fl esh-and-bl ood person hol ding his
arm

i nstead of the cold titanium and carbon fibers.
"Where are you working from Audrey?" he asked.

Audrey lifted his armcarefully, checking her instrunment readings, then
gently lowered it to his side. "Me?" she said. "New Jersey."

"You're from Jersey? Me, too. Wat part?"
"Wyodbri dge. "

"Wyodbridge! I'mover in Edison. That's only a few nmiles away. How s that for
a coi nci dence?"

"Well, the Huygens project recruited pretty heavily in central Jersey, so
there's bound to be lots of us fromthe area here."

"Audrey, we're practically neighbors. Wll, then, where is this place you go
danci ng? Maybe | know it."

"Mostly at the Candy Bar on Route Nine. It's across fromthe Pharmatex
bui I di ng. "

"Yeah, | knowit. | used to go there once in a while when | was a | ot
younger .
I wonder if the place is still the same as | remenber.”

"There's one way to find out. Wiy don't you conme around and check it out for
your sel f?"

"Well, maybe I will,"” Jerry said, although he couldn't realistically see
hi nsel f entering a dance club at his age.

"Good. Perhaps I'll see you there, then," Audrey said.

"Um . . . what nights do you go there, and how would | recognize you?"



"Ch, I'mthere a lot. Fridays and Saturdays, nostly. If you come, I'Il find
you. | promse."

Jerry wanted to stay and talk a bit nore, but the new arm was checked out and
ready to go. Hs crew would be | ooking for himbefore too | ong.

" Audr ey?"
"Yes?"

"Coul d you just wal k around the roomone nore tinme for ne? | think it's
really cute how you nmeke that robot nove."

"Hmm GCkay. How s this?"

Audr ey, sashayed with an exaggerated bunmp and grind to the mddle of the
room

her arms held out slightly on either side. She finished with a pirouette and

t hen curtsied.

"Just beautiful. | can't wait to tell the guys about this -- a robot with a
sexy, wal k. Audrey, you're priceless."

"See you around, tall, dark, and shiny."

THE WEEKS went by at work, and one by one the big cables were hoisted into
pl ace along the crater's rimas the big spiderweb took shape. Each new

wor kday

was just like the last, and Jerry liked it that way. He had mentioned to his
wi fe Dana that he had heard the Candy Bar was still a popul ar spot, but she
just shrugged and said that dance clubs |ike that were for young peopl e.
Jerry

grimy agreed and quietly went back to his rut.

One day a cable with a bad splice in it let go explosively as weight was

bei ng
applied. The free end whi pped around and brushed a couple of Jerry's robot
| egs, snapping themoff |ike matchsticks. He still had four mechanical wal ker

| egs remai ning, and while he was not stable enough for work duties, Jerry
was able to linp the robot over to the repair shop. The robot nechanic

wi ggl ed

over in a famliar gait to greet him

"Hey, robot 60148. Is that you in there, Jerry?"

"It's me, Audrey. Couple of missing legs this tine."

"So | see. Well, that'll surely put a crinmp in your dance step.”

Jerry | ooked away guiltily. "Were you | ooking for ne at the Candy Bar?"
Audrey went to the locker and retrieved a couple of leg units. Her robot
glided back to Jerry snmoothly, w thout the usual bouncing around, and she

began installing the new | egs.

"I was disappointed that you didn't show up at the club," she said, "but it's
okay. | have lots of dance partners."



"I really did mean to come out there, but | just couldnt convince ny...
nmysel f."

"So you chi ckened out. Happens to the best of them |I'mafraid.”

"Audrey, if an older guy like me showed up at the Candy Bar. woul dn't people
stare?"

"Maybe if you were a really bad dancer they would, but forty's not so old."

Audr ey popped the two new legs into the enpty sockets and began testing them

"I, um wasn't quite honest about that," Jerrv said. "Actually, |I'mcloser
to fifty."

"It still wouldn't matter. It's how young you feel that counts. You cone to
the club, and you'll be surprised.”

"Are there many ol der people at the Candy Bar?"

"A few. Nobody thinks they're strange, and they seemto have a good tinme. Wy
are you fighting with yourself over this? Just come on out and see for
yourself. Stop being so ... old."

"I"'ma little rusty, no pun intended. If |I came to the club, would you dance
with ne?"

"Ch, Jerry, it's not a contest or anything. I'll dance with you right now if
you'd like. Cone on, your legs are all fixed."

"Her e?"

"Nunber 60148, may | have this dance?"

