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			1

			chapter

			Charlie Simpkins kissed his daughter, Sally, who was eleven; his son, Nikita, who was thirteen; and his wife, Lucille, who was thirty-eight. He walked out of the one-bedroom apartment they lived in. As Lucille closed the door behind him, he lit another in the day’s endless stream of cheap, nasty Progress cigarettes.

			Down the stairs he went, and out of the apartment building’s front entrance onto Gresham Street. In the San Fernando Valley’s smoky air, sunrises were usually worth seeing. Today’s was no exception: a symphony of apricots and salmons and scarlets. For a few minutes, anyway, that the air made him cough as much as his cigarettes did seemed beside the point.

			He had to walk three blocks to the bus stop at the corner of De Soto. He watched his step all the way. You needed to. The sidewalk was made of cheap concrete, full of pits and cracks. Somebody’d pocketed the difference between what he promised and what he delivered. What could you do? It happened all the time.

			A new billboard, red as the sunrise, was mounted on the frame across the street from the bus stop. A brawny young worker strode into the future, a sledge hammer clenched in his right fist. TRUE COMMUNISM IS COMING! shouted gold letters beside him. Charlie noticed the billboard because it was new. Having noticed it, he forgot about it. He’d seen too many, for too long. Half a dozen, of all different sizes, lay between the stop and the shop where he worked.

			Another man came up, and then a gray-haired woman. Charlie exchanged nods and a few words with each. Like him, they were regulars at the stop. Strangers made regulars clam up. You never could tell if they were NBI informers. Of course, you never could tell if a regular was, either. But you had to talk to somebody.

			Here came the bus, south down De Soto. Charlie glanced at his watch. It was ten minutes late. Well, usually it was twenty minutes late, so that could have been worse. Black diesel smoke belched from its tailpipe, adding to the sweetness of the air. The engine sounded old and tired. The bus looked old and tired. So did all the buses on the line. He hoped it wouldn’t break down before it took him to Sherman Way.

			It wheezed to a stop, brake shoes grinding against worn-out drums. The driver got out of his seat and yanked the door open; the compressed-air mechanism that was supposed to do the job was dead. Charlie dropped a quarter into the fare box and found a seat. He fired up a fresh Progress.

			No one already on the bus paid him any special attention. A man with thick glasses read the Los Angeles Times. A woman methodically went through The Daily Worker. A young man wearing a Stars cap took a nip from a pint. Charlie thought it was too early to start getting loaded. You really weren’t supposed to do it on the bus, either. He didn’t say anything. If the guy needed hooch to get his heart started, then he did, that was all.

			A few of the slots above the dirty windows advertised local shops. Most held propaganda posters. Charlie noticed a smaller version of the TRUE COMMUNISM IS COMING! billboard. Some of the others were new to him, too. He sighed to himself, longing for a slug of the young man’s rotgut. Plainly a new campaign was in the offing. If the thought of that didn’t drive you to drink, nothing ever would.

			The bus jounced along. Its shocks had seen better years, and De Soto was as beat-up as any street in the Valley—as any street in the West Coast People’s Democratic Republic, odds were. Potholes alternated with blacktop mushroom tops that did too good a job of filling holes.

			Just south of Roscoe, a labor gang was working on the paving. The men in the drab denim uniforms worked no faster or more carefully than they had to. Watching them made Charlie shiver. He’d done a month in a labor gang a few years earlier, when the guy he punched in the nose in a barroom brawl turned out to have Central Committee connections. At that, he’d got off easy. The month cleared the books for him. His dossier didn’t get permanently tagged with antisocial element.

			Most of the zeks in the labor gang, though, would be men who violated Penal Code Article 203; you drew up to three years for systematically evading honest labor—which often meant whatever the Party wanted it to mean. The gang was supposed to turn slackers into productive workers. To make sure it did, a bored-looking guard with a Tommy gun kept an eye on them.

			People got on the bus. People got off. At Sherman Way, Charlie was a person who got off. The fruit-and-vegetable shop he ran lay two and a half blocks west of De Soto. Sure as hell, a new propaganda campaign was on. Just about all the shops—the druggist’s, the pet store, the flower shop, of course the WCPDR-run liquor store, even the dentist’s office—sported fresh posters in their windows. What SOLIDARITY WITH THE PROLETARIAT had to do with pulling teeth, Charlie didn’t know, but Dr. Fried took no chances with the powers that be.

			A fat Mexican with a bandit’s mustache ran the junk shop next to Charlie’s place. Gomez called it a hardware store, but it sold a little of this, a little of that, some old, some new, none of the stuff expensive. Junk, in other words.

			Gomez was taping a POWER SPRINGS FROM THE BARREL OF A GUN poster to the inside of his window when Charlie walked by. Charlie rapped on the glass. “How’s it going, Manuel?” he asked. Gomez cupped a hand behind his ear to show he couldn’t hear. Charlie repeated himself, louder and with exaggerated mouthing.

			One more piece of tape finished the job of securing the poster. Then Gomez gave a thumbs-up, showing everything was okay. He came outside to survey his handiwork and asked, “What did they give you this time?”

			“I dunno. I’ll find out as soon as I open up.” Charlie looked along Sherman Way, both west and east. Hardly anyone was on the street—it was still early. All the same, he lowered his voice as he went on, “Whatever it is, it’s bound to be the same old bullshit.”

			He’d just put his life in Manuel Gomez’s hands. If the junk-shop man felt like reporting him, Lucille would wonder why he didn’t come home tonight. But it wasn’t as if Gomez didn’t grouse to him every now and again, too. You tried to think you were a man, not just an infinitesimal tooth on a tiny gear on a small part of the gigantic mechanism that was the West Coast People’s Democratic Republic. Yes, you tried, but it wasn’t always easy.

			Charlie got away with it this time. Gomez rolled his eyes and chuckled sourly. He also glanced up and down the street before murmuring, “Boy, you sure hit that nail right on the head.” He set a beefy hand on Charlie’s shoulder for a moment before ducking back inside his shop as if embarrassed to agree. Well, he probably was.

			As soon as Charlie unlocked his own front door, he smiled. He liked the odors the shop trapped: the earthy aroma of potatoes, vegetables’ green smells, and the sweetness rising from peaches and apricots. The odors were always wonderful, but never quite the same from one day to the next.

			His smile disappeared when he saw the cardboard tube under the mail slot. The address label on the tube bore the CPWCPDR’s oil-well–and–logger’s-axe emblem. Sighing, Charlie picked it up and popped off the pot-metal round on one end. Which stupid slogan would the Party inflict on him for the campaign?

