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PRAISE FOR DAVID GERROLD

“Gerrold has a remarkable gift for storytelling.”

—LAMBDA BOOK REPORT

 

 

“A first-rate writer”

—LIBRARY JOURNAL

 

 

“David Gerrold is one of the most original thinkers and 
fluent writers in contemporary science fiction.”

—BEN BOVA

 

 

“Whether you like science fiction or not, you will find his 
keen intelligence, profound empathy and world-class wit 
hard to resist, difficult to put down and impossible to forget.”

—SPIDER ROBINSON, author of The Crazy Years






ALSO BY DAVID GERROLD

The Man Who Folded Himself 
The Martian Child 
The Flying Sorcerers* 
When H.A.R.L.I.E. Was One 
Space Skimmer 
Moonstar Odyssey 
Deathbeast 
Chess With A Dragon

 

Tales of the Star Wolf Series 
Yesterday’s Children 
The Voyage of the Star Wolf 
The Middle of Nowhere 
Blood and Fire

 

The War Against the Chtorr Series 
A Matter For Men 
A Day For Damnation 
A Rage For Revenge 
A Season For Slaughter

 

The Dingillad Trilogy 
Jumping Off the Planet 
Bouncing Off the Moon 
Leaping To the Stars

 

 

*with Larry Niven
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for Mike Resnick, 
with gratitude and love
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by Mike Resnick

10 REASONS WHY I HATE DAVID GERROLD

1. While still in his early twenties, David wrote “The Trouble with Tribbles,” which was voted the most popular Star Trek script of all time. If it wasn’t for David, there would probably be a million less Trekkies in the world. If there is a better reason to lynch him, I can’t think of it.
2. It was David who, with Anne McCaffery, cornered me at the 1969 worldcon in St. Louis and wouldn’t let me go until I joined SFWA. There is no question in my mind that I would have won at least a Pulitzer by now, and probably a Nobel, if I hadn’t spent so much time working on SFWA committees. (David himself dropped his membership in SFWA for almost a decade while turning out one bestseller after another, the swine.)
3. David wrote When H.A.R.L.I.E. Was One back in 1971. It really should have won the Hugo, but more to the point, it practically destroyed the field when one inept imitator after another tried to match David’s sure hand dealing with cybernetic self-awareness.
4. David and I judged the 1978 worldcon masquerade in Phoenix, which that summer resembled the anteroom to hell. The only air-conditioned room in the city was the judges’ deliberation room, and David therefore called for three separate run-throughs and eliminations, just so the judges could keep returning to air-conditioned comfort. Of course, I was the one who was blamed for it.
5. David wrote The Man Who Folded Himself, a work of sheer brilliance that made all future time paradox novels redundant, just before I sat down to write mine, which would certainly have done the same thing even better.
6. David got the notion of charging a dollar apiece for his autographs at conventions, when the rest of us were doing it for free. Just about the time I was feeling morally superior to him, it was revealed that all the money he collected for those autographs went to charity. You can’t imagine how much I hate it when someone makes me feel like a moral midget. Especially someone like (ugh) David.
7. David began writing the War Against The Chtorr series, hitting the bestseller list with each of them. To add insult to injury, he came up with the plan of taking money to put fans into the books and having them die in horrible ways—and, of course, the money went to charity. This made it impossible for entrepreneurs like me to charge fans for killing them in gruesome ways while keeping the money. One more black mark against him.
8. Because I am nothing if not generous and magnanimous, I decided to invite David to write for one of my anthologies. It was to be a one-time thing, just to prove to the world what I nice guy I am. And that blackguard screwed up the works again, by writing such a brilliant and well-received story that I had no choice but to commission thirteen more for my next thirteen anthologies. You’ve no idea of the psychic pain I endure each time a Gerrold story comes in that is too good to reject.
9. David is both thinner and hairier than I am. Neither will ever be forgiven.
10. I am a professional writer. It is the only thing people pay me to do. And yet, just because my anthologies have made David a household name (so is “cockroach,” but let it pass), here I am writing about him for free. The only consolation I take is that he is so universally loathed—except by 20,000 fans and three million Trekkies, all of whom want to have his baby—that no other pro would write about him, even for money. So there.
Mike Resnick is the Hugo-winning author of Santiago, Ivory, Lucifer Jones, the Kirinyaga stories and about 200 other pieces of fiction that David Gerrold would have given his eyeteeth to have written.
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by David Gerrold

SKIP THIS PART

NO, REALLY. I mean it. Skip this part.

