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It seens as if the 1992 elections just ended, and yet this nagazine arrives in
your mail box at the beginning of primary season. So, with politics on our

m nds,

we searched for some appropriate stories.

Political science fiction is often about the ram fications of social change.
Rarely does the political sf story (these days) begin with a point of
technol ogi cal change. In "First Tuesday," Robert Reed uses a change in
technol ogy to exanine the future of Presidential-Constituents relations.

AFTER A LOT OF PESTERING More told Stefan, "Fine, you can pick the view"

Oly

it wasn't an easy job, and Stefan enjoyed it even nore than he'd hoped.

St andi ng

on the foamrock patio, he spoke to the house computer, asking for the G and
Canyon, then Hawaii's coast, then Denali. He saw each from many vant age

poi nts,

never satisfied and never sure why not. Then he tried Munt Rushnore, which
was

better. Except Yancy saw the six stone heads, and he stuck his head out |ong
enough to say, "Change it. Now." No debate; no place for comprom se. Stefan
settled on the Grand Canyon, on a popular view fromthe North Rm telling
hinself that 'it was lovely and appropriate, and he hoped their guest would
approve, and how soon would he be here . . . ? In another couple seconds,
Stefan

realized. Jesus, now . . . !

A figure appeared on the little lawn. He was tall, wearing a fancy suit, that
famous face smiling straight at Stefan. And the boy junped into the house,
shouting with gl ee:

"The President's here!"
H s stepfather muttered somet hi ng.
Mom whi ned, "Ch, but |I'm not ready."

Stefan was ready. He ran across the patio, |eaping where it ended. Hi s habit
was

to roll down the worn grassy slope. But he was wearing good clothes, and this
evening was full of civic responsibilities. Landing with both feet solidly
under

him he tried very hard to | ook |ike the nost perfect citizen possible.

The President appeared solid. Not real, but nearly so.

The face was a m xture of Latin and African genes. The dreadl ocks were | ong
enough to kiss his broad shoul ders. Hal fway through his second term President
Perez was the only president that Stefan could remenber, and even though this
was just a projection, an interactive holo generated by nmachines . . . it was
still an honor to have himhere, and Stefan felt special, and for nore reasons
than he could count, he was nervous. |In good ways, and in bad ways too.

"Hel | 0?" chirped the el even-year-old boy. "M . President?"



The projection hadn't noved. The house conputer was westling with its

i nstructions, fashioning a personality within its finite capacity. There was a
sound, a sudden "Sssss" generated by speakers hidden in the squidskin fence
and

sky. The projection opened its nouth; a friendly, reedy voice managed,
"Sssstefan.” Then the President moved, offering both hands while saying,
"Hel | o,

young man. |I'mso very glad to nmeet you."

O course he knew Stefan's name. The personality could read the boy's public
files. Yet the sinple trick inpressed him and in response he shouted, "I'm
gl ad

to nmeet you, M. President."

The brown hands had no substance, yet they couldn't have acted nore real
Gipping Stefan's pale little hand, they matched every notion, the warnth
carried by the bright eyes and his words. "This is an historic nonment, Stefan
But then you al ready know that, |'m sure.”

The first nationw de press conference, yes. Denocracy and science joined in a
perfect marriage. President Perez was invited here for a synbolic dinner, and
he

was everywhere else at the sane time. It was a wondrous evening . . . magical

"Alovely yard," said the President. The eyes were blind, but the personality
had access to the security caneras, building appropriate inmages as the face
noved. Wth a faraway gaze, he announced, "I do |ike your choice of view"

"Thank you, M. President."
"Very nice indeed . . . I"

Hol o projectors and squidskin fabrics created the illusion of blue skies and
rugged geol ogy. Al though nothing was quite as bright as it would appear in the
real outdoors, of course. And the squidskin rocks and the occasional bird had
a

vagueness, a dreany inprecision, that was the mark of a | ess-than-good system
Sonetimes, like now, the antinoise generators failed to hide unwanted sounds.
Sonmewher e beyond the President, neighbors were appl audi ng and cheeri ng naking
it

seemas if ghosts inhabited the ghostly canyon

Presi dent Perez seened oblivious to the inperfections. Gesturing at their

garden, he said, "Ch, | see you' re doing your part. How close are you to
sel f-sufficiency?"