			He extracted the poster from the tube and unrolled it, holding it at top and bottom so he could take it all in at once. Laborers from industry and agriculture, their faces all identically grim and determined, marched in military ranks. They held the tools of their trades in the same aggressive position, as if they were weapons. Above them, in big sans-serif letters, were the words WORKERS OF THE WORLD, UNITE!

			“Son of a bitch!” Charlie said, there where no one could overhear him, and then, “Oh, my aching back!” Why did they stick him with the oldest, stalest chestnut on the tree? Was it just luck of the draw? Or did somebody on the West Valley Central Committee have it in for him?

			He looked at the poster. He half turned to look at the window where he was supposed to stick it. He could see just where it should go. Marks from pieces of tape that went up in earlier campaigns did a perfect X marks the spot.

			“Stick it,” he murmured in surprisingly thoughtful tones, and looked at the poster again. It wasn’t as if he personally gave a damn whether the workers of the world united or not. He’d been taught to care in school, but in school they taught you all kinds of garbage you forgot about as soon as you escaped.

			Why would you bother putting up a poster you didn’t give a damn about? In a way, that question answered itself: you were liable to get in trouble if you didn’t. Up till now, Charlie had always gone along with the way things worked. Up till now, it hadn’t occurred to him that he might not. Maybe more of the things they’d taught him in school had stuck than he suspected.

			Or maybe it was just that, as somebody or other said once upon a time, you didn’t need to be a weatherman to know which way the wind blew. What would happen when a fat cat from the Central Committee hopped into his Packard—no riding smelly, rattletrap buses for people like that—and drove down Sherman Way to see how the campaign was going? What would happen when he noticed (and the SOB would notice) one of the buildings didn’t have a poster prominently displayed?

			Nothing good, not to the guy who didn’t prominently display it.

			Yes, that was obvious. All at once, Charlie didn’t give a rat’s ass. He took pride—oh, not enormous pride, but pride even so—in giving his customers a square deal. He didn’t shortchange them or drop his thumb on the scale while he was weighing their spuds. You had to look at yourself in the mirror.

			He looked out through the plate glass at the dingy, potholed street. An old man in ragged overalls pedaled past on a bicycle. A truck that farted smoke as badly as the bus he’d ridden clattered by. Its bed was full of worn-out tires; no doubt it was heading for the recapping outfit up the street.

			Had the Central Committee, and the Party in which the Central Committee was a gear, given the neighborhood a square deal? As if to answer the question, a pretty young woman who looked as if she might be the secretary for somebody important stooped, graceful as a ballerina from the Bolshoi, to pick up a cigarette butt and stash it in a tobacco pouch.

			Saying yes all the time was easy. The path of least resistance always was. But what did it get you? It got you … this. Charlie wished he’d spotted the butt the pretty girl cadged. He would have grabbed it himself.

			What would happen if you said no? Charlie eyed the poster one more time. Then he crumpled it into a ball and tossed it into the wastebasket behind the counter. The mailing tube followed it in.

			Whistling under his breath, he switched the sign on the door from CLOSED to OPEN. One more worker in the world was on the job.

			A woman came in and bought apricots. A man came in and wanted to buy apples. Charlie spread his hands. “Can’t sell you what I don’t have.”

			“Why don’t you have any?” The man sounded indignant, which probably meant he was a Party member, used to getting whatever he wanted whenever he wanted it.

			But Charlie just spread his hands wider. “Because the shipment hasn’t come in,” he answered, and left it right there. He didn’t know this would-be customer. With a regular, he would have rolled his eyes and gone What can you do? But a regular, of course, would have known as well as Charlie that you couldn’t do one damn thing.

			“Somebody will hear about this,” the man declared, and stomped out of the shop in a huff. Party member or not, he didn’t notice there was no propaganda poster in the front window. Neither had the woman who left with the sack of apricots.

			So there, Charlie thought. Propaganda campaigns, as far as he could see, mattered only to the apparatchiks who ordered them. And, as far as he could see, those functionaries only ordered them so they would look good to their bosses. Ordinary folks ignored them as much as they could and privately giggled at what was too funny or too stupid to ignore.

			Vissarion Gomez, Manuel’s son, walked up the street. He helped Manuel at the junk shop. He also ate up a good part of whatever money they made. Five minutes later, he came back munching on a hot dog he’d bought from the stand at the corner. He looked into Charlie’s shop and started to wave. He wasn’t a bad kid, just hungry all the time.

			The wave dissolved in a double take that should have gone on the silver screen. Vissarion opened the door and looked around to make sure Charlie was alone before he said anything. Then he went, “Hey, Mr. Simpkins, how come you don’t got no poster up?”

			Unlike the Party honcho, he could see what wasn’t right in front of him. Charlie shrugged an elaborate shrug. “I just don’t.”

			“They forgot to give you one? Some o’ them jokers, they don’t got all o’ their shit in one bag, know what I’m sayin’?”

			“Do I ever,” Charlie said. “But they didn’t forget.”

			“They didn’t?” Vissarion needed a few seconds to process that—and to take another bite of the hot dog. “Then how come it ain’t taped to the window like everybody else’s?”

			Charlie shrugged again. “Because it isn’t.” He had trouble finding a better reason than that even for himself. Because I’m too sick and tired of all the nonsense to stomach it one more second might have come closest.

			Vissarion Gomez stared at him. He stared at the spot on the window where the poster should have gone. He popped the rest of the hot dog into his mouth. Around it, he said, “Your funeral, man.” He walked out. The door clicked shut behind him, an oddly final sound.

			He was much too likely to be right. But nobody else said anything else about the glass where the poster should have been for the rest of the day. People came in. They bought things. Sometimes, like the Party guy early in the morning, they pissed and moaned about what Charlie didn’t have. It wasn’t as if he’d never pissed and moaned in ill-stocked shops himself. They left, happy or otherwise.

			He’d have bet he wouldn’t have noticed a missing poster in one of those other shops, either. Nobody noticed stuff like that when it was there; why should anybody notice it when it wasn’t? Propaganda pervaded the West Coast People’s Democratic Republic, as it pervaded every fraternal socialist state. They were built on five-year plans and bullshit.

			Everybody knew it. People made sour jokes about it, things like We pretend to work and they pretend to pay us. But nobody did anything. How could you, when doing something was liable to mean a tenner in a corrective-labor camp? Even an act—or rather, an un-act—so small as omitting a poster might be construed as counterrevolutionary if a commissar or a police lieutenant happened to get up on the wrong side of the bed.

