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WHAT THEY SAID

"ABOUT CLARION:

“ « « I could hardly do you a greater
favor than to suggest that you get . . .
Robin Scott Wilson’s Clarion . . . 7

—The New York Times Book Review

“There is . . . in the best of [the stories],
a kind of intuitive deftness, a polish to
be encountered anywhere else in litera-
ture only in the work of highly gifted,
long-seasoned writers. . . . These people
have something to say, and they are
ready to use any means—any at all—to
say it, and they just don’t seem to give a
damn if Mommy sees it.”

—National Review

“This, friends, is the SF of the future, by
the writers who are going to write much

of what we will be reading a few years
from now.”

—Crawdaddy

“IThe book]—ambitious new writing
and mature but stimulating essays—is

perhaps the finest science fiction anthol-
ogy of the year.”

—1he Windsor Star




Other SIGNET Science Fiction You Will Enjoy

[ CLARION An Anthology of Speculative Fiction and
Criticism from the Clarion Writer's Workshop
edited by Robin Scott Wilson. The Clarion Work-
shop is the only writers’ program dealing with
speculative fiction. The alumni represent twenty
states and from this workshop many fresh and

important voices will emerge to set the tone and

influence the direction of science fiction in the
seventies. Included are Fritz Leiber and Samuel

Delaney. (#0Q4664—95¢)

[ DRIFTGLASS Ten Tales of Speculative Fiction by
Samuel R. Delany. Rooted in the present, pro-
jected into the future, this is a highly imaginative
collection of tales by one of science fiction’s most

original authors. (#Q4834—95¢()

[ DOWN IN THE BLACK GANG by Philip José
Farmer. An action-filled collection of seven stories
and a novelette by a man who has had a revolu-
tionary impact on the science fiction scene.

(#T4805—75¢)

[1 TOMORROW | A Science Fiction Anthology edited
by Robert Hoskins. Five fascinating speculations
on temorrow featuring Poul Anderson, John D.
MacDonald, James H. Schmitz, Clifford D. Simak

and William Tenn. (#T4663—75()

THE NEW AMERICAN LIBRARY, INC.,
P.0. Box 999, Bergenfield, New Jersey 07621

Please send me the SIGNET BOOKS | have checked above.

lamenclosing $_________ (check or money order—no
currency or C.0.D.’s). Please include the list price plus 15¢ a
copy to cover handling and mailing costs. (Prices and numbers
are subject to change without notice.) |

o T S PN UL o SRR RN LA < AR P L

city— ______ ______ State_____________ZipCodeem ——________
Allow at least 3 weeks for delivery




CLARION i

An anthology
of speculative fiction and criticism

Edited by

ROBIN SCOTT WILSON




Copyright © 1972 by Robin Scott Wilson

All rights reserved

Robert Thurston’s “Punchline” originally appeared as “Stop Me
Before I Tell More,” copyright © 1971 by Damon Knight, -
Reprinted from Orbit 9 by permission of the author.

SIGNET TRADEMARK RE@G. U.8. PAT. OFF. AND FOREIGN COUNTRIES
REGISTERED TRADEMARE—MARCA REGISTRADA
HECHO EN CHICAGO, U.S.A.

SIGNET, SIGNET CLASSICS, SIGNETTE, MENTOR AND PLUME BOOKS
are published by The New American Library, Inc.,

1301 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York 10019
FIRsT PRINTING, JUNE, 1972

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA




We are pleased to announce the winners of the NAL

prizes for the best stories from the 1971 Clarion
Writers’ Workshop (at Tulane University and the Uni-

versity of Washington):

“Their Thousandth Season” by
Ep BrRYANT and “Frozen Assets”

by ROBERT WISSNER

ond prize: “Here, There, and Everywhere™
by F. M. BusBy and “Punchline™

by ROBERT THURSTON

“Sand and Stones” by GEO. ALEC
EFFINGER

1st prize:

3rd prize:

lHonorable Mentions:

“Magic Passes” by STEVE HERBST
“In the Greenhouse” by LIN NIELSEN

“Crayola” by DAVE SKAL
“] Have Heard the Mermaids . . .” by LisA

TuTTLE (does not appear in this book)



- B -
LS LS el LAl R

ALY |

IIII I = 1

e h "’"*,l“;' i

|I 1|1 - r-.. |-|'JI.I -

SR ) LY =T
I_.-|'-I : . Pa 'il S .
- II." 'h ..|- :;-' “.l. I.":la *..'.a._ .I.I:I ¥ .'-Jfaf-:.:

I = I B BN -
"-.-. l-1:|. 'i' e e

At =2 it e e ;

: III
..-.,-_q" -'-'."'j' -*__:*,-_mi. |

.l..- . II - 11 N

"'“'f.. |'|.|_

q’---'

=" | I:'J- Im I.
III

II'. ' ||
II:IJII | || -

Lesit

iala
: ] | | : Pt
|I|"|Lk”'.| lr i LI | 'I l'l." : |*- |'|||' ! '-I - | . |-_I I“F. |'”III'II ' :
- u _.ul'" -I- ‘| . '||'I' ‘TR gt . -:‘ I - ' y FI- .
I h' -‘|l.. IIH'_" I|1 II|||I - " 'Ifl' '

TR N |
'h'w, [

il 1 FI I I:
[ 'r. s

I'--I'I' Fl'%-ll "J-

I : III

W, L
.

TII 1 rlull." “Larey .
. 1 II% ‘II-.. Il. II:

) IL l“:II-I III*II.-I

i e
Lt e

1 .I I

Y1 ".'1:'_“.-":':.'-'"
I -I. . - u 1
II_..rl -II I:IIFJII- .II

|" -1 o L

FFH.. .-|I'I,.“I“’IITI:| :I| |
#*I Il -HF |‘i I| I -| J.:JI”
A AT

IIII_II

II |




For John W. Campbell, Jr.,
who taught us all




[
I-I.III--

'I.|1:III ‘- == ik

|-||._-‘|J___n 'II. I.I '_'d_..'. - | | 2 | “ .