Not close at all, really.

"Beautiful eggplants,” said the guest, not waiting for a response. "And a fish
pond too!"

Wthout fish. A problemwth the filter, but the boy said nothing, hoping
not hi ng woul d be noti ced.

The President was turning in a circle, hunting for something else to
conpl i ment .
For sone reason, the house wasn't wearing its usual coat of projected paints



and
architectural flourishes. Their guest was too conplicated, no doubt. Too many

cal cul ati ons, plus the computer had to show the Gand Canyon . . . and the
rea

house |l ay exposed in all its drabness. d ass foans and cardboard | ooked gray
and

sinmple, and insubstantial, three walls inside the yard and the fourth wall
poi nted toward the outdoors, the brown stains on the sky show ng where

rai nwat er

had damaged the squi dski n.

To break the silence, Stefan blurted out a question. "M . President, where do
you stand on the econony?"

That's how reporters asked questi ons.

But the great man didn't respond in the expected way. H s smile changed,

remai ning a smle but enconpassing sone new, subtly different flavor of |ight.
"I"ll stand on the econony's head," he replied. "Wth ny feet apart, ready for
anyt hi ng. "

WAs that a genui ne answer?
Stefan wasn't sure

Then the President knelt, putting his head bel ow the boy's, saying with a
happy,

sel f-assured voi ce, "Thank you for the question. And remenber, what happens
toni ght goes both ways. You can learn what |I'mthinking, and in a different
way

"Il learn what's on your nind."

St ef an nodded, well aware of the principles.

"When | wake," said the handsome brown face, "I'Il read that this many people
asked about the econony, and how they asked it, and what they think we should
be

doing. All that in an abbreviated form of course. A person in ny position
needs

a lot of abbreviations, I'mafraid."

"Yes, sir." Stefan waited for a monent, then blurted, "I think you re doing a
good job with the econony, sir. | really do."

"Well," said the guest, "lI'mvery, very glad to hear it. I am"™

At that noment, the genuine President Perez was inside a government hospital
in

a fetal position, suspended within a gelatin bath. Masses of bright new

opti cal

cable were attached to his brain and fingers, nmouth and anus, |inking him
directly with the Net. Everything that he knew and believed was bei ng bl ended
with his physical self, all elenments reduced to a series of nunbers, then
enlarged into a nati onwi de presence. Every household with an adequate

proj ection

system and nenory was being visited, as were public buildings and parks,
stadiuns and VA facilities. If it was a success, press conferences would
becone

a nonthly event. Political opponents were upset, conplaining that this was
li ke



one enormous conmercial for Perez; but this was the President's last term and
it was an experinent, and even Stefan understood that these tricks were
becom ng

cheaper and nore w despread every day.

In the future, perhaps by the next election, each political party would be
abl e
to send its candidates to the voters' hones.

What could be nore fair? thought the boy.

Stefan's stepfather had just stepped fromthe drab house, carrying a plate
ful
of raw pink burgers.

In an instant, the air seened cl ose and thick

"M . Thatcher," said the projection, "thank you for inviting nme. | hope you're
havi ng a pl easant evening . . . !"

"Hey, | hope you like neat,"
carni vores!"

Yancy called out. "In this famly, we're

Stefan felt a sudden and precise terror

But the President didn't hesitate, gesturing at the buffal o-augnmented soy
patties. Saying, "I hope you saved one for ne."

"Sure, M. President. Sure."
For as long as Stefan could renenber, his stepfather had never m ssed a chance

to say sonething ugly about President Perez. But Mrn had made him promse to
be

on his best behavior. Not once, but on several occasions. "l don't want to be
enbarrassed,” she had told him using the sane tone she'd use when trying to
make Stefan behave. "I want himto enjoy hinself, at |least this once. WII| you

pl ease just help ne?"

Yancy Thatcher was even paler than his stepson. Blonde hair worn in a short,
manly ponytail; a round face wearing a perpetually sour expression. He wasn't

| arge, but he acted large. He spoke with a deep, boomi ng voice, and he carried
hinself as if endowed with a dangerous strength. Like now Com ng down the

sl ope, he was wal king straight toward their guest. The President was offering
both hands, in his trademark fashion. But no hand was offered to him and the
projection retreated, saying, "Excuse me," while deftly stepping out of the
way.