			Charlie understood all that. He didn’t feel particularly heroic about chucking WORKERS OF THE WORLD, UNITE! into the trash can. He was just sick and tired of giving lies a helping hand. The lies, no doubt, would go on all the same, but they could go on without him.

			Toward closing time, Manuel Gomez ambled over from the junk shop. As Vissarion had before, he looked at the place where the poster wasn’t. “The kid told me what you done,” he said, “but I couldn’t hardly believe it till I seen it for myself.”

			“I didn’t do anything,” Charlie said: the exact and literal truth, not that that would do him any good.

			“That’s what I’m talkin’ about,” Gomez said. “How come you didn’t?”

			“I didn’t, that’s all.” Charlie’d known Manuel for fifteen years. He didn’t think the junk-shop man or his son were informers. But you didn’t say everything that was in your mind to anybody but your most trusted friends and your loved ones … and sometimes not to them. Often not to them.

			Gomez could read between the lines; it was a knack people who lived in socialist countries picked up quickly if they wanted to go on living. “You got big ones, buddy,” he said, not without admiration. After a pause, he added, “Just makes ’em easier to drape over a doorknob, though.”

			“It’ll be okay,” Charlie said without conviction.

			“It will if you ask for a new poster—tell ’em you squashed some squash on the old one or somethin’,” Gomez said.

			Charlie thought about it. The junk-shop man stood a decent chance of being right. All the same, he shook his head. “I don’t think I’m gonna do that.”

			“What’s with you, man? You got a death wish, or what?” Manuel sounded concerned in a clinical way, as if a neighbor’s cat were shitting blood. “You go and buck the Party, you ain’t just a flyweight up against a heavyweight. You’re a goddamn fly up against a heavyweight, and he’ll swat your sorry ass and not even notice he done it.”

			Gomez stood a decent chance—a much better than decent chance, in fact—of being right about that, too. But Charlie shook his head again. He was sick to death of lies. Lying to the Central Committee about why the poster would go in the window late disgusted him as much as taping it up there to begin with would have. “I’m just gonna roll with it,” he said.

			“Vissarion told me what he told you. He ain’t wrong. You’re a good guy, Charlie. You don’t wanna get messed up on account of somethin’ that ain’t worth it, hear what I’m sayin’?”

			“I hear you. Thanks.” Charlie left it there. He could have said he thought the truth was worth it, but the less he said about anything, the better off he’d be. He suspected he wouldn’t be well off no matter how little he said, but even so… . Sure as hell, sometimes you just got tired.

			Manuel Gomez read his determination. Gomez’s jowls wobbled when he shook his head. “Good luck, buddy. I got the feeling you’re gonna need it.” As his son had before him, he walked out. The click of the latch behind him sounded even more as if it came from a closing cell door than it had when Vissarion left.

			“How’d it go?” Lucille Simpkins asked when Charlie got back to the apartment.

			“Another day,” Charlie answered. “Some people got bent out of shape ’cause I didn’t have any apples. Like I didn’t have apples on purpose. C’mon! How stupid is that?”

			“Pretty stupid.” His wife eyed him. “You look beat-up, like. It really must have got under your skin.”

			“Could be. How about you fix me a bourbon onna rocks?” Charlie wasn’t going to tell her about not putting up the poster, not yet and maybe not ever. But he knew she saw the strain of that on his face, even if she couldn’t name it.

			“I can do that,” Lucille said. They’d been married for eighteen years. She could read his tone as well as—probably better than—he could read hers. Then again, she didn’t need to be a National Bureau of Investigation interrogator to realize he had more on his mind than he felt like talking about. A good thing, too; an NBI man wouldn’t have made him the drink.

			A stiff knock of bourbon (well, corn whiskey aged in barrels—only the upper echelons of the nomenklatura got the genuine article from Old Dominion province of the Southeastern Confederated People’s Republic) improved his attitude, or at least dulled the edge of his worry. If one was good, wouldn’t two be better?

			Lucille raised an eyebrow when he held out the glass for a refill. “I need it,” he said. “Two drinks aren’t enough to make me start knocking you around.”

			“That’s nice,” she said warily, but she did pour him more booze. She had her reasons for sounding anxious. Plenty of men beat their wives once they’d had a few drinks after getting home from work. Plenty of men stopped at a saloon on the way home from office or shop or factory, got back already toasted, and wasted no time laying into the alleged love of their life. It was a sport for them, like playing poker or watching the Coast League on TV if they were lucky enough to have a TV to watch.

			Charlie didn’t get drunk very often. He’d never smacked Lucille in all the time they’d been together. Manuel Gomez would have called him a petty-bourgeois sentimentalist, or more likely just laughed his ass off.

			Not caring to dwell on that, Charlie asked, “What are we gonna eat tonight?”

			“Noodles and cottage cheese,” his wife said.

			“Maybe I should beat you,” Charlie said. “Not even some sausage that tastes like it’s half ground-up inner tube?”

			“I’m sorry. I am sorry,” Lucille said. “But butcher shops were closed today. They had the NO MEAT signs in their front windows.”

			“Crap. Right next to the SOCIALISM IS PROSPERITY! posters, too, I bet,” Charlie said.

			Lucille nodded. “That’s about the size of it. They’re everywhere. Which one did they give you for the shop?”

			“WORKERS OF THE WORLD, UNITE!” Those two slugs of bourbon let Charlie’s mouth come out with what he’d meant to keep quiet about: “Only I didn’t put the stupid goddamn thing up.”

			“You didn’t?” his wife exclaimed. “What did you do with it, then?”

			“Threw it in the trash,” he answered, not without pride.

			Lucille gaped. She looked around to make sure Nikita and Sally couldn’t hear. They couldn’t; they were back in the bedroom, wrestling with homework. “You didn’t!” she said again. After a long look at him, her shoulders slumped. “You did. How could you do anything so stupid?”

			No, Charlie wasn’t a man who thumped his wife whenever she got out of line. If he were, she would have got a fat lip or a black eye then and there. Instead, Charlie shrugged as wearily as he had while he was talking with Manuel Gomez.

			“I just got sick of lying,” he said, keeping his voice low so the kids wouldn’t overhear. “I know it’s garbage. You know it’s garbage. Even the people who give us the propaganda posters to stick in our windows know it’s garbage. I can’t stand it any more.”

			“Can you stand a visit from the NBI?” Lucille asked. “You’re going to get one.”

			“One missing poster isn’t enough to get the Nibbies all excited.” Charlie didn’t sound sure of that, even to himself.