't =

I | |'1| 1 1

.r m | r_ll

:1'|”' II|I1 Il" -
el “ll I||I: --L' 'l"-lll
I':|:I|I II||II'I "llll" <4 g 'I
: |L‘I'-i 1.':IIII hll |

i L

4lllll.: I IIlll.lI

-'.1.||| 1 tll ||r | - B L . : _ ' 'Irl = |l-,

a1 - 2 I . im u |-| . .|||‘ ;

ul-Jw. "": 0 _ | | ] da Ly '...-”_'”l'l'
S . | o - . . ol A
=% | _ 41" '-'I ¢ "ul .'4 'L'I: T L
AR e R S

1L 'I'l II| 2= 1 1 3l
| |I I”'J‘ “r' - 1 IrTLI'E.'_“' II.' |I|:|JI;i I@I Ay

| 12 aaw A gl =y degid I_'| .-# JIJIFI' Bl
. O F iy PRy ) -
) - W T . |1'| a . I" N II._-l-
i 1 -I-I ] l:" I I‘ IIIlh Irl II |I

=g )iy b= .i.ll-l 1]
S SR o ISR LS P
N - 1 "I ..I

| |,'|| T gty LI - 'k
ﬁl_ h - | . 1 |I |
| :f'HHII-I Lt | . I“.f T IIL
I _ :

I
| I.I‘ I-

I
P

s Tl IIII I|I||-|

| |'| - :
! I I|| ) __' —II
- I‘I il“lll ||-| 1 "l'r' II-I_.I

- A Rl £ ‘-I" | _'“'l"q. 3 |-|-1' -"'.I.




CONTENTS

PREFACE . Xi

INTRODUCTION, James Sallis XV
PUNCHLINE, Robert Thurston 19
MAGIC PASSES, Steve Herbst 36
FIFTEEN VULTURES, THE STROP, AND THE

OLD LADY, Ursula K. Le Guin 48
IN THE GREENHOUSE, Lin Nielsen 51
EARLY TO BED, Geo. Alec Effinger 61

GOLDEN AGES GONE AWAY, Frederik Pohl 70

GOODBYE, HENRY J. KOSTKOS, GOODBYE,
Damon Knight 81

HERE, THERE, AND EVERYWHERE,
F. M. Busby

THE HANGED MAN, Ed Bryant
WINTER HOUSECLEANING, Molly Daniel 102
FROZEN ASSETS, Robert Wissner
CRAYOLA, Dave Skal

WHY IS IT SO HARD?, Kate Wilhelm 116
TO THE MOUNTAINS, Laura Haney 122
THEIR THOUSANDTH SEASON, Ed Bryant 127
GET FDR!, Robert Thurston 140

AT THE SECOND SOLSTICE, James Sutherland
YOU ARE WHAT YOU WRITE, Harlan Ellison 163




NOTES ON A RESTLESS URGE, Robert Wissner 181
AND DRAGONS IN THE SKY, Glen Cook 186
A MODEST PROPOSAL, Russell Bates 214

THE HE-MAN ETHOS IN SCIENCE FICTION,
Joanna Russ 226

OMNIA TRISTE, Rick Norwood 231
STRANGER IN THE HOUSE, Lisa Tuttle 233
THE GOOD LIFE, Robert Thurston 240
SAND AND STONES, Geo. Alec Effinger 247
THE WRITER AS TEACHER, James Sallis 254




Preface

This is the second volume of short fiction to come out
of an educational experiment that started in 1968 at
Clarion State College in Pennsylvania. Since the demise
of the program there—which followed on my departure
from Clarion in 1970—the Clarion experiment has been
carried on at two institutions, Tulane University in New
Orleans and the University of Washington in Seattle. And
here I must quickly assert that the workshops held at
Tulane and Washington were not simply transplanted
Clarions, and that their successes are entirely to be
credited to the sympathetic administrations of both institu-
tions, to the excellent staffs of professional writers who
served at each workshop, and to their two moving per-
sonalities, James Sallis at Tulane and Vonda Mclntyre at
Washington.

If there is any common ground for the three work-
shops—Clarion, Tulane, and Washington—it probably lies
first in their adherence to the workshop method refined by
Damon Knight during his years as director of the Milford
Science Fiction Writers’ Conference, and second in the
conviction shared by those who have led these workshops
that—given some selectivity in the choice of students—
the combination of high pressure, great motivation, care-
fully structured intimacy both within and outside the
classroom, and total submergence in the craft of fiction
can produce a substantial number of new writers capable
of turning out, at a minimum, commercially successful
prose. Although it is difficult to keep track of everyone,
to the best of my knowledge, out of some ninety-three
participants in four years of workshops, thirty-five have
already become selling writers; a very considerable number
of others soon will be. I can think offhand of only one

nationally distributed science-fiction publication of any
merit—magazine or serially published anthology of origi-

X1
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nals—which has not contained the work of a workshop
alumnus. -

The question that nags all of us who have had any-
thing to do with the workshops is: are writers, after all,
born and not made? Do we teach anyone to be a writer?
Or do we simply facilitate the passage of talented people
from latency to accomplishment? I doubt we shall ever
know; perhaps both processes go on simultaneously. Only
one thing is clear to me (and even so I'll admit the pos-
sibility of rationalization here): a fair number of people
are writing and selling fiction who just might not be doing
so had the workshops not existed.

Now, being a true-born English professor, the philistin-
ism implicit in my emphasis on “commercially successful
prose” and “selling writers” troubles me a bit. As a trained
student of literature, I should be—and am—interested
principally in high art; as a writer I have aspired to (but
not achieved) the same elevation of quality; but as a
teacher of writing, my interests open off a little to one
side. Art is the bull’s-eye we all aim at, but some of the
inner rings score too. In a nation in which electronic
images, frantic political rhetoric, and the chanting lan-
guage of snake-oil salesmen are rendering the populace
increasingly illiterate, anything that improves the writing
(and reading) skills of even a few people must be ac-
counted good. And then, if some of the work in this and
similar collections is to be discounted as merely popular
fiction, somehow beneath the purview of serious criticism,
I ask the reader to recall that popular fiction is the
vaudeville system for the serious writer, the farm club from
which the major leagues will recruit their stars. The
decline in the fortunes of magazine fiction in general, and
pulp fiction in particular, has made itself felt in the
relative paucity of good writers in our culture.

And so I assuage my professorial self-doubts with the
thought that all the new writers who have passed through
- the science-fiction workshops are at least undamaged by
the experience, that almost all of them are, indeed, a
little better off for it, and that—in the fullness of time—
many may become artists and not simply professional
writers. Some in this volume already have.

In the meantime, if they can give an honest 95¢ worth
of professional entertainment, continue their metamor-
phoses of craft into art, and earn a little eating money
while waiting for the muse to anoint them with holy oil,

why not?
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And so Clarion. ‘And Tulane. And Washlngton And—
I hope—the “Clanons to come.