"You' re excused," Yancy replied, laughing in a | ow, unanused fashion. Never
breaki ng stri de.

Mom wasn't watching; that's why he was acting this way.

Thi ngs wor sened when Yancy | ooked over his shoul der, announcing, "I didn't
want

you coning tonight, frankly. But the kid s supposed to do an assignnent for
school, and besides, | figured this was nmy chance to show you ny mnd. If you

know what | nean

Presi dent Perez nodded, dreadl ocks bounci ng. "Feedback is the idea. As | was
just telling Stefan --"



"I'"'m an ol d-fashi oned white man, M. President."
The boy | ooked at the drab house, willing Morn to appear

But she didn't, and Yancy flung open the grill and let the biogas run too |ong
bef ore he nade a spark, a soft blue explosion causing Stefan to back away.
Nobody spoke. Every eye, seeing or blind, watched the patties hit the warning
rack, sizzling quietly but with anger, Yancy nmashing themflat with the griny
spatula that he'd gotten for Christmas |ast year

Then the President spoke, ignoring that |ast conment.

"It's a shanme this technology won't let me help you,'
of honesty.

he declared, with a ring

Yancy gri maced.
The patties grew | ouder, the flames turning yell ow.

ostinately ignoring the tensions, the President |ooked at his own hands. "A
poverty of physicality," he declared, |aughing to hinself.

That was it. Something snapped, and Yancy barked, "Know what | |ike, M.
Presi dent? About tonight, | nean.”

"What do you |ike?"

"Thinking that the real you is buried in goo, a big fat glass rope stuck up
your
ass."

Stefan prayed for a systems failure, or better, a war. Anything that would
stop

events here. His fear of fears was that the President would awaken to | earn
t hat

Yancy Thatcher of Fort Wayne, |ndiana had insulted him Because the boy
coul dn't

i magi ne anyone else in the country having the stupid courage to say such an
awf ul t hing.

Yet their guest wasn't visibly angry. He actually | aughed, quietly and calny.
And all he said was, "Thank you for your honesty, sir."

Yancy flipped burgers, then | ooked at Stefan. "Tell your nore it'll be a few
m nutes. And take himw th you."

It was such a strange, wondrous noment.

The boy | ooked at his President, at his snmile, hearing the conjured voice
sayi ng

"Yes. That's a fine idea.” Built of |light and thought, he seemed invul nerable
to

every slight, every unkind word.

St ef an had never envi ed anyone so nuch in his life.
Mom was a blizzard of activity, hands blurring as they tried to assenble a

fancy
salad fromingredients grown in the garden, then cleaned and cut into



del i cat e,

artful shapes. She |oved sal ads, planning each with an artist's sensibilities,
which to Morn neant that she could never predict preparation times, always
sonmething to be done too fast at the end. Wen she saw Stefan inside, she
whined, "I'mstill not ready."” Wen she saw President Perez fluttering for

t hat

i nstant when he passed fromthe outside to the kitchen projectors, she gave a
little squeal and threw spinach in every direction. Then she spoke, not

| eavi ng

enough tinme to think of proper words. "You've |lost weight," she blurted.
"Since

the el ection, haven't you. . . . ?"

Enbarrassed again, Stefan said, "The President of the United States," with a
stemvoice. In warning. Didn't Morn remenber how to address hin®

But the President seemed anmused, if anything. "l've lost a couple kilos, yes.
Job pressures. And the First Lady's anti-equatorial canpaign, too."

The joke puzzled Stefan until he stopped thinking about it.

"Adrink, M. President? |I'mhaving a drop for nyself.
"Wne, please. If that's not too nmuch trouble."

Bot h adults giggled. Touching a control, Mre ordered an el egant glass to
appear

on the countertop, already filled with sparkling white wi ne, and their guest
went through the motions of sipping it, his personality given every flavor
al ong

wi th an ethanol kick. "Lovely,"'

he decl ared. "Thanks."

"And how is the First Lady?"

It was a trivial question, Stefan within his rights to groan

Mom glared at him in warning. "Go find Candace, why don't you?" Then she
turned

back to their guest, again inquiring about his dear w fe.

"Quite well, thank you. But tired of Washington."

Momi s drink was | arge and colorful, projected swirls of red and green never

m xi ng together. "I w sh she could have cone. | adore her. And oh, | |ove what

she's done with your house."