			“They get excited about whatever they feel like getting excited about,” Lucille said, which was much too likely to be true. “But suppose they don’t care. How much good does that do you? You think you won’t see a black-and-white? You think they won’t haul you back to the station on Vanowen for some questions?”

			The cops at the West Valley station did not have a reputation for lovingkindness. Few Los Angeles policemen—few policemen anywhere in the WCPDR—did. Even so, Charlie said, “I’d rather see them than the Nibbies.”

			“You would? Why?” His wife looked amazed—and dubious.

			“Because I’ve got a decent chance of being able to pay off the heat. The NBI … .” Charlie shook his head. Unlike ordinary local cops, agents of the state got paid well enough to make them tough to bribe. Also, some actually believed in the inevitability of the glorious proletarian revolution and the rise of true Communism. Cops—the ordinary guys in blue serge and Sam Browne belts—liked telling other people what to do and beating them up if they didn’t do it more than most folks, but they didn’t pretend they were up on some lofty pedestal. Most of the time they didn’t, anyhow.

			“Maybe.” Lucille still wasn’t convinced, not by the way she said that.

			“Let’s worry about it later, okay?” Charlie said. “How long till supper? I’m starved.” The condemned man ate a hearty meal ran through his mind. By what would do for a miracle in this age of scientific socialism, he managed not to say it out loud.

			Sometimes the axe fell on you right away. Sometimes it dropped in slow motion. Whenever somebody walked into the fruits-and-vegetables shop over the next couple of days, Charlie’s stomach knotted like a fist. He braced himself for trouble. He braced himself for a fight, or at least for a shouting match.

			And nothing happened. Over and over, nothing happened. People came in. They bought what they needed if he had it. They muttered and fumed and walked away if he didn’t. Nobody seemed to notice that his front window was missing its WORKERS OF THE WORLD, UNITE! poster or some other sign of full-bore socialist solidarity.

			Suppose they gave a propaganda campaign and nobody cared. Suppose they gave one and nobody even knew it was on, Charlie thought dizzily. He began to think—to hope, anyway—he’d honest to Pete flouted the authorities.

			Lucille didn’t believe it, not for a second. “They’re stupid, but they aren’t blind,” she whispered to him in bed after the kids had fallen asleep—the only even halfway safe time to say such things.

			“They’ve been blind so far,” Charlie whispered back. Lucille just shrugged, which got across what she thought without using any more dangerous words at all.

			She proved right, of course. Part of Charlie had known from the beginning that she would. Even the part that hadn’t known it had feared she would.

			Mary Ann Hannegan ran an apartment-rental office a few doors up Sherman Way from Charlie’s shop. She was a tall, very fair woman who wore her graying blond hair almost mannishly short. Back in her twenties, she must have been one hot number. Now, in her fifties, she looked hard and tough. The Marlboros she puffed through one after another did nothing to ease the impression.

			As soon as she walked through the doorway, Charlie knew things had hit the fan. As the fancy cigarettes showed, she was a Party block chairman and an associate member of the West Valley Central Committee. “Good morning, Comrade,” she said briskly, leaving him in no doubt that she wasn’t here for asparagus or an artichoke.

			“Hello,” he said. “What can I do for you, uh, Comrade?” The title didn’t come so naturally to his lips as it did to hers.

			She blew a stream of smoke at him as if, like power, it sprang from the barrel of a gun. “Somebody told me you’d been slacking in the new campaign,” she said, and blew another stream of submachine gun–like smoke at the place where the poster wasn’t. “I didn’t want to believe that. It reflects on the block’s revolutionary spirit. It reflects on me. But I can’t help seeing it’s true.”

			“Yeah, well … .” Charlie shuffled his feet and looked faintly contrite, as if she’d caught him looking at dirty pictures.

			“You can still fix it, you know,” she said. “Put up the poster, stop acting like a stubborn fool, and we’ll look the other way. We’re reasonable people, Comrade. We know we’re dealing with human beings. Anybody will slip up once in a while. Don’t be stupid. Going along is the easy way, the sensible way.” She ground out a Marlboro under the sole of a sensible shoe at the same time as she was lighting another one—she smoked the way Charlie did.

			And it wasn’t as if she were wrong. Going along was the easy way. It was the sensible way, too, if you thought being sensible meant not giving the regime any excuse to land on you with both feet. They taught you to be sensible like that from the moment you were born. They didn’t wait till you started school. You were well on your way by then.

			Charlie had always been sensible like that. He was no braver than the next guy. But sometimes it got too obvious that what they told you and what you saw with your own eyes didn’t match up. What were you supposed to do then? Pretend you didn’t see? Plenty of people had no trouble with that. For a long time, Charlie hadn’t, either. Now … . Now he lacked the gift of unseeing, the gift that came so naturally to so many.

			Mary Ann Hannegan watched him with eyes keen and pitiless as a sniper’s. He hadn’t told her no. But he also hadn’t fallen all over himself blubbering gratitude at possibly escaping the Party’s shit list. That was what you were supposed to do under such circumstances.

			She blew out another stream of smoke. Softly, she said, “You think you know how bad it will be, don’t you, Comrade? I’m here to tell you, though, you don’t have any idea. Remember that when you find out.”

			“Comrade Hannegan—” Charlie broke off. What could he say? If he taped up a poster, he went back into the fold like a good little sheep. If he didn’t, he was fair game instead.

			Did he want to go on getting sheared and eventually butchered at the Party’s convenience? Or did he want to make things difficult for the powers that be? If that wasn’t the question, what was?

			The block leader shook her head like a judge handing down a guilty verdict. Yeah, just like that, Charlie thought. She told him, “Comrade, a wise and progressive writer once said, ‘The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills.’ Do you understand what he meant?”

			“Oh, I think I just might,” Charlie answered.

			“Well, then,” Mary Ann Hannegan said, as if it were a complete sentence. To her, no doubt it was. She would have played this game before with other backsliders. She knew the rules, and could make up some of them as she went along. Charlie had to guess and try to play at the same time.

			He said, “Can I show you some apricots? They’re from an orchard in Sylmar, and sweet as sugar.”

			Her nostrils flared. She wasn’t used to being flouted, and she didn’t like it. “Let’s try this one more time,” she said. “If you won’t think of yourself, think of all the things that can happen to your family.”

			So it got there that fast, did it? Charlie’d known it would sooner or later, but he’d expected later. He gave her a look almost as hostile as the one she was giving him. “Comrade, all I want is for people to leave me alone,” he said quietly. “I’ll leave everybody else alone, too, promise.”