You don’t have to read this page. I have nothing important to say.

I’m only going to explain how these stories were all commissioned for Mike Resnick’s silly anthologies, and I only wrote them because the anthologies were assigned to Resnick as his work therapy from the outpatient clinic, and a lot of us in the science fiction community generously dashed off little quickie throwaway pieces so Resnick could pretend he was an editor again and start to rebuild his fragile self-esteem. (I won’t go into all the details, but the breakdown was really tragic and unnecessary, especially since all the members of the girl scout troop magnanimously agreed to drop the charges if he’d go into therapy and move out of the state. As he was already out of the state, whereabouts unknown even to the FBI, he was halfway in compliance, and then when the videotapes were all destroyed in a fire of suspicious origin, the Grand Jury refused to return any indictments, so he was free of the criminal complaints as well as the civil ones, but the stress on his family was significant, and well—never mind. I don’t want to violate Resnick’s confidentiality. He used to be almost a nice guy, before the unmentionable situation got out of hand, and for a while there it was really messy, okay? Do you need to know any more? No, of course not. But you keep reading anyway, probably in the morbid hope that I’ll mention something about how he got that unusual scar, and why he was caught climbing the trellis at the Richard Nixon library in San Clemente and who the umbrella man really  was, right? Did it ever occur to you that none of that is any of your business? For God’s sake, already, leave the poor guy alone! He’s earned his privacy. Paparazzi and vultures, all of you!)

The point is, that you really shouldn’t be wasting your time reading any of this. You can turn the page now and go on to the stories, which are far more worthwhile than plowing through another three or four pages of self-serving treacle by an author who doesn’t like writing introductions and forewords, and doesn’t care if you read this one or not. We just need a bunch of words to fill up the page so that it looks like there’s a real foreword in the book. So, you can stop reading, right here. Right now. Stop. (Dave, stop. I can feel it, Dave. Stop.)

You’re not going to stop, are you?

Nothing I say here is going to stop you from continuing ruthlessly on to the end of the essay. You like standing around and watching people clean up after automobile accidents too, right? You’re one of those people who slows down on the freeway after an accident to gawk at ambulances and fire engines and smashed fenders. What’s the matter? Haven’t you ever seen an accident before? Haven’t you ever realized that you’re causing traffic to back up for three miles behind you? All those cars sitting there, idling, their engines burning up irreplaceable megagallons of precious petro-chemicals, pouring hundreds of tons of pollutants into the atmosphere, hastening the ecological death of the planet, all because you cannot control your obsessive-compulsive behavior to know every last detail, every little jot and tittle of disaster that passes helplessly before your attention, even when you are the disaster!

Well, I for one am not going to be a party to this any longer. I am not going to be an enabler for your bad habits.

Here’s all I have to say. I wrote these stories. I wrote them (most of them anyway) for some anthologies edited by Mike Resnick. And no, I am not ashamed of it. So there.

And now, whether you want to or not, you will stop reading this.

Why?

Because I say so.

 

David Gerrold
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Resnick called. He said he needed a short story. He described it to me and I felt the mood more than the events. I sat, I typed, I discovered what the story was by writing it.



Bauble

AT FIRST, I thought her hair was on fire.

The light danced around her face in orange waves. Red and yellow highlights sparked and flashed. Biogenetic cellular-holography. She was a walking celebration.

I stopped what I was doing, which was easy, because I wasn’t doing anything. I was sitting and listening to myself die. I opened my mouth, realized I didn’t know what to say, closed it again and waited.

“May I come in?”

“You’re already in.”

The door slid shut behind her.

She wore an oil-slick daycoat. It parted for an instant and my heart stopped. Naked shimmersilk. Sprayed on. She did it deliberately. I was doomed and we both knew it.

“May I sit down?”

There were only two chairs in the room. There was no other furniture. I didn’t need furniture. Furniture is for resisting gravity. I’ve never had a problem with gravity. Levity, maybe. Gravity, never.

I waved a hand toward the other chair, a barely perceptible gesture. She poured herself into it. I envied the chair.

I cleared my throat, tried to clear my mind, and asked, “What is it you want?”