"Um how about some nusic?"

"Musi c? Sheesh. Hold on a sec.”

Audrey's mani pul ators slunped, and the robot sank an inch or two onto its
skirt. Jerry figured that Audrey nust have slipped out of her rig back in
New Jersey and her robot was unmanned. A few seconds |ater the mech cane
back to Iife, and nusic began playing in Jerry's headset.

"Audrey, what did you do?"

"I just patched my home audio rig into the headset and found a disc to set
the mbod. Sorry | can't seemto |light any candl es up here, though."

The music was a Billy Joel classic that was already an oldie back in Jerry's
courting days. Dana and he had danced to this one for the last tine at
t hei r weddi ng reception.

"Take nmy hands, silly," Audrey said, snapping himback to Huygens.

Jerry clunsily reached over and lightly took two of Audrey's manipulators in
his. H's sensors felt the. cold alloy and pol ycarbonate resins, but he
perceived a warnth, perhaps a false triggering of his robot's feedback

circuits, as he put an armaround the top of Audrey's netal torso.

They noved together clunmsily at first. Wth the transmi ssion |lag, the robots



were both a step behind the music, but Audrey bounced lightly to the beat and
Jerry struggled not to crash into her. After a mnute, he realized that they
were noving well together, dancing around the repair shop, touching but not
knocki ng into one another. She was skilled at follow ng his shaky | ead,
anticipating his noves even with the tine lag, and pulled himcloser as they
spun around the room

"I'"'mnot much of a dancer, am|?" Jerry said.

"These robots just aren't made for it, but you're doing fine," she whispered
in his earpiece

In a few short mnutes, the nusic ended and the two of them stood there,
| ooki ng at one anot her

"This is too weird," Jerry said, breaking the nood. "I have to get back to
my crew."

"See you at the Candy Bar this weekend?" she asked.

"Maybe. If | cone, you'll really dance with me, right?"

"I'f ny dance card's not all filled up."

Jerry wondered if that was really a joke. Perhaps she already had a steady
partner. And if she was as attractive as her voice sounded, the young nen
were probably swarming all over her. It wasn't |ike he was seeking romance,
since he loved his wife, but he was curious to see if he could still attract
a pretty young thing even if just for a dance. Wen she got a good | ook at
hi m she ni ght not be so interested

"Well, thanks for the dance, but | have to get back now, " he said.

As he wal ked toward the door, he heard her nutter, "Men!"

FRI DAY NI GHT after his shift, Jerry was feeling restless.

"What are you doi ng now?" Dana asked, after he had stood before his open
cl oset door for a full five mnutes.

"Just | ooking. Thinking."

"About clothes? Are you feeling all right?"

"I was thinking that if | wanted to go out to a place like the Candy Bar
woul d I have anything even renotely appropriate to wear? Mst of these old
t hi ngs are hopel essly out of fashion now, and |I probably couldn't fit into
a lot of them anyway."

"Ch, no, you're not going to start in on that again, are you?" Dana said.
"This is just one of those silly mdlife crises where you 're trying to

recapture your youth, you know. "

Jerry stuck his tongue out at her. "I asked if people our age ever go to
the Candy Bar, and | heard that it was okay."

"You weren't expecting ne to cone al ong, were you?"

"No. Not really."



"Well. what were you thinking? You weren't planning on going out by yourself,
were you?"

"Un yes. That is, if you won't cone along with ne."

Dana just stared at Jerry silently, |ooking hurt. Then she pursed her |ips,
and Jerry knew she was gauging his sincerity. He hardened his face into
a mask of resolve to |l et her know he was serious.

"Ckay," Dana said, "why don't you wear something relatively sinple? Khak
sl acks, a dress shirt. You can probably still get into the navy bl azer if
you don't button the front."

Jerry's jaw dropped. "You're letting me go? By nysel f?"

"Hell, no. This may be one of the stupidest things you ve done in a |ong
time, Jerry Noonan, but if you' re determ ned to make a fool of yourself,
I'"mconing along to keep an eye on you."

Dana wal ked over to the other closet, opened it, and began naking pl ans of
her own.

JERRY ORDERED an autocab, which took them up the hi ghway, past places that
shoul d have been famliar but weren't any | onger. They just hadn't had a need
to go into Wodbridge in the past twenty-five years, and nuch had changed. On
the short ride, Jerry and Dana rem ni sced and pointed out to each other where
| ong- gone pl aces had been. The cab left the highway and slid up in front of
the Candy Bar, which still |ooked vaguely faniliar except for the gaudy new
3-D laser billboard in front. Jerry began to have second thoughts. He punched
some commands into the autocab's console, paying extra to keep the cab on
standby at the destination, just in case they wanted to make a hasty exit.