			“That is … not sufficient.” The pause told Charlie she was casting about for the exact phrase she wanted.

			“No? Can I please ask you one question, then?” he said.

			“Go ahead, if you must.” Mary Ann Hannegan made it sound more like a warning than an offer.

			“Thanks.” Charlie pretended not to hear that. “What I want to know is, if you’ve got to threaten somebody’s family to make him do what the Party says he has to, how can you stand working for the Party to begin with?”

			The question had any number of possible answers. The chance to tell other people what to do. Those nice cigarettes she smoked. A bigger, newer apartment. A better car, and one you got without spending years on the waiting list. Holidays sledding in the Rocky Mountain People’s Republic, or lolling on a tropical beach in the Mexican Soviet Socialist Republic. If your thoughts ran that way, being in the vanguard of history.

			Mary Ann Hannegan gave him none of them. She just shook her head, once, in a final way, trampled another butt underfoot, and stalked from the shop.

			Charlie’s courage and resolve dribbled out of him as if he were a cracked pot. He had to grab the counter to stay upright; his legs didn’t want to support him. No matter what he did, he was in for it now. The only question left was how bad it would be.

			Four days later, the letter came. It had no stamp; it was in a highly official envelope that warned against unauthorized use on penalty of a $300 fine. Lucille handed it to Charlie without a word when he got home from the fruit-and-vegetable shop.

			“Oh, joy,” he said. “The other shoe has dropped. That didn’t take long, did it?”

			“Are you going to open it?” his wife asked.

			“I don’t know. Am I?” Charlie wanted to see what was inside about as much as he wanted a root canal. Sometimes a rotting tooth left you no choice. Sometimes an official envelope didn’t, either. He pulled out the sheet of paper inside and read it.

			“Well?” Lucille inquired when he didn’t say anything right away.

			He’d needed a little while to wade through the turgid, contorted prose the letter used. But that wasn’t the only reason he’d stayed quiet; if he’d spoken up right away, anything he said would have been used against him. Even with the breather, he paused to light a Progress and take a deep, soothing drag before finding words: “Starting Monday, I’m not the manager at the shop any more. They’re putting in a new guy.”

			“Do you still have a job?” Lucille sounded terrified. Plainly, she was picturing an Article 203 around his neck. She’d have a hard time living down the shame if he drew another stretch in a labor gang fixing potholes on De Soto or pulling garbage out of the Los Angeles River’s concrete channel after a rain.

			But he managed a jerky nod. “They’re sending me to a warehouse in Studio City. My monthly salary gets cut fifty bucks, too.”

			“That’s terrible!” she exclaimed.

			Charlie shrugged. It wasn’t great, no, but in the workers’ paradise the workers didn’t have all that much to buy. He said, “I’ll tell you what’s terrible. This is more than twice as far away as the old place. I’ll have to take two buses to get there and two more to get back. So it’ll take three times as long coming and going.”

			“Wouldn’t it have been simpler just to tape up the damn poster?” Lucille didn’t try to hide her bitterness.

			“I don’t know.” Charlie didn’t try to hide his weariness. He had the vague feeling that if more people didn’t automatically do what the authorities told them to, the West Coast People’s Democratic Republic might not be a place where things like his punitive transfer and pay cut happened every day.

			“Will they give you your old job back if you tell them you will tape up the damn poster?” his wife asked.

			“I don’t know,” Charlie repeated. But that wasn’t enough. He went on, “I don’t want to tape it up. That’s the size of things, hon. If you aren’t happy about it, you better figure out what you want to do next.”

			Lucille looked at him as if she’d never seen him before. In a certain sense, she probably hadn’t. Charlie looked at her with what he hoped was disguised terror. If she took Nikita and Sally and filed for divorce on the grounds that she didn’t want to stay married to a politically unreliable man, the WCPDR’s legal system would be stacked in her favor. No doubt she’d keep the apartment. He’d be out on the street, and lucky if he didn’t lose even the warehouse job along with the place to stay.

			Was she making that same calculation? Of course she was. How could she not? Anyone in her shoes would have. Without a word, she turned and walked into the small, cramped kitchen. She came back with the bottle of not-quite-bourbon and two mismatched glasses. After pouring stiff drinks for both of them, she raised her glass (once upon a time, it had held grape jelly). “Here’s to getting by,” she said, and drank.

			Something in Charlie’s chest loosened as he drank with her. He hadn’t noticed it was there till it suddenly wasn’t any more. Maybe because it wasn’t, the whiskey didn’t seem to scorch so much going down the pipe. “Jesus, but I love you!” he said.

			“You’re a jerk, Charlie. I’ve known you were a jerk for years,” Lucille said, more fondly than not. “But you’re my jerk, and I’m stuck with you, so what am I going to do but stick with you?”

			She wasn’t stuck with him, not if she didn’t want to be. If he was going to start dissenting from things like propaganda campaigns, she had to be a jerk herself if she wanted to stay stuck with him. That she did want to made him think he might have done a few things right in his life after all. “Thanks,” he whispered, and for once the huskiness in his voice didn’t come from the harsh corn liquor.

			“For what?” she said. Sentiment—what he would have called mush when he was a kid—came almost as unnaturally to her as it did to him. She went into the kitchen again. This time, she started banging pots and pans around. No matter what else happened, she had to put supper together.
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			chapter

			Monday morning, Charlie rode his usual bus south from Gresham. The driver gave him a curious look when he didn’t get off at Sherman Way. “New job,” he said with a shrug, and stayed aboard down past the agricultural college, all the way down to Ventura Boulevard. He left the bus there. It went west on Ventura. He needed to go east, and crossed the street to wait for the bus heading that way.

			It was late. Of course it is, Charlie thought gloomily. He looked around for places that sold coffee and donuts. He’d do the same thing when he got to the warehouse. A motor didn’t run without fuel.

			A tall, skinny, gray-haired man waited in front of the warehouse. Charlie saw that it was plastered with a fine selection of posters from the new campaign. He sighed to himself but didn’t let what he was thinking show on his face. That proved wise. The gray-haired man said, “You Comrade Simpkins?”

			“That’s me. They mostly call me Charlie.”

			“Well, Comrade Simpkins, I’m Comrade Muldberg,” the gray-haired man said, ignoring the overture. “I’m responsible for his warehouse, and for meeting all the required norms. I’ve heard you’ve got an antisocial attitude. I hope that’s not true. But if it is, you’ll be sorry. Nobody here wants any interference with our smooth operation. You understand me?”