Robin Scott Wilson
Winnetka, Illinois, 15 October 1971
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lntroduction

by

James Sallis

It began when I realized that the Clarion Science
Fiction Workshop, at which I'd helped the year before,
was now an orphan with no home and no place to go.
From there, it’s a long way to the time you pack twenty-
five would-be writers (not to mention innumerable lizards)
into one wing of a dormitory for what rapidly becomes a
twenty-four-hour-a-day, six-week writing workshop, but
we made it.

I was helping an old friend teach Tulane’s first course
in science fiction, and since my friend was head of the
English department and offered his support, it seemed
reasonable that Tulane become host of the workshop. (And
now let’s all stand up and give Joe Roppolo a hand.)
Several weeks later, after God knows how many letters
and phone calls and appointments with administrators,
we were ready to start picking students: Tulane was offi-
cially the new home. (And now let’s all stand up and give
Dr. Earl, Dean of the Summer School, a hand.) Not only
did it make available the resources of a major university,
it also gave a lot of people an excuse to come to New
Orleans. - , |

No one, I believe, really thinks it possible to teach peo-
ple how to write; one can pass on a number of tricks and
literary devices which are all part of the basic baggage,
and that’s all. Most of the Clarion students can write,
and write very damned well—some of them better than
the people who are presumably “teaching” them—when
they arrive on the front steps. So for six weeks we give

them an opportunity to write and do little else; we put
them in an intentional living situation in which nothing

else but writing, actual production, is important. And we
XV
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expose them to attitudes which may be new; on any given
day the discussions may include basic story structure,
references to poetry and the new French novel, hard and
soft criticism. And perhaps the real work takes place after
hours, in long personal sessions between teacher and
student, or among the students themselves. From every
side, they receive an absolute encouragement.
Insofar as there is a secret, it’s in the teachers, one a
week for six weeks. They read everything that’s brought
to them, and they comment on it, marking up manuscripts,
doing word-by-word critiques, suggesting rewrites or re-
visions and submitting to lengthy, boozy rap sessions. Two
of them, at least, are professional teachers:; three are
editors; they are all successful commercial writers. Add
to this the fact that the field we’re working in is a small
one, a kind of subculture in which everyone comes to
know everyone else and, for the most part, is eager to
help others, and you have a potent engine. You have
editors and publishers watching for the word “Clarion” on
submissions. You have teachers calling New York editors
just to introduce new names. You have students who have
never before made a sale, and some who have never be-
fore been able to complete a story, suddenly selling four
stories during the course of the workshop and going on
to sell novels in the following months.
Arguments go on for days or weeks. Group jokes
abound. You wake up at four in the morning and find
your room full of lizards or Silly String or a prop some-
one’s ripped off the theater department. Everyone’s acting
as confessor to everyone else, and the teachers—among
them some of the top names in science fiction—are right
in there: the atmosphere is electric.
No one’s bothered yet to draw up a batting average for
the workshop, but it would be an impressive one. A very
large number have sold to commercial markets; one has
sold over two dozen stories and articles;: another has
written and sold, already, two novels. That’s an impressive
record, and one which I'm sure remains unparalleled by
any other writing workshop. I can think of at least five
names among them which should be very well known to
readers in a few years. Together, these writers are doing
some of the most interesting work in current science
fiction. |

What else can I say? I’'m pleased that I had some part in
Clarion and only hope for better things in the coming
years.
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See you then.
-Now read.

James Sallis,
September 1971,
New Orleans
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Punchline

by
' Robert Thurston

Human beings operate on the sweet assumption
that there is an order to things, that some kind of
logic, however arcane, governs them and the peo-
ple around them, “And even the pang preceding
death / Bids expectation rise.” -

No way. Bob Thurston’s comment on this story:
“I am not the world’s best listener to a joke. On
the other hand, I am not the world’s best listener to

Greek tragedy.”

—There was this traveling salesman, see—

Cold-skinned. Anyone who touched him remarked on
it. Skin as cold as the Beadsman on St. Agnes’ Eve. As
cold as the hymen of a virgin witch.

Not ugly, not handsome. Not much to speak of. Between
tall and short, slim and fat, lined and smooth. Eyebrows,
thick, were noticeable; eyes were not.

You couldn’t have called him a Willy Loman type be-
cause Willy Loman hadn’t been invented yet. You wouldn’t
anyway, since he was shy, promoted the product with
reluctance, and had been shunted off to an unlucrative
salesroute by a compassionate district manager. He hated

the road. AIl roads. Dirt, asphalt, concrete, patches of
blobbed tar. He feared the miles ahead and drove with

his eyes staring steadily down at a point just a few feet
in front of the car.

19



20 PUNCHLINE

—and one dark night—

All light switched off above, below, and to the side.
Weak headlights that needed adjustment picked out a
triangular section of monotonous gravel. Cold seeped in
through the cracked rear window and entered his cold
body at the neck. His eyes ached from staring at the road.
He wanted to stop and rest but knew he would freeze in
place if he did. What vengeful God had made the Great
Plains so vulnerable? There must be a place near, but in
pitch blackness it was impossible to make out any out-
lines. He was well read enough to ponder the meaning-
lessness of a death practically on the doorstep of an
unseen farmhouse.

—his car breaks down on this lonely road, see—

Without even a wheeze or a decent dying gasp. Just
rolled to a graceless stop. Wearily he leaned his head
against the steering wheel, right up against the horn, which
blew or choked with a long echo that seemed to travel
far without encountering human ear. He sat up. The
draught caught him a particularly frosty blast on the back
of the neck. He listened for some sound, then began to
pound the horn like crazy for comfort.

Finally, he decided that freezing in motion was proba-
bly preferable to freezing stationary, and he left the car
in order to seek sanctuary.

—comes finally to this farmhouse—

Hardly aware he had been going uphill, he came near
the crest and saw the single light shining in the distance.
Unshaped and too far away to tell whether it was a fire,
another headlight (perhaps with another salesman cursing
another dead car), or a window. Over the crest and down-
hill to the glittering beacon he ran. The shuffle of his shoes
against the gravel sounded like rapid asthmatic breathing.

—runs all the way to the farmhouse and knocks—

Where? The light from the window was so weak it
didn’t illumine the shape of the house or any detail beyend
the windowsill. The light source was a lamp in the window,
and even with his head pressed against glass, very little
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of the room could be seen. A patch of wall seemed faded
and grease-stained.

Then should he knock on the window? Or holler? Such
actions were too aggressive. But he just couldn’t stand
there and die that meaningless death which had haunted
him earlier.