"Hey, look!" Jerry said, pointing. "They still have the old fountain out
front."
The decorative fountain was a small, round pool over which flew severa

nude cherubs supported by water jets. The water was tinted a garish shade of
bl ue, and colored |lights nmade the gushing water | ook even nore unnatural

"Bad taste never seens to fall out of fashion," Dana said.

"Lighten up ... McGaw, " Jerry said. "lIt's still pretty much as | renmenber
it,
although I don't recall either of us thinking it was so ugly years ago."

"What did we know back then? W were just kids."
"We had fun, though, didn't we?" Jerry asked.
Dana sniled at him "Come on, let's get this over with."

Jerry opened the door, and the two of thementered the Candy Bar. The
interior

was dark and crowded, and the sound system was punping out the |oud, fast
"ozone"

musi ¢ that was currently in fashion. On the dance floor, Jerry, saw a hundred
young peopl e of both sexes noving about in various strange dance styles. He
got the idea that nost of the people were dancing independently of partners,



but as he continued watching, he noticed certain points in the rmusic when the
whol e group seenmed to nove together in a few well-rehearsed steps.

"Seen enough?" Dana yelled in his ear to nmake herself heard over the din of
the nusic.

"Just give it a chance!"

Jerry led her around the dance floor to a quieter spot, where they grabbed
a free table. They ordered two gl asses of wine froma waitress, and Jerry
pai d the outrageous price w thout comment.

"Jerry, this is not our crowd," Dana said. "And who can dance to this ..
noi se?"

Jerry scanned the roomcarefully. It really wasn't their crowd, all right.
The

dancers were nmostly in their twenties, with naybe a few as old as their late
thirties. Nobody on the dance floor was within ten years of them he figured.
At the far end of the bar, away, fromthe dance floor, several booths held a
few ol der people, couples and singles in their sixties perhaps. |In another
corner, overlooking the dance floor, a deejay booth was manned by a

pi npl e-f aced

kid who couldn't have been any ol der than eighteen

"Can we finish our drinks and just go home?" Dana asked. "I'mnot very
confortabl e here."

"Let me see if | can find soneone to say hello to."

"\Who?"

"Someone fromwork. The one who told ne about this place."
"What does he | ook |ike?"

Jerry alnmost corrected Dana's "he" to a "she," but thought better of it.
"I don't know. We've only tal ked robot to robot."

"Then how wi || you recogni ze hi nP"
"Il just know. A very distinctive way of wal king."
"Well, go find himso we can get out of here.”

"I"ll see if | can spot him" Jerry | ooked over the group on the dance fl oor
Audrey had to be one of the better dancers, if she was here. Wile he sipped
his wi ne, he watched them nove sinuously about the floor. One wonan in a
green junpsuit was particularly skilled, but it wasn't Audrey's rhythm
Several other wonmen were al so good at that style of dancing, but Jerry ruled
out each one of them There was nothing of Audrey that he recognized. It was
hopel ess, he finally decided.

"Do you want to try a dance?" Jerry said, to Dana before he gul ped the | ast
of his wine.

"l don't think | can handle this nusic," she answered.

Jerry told Dana to sit tight. He went over to the deejay booth and talked to
the pinple-faced kid.. He returned smling.



"The next song is ours," he told Dana

"Ch, no, you didn't pay that boy anything, did you?"

"Just a little,’
years or so?"

he said, chuckling. "What's a few dollars once ever, twenty

After a few mnutes, the ozone song faded out and was replaced by a faniliar
nmel ody: Billy Joel singing "Just the Way You Are." Dana's face lit up with
recognition.

"Hey | remenber this one!" she said.
"Care to dance to it?"
"Al'l right, why not? " she said, rising fromher seat.

Most of the young people were stream ng off the dance floor, sitting out the
slow rmusic, which left Jerry and Dana plenty of room The renaini ng dancers,
unfam liar with the old song but unwilling to give up the floor, continued
danci ng the ozone steps, determined to wait out the strange nusic.

Jerry took Dana's hand and began to dance. Fearing that he'd steer into a
collision with the gyrating dancers, he kept them noving about a small patch
of the floor, away fromthe others. Jerry was careful not to step on Dana's
toes, and they quickly fell into the rhythm The young dancers gave them

pl enty of room and several of them stopped nmoving | ong enough to watch the
two of them dance in the old style.