			“I sure do, Comrade.” Charlie nodded. Again, his face and voice gave away nothing: a skill useful for staying out of trouble. He went on, “Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

			That gave Muldberg—whose first name Charlie still hadn’t learned—nowhere to let his anger light. He muttered to himself and spat a stream of tobacco juice a couple of inches to one side of Charlie’s left shoe. “Come on, then,” he growled.

			Charlie lugged sacks of beans and potatoes and crates of fruit and nuts out to the floor where truck drivers could take them to shops all through the Valley. He recognized a couple of the drivers, but didn’t let on. They probably recognized him, too. They also didn’t show it; disgrace might be contagious.

			They had dollies to help move the sacks and crates. Charlie didn’t. When he asked Comrade Muldberg if he could use one, the skinny man shook his head. “We don’t have those here,” he said curtly.

			“How come?” Charlie asked.

			“Because we damn well don’t,” Muldberg snapped. “Now quit malingering, or I’ll write you up.”

			By the way he said it, he was just looking for the chance. Charlie went back to work without another word. None of the other haulers spoke to him all day long. They had to know he hadn’t won a promotion to get here. From the sidelong glances they sent his way, they were scared to come anywhere near him. By quitting time, his shoulders ached and his back was sore. He took more than an hour to get home.

			“How was it?” Lucille asked.

			“For Chrissake, fix me a bourbon,” Charlie explained.

			Before he headed for the bus stop the next morning, he dug their old baby stroller out of the back of the closet. It had gathered dust there for years. He didn’t know why they’d never chucked it, but they hadn’t. “What are you going to do with that?” Lucille wondered.

			“Ride it,” Charlie said. His wife shut up.

			On the bus, he folded the stroller so it fit between his knees and the seatback in front of him. “What you got that thing with you for?” the driver asked, as Lucille had before him.

			“Never can tell when I might run across a baby,” Charlie answered cheerfully. Like Lucille before him, the driver asked no more questions.

			Comrade Muldberg scowled when Charlie wheeled the stroller into the warehouse. “You can’t bring that stupid thing in here,” he said.

			“But it’s a work aid, Comrade. It will make me look like a Stakhanovite,” Charlie said. He might be sick to death of the Party’s jargon, but he happily used it when it worked to his advantage. The devil can cite Scripture for his purpose. Somebody’d said that. He’d read it in school. He couldn’t remember who, though.

			The stroller had carried first Nikita and then Sally. Now he loaded it with produce so he could move the stuff out onto the warehouse floor without using his back and his arms so much. Sure enough, with it he could easily surpass his work norms, for all the world as if he were a hero of socialist labor.

			Comrade Muldberg scowled worse than ever. But, since Charlie was doing more than required, the warehouse boss couldn’t very well tell him to stop.

			Muldberg’s scowl made the other guys in the warehouse see Charlie with different eyes. “You ain’t so dumb, are you?” a big black man murmured as they passed each other.

			“If I weren’t dumb, would I be here?” Charlie replied, also softly. The black guy’s shoulders shook with swallowed laughter.

			A wiry fellow who looked like a sneak thief said, “Fuck, man, you got old Emmett shitting rivets.”

			“Emmett?” Charlie echoed.

			“Muldberg,” the wiry fellow said, so Charlie learned the boss’s first name at last.

			Before the week was out, more workers started bringing in strollers and foldup shopping carts and other contraptions with wheels. One even begged, borrowed, or (most likely) stole a genuine dolly. The work went much smoother and faster for everybody after that. Once they’d finished what they needed to do, the men had time to talk and smoke and take it easy.

			Comrade Muldberg summoned Charlie to his office first thing in the morning on the Wednesday of the following week. He had a soft chair behind the desk for himself and a hard chair in front of it for summonees. On the wall in back of his head was taped a copy of the WORKERS OF THE WORLD, UNITE! poster that had got Charlie into hot water to begin with.

			“You were the one who began bringing wheeled devices into this warehouse,” Muldberg said. From another man, or even in a different tone of voice, that would have been praise. From Emmett Muldberg, it sounded more like a denunciation.

			Charlie chose to ignore the way it sounded. “That’s right, Comrade,” he said, nodding and smiling. “Aren’t you glad I’ve made the whole place more efficient?” He was sure people had won Standout of Socialist Labor pins for less, but he didn’t care if they stuck one on him or not.

			A good thing, too, because they weren’t going to. In the same deadly tone he’d started with, Muldberg continued, “As your previous history demonstrates, Comrade, you are a disruptive element.”

			“I don’t see how,” Charlie said. Some of his surprise was real, some artfully assumed. “All I was trying to do was take the strain off my back. Not getting any younger, you know.”

			By the look on Muldberg’s face, he wouldn’t get any older if the warehouse boss had anything to do with it. “You have made a mockery of work norms here,” Muldberg said. “You have made a mockery of warehouse work norms all over the county, all over the state, all over the West Coast People’s Democratic Republic!”

			“Issue everybody dollies or carts, then. Come up with some new work norms,” Charlie said—reasonably, he thought.

			Again, Comrade Muldberg might as well not have heard him. “Starting tomorrow, wheeled conveyances of any kind will be banned from the warehouse floor.”

			“Even the ones the guys on the trucks use?” Charlie asked.

			Muldberg gave him a look that should have turned him to the low-grade concrete that went into so many cheap apartment blocks, a look that said he wasn’t worth turning to stone. “Shop-floor lawyers usually get what they deserve,” he said. “I’ll enjoy giving it to you.”

			“I just don’t understand why the guys in warehouses haven’t had dollies all along. They would have got more done, and they wouldn’t have needed to go to the doctor so much with blown-out backs and things,” Charlie said.

			“They haven’t had them because that’s not how warehouse policy is written,” Emmett Muldberg replied, as if to an idiot. “Writing policy isn’t for the likes of you, Comrade Simpkins. It’s for the experts at the Secretariat for Agricultural Development.”

			“Yeah, what do I know? I’m just a worker.”

			“That’s right. High time you—” Muldberg broke off, alarm and hatred chasing each other across his bony face. The regime boasted that it rested on the broad backs of the proletariat. When it came to dealing with actual workers, though, the bosses called the shots. But they risked trouble when they showed what they really thought of the people they ordered around. Charlie would have had Muldberg in his back pocket if he’d come out with something like High time you remember it. The warehouse boss pointed to the door. “Get out of here!”