Hand over hand, palms pressed against rough siding,
he began to make his way along the house. He caught one
sliver in the side of a palm, another more painful one in
the web between thumb and forefinger. He stepped into
a rosebush, thorns punctured his calf. He couldn’t refrain
from some strained cursing. A sound came from inside
the house, something like shin banging against chair.

He reached the corner of the house and felt his way to
the door. He knocked once. The door opened before his
arm had completed its full backward arc. A fat man
blocked some of the glaring light that flowed out at him.

—farmer comes to the door and asks—

“Who’s out there?”’

The voice seemed gruff, billy-goatish, angry. He retreated
three paces, almost wishing he could run back to his car
and freeze in peace.

“Speak up, boy. I got a gun sittin’ here by the door
powerful enough to blast ya to double-smithereens before
ya get outta the light.”

“No, don’t!”

He stood still, trying to look as nice-guy as possible.
“Who are ya?”

“My name is Leonard Brack and my car broke down
just up the road.”

“We got no phone but you can . ..

—farmer took him in and—

“ . . spend the night here and I'll drive ya up to the

gay-rage in the mornin’, Come in and get warm, boy.”
For this relief, Leonard felt much thanks. Once in the

house and by a flaming gas heater, he enjoyed the redis-

covery of warmth. The farmer, Cyrus McConnell, fed
him coffee and dull conversation.

—well, this farmer had two beautiful—

“What is it, papa?” came a soft voice from somewhere
above.
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“Come on down and see for yourself.”
Hopping footsteps followed skipping footsteps down a

- stairway to the hall. Two shapely forms came through the
doorway.

“This here’s my two daughters:
“Jeanie—"

Who was tall and blonde with the kind of pretty farmgirl

face found on tractor calendars and in almanac illustra-
tions.

“—and Joanie.”

Who looked exactly like Jeanie except-for her raven-
black hair.

“They’re twins.”
Which didn’t really have to be pointed out.

—each O’ these babies was built like a—

“Brick shi—"" Leonard stopped suddenly, realizing he
was thinking aloud.

“What’s that, son?” |
“Ah—Dbrickshi. That’s a traditional Ukrainian greeting.”

—salesman ogled the twins up and—

“You’re breathin’ heavy, mister,” said Jeanie.

“Like a thirsty heifer,” said Joanie.

“Don’t spook the gentleman, girls,” said the farmer. “Of
course he’s breathin’ heavy. He’s tired out from trottin’
over the whole durn countryside.”

Leonard, in nine years on the road, had never before

encountered such breathtaking beauty. Packed well, too,
including ribbons.

“You're pale, mister,” said Joanie.
“Like a harvest moon,” said Jeanie.

—then the farmer said the salesman could sleep in the
guest room provided—

“. . . that you let me lock you in there till dawn.”

The words acted like an emetic on Leonard, as dis-
appointment dissipated his desire. Still, he comforted him-
self with the thought that the brief sight of these twin
delectations would, for a change, give him something more
exciting than invoices to think about as he drifted off to
sleep. Sneaking one more look at the girls, he cursed fate

for always springing on him Surprise without Resolution.
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“You look sad, mister,” Jeanie said.
“Like a hound dog that’s just flushed a feather hat,”
said Joanie.

—locked him in and he went to bed, but sure enough in
a minute—

Ready to sleep, kept awake only by the dilemma of
whether to dream about blond Jeanie or brunette Joanie.
Or was it brunette Jeanie and blond Joanie?

Then a warm hand touched his face.

“You got cold skin, mister.”

He sat up straight.
“How did you get in here?”
“That’s my secret.”
“It’s too dark in here. Which one are you?”
“That’s also my secret. Move over.”

—so they, you know, made out, all the rest of the night,
and it was—

An hour and a half of incredible warmth. A journey on

apparently familiar roads which turned out to be un-
traveled. A trip to the moon on gossamer wings. An
ecstasy like nothing else he’d ever experienced in his
plodding one-step-in-front-of-the-other life.
She was an energetic delight, some part always in motion
until she left him just before dawn. Several times he
tried to detect which of the daughters he grappled with,
but it was impossible to tell. When she’d departed as
-mysteriously as she’d arrived, he regretted not knowing
which one to thank in the morning,

—s0 next morning he looked for, you know, signs to tell
which one it was but—

When Jeanie blew in his ear while serving a plate of
hash, he thought the issue was no longer in question.
Then Joanie blew him a secret Kkiss.

“You look all perplexed, mister,” said Joanie.

“Like a sow with silk purses hangin’ offa its head,”
said Jeanie.

—s0 he went away, frustrated by the mystery—

Back to the daily monotony. Adventures came few and
far between these days. Far between? Between this and




24 PUNCHLINE

what? Well, back to shoving unsuitable material into the
greased fingers of sleepy storeowners.

He drove his revived car by the house for one final

look. He thought he saw two girls in two windows waving
at him.

—bugged all the next year by the memory, you know—

Waking him suddenly at nights. Making him conscious
of plaster cracks forming crooked involved rivers along

dingy hotel walls. Causing sweat to appear on his fore-
head at unusual times.

—s0 one day at twilight he found himself on a familiar
road and sure enough there was the same farmhouse—

Run, Leonard, run. See (in your mind’s eye) the girls.
See Jeanie or Joanie at the window. Stop. That’s not the
way. Be cool and calm. They must believe this is just a
coincidence, that today you found yourself on a familiar
road and sure enough you spotted the house of last year’s
kindnesses.

“You'’re trembling, mister,” said Jeanie at the door.

“Like a apple tree bein’ shook by a nervous boy,” said
Joanie in the hallway. ’

—s0 he was invited to spend the night again and the
farmer locked him in again and he waited until—

“I startle you again? Mister, your skin’s solid ice.”
His reflexes keener from a year’s planning, he reached

for the lamp beside the bed. It clicked sharply but gave
forth no illumination. .

“I pulled the plug. It’s you, me, and the pitch dark,
mister. Move over.” ‘

“Who are you?”

“I'll never tell.”

—and they had, you know, one more hot night of it—

Better than last year, as if sharpened by 364 days of
training. Metaphysically, an almost-felt electrical current
surging through all outlets and connections. Psychologi-
cally, ego-building after so many sleepless frustrated nights
but also nerve-racking due to the silly confusion of identity.
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Philosophically, a hasty reshuffling of old values to accom-
modate new situational contexts. -

ROBERT THURSTON

—and he tried to find out which twin had his tony—

“Hey Jeanie!”