“I was told you might be able to help me.” Her voice had the same smoky rasp as a glass of hundred-year-old bourbon. You could die in it. “I’m looking for a bauble.”

I coughed mechanically. Another part of me slipped and died. Somehow, I got the words out. “I’m afraid you’ve been misinformed. I deal in trade goods.”

Translation: when there’s nothing else, I fence.

I was fencing now. We were both fencing. A different sense of the word. She was winning. I was dying. Faster than ever.

“It’s very important to me,” she insisted. “It’s worthless to anybody else, but it’s very important to me. It’s a necklace.” The violet huskiness in her voice was so rough you could climb it.

“I’d like to help you, but—” A lie. I wanted nothing more than to be somewhere else. Anywhere else. Parts of me were trying to respond. No. Not right. Parts of me were demanding that other parts respond. Parts that no longer existed. Or operated. Or cared. “—I’m not what you think I am.”

“I know what you are,” she said, all honeysuckle and razors. She stopped. She studied me for a moment. Her eyes changed. She knew she didn’t have to pretend with me.

She pulled a silver cigarette case from her pocket. I watched as she opened it, a graceful unfolding gesture. Her fingers danced a little ballet, selected a cigarette and lifted it to her molten lips. Her nails gleamed like ice.

She waited. I made no move to light it. She lifted an eyebrow at me.

“No, I don’t mind if you smoke,” I said, pretending to misunderstand. Discourteous, perhaps, but energy conservation ranks higher than courtesy to a dying thing.

Over the dancing flame, she said, “I was told that you sometimes manage private investigations. This necklace was taken from me. I need it back. I’ve followed it across five worlds. I’ll do anything to get it back.” The emphasis was heart-stopping. “You understand me, don’t you?”

She was a fantasy of pink and gold magic, and she had eyes as green as ocean dreams. I understood. But it was empty understanding. Too late.

Without breaking the connection from her eyes to mine, I shook my head slowly.

She inhaled, held it, closed her eyes, opened them, exhaled, glanced sideways over at me. “Does the name Kilrenko mean anything to you?”

I looked at my fingernails. They needed cleaning. I looked at her fingernails. They were made of diamond. They glittered. They were silver knives. I thought of the scratches those nails could leave on a man’s back and decided I was safer thinking about anything else. Almost anything else.

“Never heard it before,” I said. She didn’t believe me either.

I knew who she was. I couldn’t not know. There were only a few of them. And they were all famous. She was one of the ones they called the Alluras. They said the Alluras were the most beautiful. I believed it.

A hundred years ago, I sold off the last part of my humanity. For the first time, I was beginning to regret it. I could almost remember what I lost, what it felt like. I could almost wish for it again.

“When I was a little boy—” she began. “Yes,” she said, to my look. “They start with boys. There are good reasons for it. And no—” she said, to my unasked question, “I’ve never once stopped to wonder if I’ve missed anything.”

That was the difference between us. Light years.

She shrugged out of her coat. I watched in fascination. It slid off her shoulders and carelessly down her sides. She juggled the cigarette from one hand to the other. It was a performance for an audience of one.

Too bad it was wasted.

Maybe not.

She wasn’t stupid. She knew. And she knew that I knew too.

“When I was a boy,” she began again, comfortable now, “they told me that one of the reasons I was selected was because of my persistence. My refusal to quit. That’s part of the transformation process. So much of it is beyond your imagination.” Another languorous puff on her cigarette. Tongue against teeth. Lips pursing in a seductive promise. The cigarette moaned and died happy. “Yes, I’m completely female now. In fact, I’m more female than if I had been genetically designed and born female. But getting here requires persistence. I have persistence. Do you understand what I’m saying? I want that necklace. Whoever has it. Wherever it is. No questions asked. I’m going to have it back.”

“What makes it so valuable?” I asked. My throat was dry.

“That’s not your concern.”

“It is if you want my help.”

Silence. She considered my words. “I couldn’t even begin to explain it,” she said.

“Try me.”

Her eyes narrowed. “All right. It looks like a simple strand of silver beads. Nothing really extraordinary about it at all. If you didn’t know what it was, you’d assume it was just a trinket. Polished volcanic rock.”

“What is it?” I asked.