The President glanced at his surroundings. "And |'m sure she'd approve of your
tastes, Ms. Thatcher."

"Hel en. "

"Hel en, then."

The kitchen walls and ceiling were covered with an indoor squidskin, and they
built the illusion of a tall room. . . except that voices and any sharp sound
echoed off the genuine ceiling, flat and cl ose, unadorned by the arching oak

beans that only appeared to be high overhead.

Mom absorbed the conplinment and the sound of her own name, then noticed Stefan
still standi ng nearby. "Where's Candace? WII| you please go find your sister



darling?"

Candace's roomwas in the basement. It seened like a long run to a boy who
woul d

rather be el sewhere, and worse, her door was |ocked. Stefan shook the knob
feeling the throb of nmusic that seeped past the noise barriers. "He's here!
Cone

on!" Kicking the door down | ow, he managed to punch a new hol e that joined
hal f

a dozen earlier kickholes. "Aren't you coming up to nmeet him-- ?"

"Open," his sister shouted.

The knob turned itself. Candace was standing before a mrrored portion of
squi dski n, exam ning her reflection. Every other surface showed a fantastic
woodl and, lush red trees interspersed with a thousand Candaces who danced w th
uni corns, played saxophones, and rode bareback on | eapi ng bl ack tigers. The
i mges were designed to jar nerves and exhaust eyes. But what Stefan noticed
was

the way his sister was dressed, her outfit too small and tight, her boobs

tw ce

their normal size. She was ready for a date, and he warned her, "They won't

| et

you go. It's only Tuesday."

Candace gave her little brother a cutting worldly look. "Go | ose yoursel f."
Stefan began to retreat, gladly.

"Wait. What do you think of these shoes?"

"They're fine."

She ki cked themoff, without a word, then opened the door behind the nmirror
m ni ng her closet for a better pair.

Stefan shot upstairs.

Their honored guest and Momrenmained in the kitchen. She was freshening her
drink, and tal king.

"I mean | really don't care,” she told him "I know | deserve the pronotion
that's what matters." She gave her son a quick, troubled glance. "But Yankee
says | should quit if they don't give it to me --"

"Yankee ?"

"Yancy, | nean. |I'msorry, it's ny husband' s ni cknane."

The President was sitting on a projected stool, watching Momsip her swirling
dri nk once, then again.

"What do you think | should do? Quit, or stay."

"Wait and see," was the President's advice. "Perhaps you'll get what you
deserve."

Mom offered a thin, dissatisfied snle.

Stefan thought of his conmppad and his list of inportant questions. Were was



it?

He wheeled and ran to his room finding the pad on his unmade bed, its patient
voi ce repeating the sane math probl em over and over again. Changi ng functions,
he returned to the kitchen. There'd been enough noi se about decorating and
Mom s

job, he felt. "M. President? Are we doi ng enough about the space progran®?”

"Never," was the reply. "I wish we could do nore."

Was the comppad recording? Stefan fiddled with the controls, feeling a sudden
dull worry.

"In ny tenure," the voice continued, "l've been able to double our Martian
budget. Spaceborn industries have increased twelve percent. W're building two
new observatories on the moon. And we just found life on Triton --"

"Titan," the boy corrected, by reflex.

"Don't talk to himthat way!" Mm gl owered, thoroughly outraged.

"Ch, but the fellow s right, Helen. | m sspoke."

The am abl e | augh washed over Stefan, |eaving himwarm and confident. This
wasn't just an assignment for school, it was a mssion, and he quickly
scrol | ed

to the next question. "Wat about the oceans, M. President?"

A moment ary pause, then their guest asked, "Wat do you nean.?"

Stefan wasn't sure
"There are many issues,"”
producti on.

Fi shing and farmng. And the floating cities --

said the President. "Mneral rights. Power

"The cities."

"Fine. What do you think, Stefan? Do they belong to us, or are they free
political entities?"

Stefan wasn't sure. He glanced at his pad, thinking of the islands, manmade
and

covered with trim nodem comunities. They grew their own food in the ocean
noved where they wanted, and seened |ike wonderful places to live. "They
shoul d

be free."”

n W]y?ll
Who was interview ng whonf?