“You can’t trick me into telling.”

“Why not?”

“That’s my secret.”

“Why 1s it so important?”

“Secret.”

“But a guy’s got to know who he’s doing it with.”

“No he don’t. It is merely a natural act between two
consenting individuals, and identity has nothing to do with
it. Identity is superfluous, incongruous, inadequate.”

“Damn 1t, that’s what knocks me out. You talk different
here than both of you do downstairs.”

“A woman’s mantle varies from parlor to bedroom.”
“Well, give me a clue at least.”
“Clue implies a mystery to be solved, a corner puzzle-
piece to begin interlockment. Therefore, there cannot be
clues here, since I do not wish you to arrive at a solution.
Quit jawin’.”

—again, just before dawn, she disappeared—

But where to? Nobody just disappears. Not without a
long drum roll and a puff of smoke, anyway. The ritual
was same as last year: a quick ascension to a kneeling
position, a warm kiss upon his chest, the residual bounce
of the bed as she left it, a couple of footsteps.

The absence of further sound upset him. No click of

key in lock, no raising of secret trapdoor, no sliding of
secret panel, no pushing open of window.
Her departure method was only the penultimate mystery.
The question of her identity furnished more mental
tension. In daylight there was not sufficient contrast be-
tween Joanie and Jeanie’s behavior to provide any indica-
tion of who warmed his bed these annual nights.

At breakfast both girls looked a bit puffy-eyed, as if
they both had been awake all night. Two pairs of eyes
studied him knowingly.

—had insomnia all the next year worrying about it—

Maybe Jeanie because blondes have more fun. Maybe
Joanie since brunettes relish mystery. |



26 PUNCHLINE

And how could he be sure it was the same girl both
years? Maybe Joanie one year, then Jeanie’s turn the
next. Or vice-versa. But the second said the same things
as the first. Well, that’s possible. They’re sisters and the
first could have told the second all the details of the first’s
experience so the second could sneak in the room and
pose as the first. Or not really the second posing as the
first but the second being the second and, since she was
a twin, acting very like the first. The consequences of such
possibilities terrified him because then it 'was not just a
problem of which one came to his room, but which one at
which time? It had the effect of cubing the mystery.
He developed nervous tics. Chewing on a pillow, then
retreating in disgust from the saliva puddles. Mind blank-
ing off in the middle of a sure sale. Stopping at any old
farmhouse, but finding the occupants had no daughters
or married daughters or homely daughters (who, though
they eyed him knowingly, left him alone at night) or pretty
daughters (who laughed at his advances).

—s50 he went back to the farmhouse and the farmer and
the farmer’s daughters—

With his new spectacles he could see the house better
than before. It was a genuinely ugly structure. Gray paint
peeled off the siding at a thousand places. Windowsills
sagged. A corner of porch was held up by old lumber.
Joanie opened the front door and greeted him indiffer-
ently, like an old friend. So did Jeanie.

Cryus came into the hallway, greeted Leonard with a
hearty brickshi, and held out his left hand to shake. The
right one was missing, lost when he’d tripped and reached
up to a thresher for help.

—and this time, what do you think—

Surprise, Leonard! Here comes Jeanie with a three-
month-old kid in her arms. Don’t choke.
“Is he yours?” he said to Jeanie.

“Might be,” she answered.
“Might be mine, too,” Joanie interjected, takmg the baby
from the arms of Jeanie, who gave him up willingly.
He studied the baby carefully for a clue. A few strands
of medium-brown hair, about as many as Leonard had on

his own head, and the same shade of brown. No other
indications.
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“Your girls do like to fun me,” he said to Cyrus. “But

I'll bet you’ll tell me whose it is.’
“Can’t, Leonard. Wish I knew. I was in the hospital for

five months recoverin g from this. Came home and found
the little tyke nestled in a crib. They won’t tell me neither.”
Leonard’s face revealed his disappointment.
“You look despairin’, mister,” said Joanie.
“Like a young ’'un when they take down the Christmas

tree,” said Jeanie.
“Can’t understand how she done it,” Cyrus said, “which-

ever one it was. Lock ’em both in every night.”

—s50 he went to bed that night more mixed up than usual
and sure enough—

“Move over.”

Acting quickly, he whipped out the flashlight he’d con-
cealed under the covers and shined it on her navel. She

grabbed it out of his hands, flicked off the switch, and flung

it across the room.
“Now move over.”

—so0 he had another night of, you know, fun—

“But I've got to know now.”
“I don’t see why it’s so damned important.”
“Because of the kid.”
“Why because of the kid? It’s just a baby like all others.”
“Because it’s mine, that’s why.”
“Who said it’s yours?”
“Isn’t 1t2”
“That’s a secret.”
“How can you be so callous about your own child?”
“Who said it’s my child?”
“Isn’t 1t?”
“Secret.”
“I would think, for the kid’s sake, that he ought to
know which of you is his mother.”
“Who said either of us was his mother?”

—and so another night went by without him being any the
wiser—

“The trouble with you, mister, is that you think your
one-nighter per year is the only thmg that happens around
here. As if my father, my sister, and I go into suspended
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animation, lifeless until you saunter in again. Frankly, I
nearly forget you from one year to the next.”
“Then—it really isn’t my baby?”
“1 never said that.”

—and he left the next day as confused as ever—

“Here—I saved a can of peach preserve for you,” Joanie
said after breakfast.
“And some tomato puree from me,” Jeanie said.
Leonard divided an expression of fury between them.

—another year—

He developed several plans, as follows:
PLAN A: Scratch her someplace. Draw blood. Next
morning see which girl is scratched.
PLAN B: Bring two flashlights.
PLAN C: Set off a tear-gas bomb and quickly don gas
mask. In ensuing cenfusion, plug in lamp and turn it on.
PLAN D: Whip out a set of handcuffs and chain her

to me so she can’t leave before dawn.

—and another return to the farmhouse—

The girls, bustling around, paid little attention to him
except to show how well little Timmie could walk all by
himself. Cyrus sulked in the kitchen, so despondent he
even had the girls lock Leonard in his room.

—and another night—

All plans failed, as follows:

PLAN A: The next morning both girls wore bandages
on the spot he’d scratched (the back of the neck).

PLAN B: The second flashlight got lost in the covers
when she descended upon him.

PLLAN C: He left the bomb in the trunk of his car.

PLAN D: The handcuffs, purchased in a novelty store,
- were too big for her wrists and she slipped out of them.

—and still confusion—

“I’'m more than just confused. I think I’m on the verge
of insanity.”