			Charlie got. He went to work … with the old stroller. Before long, Comrade Muldberg posted carbons of a typed notice banning wheeled vehicles of any kind all over the warehouse. Charlie didn’t say a thing. For one thing, he’d got the word. For another, he was already on Muldberg’s shit list. The other workers groused furiously. “What’s up with that bullshit, Comrade?” shouted the big black man, whose name was Dornel.

			“It’s not bullshit,” Muldberg said. “It’s an authorized work directive in the spirit of socialist labor, is what it is.”

			“Sure sounds like bullshit to me,” Dornel said. Several others growled agreement.

			“I don’t care what it sounds like to you, Comrade Banks. If you want to find out what the consequences of disobedience are, be my guest,” Muldberg replied. That could mean anything from a reprimand in his personnel file to a visit from the NBI and an all-expenses-paid trip to a corrective-labor camp. Dornel zipped his lip. So did the others.

			Later that day, the guy who looked like a sneak thief—he went by Eddie—sidled up to Charlie and murmured, “Well, man, it was fun while it lasted.”

			“Yeah.” Charlie nodded. “It was, wasn’t it?”

			Thursday morning, nobody showed up with anything that had wheels. Fear of Comrade Muldberg made cowards of them all. Muldberg stared around the warehouse with baleful satisfaction. “That’s more like it, Comrades,” he said. “And I want to remind you all that next Tuesday is an election day. In the spirit of freedom and democracy and progress toward true Communism, be sure to cast your ballot at your local polling place.” He didn’t tell them they’d catch it if they didn’t. He knew they knew that.

			People bitched all day long. A bald man named Dave said, “Voting’ll do us about as much good as combing my hair’ll do me.” He ran a hand over his shiny scalp. Charlie grinned and nodded. Somebody—he didn’t see who—whistled softly. Dave was sailing close to the wind. If anyone squealed, he might be in deep.

			You could vote for progress toward true Communism, or for what the Communist Party of the West Coast People’s Democratic Republic called progress toward true Communism. You couldn’t vote against it, though. That was what the CPWCPDR called the spirit of freedom and democracy.

			Taking two buses back home meant Charlie didn’t get to his polling place till almost eight o’clock. It stayed open till ten, so that wasn’t a problem … for the authorities. It meant Charlie would be starved by the time he walked into his apartment, but he wouldn’t be the only one today.

			A clerk had him sign in and gave him a ballot, then waved him to a voting booth. The ballot had a number on it. They could trace it back to him if they wanted to. The voting booth didn’t have a curtain, either. Chances were good someone was keeping an eye on him.

			Along with the CPWCPDR candidates, Democrats, Progressives, and Republicans also appeared on the ballot—in smaller type, to remind you that, while they were still legal, they weren’t exactly approved of. To Charlie, they were like the head on a glass of beer. They looked nice, but they didn’t add any weight. And they tasted just like the lager below.

			He looked at the ballot for a minute or so. Then he folded it up without marking it at all and stuck it in the ballot box. That was the strongest way he had to tell the powers that be that he didn’t want to play their game. Voting for one of the unapproved parties would have gone along with the system, and he didn’t want to. Besides, the Party was counting the votes. Honestly?

			The next morning, the Times trumpeted that CPWCPDR candidates all over California had triumphed with majorities ranging from ninety-three to ninety-nine percent. Charlie wondered who the poor shlub who’d got only ninety-three percent was. He might be too embarrassed to show his face in Sacramento.

			When he got to the warehouse, Eddie handed him a petition. It asked Comrade Muldberg’s superiors to permit the workers to use dollies on the floor. Eight or ten men had already signed it. Charlie scribbled his name, too.

			“It won’t do any good, you know,” he said. “It’ll just get all of our tits in the wringer.”

			Eddie smiled crookedly. “How will we know the difference?”

			Since Charlie hadn’t been there long enough yet to know who Emmett Muldberg’s superiors were or how to get the petition to any of them, he just shrugged. He and the others on the floor worked no harder or faster than they had to. Muldberg looked as if he longed for a cat o’ nine tails to spur them on. He might have been happier had they kept their strollers and carts. Or he might not have. He was not a man made for happiness.

			Friday morning, Eddie whispered to Charlie, “We managed to pass it on.”

			“Good,” Charlie said, and wondered how big a liar he was.

			He found out Monday. Comrade Muldberg assembled the workers. “You bastards think you can screw me over, do you? I’ve got news for you. The Party knows I’m a good, loyal, solid proletarian,” he ground out. “The Party knows how to take care of wreckers, too. The deviationists who tried to undercut me will pay the price, and you can count on that.”

			Charlie made sure he met his norm that day, no matter how much his back and shoulders regretted it. He wasn’t the only one, either. He did the same thing Tuesday and Wednesday. He wondered whether, if he kept at it for a while, his muscles and joints would get used to the work.

			But he discovered that not giving Muldberg any more excuses to come down on him didn’t spare him from the Party’s wrath. Or maybe the punishment landed because of the blank ballot. When he came home Wednesday night, he found Lucille trying to console Nikita. His son seemed inconsolable. “What’s the matter?” Charlie asked.

			“They threw me out of the Falcons today,” Nikita said. “They threw me out because of you. They said they didn’t want an unreliable reactionary’s son. All the kids at school were laughing at me.”

			“Ah, shit,” Charlie said wearily. Getting expelled from the CPWCPDR’s youth organization was no laughing matter. The black mark would stay in Nikita’s file forever. It would certainly hurt him if he tried to get into college. It might go on hurting him when he looked for work five years from now, or fifteen, or thirty-five.

			Not for the first time, Lucille asked, “Wouldn’t it have been easier just to stick that stupid poster up and get along the way you always did?”

			“I don’t know. Would it? How can you want to clap hands for a bunch of people who go and hurt the son for what the father did?” Charlie said.

			He hadn’t really said anything bad about the powers that be in front of Nikita before. The boy stared at him. “You are an unreliable reactionary,” he said.

			“Maybe I am. Who knows?” Charlie said. “But if I am, they just went and showed you why I am. So welcome to the club, kiddo. It’s bigger than you think, I bet.”

			Once they started doing things to you, you wanted to hit back, even if tiny blows were all you could strike. Monthly political meetings were mandatory. They had to be mandatory; they were so deadly dull, no one would have shown up if they were voluntary.

			This one, at the recreation center down the street from Charlie’s apartment building, seemed no different from any other. Vince Gionfriddo, the block chairman, rapped loudly for order. They read and approved the minutes of the previous meeting. They presented a pin to a former block supervisor who was retiring after years of spying on her neighbors. They went through old business, which involved such inspiring topics as a drive to get secondhand books for the rec-center library.