The President seened to enjoy this reversal in roles. "If taxes pay for their
construction -- your tax noney, and mne -- then by what right can they |eave
the United States?" A pleasant little |augh, then he added, "lmagine if the
First Lady and | tried to claimthe Wite House as an i ndependent nation
Wul d

t hat be right?"

Stefan was at a | oss for words.



Then Mom sat up straight, giving a sudden | ow noan.

Yancy was com ng across the patio. Stefan saw him and an instant later, Mrn
junped to her feet, telling her son and guest, "No nore politics. It's
di nnertine."”

Yancy entered the kitchen, approaching the projection from behind.

The President couldn't react in time. Flesh-and-bone merged with him a
di storted brown face lay over Yancy's face, which was funny.

"Why are you | aughi ng?" snapped Yancy.
"No reason," the boy lied.

H s stepfather's tenper was close to the surface now He dropped the plate of
cooked burgers on the countertop, took an enornous breath, then said, "Show
your

guest to the dining room Now. "

Taki ng his comppad, Stefan obeyed.

The President flickered twi ce, changing projectors. H's voice flickered too,
telling the boy the story of sone unnaned Senator who threw a tantrum whenever
rati onal discourse failed him "Wich is to say," he added, "I have quite a

| ot

of practice dealing with difficult souls.” And with that he gave a little w nk
and grin, trying to bolster the boy's ragged nood.

Stefan barely heard him he was thinking of floating cities.

It occurred to himthat he'd answered, "Yes, they should be free," for no

ot her

reason than that was his stepfather's opinion, voiced many tines. The cities
wer e uncrowded. Sone allowed only the best kinds of people. And Stefan had
spoken wi t hout thinking, Yancy's ideas worming their way inside him
Enbarrassed

and confused, he wondered what he believed that was really his own. And did it
ever truly matter?

Even if Stefan could think what he wanted, how i nportant could his opinions
ever
be?

The table was set for five, one place setting built fromlight. The President
took his seat, and Stefan was across fromhim scrolling through the conppad
in

search of new questions. Mst of these cane fromhis social studies teacher --
a

smal I, handsonme N gerian worman who didn't know Yancy. Wiy do we keep our open
border policy? He didn't dare ask it. Instead he coughed, then inquired, "How
are your cats, M. President?"

Bot h of them seened happy with the new topic. "Fine, thank you." Another w nk
and grin. "The jaguars are fat, and the cheetah is going to have triplets.”

M ni ature breeds. Declawed and conditioned to be pets.

They spoke for a couple mnutes about preserving rare species, Stefan
nment i oni ng



his hope to someday work in that field. Then More burst into the roomwth her
conpl eted sal ad, and Yancy followed with some bean concoction, naking a second
trip for the burgers. Somewhere en route he shouted, "Candace!" and she
appear ed

an instant later, making her entrance with a giggle and a bounce.

I f anything, her boobs were even bigger. And the room s holo projectors
changed
her skin, making it coffee-col ored

Mom saw t he cl othes and her color, then gave a shocked little groan. But she
didn't dare say anything with the President here. Yancy entered the little
room

paused and grimaced . . . then alnost smiled, glancing at their guest with the
oddest expression.

Why wasn't he sayi ng anyt hi ng?

The President glanced at Candace, for half a second. Then he | ooked straight
ahead, eyes |ocked on Stefan. Big, worried eyes. And his projection reigned a
sl ow si gh

Wth her brown boobs spilling out, Candace sat beside President Perez.

Mom gl ared at her, then at Yancy. But Yancy just shook his head, as if warning
her to say not hi ng.

Seven burgers were on the plate. The real ones were juicy; the one built from
light resenbled a hard lunmp of charcoal

Stefan realized that he was growi ng accustonmed to bei ng ashaned

Candace took nothing but a snmall hel ping of salad, giggling and | ooking at
their

guest with the sane goofy flirtatious face that she used on her infinite
boyfriends. "Hey, are you having a good tinme?"

"M. President," Stefan added.

H's sister glared at him snapping, "I know that."
"I"'mhaving a fine tinme." The apparition never quite |ooked at her, using his
spoon to build a nound of phantom beans on the phantom plate. "You have a

| ovel y

hore. "

Mom sai d, "Thank you."

Candace giggled, like an idiot.

But she wasn't stupid, her brother wanted to say. To shout.