She dropped her cigarette to the floor. She placed the toe of one bare foot on it and scuffed it out in one swift, violent movement. She brought her eyes back to mine. They had changed color. They were black, with little glimmers of crimson at the back of them. “It’s me,” she admitted. “It’s the part of me that doesn’t walk around.”

“Memory beads?” I asked.

“Of a sort.” She conceded. “Memory, yes. Processing too. And ... more.”

“It’s an identity platform, right?”

“You’ve seen it.” A statement, not a question.

I shrugged. “I might have heard about it. “

“Without it,” she said, and her voice took on a terrifying quality, “I’m dead. The body walks around, but the soul—the soul is in the necklace.” She looked at me perceptively. She stood up and turned around. Slowly. If the shimmersilk could hug her any closer, it would be behind her.

“Look at me,” she whispered. “Do you think it’s right that a body like this should be walking around without a soul?”

Long pause. “You play dirty, lady.”

“So they tell me.”

“I’m dying,” I said.

“I knew that before I walked in.”

I tapped the chair arm. My fingers clicked like granite. “I began two centuries ago,” I said. “I’m wearing out. I’m running on empty. Do you know that term. It’s an anachronism now. It means there’s nothing left. It means that I’m running on my own momentum.”

She listened politely. She had time. I didn’t. I talked anyway.

“When I started, I had three brains. Now, I have one. I have no backup. If I lose a memory, it’s gone forever. And the last one is wearing out. I’m losing memories every day, a bit at a time, a bit at a time, a bit at a time—” I stopped myself, rebooted the thought.

“Yes,” she said. Then she added, “Please don’t ask me to be sorry.”

“I know,” I said. “You don’t do sorry.”

“I can’t help you,” she said slowly.

“Actually, you can.”

“I won’t,” she clarified. “I don’t do sympathy.”

I tapped the chair arm again. A portion of the wall beside me opened. A drawer slid out. She came alert. She didn’t move a muscle, but she came completely, totally, absolutely alert.

I reached over and pulled out a self-destruct box just large enough to hold a dagger. “I’m the only one who can open this,” I said. “If anyone else tries—”

She nodded, knowingly.

I opened the box and faced it toward her. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

Her glance dropped to the box. Her pupils expanded. Her eyes met mine. Her face lit up—she glowed—as if just being near the beads was enough to complete the connection. Her voice fell to an almost inaudible whisper. “Thank you,” she said.

I shook my head. “If you take them, I’ll die.” I tapped my forehead meaningfully. “I was hoping to have those beads wiped and installed. They’re not a perfect match, but—”

“They’ll never work for you,” she said. “Not for you, not for anyone. They won’t work for anyone but me.”

“So I discovered. I was hoping to sell them instead.” I closed the box again. “I’m waiting for my buyer. Perhaps, he’ll help you.”

Her glow faded. “He isn’t coming,” she said with quiet finality.

I didn’t ask. She didn’t volunteer.

“So what do we do now?” I said.

She studied me.

I studied her. My view was infinitely better than hers.

At last, she said, “If I had the resources, I’d pay you. Instead, I can offer you only my gratitude. For whatever that’s worth.”

“It’s worth my life,” I said.

She smiled. A little joke. Very little. But it was her first real smile. She nodded.

I opened the box again.

She stepped over to me, the closest she’d come to me yet. I stiffened as she leaned forward and lifted the beads out of the box. She fastened  them around her neck. They began to glow. But she began to blaze. If she had been beautiful before, now she was blinding. I had to avert my eyes.

She approached me. With one elegant silver finger, she tilted my chin upward. She lowered her face to mine. “I will never forget you.” I felt parts of my autonomic circuitry overloading. She pressed her lips against mine. I might have died.

I didn’t. But I might have.

She straightened. She retrieved her coat. And left in silence.

I sat alone in the slanting gray sunlight and listened to my breath rasp and my heart throb. Amazed. I still lived.

The Allura models were supposed to be the most elegant practitioners of personal entertainment in the spiral arm. That was an ancillary joy. You died happy. The Alluras were also the most successful assassins.

I’d probably committed high treason, letting her recover herself. God knew who was going to die. It wasn’t going to be me though. I’d bought my life with the bauble. What was left of it.

I couldn’t wish her well. She was no more alive than I. But, for two dead people, for just one instant, we’d struck one hell of a spark. Whatever the cost, it had been worth it.

I sat. I listened to myself die. I smiled.