			“New business?” Gionfriddo asked. Most of the time, there was none. They would drink watery coffee or watery punch, eat a few cookies, move to adjourn, and go home. Tonight, Charlie raised his hand. The block chairman was a bookkeeper, but got his sums wrong and recognized him. “Comrade Simpkins?”

			“Thanks, Comrade Chairman.” As Charlie stood up, people sent him curious looks. The recording secretary sent him a dirty look—she had to transcribe what he said. “I want to complain about inefficiency at my work site,” he began—yes, he knew how the jargon was supposed to sound. And he went on to lay out how the warehouse had no dollies and refused to let the workers on the floor bring in anything with wheels to make the job easier. “This flies in the face of all CPWCPDR principles,” he finished, and sat down.

			Complaining to the authorities flew in the face of all CPWCPDR principles. Vince Gionfriddo looked gobsmacked. The recording secretary—her name was Elsa Payne—looked as if she’d been asked to put several paragraphs from a pornographic novel into the minutes. “This warehouse is not in our block, is it?” the chairman floundered.

			“No, Comrade Chairman,” Charlie said, thinking No, you idiot. “It’s down on Ventura Boulevard.”

			“Then why don’t you take it up with your supervisor there?”

			“Who do you think is doing all this stupid stuff?” Charlie didn’t say You fucking lardhead, but he came close.

			Gionfriddo coughed. “Then you should refer the difficulty to his superiors.”

			“You know what, Comrade Chairman? We tried that,” Charlie said. “It just landed us in more trouble.”

			Someone did move to adjourn then. The motion passed with only five votes against. Charlie was surprised anyone but Lucille and him opposed it. As they walked home, his wife said, “That won’t do you any good, you know.”

			“Nothing’s gonna do me any good now. As soon as I didn’t stick up that stupid, worthless poster, I knew nothing’d do me any good,” Charlie replied. “But you know what? I don’t give a rat’s ass any more. If they’re gonna screw me anyhow, I may as well have some fun of my own, right?”

			He thought Lucille gave him an odd look. He wasn’t sure, because the streetlight they were walking under had burned out two years earlier and never been replaced. She said, “They haven’t even started with you yet.”

			“Yeah, well, I haven’t started with them yet, either,” Charlie said. “Besides, like I told Nikita, I can’t be the only guy who’s fed up with how things are. Can I?”

			“Maybe not, but do you really want to find the others? That means jail or a labor camp,” Lucille said. Charlie didn’t want to give her the last word, but he was damned if he could find a clever comeback.

			He’d just sat down to eat his lunch—a cheese sandwich, an orange that came from a sack Lucille’d got in trade for a sweater now too small on Sally, and a slice of pound cake she’d baked herself—at work when a blocky man in an ill-fitting suit he’d never seen before strode up to him and said, “You are Comrade Charles Raymond Simpkins.” It wasn’t a question.

			“That’s right,” Charlie agreed. “Who are you?” He knew—he knew too well—but showing you were scared only made things worse.

			“Rasmussen. NBI.” The blocky man flashed a badge. “I need to talk to you.”

			At least he didn’t say You’re under arrest. Since he didn’t, Charlie replied, “Can I eat while we talk? They only give me twenty minutes. Workers’ paradise, you know?”

			Rasmussen scribbled in a notebook. “I see you do have the habit of dissident speech,” he said. “This lends credence to the account we’ve received of your subversive remarks at the block political assembly last week.”

			“What subversive remarks?”

			“You deny making them?” Rasmussen’s scowl suggested that wasn’t such a great idea.

			But Charlie shook his head. “Nah. I deny they were subversive. All I did was tell the truth. Ask anybody here on the floor if what I said was a lie. Hell, ask Comrade Muldberg. He should be the guy with the problem, not me.”

			“You are insubordinate and deviationist. He is a member in good standing of the CPWCPDR,” the NBI man said.

			“And so? I bet he doesn’t shit angels when he sits on the pot.”

			“He is a socially reliable element. Your every word shows you to be anything but.”

			Charlie started peeling the orange. “He’s still a jackass. He’s making us work a lot less efficiently than we could.”

			“That’s not for you to decide,” Rasmussen said.

			“Why not? I’m the guy doing the work. Shouldn’t I have a say in how to do it best?” Charlie split the orange in two. “Want a segment?”

			“No,” Rasmussen said gruffly, as if joining the NBI had required him to swear off oranges forever. He eyed Charlie like a man finding dog shit on the sole of his shoe. “If I had my way, you’d be heading for Manzanar right now.”

			As deliberately as he could, Charlie ate the orange segment. Not showing fear came harder now. Manzanar, in the desert on the far side of the Sierras, had the nastiest name of any corrective-labor camp in the WCPDR. “How come you don’t have your way?” he asked, doing his none too good best to seem casual.

			“Because my lieutenant doesn’t think you’re worth getting excited about. Powerless, he calls you.” Rasmussen sounded disgusted. “You ask me, every damn svoloch around ought to get put away.”

			The Russian word for scum showed he was part of the group that ran things. Charlie was too busy chewing to say anything right away, which had to be just as well. Once or twice a generation, the West Coast People’s Democratic Republic, like any self-respecting socialist state, purged itself of unreliable elements. Right now, luckily, things on the political front were quiet.

			“I tried to work better, like I told you—work better and explain what was going on here,” Charlie muttered after he choked down the citrus pulp.

			“Oh, horseshit.” The NBI man curled his lip. “If you’d taped up that poster, you’d still be a functional part of society.”

			“I’ve already heard that too damn often from my wife. I don’t need to hear it from you, too,” Charlie said.

			“You shoulda listened to her,” Rasmussen said. “If you put the poster up now—I mean, if you left it up when you went back to the shop—we might rehabilitate you yet.”

			“Even if I did, my name would stay on a list, wouldn’t it?”

			The NBI man opened his mouth. He was going to lie. Something in his eyes told Charlie so as clearly as if he had LIAR! written on his forehead in glowing neon. He must have seen that on Charlie’s face. Shaking his almost neckless head, he stumped away.

			It was time for Charlie to go back to work. He didn’t get the chance to eat Lucille’s good pound cake. He felt he’d won at least a small victory. Next to Manzanar, the warehouse didn’t look half bad. “Powerless, am I?” he muttered. “Huh!”

			Charlie remembered what he’d said to his son about there having to be other people who didn’t fancy the way things had—or hadn’t—worked for so long. He started looking for
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