"I"'mbeginning to feel really self-conscious,"” Dana said. "People are |ooking
at us."

"Let "emlook," Jerry said, giddv with the wine and the nmonent. "Let's show
them how civilized adults dance."

Dana and Jerry | ooked into each other's eyes, their feet noved, and the rest
of the dancers in the room faded away.

The song was over too soon, and the punping ozone beat took up again, but
Jerry and Dana conti nued dancing at their own pace for a few seconds | onger
i gnoring the different tenpo.

"Pretty good for an old-tiner," Dana said.

"You're not too shabby yourself," Jerry responded.

The floor rapidly filled up with young people returning for the |oud nusic.
Jerry | ooked around the roomas the crowd surrounded them In the distance,
he saw one of the older ladies in the shadows get up from her booth and begin
maki ng her way to the dance floor. Despite her obvious years, she wal ked with
the gait of a nuch younger person, alnost bouncing with each step. The young
peopl e all around her greeted her with obvious affection, slow ng her

progr ess.

Still dancing, Jerry watched the ol der woman cross the room Was she | ooki ng
his way? Yes, she was. The wonan stopped at the edge of the dance fl oor

| ooked himstraight in the eye, and lightly began cl apping her frail hands.

A few of the young peopl e standing around her al so | ooked at Jerry and Dana
adm ringly and began adding to the appl ause. The worman broke eye contact with



Jerry and cast her gaze on Dana, the corners of her nouth curling up in a
barely detectable smle. Jerry steered Dana around so that she was facing
away fromthe woman and began to raise his hand to wave, but just then a man
st epped out from behind her and she | ooked back toward him He appeared to be
in his late sixties, slightly stooped and with a poorly fitting jacket, but
he

nmoved spryly. Wien he spoke to the old worman, her slight smle broadened, and
the pair of them stepped on the floor and began danci ng. Not ol d-fashi oned
danci ng, but the sane slippery noves the young crowd was performng

The appl ause got | ouder.

"Are those people clapping for us?" Dana said, noticing the group of young
peopl e at the edge of the floor. "Now |'mreally feeling self-conscious."

"Nah, it's for the old couple,” Jerry said, pointing.

"The ol d couple? I thought we were the old couple.”

Dana | ooked over to where Jerry was pointing and saw the ol der couple for
the first tine.

"Ch," she said.

Dana and Jerry worked their way off the floor and watched the two ol der
dancers mix it up with the young crowd, obviously enjoying thensel ves.

"Had enough now?" Dana asked.

"Yeah, | suppose,” he said. "Let's go home, Dana."

A VWEEK LATER, on the Mbon, Jerry saw the plumeting tool kit in plenty of
time to nove his robot out of the way, but he stayed where he was, letting
the falling netal box take out one of his purposely outstretched nmani pul at or
ar ns.

"Noonan, whassa matter with you?" the unit chief grow ed in his earpiece.
"I guess | wasn't paying attention," he responded.

"CGet yourself over to the repair shop and get it fixed. Now "

Jerry's robot didn't just walk across the crater -- it danced.

"So, it's nunber 60148 again, is it?" Audrey said when he shuffled into the
shop. Jerry?"

"Yeah, it's me," Jerry said.
Audrey worked over the arm perfunctorily, quickly popping a newone in its
pl ace.

"You know, " Jerry said, "I went to that club of yours |last week and |I was
wondering if | mght have seen you. You weren't ... the lady in the green
junpsuit, were you?"

"Sorry, no. |, um didn't make it out to the club [ ast week. Sonething
came up."



"Well, | had a pretty good tine anyway"

"See, | told you so. Like | said, you're only as young as you feel. Wo did
you dance with?"

"Just somebody. Sone pretty young thing | net at the bar."
"Hmm Any interest there?"

"Yeah, | think so. She's a great little dancer and | think we m ght nake a
good couple. Don't know if I'Il be back at the Candy Bar though. Too noisy."

"Too bad for me," Audrey said, sighing. "But | hope it works out for you.
| guess | won't get that dance you prom sed ne now, huh?"

"We coul d dance here, if you'd like."
"Sure. Hold on while I put on sone nusic."
Audrey's robot went dead for a minute, then cane back online. As a saxophone

pl ayed the introduction to the old fam liar tune, the big steel barrel and
the inverted titanium funnel came together and noved around the roomin tine.

* * *x * %