29

“Don’t dramatize. You've just got a simple ego hang-
up, that’s all.” _

“When I'm in an asylum, you’ll laugh out of the other
side of your mouth.”

“If you’re so determined, try catatonia. It might do you
some good to shut up for a while.” .

“Please tell me.”
- “And the truth shall make you free? No deal.”

ROBERT THURSTON

—and, well, he came back again—

Puffiness around Jeanie’s eyes, Joanie’s black hair gray-
ing. Cyrus, bedridden, just nodded his head hello, never

said a word. Timmie bugged him unmercifully, saying look
at me do this and look at me do that. The kid was homely

enough to be his.
Nobody locked the door. That bothered him.
This vyear, poised, he asked few questions and she

seemed bored.

—and again—

She came through the door, unslinking, unmysterious.
She went through the bed motions like a high priestess

at her thousandth sacrifice.
“I’'ve had ten women besides you this year,” he said.

“So0?”
“T just wanted you to know that I’'m compensating,

that’s all.”

—and again—

“Move over.”

- “Not tonight. I'm bushed.”
“New strategy?”

“No strategy. I'm just tired.”
‘COkay.ii

—and again—

Three vears in the army as a middle-aged private and
corporal had depleted the curve of his belly. He felt almost
jaunty as he approached the farmhouse. With some delight
he noted that the house had been painted a dull yellow
in the intervening years, as if it too had been rejuvenated

by the war.
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The kid—how old was he now, six, seven?—played on a
swing. His homeliness was not enkanced by the mean ex-
pression of his face. |

“You again?”’ Joanie said, looking up briefly from a bowl
of string beans she was stripping. Gray locks now balanc-
ing the black in her hair, she had also put on weight. What
the hell, though, it was still a good build.

“In the war, huh?” Jeanie said, coming out on the
porch. It was not an especially perceptive observation,
since he still wore his uniform.

The years had ravaged both twins about equally. The
sheen of Jeanie’s hair had faded and she was pudgy, but
also, like Joanie, in fairly attractive places.

Yet there was a difference. Some of the liveliness had
gone out of Jeanie’s eyes. No longer as pretty as Joanie,
she also seemed more careless in appearance.

“I’d like to say hello to your dad,” he said.
“Cemetery’s four miles down the road,” Jeanie said.
“Oh—I'm sorry.”

“Sul.e.!’

The girls worked at chores until suppertime. They served
him a fine meal, but responded indifferently to his com-
pliments. They would not even tell him which one had
prepared the dressing for the roast pork.

The door to his room was not only not locked, it was
left open. Light plunged in from the hallway. He settled
into the bed, noting the lack of resiliency in the springs.
Around midnight she came to him. She entered the room
in a businesslike sweep, unmindful of the light which
outlined her. He could not recognize her; her face and
hair were too much in shadow.

“Move over.”

As he shifted quickly to the wall side of the bed, he
realized how much he’d been longing for her; how much
the memory of her had nagged at his brain while on
troopships, in foxholes, standing around the stage door
of the canteen; how much he’d been disappointed by liber-
ated whores whose too-clear faces had mocked him or
remained indifferent with vacant looks in their wasted eyes.
Happily they enacted the ritual of returning warrior and
girl left behind, their lovemaking more intense than at
any time since the first years. Afterward they lay silent,
with nothing to say and no questions that required asking,
each comfortable in the repetition of myth.

“It’s been a long time,” she finally said.

“I love you, Jeanie or Joanie as the case may be.”
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“That’s mnice.”

“And you still won’t tell me who you are.”

“I’'d like to, but I won’t.”

“Why not?” -

“I don’t know. I guess it’s just decreed, that’s all.”
“But that’s silly.”

“Is it? Tell me, after tonight will you stay here?”

“T’'d like to, but I can’t.”

“Why not?” '
“Well—uh—I've got to get back to the road. To my job.”
“Is that the real reason?” -

“Of course.”
“No, it isn’t.”

“How do you know it isn’t?”

“I just know.”

“How?”

“That’s my secret.”

In the morning they both kissed him goodbye. Each
kiss was polite, but with an extra touch—or slight push—
of buried affection. He could not tell from the kiss which
pair of lips belonged to his yearly bedmate. He tried to
pat Timmie’s head, but the kid squirmed away and ran to
the sink, where he played listlessly with a sponge. _
Jeanie and Joanie had tears in their eyes as he left. He
assumed that, if he could weigh their tears, the scale
would be evenly balanced. Damn them anyway. Damn
both of them, the one he loved and the one who posed
as lover.

—and, you know, years went by—

The  house tilting to the east. Yellow paint peeling,
replaced by new yellow coat, which fades to off-white. A
new porch with uneven latticework, bits of which break
off from time to time as the porch ages and cracks under
the strain. Furniture comes and goes, and gradually the
newest furniture is indiscernible from the oldest.

Timmie growing up with little strain, cultivating indif-
ference to everyone. Going off at sixteen to join some
mythical military service, polishing off a few Myrmidons
and settling down in a southern port with a chubby girl
whose face in photographs has little resolution.

Jeanie and Joanie adding weight and puffiness by de-
grees. Joanie’s hair becoming gray starkly, Jeanie’s fading
to gray subtly. A gradual advance of eyelids downwards,
so the visible portion of each eye decreases until the two
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women look out at the world through narrow slits. Which
causes them to tilt their heads backward when making an
important look-them-in-the-eye statement.
Leonard losing weight, but becoming emaciated rather
than slim. Piling up further nervous tics, an ulcer, and a
recurring case of athlete’s foot. Skin hardening, stretched
like artist’s canvas from bone to bone. In his face deep
lines which gradually link, through tributaries, into an in-
tricate network. .

PUNCHLINE

—and finally, now get this—
A fluffed-out pillow shelling peas, a bent and dented
pipe cleaner watching the painfully slow movements of the
pillow’s shelling.

—uh, he comes up to her and says—

“Where’s your sister?”
She took the bowl out of her lap and placed it beside
her on the stair. She tilted her head backward. He felt
uncomfortable under the stare of eyes he could not see.
“She died. Months ago. Been a long time since your last
visit.”
It took a while for him to understand her words.
“Dead?” he said. “I’'m sorry.”
“Sure »
She held  position, ngld a trace of breathing in her
amplified bosom.

e

—uh, he looks her right in the eye and says—

“Which one of you is dead?”

She might have laughed. Or the sudden sound that
echoed around him might have been a cackle of disdain.
“That’s my secret, old man.”