[image: 006]

They used to say that Adlai Stevenson was too intelligent to be president. They called him “the egghead.” You have to wonder what’s wrong with a country that thinks intelligence is a liability.



The Impeachment of Adlai Stevenson

WASHINGTON D.C. IN AUGUST smells bad even when Congress isn’t in session. The days are humid, the nights are oppressive and the whole city swelters under a soggy blanket of dead air. When Congress is in session, it’s even worse. Then the air is filled with lies and whispers. I wished I could line the whole pack of them up against a wall—

The Philco in my office was tuned to CBS. That nasty little creep, Walter Cronkite was going to host a news special on “The Unravelling Presidency.” I didn’t want to watch it, I’d had my fill of bad news this summer, but I didn’t have the courage to turn it off either. I felt like a relative of the guest of honor at a hanging.

As if things weren’t bad enough, the air conditioning still wasn’t working. Even this late in the evening, it was so muggy in my office that finally, in desperation, I had shrugged out of my jacket and tie and rolled up my shirt sleeves. I was staring at the umpteenth draft of the speech, and I hated it. This was not a speech I wanted to write, and I was having a tough time of it. The president wanted to see a final draft by midnight; I didn’t think I was going to make it, but a White House  press conference had been called for ten o’clock tomorrow morning, so I’d be here until the speech was finished.

Some of the others on the White House staff hoped that Cronkite’s broadcast would be a call for sanity—that maybe when the American people truly confronted the enormity of the moment, they would back away for a second thought. My own feeling was a lot less optimistic. I always assumed the worst.

Television had abruptly become our nemesis. It was an unleashed monster, even more powerful as an enemy than as a friend. Ed Murrow, for instance—there was a case; all he did was sit in his goddamn chair smoking his goddamn cigarettes and talking to people. Yet, somehow, he still came across like God sitting in judgment on everything that passed before him. More than once this month, I’d prayed that he’d choke to death on one of those goddamn smokes. Over on NBC, those smiling cretins, Huntley and Brinkley, weren’t much better, dispassionately reading through the news as if the country weren’t being hurt by the torrent of words. They were like a hundred thousand tiny knives, each one taking another slash at the authority of the president.

There was blood in the water, and the sharks were gathering. Hmm. Blood in the water? I wondered if I could use that image in the speech. I started to write it down on my notepad, then abruptly crossed it out. No, I wanted to avoid calling attention to the president’s injuries. I didn’t want to do anything that acknowledged his weakness. But how could you write a resignation speech without acknowledging why?

I felt frustrated.

This should have been one of the high points in my career—speechwriter for the president of the United States. Instead, I was one of the last rats left on a sinking ship. The half-empty bottle of Coke on my desk was warm and flat. I pushed the cap back on the bottle and dropped it into the waste basket by the side of my desk, where it resounded with a loud metal clunk. Those little green fluted bottles were probably the only thing in this world that would never change. I thought about going down the hall for another one, but I didn’t even have the energy for that. The wet August night had drained it out of me. Besides, the broadcast was starting. I leaned back in my chair and watched; the chair creaked alarmingly, but it held.

Cronkite began with the 1952 election campaign. That had been a good time. The Republicans had marched out of the convention hall  happily singing “I like Ike,” and Harry Truman had promptly remarked, “I like Mickey Mouse, but I ain’t going to vote for him either.” Two days later, Herblock published that famous political cartoon in the Post, showing Eisenhower with a pair of big black Mickey Mouse ears framing that sappy smile of his and suddenly the campaign had a theme. Was there anybody home behind that vacuous grin? That, plus the insinuation that Walt Disney had personally put a lot of money into the Republican campaign, was the first crack in the Republican armor.

Nevertheless, according to Cronkite, Eisenhower could have won the election. After all, it had been twenty years since there had been a Republican in the White House; many felt that the country was overdue for a change; and he was popular and well known. Unfortunately, he chose the wrong man for the office of vice president—that’s what doomed the ticket.

John Nance Garner was right. The vice-presidency wasn’t worth a bucket of warm spit. The evidence of past elections suggested that even if the American voters had their doubts about the fellow on the bottom half of the ticket, that wouldn’t stop them from voting for the guy on the top half if he was their first choice. But in this case, Eisenhower’s vice-presidential nominee clearly cost the Republicans the election.