Yancy was preparing two burgers, slipping theminto their pouches of bread and
addi ng pickles, nmustard and sugar corn. Then after a first oversized bite, he
grinned, telling the house computer to give them scenery. "Munt Rushnore," he

demanded. "The original."

Squi dskin recreated the four-headed | andmark. Presidents Barker and Yarbarro
wer e notably absent.



The current President was staring at his plate. For the first time, he acted
renote. Detached. A bite of his charred burger revealed its rawred interior
bl ood flowing as if froman open wound. Aft era |ong pause, he | ooked at

Stef an

again, and with a certain hopeful ness asked, "Wat's your next question,

pl ease?"

Candace squeal ed, "Let me ask it!"

She shot to her feet, reaching over the table, her boobs fighting for the
privilege of bursting out of her shirt. Before Stefan could react, she'd
stol en

hi s comppad, reading the first question al oud.

"Why do we keep our open border policy?"

The pause was enornous, silence coming fromevery direction at once. Mre
stared

at Yancy, pleading with her eyes. Everyone el se studied the President,
wonderi ng

how he woul d respond. Except he didn't. It was Yancy who spoke first, in a
Voi ce

alnost mild. Al nost.

"I don't think it matters,"” he replied. "I think if we want to do sone good,
we've got to turn the flow back the other direction. If you know what | mean."

"I think we do," said President Perez.

"Fifty years of inviting strangers into our house. Fifty idiotic years of
maki ng

room meking jobs, making allowances . . . and always making due with | ess and
| ess. That's what the great Barker gave us. Her and her damed open border
bul I shit!"

Stefan felt sick. Chilled.
Mom began, "Now Yancy --"

"My grandfather owned an acreage, M. President. He ate meat three tines a
day,

lived in a big house, and worked hard until he was told to go half-tine, sone
know not hi ng refugee given the other half of his job, and his paycheck

K
"Enpl oynent readjustnents.”
I

know. There were problens. Injustices. But think of the tines, M. Thatcher
Qur

gover nrent was under enornous pressures, yet we managed to carry things off

Thei r guest nodded, shrugged. "That's a euphemni sm

"Some know- not hing refugee!" Yancy repeated, his face red as uncooked neat.

" And

your party took his home, his land, needing the roomfor a stack of apartnent
bui I di ngs. "

Stefan tried not to listen. He was building a careful daydream where he had a
different famly, and he was sitting with the President, everyone working to
make his visit productive, and fun



Yancy pointed at the old Rushnmore. "A great nation built it --

"An individual built it," the President interrupted. "Then his grateful nation
enbraced it."

"A free nation!"
"And under popul at ed, speaking relatively."

Pursing his heavy pink lips, Yancy declared, "W should have |let you people
starve. That's what | think." He took a huge breath, held it, then added, "You
weren't our responsibility, and we should have shut our borders. Nothing in.
Not

you. Not a rat. Not so nmuch as a goddamm fly . . . that's ny opinion . . . I"

Presi dent Perez stared at his own clean plate. Eyes narrowed. The
contenpl ati ve

face showed a tiny grin, then he | ooked up at Yancy, eyes carved from cold
bl ack

st one.

Wth a razored voice, he said, "First of all, sir, I"'ma third-generation U S.
citizen. And second of all, | believe that you're an extraordinarily
frightened

man." A pause, a quiet sigh. "To speak that way, your entire life nust be torn
wi th uncertainty. And probably sone deep, deep sense of failure, | would
guess. "

Stef an sat notionl ess, in shock

"As for your opinions on national policy, M. Thatcher . . . well, let ne just
say this. These are the reasons why | believe you're full of shit."

The rebuke was steady, deternmined, and very nearly irresistible.

Presi dent Perez spoke calmy about war and famine, a desperate United Nations,
and the obligations of wealthy people. He naned treaties, reciting key
passages

word-for-word. Then he attacked the very idea of closing the borders, listing
t he physical difficulties and the econonmic costs. "OF course it mght have

wor ked. W coul d have survived. An enclave of privilege and waste, and
eventual ly there woul d have been plagues and a | ot of quiet hunger on the
outside. W'd be left with our big strong fences, and beyond them. . . a dead
wor |l d, spent and useless to us, and to the dead." A brief pause, then he spoke
with a delicate sorrowful voice, asking, "Are you really the kind of man who
could live lightly with hinmself, knowi ng that billions perished . . . in part
because you deserved a larger dining room. . . ?"