He very much wanted to sit down, but she sprawled
over most of the steps and the ground was too far away.

—uh, then he, then he, uh, goddammit!—

“Of course you won’t tell me who you are,” he said.

“Can’t you tell?”

He looked for a clue, searched his memory for some
feature that had differentiated the two. A difference in
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the depth of shadow beneath the eyes, a contrast in the
shade of gray that had invaded the girls’ hair.

—uh, this is stupid, I can’t think, dammit—

“Are you coming to my room tonight?”

“Yes.”
He felt relieved. At least she was still alive, it was the

other one who’d died. He might not know whether or not
she was Jeanie or Joanie, but by this time how important
was the name anyhow? He anticipated the night with some
pleasure.

—uh, this is really stupid but I can’t—

“Move over.”

His heart began to beat fast. She hadn’t even waited

for night to fall, had entered the room in broad daylight
just as he was edging into his nap. In broad daylight
without subterfuge. And what the hell kind of subterfuge
could she use now anyway? The complete rejection of the
Ritual excited him. -
Moving her body as if it were weightless, she made love
like a young girl. He responded energetically and the effort
almost killed him. But, gasping for breath and hurting in
all the usual places, he nevertheless felt abnormally happy.
“I don’t need to know who you are,” he said.

“Really? For what reason?”

The concern in her voice surprised him. Had he, after
all these years, finally won the game by giving up? De-
feated her because the mystery she’d created so carefully
was now irrelevant?

“I don’t need to know for—well, I guess for sentimental
reasons. You've given me so much, memories of love and
affection, and this night every year that’s given a meaning
to my life. I love you for that and for everything.”

“Well, that’s sentimental all right.”

—Goddammit, I can’t remember the punchline—

He gazed at her tenderly, pleased that for once he could
lie with her and actually see her beside him. She had
an odd smile on her face. Then her cheeks began to puff
out spasmodically and he realized that she was suppressing

a giggle. She lost the battle. The giggle exploded, without
transition, into full-scale laughter.
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“What are you laughing at?” he asked. But she couldn’t
stop laughing long enough to tell him. It was all so in-
fectious he began to laugh himself. ~

—it was something about, no that’s another joke—

“It’s just that—" she started to say, but instead capit-
ulated to another fit of laughter.

“This is silly,” he said and buried his face in her ample
bosom. The pitch of his laughter deepened to what sounded
to him like a resonant bass. At the same time he heard
the wheezing part of her laugh reverberating in her chest.

—sorry, I know you think I'm a real idiot, but—

“Now—what’s funny?”’ he said for the umpteenth time,
as her laughter ebbed back to giggle proportions.

“It's not—it’s not that funny. It’s just that you look so
silly and so confident.”

“Shouldn’t I be?”

“All that stuff about love—"

“I'm sorry you think it’s stuff. But really, I don’t care
if you don’t return my love.”

“I never said that.”

“But I no longer care what you said or never said. None
of that is important any more. It’s the total experience
that’s important. The years of loving you are more im-
portant than knowing whether you’re Joanie or Jeanie.
Pardon the stuff, but 1 love you now and have loved
you since the first night years ago when you so attractive-
ly materialized inside this room.”

“Who said it was me that materialized in your room?
Who said that ’'m the one you’ve been diddling with all
the time or half the time or any of the time over the
last few decades?”

—punchline just slipped my mind and it’s a real zinger,
00—

“Are you the one who’s made love to me all these
times?”’

“That’s a secret.”

“Please—I've got to know now.”

“Why now? I thought you didn’t care any more.”

“I didn’t, but I do now. I still don’t have to know your
name, I just have to know if you’re the one.”
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“I get it. Although knowledge of specific identity is
unimportant, what does matter is whether I, whose
identity you don’t know, am your lover, whose identity
you don’t know, because if I'm not, then the one who
died, whose identity you don’t know, is—so that you,
whose identity you don’t know, will feel secure in the
knowledge that your real and truly genuine affection will
be asserted in the right direction, toward the woman in

your bed or at the grave of the deceased. Right?”
“Of course. Isn’t it important?”

“Is 1t?”

“Isn’t 1t?”

“It might be, but I am now at this moment in your arms
and ready for more, and I want the affection directed at
- me, whether or not I am the one who deserves it.”

“Then you’re not. Not the one who deserves it, I mean.”
“I never said that.”

“Why can’t you tell me?”
“I just can’t. Can’t you understand that? I can’t.”

—but, never mind, a joke’s a joke, and I got another one
that’ll just send you into hysterics—
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Steve Herbst is a compulsive experimenter; no
two of his stories are anything at all alike. Each is
a personal odyssey into the dangerous unknown of
the human spirit, and that is the only aspect they
share. Last year, Herbst’'s “An Uneven Evening”
won NAL’s Third Prize award. Of this year’s con-
tribution he writes: “The unpleasant fact is that
mommies decay, they fade away. Each day of a
child’s life uses a mommy up one more day’s
worth. The child, who must want to grow, must
not look at her. And grown men are forbidden to
lest they fear hurting her. Life continues in this
way. I am probably in no position to understand
any of this.”

Hammer looked up into Mr. Petey’s soft eyes. Hammer
was a little boy. “And what shall we do with this very
pretty day?” Mr. Petey said, his mustache swinging out-
ward as he bent over. There were tractors to ride on the
lawn outside, and tape recordings to make, and beams to
build towers with to climb onto the sky. Hammer said,
“I dunno,” and spun himself around in the swivel chair.

“Oh, look,” Mr. Petey said. The walking suction-cup
dragon was almost all the way up to the ceiling. It pulled
itself along a wall and clacked. When it reached the top,
Mr. Petey was standing under it; when it fell he caught
it in his gentle hands. Shall we send him up again? No.

36
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Hammer kicked and jumped off the chair and watched
his shoes in the carpet. “Where’s Mommy?”

“Sleeping, Hammer, as I have told you before. Mommy
is getting her beauty sleep.”

The garden was wet and Hammer had to take his shoes
off. He wanted to climb the tall stalks that opened flowers
at their tops, but he knew that they would break. He ran
to the moss patch and stuck his feet in. “Goosh,” he said.
Rain trickled down the glass; Hammer touched it and
touched his face with it.

“Some poetry,” said Mr. Petey, who was staying on the

path.
“No.”
““The Lord wants to be praised for rain
But trees don’t talk too good;
All he hears is nervous growls
From beasts inside the wood.’ ”
Mr. Petey reached and tickled him, the tips of his own
brown leather shoes getting wet. Hammer laughed and
would not let go of Mr. Petey’s hand. “Oh, oh.” The walk

was slippery; Mr. Petey fell knees first into the moss.
“Humph.” His mustache blew.