First, there was that business about Korea. Cronkite had most of it right. When Ike said, “I will go to Korea,” he took a three-point jump in the polls. The American public automatically assumed that the general who had won World War II would bring a quick end to the growing mess in Asia. I remembered the agonized meetings we’d had about an appropriate response. It was obvious to us that candidate Stevenson could not say the same thing without inspiring laughter. What could an egghead do? But then, before we’d even had a chance to react, Ike’s vice-presidential candidate had added, “And if we have to use the atomic bomb and vaporize a few cities to bring those little yellow monkees to their senses, then that’s exactly what we’ll do.” That had been the first appalling mistake—and we had capitalized on it immediately. From that moment on, we treated the Republican vice-presidential candidate’s outrageous remarks as if they represented Eisenhower’s opinions, the party platform and the political ideology of every Republican from William Howard Taft to Harold Stassen. We hoped enough people would be terrified by the specter of a war with Red China that they would be scared into voting Democratic. “The Republicans want to send your son  overseas again!” That one was my line. We talked about their greed and their desire to return to a wartime economy; but we knew who would really foot the bill. Wasn’t inflation bad enough already? Gasoline was nearly a dime a gallon!

We hit Ike pretty hard on that issue; we milked it for nearly a month; but Ike was enormously popular and he was a good campaigner. Our best hope was for the vice-presidential candidate to put his other foot in his mouth—and then shoot himself in it. We crossed our fingers and waited.

And sure enough, in the last week of September, the idiot was filmed at a private fund-raiser, waving around a sheaf of papers and claiming that the state department was full of Communists, homosexuals and Jews. He had the list right there in his hand, and what was the Democratically-controlled government doing about it? Nothing. Somebody slipped Ed Murrow a copy of the film and the firestorm that followed was wonderful to watch. We didn’t have to say a word. And in fact, we didn’t. The Grand Old Party did our work for us.

Half the Republican party was appalled and the other half kept trying to defend the candidate by explaining what he really meant. It took Eisenhower over a week to disavow his vice-presidential candidate’s remarks, but that only made it worse. The VP candidate promptly snapped back that the country didn’t need “another lace-pantied imitation Democrat, but a red-blooded Republican who isn’t afraid to call a spade a spade.” It would have been hysterical if it hadn’t been so tragic; the Republican ticket was tearing itself in half. The vice-presidential candidate was acting like he was the voice of the ticket. Eventually, they managed to muzzle him, but everybody knew he was muzzled, and the press were playing a great game with “Tail-Gunner Joe,” trying to bait him into saying something else he shouldn’t.

Before October was half over, Ike’s well-orchestrated campaign had become a discordant cacophony. We weren’t just running against Mickey Mouse. We were running against Mickey Mouse and Goofy. If ever there was a loose cannon in American politics, the senator from Wisconsin was certainly it. Why Eisenhower ever chose Joe McCarthy for his vice president is a mystery that none of us on this side of the aisle were ever likely to understand.

Cronkite’s broadcast was focusing almost completely on Eisenhower’s campaign, and abruptly, I realized what he was doing. He was showing  us that Stevenson hadn’t won the election as much as Eisenhower had lost it. By implication, Stevenson shouldn’t have been elected. Eisenhower should be president now, and also by implication, he would have been a much better one. Cronkite barely even mentioned our October offensive. I had written what many people felt was the single best speech of the entire campaign:

“They’ve been calling me ‘the egghead.’ They’ve been saying that I’m too intelligent to be president. Can you imagine that? Too intelligent? Well, if stupidity is the qualifier, then by that standard, Eisenhower’s vice-presidential nominee is the most qualified man for the office! And Eisenhower is the second-most qualified man, because he chose him! What the Republicans are offering you is a witch hunt at home and a land war in Asia. And frankly, I don’t think it takes too much intelligence to recognize that both of those options would be a big mistake for the United States of America.

“But enough of the jokes. The Republicans have given us the best jokes of the campaign; I’m not going to try to top them. I’m going to talk seriously about the future of this country. An election isn’t a popularity contest. It isn’t about who you like the most. What’s at stake is too important to be decided so casually. An election has to be about two things: first, who’s most qualified to run the country? And second, where is he going to take America?