Yancy had never |ooked so tired. O those at the table, he seemed to be the
one
conposed of light and illusion

The President smled at everyone, then focused on Stefan. "Let's nove on,
t hi nk. What's your next question?"

The boy tried to read his conppad, but his brain wouldn't work.

"Perhaps you can ask nme, '\Wat do you think about this hallmark eveni ng?'"



"What do you think?" Stefan muttered.

"It should revol utionize our
government was born froma string of
eyes,

then continued. "I love this nation
the truth is that we are diverse and

tonight's revolution will strengthen
t hat
it will nmake us at |east nore honest.

Yancy gave a | ow sound. Not an angry

"Per haps |
anot her hal f hour schedul ed --

"No, please stay!" Mom blurted.

"Don't go," begged Candace, reaching

Mom turned on her. At | ast.

n W]y?"

and drain those breasts.

Candace di d her
run
to the basenent.

ritual pout,

Mom apol ogi zed to their guest,
help Stefan clear the table, please.
house. "

St ef an worked fast. into
t he soni c washer.

Scraps went

into night, its blurry,

hal f-1ight.

it

wasn't real. Happier than he'd fee
surely.

gover nnment

shoul d | eave." The President

"Young | ady, |

conplete with the nournful

nor e than once.

on any ordinary plot of

which isn't any surprise. Qur

revolutions.” He waited for the boy's

If you want me angry, say otherw se. But
too often divided. My hope is that

us. Judgi ng by these events, 1'd guess
sound, not anyt hi ng.

rose to his feet. "I know we've got

for his dreadl ocks.

want you out of those clothes --I"

You're not fooling anyone here!"

groan and the teary

Then she told Yancy, "You can

I will show our President the rest of ny

the recyke system dishes were | oaded in

Through the kitchen wi ndow, he saw the Grand Canyon passi ng
i nperfect edges nore appropriate in the ruddy
And it occurred to himthat he was happy with this view, even if

real ground,

H s stepfather did no work. He just stood in the niddle of the room his face

i mpossi ble to read.

Stefan left himto set the controls.

Morn and the President were in the front

room | ooking outside. Or at least their eyes were pointed at the | one w ndow.
Wth a soft, vaguely conspiring tone, the President said, "lIt's not ny place
to

gi ve advice. Friends can. Counsel ors and mnisters should. But not soneone

l'i ke

me, I'msorry."

"I know," his nother whispered. "It's just . . . | don't know. . . | just

wi sh

he woul d do somet hing awful. To ne, of course. Just to make the choice
sinmple.”

What choi ce? And who was she tal king

about ?



"But really, he only sounds heartless.” She tried to touch their guest, then
t hought better of it. "In five years, Yankee hasn't lifted his hand once in
anger. Not to the kids, or me. And you're right, | think. About him being
scared, | mean. "

Stefan listened to every word.

"When you cone next nonth," Mre inquired, "will you renenber what's happened
here ?"
Presi dent Perez shook his head. His face was in profile, Iike on a coin. "No,

I
won't. Your conputer has to erase ny personality, by law. And you really don't
have room enough to hold nme. Sorry."

"l guess not," Mm al |l oned.

They | ooked outside, watching an airtaxi riding its cable past the w ndow The
buil ding across the street mrrored theirs, houses stacked on houses, each one
small and efficient, and |ightweight, each house possessing its own yard and

t he

same solitary wi ndow facing the mael stromthat was a city of barely five
mllion.

Several Presidents were visible.

They waved at each other, laughing with a gentle, confortable hunor.

Then their President turned, spotting the boy at the other end of the little
room and he smiled at Stefan with all of his original charmand warnth
not hi ng

el se seening to matter

Mom turned and shouted, "Are you spying on us?"

"I wasn't," he lied. "No, mp'am"

The President said, "I think he just came | ooking for us." Then he added,
"Dessert. | feel like alittle dessert, if I mght be so bold."

Mom wasn't sure what to say, if anything.

"Per haps sonet hing that | ooks delicious, please. In the kitchen. | very much
i ked your Kkitchen."

They gat hered again, a truce call ed.