Hammer hugged him and closed his eyes. Mr. Petey
hugged back. The knees of his gray suit and the cuffs of
his shirt were muddy. Water made trickling noise: Hammer
giggled, stood up, rubbed mud in Mr. Petey’s hair. Mr.
Petey turned his eyes up with an incredible look of sur-
prise. He felt around up there and said, “What’s this?”
He rolled his eyes. There was mud on his finger so he
stuck it in his mouth to taste. Mr. Petey screwed up his
face.

They both laughed, and then Hammer looked serious
for a moment and said, “Mud is bad for you.”

Mommy looked beautiful. She had a tiny flower painted
on her eyelid. Her dress was long and white and it brushed
the floor at if Mommy was whispering. Her long hair made
her look magical.

Mommy had used a wipe on her face and it was no
longer greasy. She had painted out two freckles on her
chin. She hated distractions on herself. Her facial muscles
were tight but not stretched, and Mommy looked con-
siderably younger than she was.

Her hair was natural red; she made it hang girlishly on
her shoulders. She was slight, perfect and pretty. With
brown contact lenses in place, she looked seductive.
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And everywhere that Mommy went, the men were sure
to go. -

“Why, yes I am, honey. I'm going out with a man who
brought you a card game once, I don’t know if you re-
member him. One night he kissed you on the forehead
while you were asleep.” She smiled in the mirror. He
bounced on the comfortable sofa across the room.

Closets lined the walls,. Mommy kept her dresses and
her hats and sometimes special toys in them.

Through the window next to Mommy he saw the night
skyline, all the way at the bottom of the hill on which they
lived. He had been inside the skyline so many times with
Mr. Petey that he knew a lot of important places in 1t. But
from such a large distance he found himself wondering
what it was like. It seemed that the lights would hang in
the air around him in all directions if he were there, like
clouds of tiny stars. *

“And how is Mr. Petey, darling?”

“Fine.”

“What did you do?”

“Went in the garden and played with bats.”

“Bats? Oh, dear. What do bats do?” Mommy turned
on her brush and ran it all the way down through her
hair, again and again. Her body made a ninety-degree angle
at the waist, her dress draping the chair to either side. The
knees, the calves, the bare feet. Mommy smelled all clean.

“They fly. We took pictures.” --

“I see.” She turned around. Here was Hammer’s other
self, reversed from the one in the mirror. He bounced
nervously on the sofa. His knees were dirty, but she never
bothered him about such things.

Hammer stopped bouncing to stare at his mother and
wait for what she was going to do next. He wished that
she would smile again and be pretty.

Mommy smiled and tilted her head. She pouted.
“Were you happy today?”
“Yes'i!
“Mr. Petey is a good friend, isn’t he?”
“Yes.”
She watched him and brushed her” hair. Turned the
brush off and held it in her lap. “Mommy really doesn’t
see enough of her kid, does she?” she said sadly. “She
needs so much sleep to stay pretty.”

Hammer nodded. Mommy put her arms out; the brush
dropped to the carpet. She made a point of ignoring it,




STEVE HERBST 39

even though it bothered her. Hammer put his arms out too,
and walked awkwardly across the room to her.

Her hair was wonderfully soft. She gave him a kiss on
the lips. “Be happy, little boy. Be as happy as you can.”
The room was quiet. “And take care of Mr. Petey, baby,
because he needs you.”

She kissed him again. They sat together. From the liv-
ing room came the sound of the front door opening. Mr.
Petey’s voice and another were muffled by all the rooms
in between. Mommy started, turned around on the chair
and put her little boy down.

“Hammer, would you close me up?” she said. She
turned and Hammer reached up. He touched the lightly
freckled skin of her back first, between the dress flaps,
feeling how soft it was. He pressed the two flaps to-
gether, then pulled so that they would stick. Mommy
sucked in her breath and adjusted the front of her dress.

“You mother’s titties aren’t as firm as they used to be,”
she said, sighed, and glided out the door with Hammer
behind her.

The man met her in the hall. He grabbed her roughly
to kiss her and Mommy was not embarrassed. Hammer
was not embarrassed. The three of them walked into the
living room, where Mr. Petey stood holding a package.

“It’s for you, rich kid,” the man said to Hammer,
bending down to touch him on the back. Hammer turned.
“Go on, grab it.”

“I’'m sure you’re going to tell Nash thanks, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” said Hammer. He walked calmly to Mr. Petey,
took the package, brought it to the low table, and said,
“Thank you.” Mommy and the man sat together. Mom-
my’s toe touched the man’s leg. Mr. Petey sat on the
piano bench, his eyes bright.

Inside the package was a foot-and-a-half-high doll with
huge arms and huge chest muscles. Hammer lifted it out
of the box. In a compartment underneath there was a
thick sheet of plastic. Hammer unfolded it and held it up.
The plastic was printed with the outlines of streets, and a
bright blue river ran across it. Hammer put the sheet on the
floor and tried to smooth it down, having trouble because
of the carpet.
Nash got up. “He’s Muscleman, see, the strongest thing
in the world.” Hammer watched while Nash turned
Muscleman on and held him in the air. The doll moved its
arms and legs. Nash shut it off and got down on his hands
and knees next to the sheet of plastic.
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“Look,” he said. Checked the instructions on the box
He pressed a spot on the plastic, and a small house popped

u

_ p“GO ahead.” Hammer pressed the plastic wherever there
was a spot, and a house or barn or car or train unfolded.
Soon there was a little town on the floor Nash lifted
Muscleman and pointed to his switch. Hammer turned
Muscleman on. Nash put the doll down and it walked
heavily over the plastic town, crushing everything in its
path.

Mr. Petey clapped Nash chuckled and turned Muscle-
man around to get more houses. ‘Really something, huh?”
Hammer popped houses up again where Muscleman had
trampled them.
Mommy came and popped a house, then she tugged at
Nash’s hair. He smiled at her. “Play with it awhile, he told
Hammer. He stood, groaned, took Mommy’s hand.

Muscleman left the town and stomped across the room
Mommy warned Hammer not to let it walk into the TV
set. She followed Nash to the door

“If I don’t see you, honey, good night. Il be thinkin’
about you.” Hammer ran to be kissed. She lifted him,
kissed him, put him down. Glanced back on her way out
the door.

Nash said, “Take 1t easy.”
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