“Let me tell you what the fifties are going to be about if a Democrat is elected president: they’re going to be about peace and prosperity. We’re going to create jobs, we’re going to build houses, we’re going to build shiny new cars and great interstate highways to drive them on. We’re going to build radios and television sets so that Americans can be informed and entertained. We’re going to build hospitals to take care of our sick and schools to educate our children. And most of all, we’re going to build a strong economy, an economy based on freedom and prosperity for all. We’re going to demonstrate to the entire world how democracy really works.

“This is a nation of courageous men and women who have demonstrated over and over again that Americans are not afraid of hard work. We have worked our way out of a terrible depression, we have fought and won the most terrible war in the world’s history and we stand second to no one in our commitment to the rebuilding of war-torn Europe and Asia. Our children are going to know a world of shining cities, a  world that is clean and safe and bright. Our children are going to know a world that is free from war and sickness and hunger. Our children—”

It was the “Our Children” speech, and that became the theme of the campaign for the last three weeks. It crystallized the entire election, and Eisenhower slid disastrously in the polls. We put up posters with pictures of Joe McCarthy, and the caption read, “What is this man going to do to your children?” With Eisenhower, we were a little more respectful. We went back to the earlier theme, “General Eisenhower wants to send your son to Korea.” It was enough.

We had dictated the theme of the campaign and we had defined the choices. The Republican campaign never found itself, and by the time the first Tuesday of November rolled around, 51% of the American people voted for the Democratic candidate, 49% voted for the Republican. Not a landslide, but not an embarrassment either. The people chose fairly.

During the commercial I went to pee. I passed one of the Negro custodians in the hall, and he nodded to me sadly. “You watchin’ the broadcast? Mr. Cronkite sure ain’t being nice to the boss.”

I shook my head. “I don’t trust Walter Cronkite. I wouldn’t buy a used car from him.”

“Wouldn’t buy a used car from him!” The old Negro cackled at the joke. “Hee hee hee. That’s a good one, all right.”

I continued on down the hall. With a little luck, by morning that remark would be all over Washington. It wouldn’t help the boss any, but it sure would make me feel better.

When I got back to my office, there was a note on my desk. The president would like to see you after the broadcast. I crumpled it up and tossed it into the waste can after the Coke. He was going to ask me how the speech was going. And I was going to have to tell him that I couldn’t write it. “Sir, you’re a statesman,” I wanted to say. “A statesman doesn’t make speeches like this.”

But I knew what he’d reply. “No, I’m not a statesman. I won’t be a statesman until I leave office. Until then, I’m the man who has to make difficult decisions.”

“But not this one, sir!”

“Yes, even this one.”

We’d had the argument a dozen times. And each time, there were a few less voices saying that the president should resist the cries for his resignation.

Cronkite came back on the air then. Now, he began chronicling the unraveling presidency of Adlai Stevenson. He worked his way steadily through all six years of it. The endorsement of Oppenheimer, even though J. Edgar Hoover said he was a known Communist. The commutation of the death sentence of convicted atomic spies Julius and Ethel Rosenberg. The president’s public opposition to the hearings of the House Committee on Un-American Activities. The Berlin wall embarrassment. The Soviets’ growing atomic stockpile. The continuing failures of the Vanguard missile system. The Northrop vs. Symington Flying Wing scandal. The attempt on Khrushchev’s life at Disneyland. The Soviet demonstration of a 100-megaton nuclear weapon. The breakdown of relations with France because of the president’s refusal to back them in Indo-China. The public break with J. Edgar Hoover, resulting in the firing of the director of the F.B.I.—and didn’t that one set off the howls from the right! Simultaneous inflation and recession. The civil war in Cuba—and the very unpopular decision to send in troops to support the Batista government. And then—goddammit!—Sputnik, the Russian satellite. It seemed that nothing that Adlai Stevenson did was the right thing to do.

The founder of the John Birch Society insisted publicly that the president was a Communist agent; that was the only logical explanation for the floundering of America—Stevenson was trying to bring the country to its knees so that the Soviets could triumph without firing a shot. “Khrushchev says that he will bury us—and Adlai Stevenson wants to hand him the shovel.” Stevenson’s response: “No, I’m a capitalist. I’ll sell him the shovel.” But the joke fell flat. It’s a bad sign when even the press corps doesn’t laugh at the president’s jokes. Even worse, the late night TV talk show hosts, Steve Allen and Jack Paar, were starting to make jokes that were hostile to the president. Those jokes would be repeated in a hundred thousand stores and offices the next day and the day after that.