Candace was dressed as if ready for school, |ooking younger and flatter, and
enbarrassed. Yancy had reacquired a portion of his old certainty, but not
enough

to offer any opinions. Mdrn seened wary, particularly of Stefan. Wat had he
heard whil e eavesdroppi ng? Then the President asked for nore questions,

| ooki ng

straight at Yancy, nothing angry or nalicious in his dark face.

Crossing his arns, Yancy said not hing.
But Stefan thought of a question. "Wat about the future?" It wasn't fromhis

conppad's list; it was an inspiration. "M . President? Howw Il the world
change?"



"Ah! You want a prediction!"
Stefan nade sure that the conppad was recordi ng.

Presi dent Perez took a playful stab at the | ayered sundae, then spoke
casual ly,

with an easy authority.

"What |'mgoing to tell you is a secret,”
secrets go."

he said. "But not a big one, as

Everyone was |istening. Even Yancy | eaned cl oser

"Since the century began, every President has had an advi sory council, a team
of

gifted thinkers. They know the sciences. They see trends. They're experts in
new

technol ogi es, history and human nature. W pay them substantial fees to build
intelligent, coherent visions of tonorrow. And do you know what? In eighty
years, w thout exception, none of their futures have cone true." He shook his
head, |aughing quietly. "Predicted inventions usually appear, but never on
schedul e. And the nore inportant changes come without warning, ruining every
one

of their assessnents.'

A pause, then he added, "My presence here, for

i nstance.

Not one expert predicted today. | know because | checked the records nyself.
No

one ever thought that a President could sit in half a billion kitchens at
once,

eating luscious desserts that will never put a gramon his waist."

Yancy grow ed, asking "Then why do you pay the bastards?

"Habit?" The President shrugged his shoulders. "Or maybe because nothi ng they
predict cones true, and | find that instructive. Al these possible futures,
and

| don't need to worry about any of them"

A long puzzl ed sil ence.

"Anyway," said the President, "ny point is this: Nowthat we've got this
technol ogy, every prediction seens to include it. In fact, nmy experts are
claimng that in fifty years, give or take, all of us will spend our days
floating in warmgoo, wired into the swollen Net. Mniml food. No need for
houses or transportation. Muximum efficiency for a world suddenly much | ess
crowmded. " He gazed at Stefan, asking "Now does that sound |ike an appealing
future?”

The boy shook his head. "No, sir."

"It sounds awful," Mdm barked.

Candace said, "Ugh."

Then Yancy said, "It'll never happen. No."

"Exactly," said their guest. "It's al most guaranteed not to conme true, if the

pattern holds." He took a last little bite of his sundae, then rose. "You
asked



for a prediction, son. Well, here it is. Your life will be an unendi ng
surprise

If you're lucky, the surprises will be sweet and cone daily, and that's the
best
any of us can hope for. | think."

The silence was rel axed. Contenpl ative.

Then the President gestured at the projected clock high above their stove.
"Ti me
to leave, I"'mafraid. Walk nme out.?"

He was speaking to Stefan

Hoppi ng off his stool, the boy hugged hinself and nodded. "Sure, M.
Presi dent .
Sure."

The Grand Canyon was dark, the desert sky clear and dry. But the genuine air
was

hum d, nore like Indiana than Arizona. There were always little clues to tel
you where you were. Stefan knew that even the best systenms fell short of being
real .

In a low, hopeful voice, he said, "You'll come back in a nmonth. Wn't you,
sir?"

"Undoubt edly." Another smile. "And thank you very nuch. You were a wonderfu
host . "

What el se? "I hope you had a good tine, sir." A pause, then he said, "It was
perfect. Perfect." Stefan nodded, trying to match that smile

Then the i mage gave a faint, "Good-bye," and vani shed. He suddenly just wasn't
there.

Stefan stared at the horizon for a |l ong nonent, then turned and saw that the
house was whol e agai n. Their conputer had enough power to add color and al

t he

fancy touches. Under the desert sky, it |looked tall and noble, and he could
see

the people sitting inside, talking now Just talking. Nobody too angry or too
sad, or anything. And it occurred to Stefan, as he wal ked up toward them that
peopl e were just like the house, small inside all their clothes and words and
bi g thoughts.

Peopl e were never what they appeared to be, and it had al ways been that way.
And
al ways woul d be.