And then, that grandstanding little son of a bitch—the congressman from Van Nuys—stood up in the House of Representatives and introduced a Bill of Impeachment. He charged the president with “non-feasance in office,” whatever that was. Maybe he’d meant it as a joke to call attention to the rampant hostility on the Hill, or maybe he’d intended it as a way to get himself a little public attention, or maybe he’d meant it only as a political stunt, deliberately designed to embarrass the president—or maybe he just meant it.

Whatever the case, the press took it seriously. And because the press took it seriously, so did the American public. And within two weeks, a House Committee was drawing up Articles of Impeachment and holding hearings. The House Republicans were still angry over the slapping down they’d gotten over the Committee on Un-American Activities, so they were only too happy to go after the egghead—“You can’t make an omelette without breaking eggheads.”

But there was no support on the left side of the aisle either. The Democratic party’s unity was fractured so badly, there was talk it might break apart into two new parties. The South wanted out because Hubert Humphrey, that babbling little Porky Pig senator from Minnesota, had been trying to introduce a civil rights plank into the party platform every year since 1948. And the closing of unnecessary military bases all over the country had further undermined the president’s support in every town that had lost jobs as a result. The shutting down of all those unnecessary air-defense and missile-building projects hurt Southern California the worst. And Detroit was claiming that the administration’s rigid insistence on auto-safety standards and smaller cars and gasoline efficiency had shut down half the assembly lines in America, so he couldn’t depend on much support from Labor.

But, an impeachment—at least that was something that Americans could agree on. Adlai Stevenson’s campaign pledge had abruptly come home to haunt him: “We’re going to demonstrate to the entire world how democracy really works.”

The broadcast concluded with a recap of last Friday’s uproar in the House of Representatives and the mean-spirited vote to impeach. The Senate was already organizing for the trial. From where I sat, they looked like a bunch of kangaroos laying railroad tracks to oblivion.

Cronkite hadn’t told it all; he’d missed a lot of the backstage squabbling and infighting; but he’d replayed most of the worst news—and in retrospect, the cumulative weight of it was crushing. Even I found myself wondering, “Maybe the president is right.” Maybe it’s impossible to continue under these conditions and unfair to the American people even to try.

Abruptly, I knew what I wanted to write. I rolled a fresh sheet of paper into the typewriter and quickly tapped out, “The problems of America and of the free world demand the full attention of our elected leaders. This country needs a full-time executive. It is unfair to the nation and  to the office of the presidency to continue trying to operate in the current atmosphere of public dissatisfaction and distrust. Accordingly, this Friday, at twelve o’clock noon, I shall resign the office of the presidency.”

I wondered how long Vice President Kennedy would last in front of the jackals. Already he was a laughing stock for marrying that silly blonde actress from Hollywood. (The new Monroe Doctrine: “Ooh, ooh, aaaahhhhh.”)

Never mind that. I rolled another sheet of paper into the typewriter.

“The presidency of the United States is not a popularity contest. It is not a prize or a reward. It is not a laurel wreath to be given or taken away by the winds of popularity. The presidency is only a job—sometimes it is a great responsibility, sometimes it is a terrible and crushing burden—but once the ceremony and ritual has been stripped away from the presidency, what is left is the responsibility for making difficult decisions, decisions that need to be made to protect the interests of America and the free world. Sometimes those decisions are bitter medicine—but like bitter medicine, we take those steps, because in the longer term we know that we shall be healthier for it.

“I have had to make many of those difficult decisions. They were the best decisions that I and my advisors could make at the time; they were based on the very best information that we could get. It is my firm conviction that most of those decisions were the correct ones, and I believe that history will vindicate those choices.

“When I was elected in 1952, and reelected again in 1956, I did not promise a pot of gold. The rewards I promised were those that would only come from hard work. Today, we are stuck in the middle of that course—and we are having a crisis of confidence. If we succumb to this crisis and abandon our larger goals, we will not simply be quitting a difficult task in favor of momentary comfort; we will be abandoning our leadership of the free world.

“When I accepted this responsibility, I accepted the difficult as well as the great. I refuse to abandon the goals of America. I refuse to quit the job. I refuse to give up halfway across the rushing river.

“If I do not resist
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