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Part 1: Old Men and
Younger Women
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The last blur of Kansas City flashed by his
window, the last flash of wood, brick, and aluminum siding. The
final rusted chain link fence whirred by before its unkempt
backyard heaped with dirty snow, the essence of an unintended urban
tour from the Southwest Chief high speed magtrain.

All trains are alike, Bernie Oldman thought
darkly. They advertise vistas of golden desert and imposing mesas,
of grand waterfalls and dramatic surf, but they deliver dirty
backyards.

He turned from the window. The train cabin
wasn't much better, no more than the interior of a well-appointed
intercity bus. The tall bucket seats showed accents of mauve over
gray with black piping around their plastic backs. Bernie's tray
was down, straining under a Sunday Chicago Tribune eviscerated of
its editorial section, international section, all the ad inserts,
and the comics. Atop that jumble of real paper lay Bernie's pad,
page thirty-four of Newsweek broadcasting from its screen in crisp,
Ultrabright® color. Work. Bernie was tired of work.

Feeling warmth against his hand, he turned
to watch lovely, sculpted fingers tease across his knuckles where
he gripped the center armrest.

Such amazing fingers, he thought, and
inverted his hand to caress that of the attentive girl sitting next
to him. She was such a physical girl, had maintained such a
physical life. Her fingers should have grown rough from use. They
should not be the ornaments he stroked with his thumb.

"Distracted, Bernie?" she asked him, a lilt
of amusement in her tone. She was blonde, her hair thick and
feathered to her shoulders. Her violet-blue eyes laughed
affectionately at him above a wide, toothy smile and a crinkled
nose. She was beautiful, looking small just then in her black wool
coat and her long, rust-colored corduroy skirt, but she was a half
head taller than him, and twelve years his junior.

He squeezed her hand. "You know I love you,
don't you, Charlese?"

Charlese Tilbrenner squeezed him back. "Yes,
I know you love me. You're a big dope, Bernie Oldman. You're not on
your way to be executed."

"I wasn't referring...
Well, maybe I was a little bit." Bernie felt old beside her. Who
was he kidding? He was old beside her. He felt paper thin. "How long has it been,
Charlese?"

"Not so long."

"But it has. It's been five years. Not for
you, I know--"

"Bernie." She leaned closer to him, sharing
the armrest, their arms pressed firmly together. She crossed her
legs, revealing the loose folds of Nubuck leather boots. "Bernie, I
know about time dilation. I've been out there, faster than light.
You've been here on Earth. We're drifting apart in age, but we
aren't drifting apart."

The train murmured to Bernie, mocking,
mischievous. A tribe of twenty-somethings across the aisle
chattered like monkeys. They looked resplendent in brand-new Neiman
Marcus skiwear, off on a daytrip to the Rockies. Tony Bennett
crooned quietly over the intercom, "...as in olden days, happy
golden days of yore..." Right. On a train jetting at three hundred
miles per hour twelve inches above a magnetic rail, pretending it
could fly.

"When we met," Bernie said, "I was seven
years your senior. Now that's up to twelve, and I've started
wearing glasses."

"Actually, adjusting for the FTL time
dilation you went through before we met, you're twenty-four years
older than me and you look kind of cute in glasses."

She did that all the time. It wasn't any big
deal to her? This conversation failed to improve with practice, not
from Bernie's point of view, anyway. All couples had problems when
managing long-range relationships. Most of them dealt with
distance, though, and the time that accrued alongside the
imposition of that distance. Transcontinental relationships. New
York to L.A.. London to Moscow. Melbourne, Australia to Outer
Boondocks, Wyoming. The couples involved drove cars to come
together on infrequent trysts, or rode on airplanes and complained
of jet lag. Few of them bent space to commute to work. Few of them
traversed in several days the distance light travels in several
thousand years. Most lovers worried about apathy and about the
temptation of their partners to settle for someone closer.
Relativity didn't rank high among their complaints when it came to
long-distance affairs. They rarely considered the issue of one
partner coasting along through time while time slowed down for the
other. For most couples, the ages of the partners slipped along in
lockstep; they did not grow further apart.

"Let's suss this out," Bernie said, turning
toward his ever-more-youthful love.

"Aww, do we have to? The math always makes
my head hurt."

"Not the math, let's just follow the thought
experiment. So, how many light years do you think you've logged as
a correspondent for the magazine?"

"Wrong place to start. You were out there
before I ever started.

"Okay, I did thirty
missions for Galactic Geographic
before they made me an editor. Only seventeen
were faster than light. Seventeen FTL..." Bernie counted on his
fingers, figuring time and speeds relative to normal space. "Let's
see, I was twenty-five when I started for the magazine, spent
sixteen months all told going here to there at light speed, but two
of those were--"

Charlese dropped her hands over his, messing
up his calculations. "Don't. We both understand. We age slower when
out of normal space. Einstein told us all about it. When I was in
the Marines, I used to think it was cool. Now I don't think of it
at all."

"Charlese, I'm about the same age as your
father."

"And that's what the problem is, isn't it?
You're worried about meeting Dad. That's so sweet. Bernie dear, I
could just lick you."

"Not in front of the
rubes, okay? Anyway, I'm really
worried that next time you come back, I might be
the age of your grandfather."

"That's an exaggeration. The jumps just
aren't that long and they don't push that much energy."

Bernie looked through the window again at
the blue-white lunar landscape of Kansas. He knew about exceptions
to Charlese's general wisdom, people who, through accident or fate,
had spent years in FTL, returning to find everyone they had known
long since dead and buried. "You'd best be careful. I fancy you as
a girlfriend, not a geriatrics nurse."

She nuzzled his shoulder, bunching the
sleeve of his camel wool overcoat. "Well, you'd be the talk of the
nursing home, wouldn't you? And, Bernie?"

"Yes?"

"Don't worry about Dad."

"Well, from the way you talk--"

"He's just bark. He's old world, Bernie, and
cranky about it. But he's gonna love you, just like me."

Boy, I hope so, Bernie thought. Despite his
worries, he loved the girl beside him. He wanted to stay with her
even as he grew old and feeble, and she said goodbye to her
thirties.
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The train station in Lawrence tried, but
just couldn't do it. A long, uninspired space flanked by the
requisite soft drink and candy machines, a short, dead ticket
counter, lots of plastic seats equipped with individual pay vid
screens, the screens bolted to the chairs and the chairs bolted to
the hard tile floor. The place looked as cold as the blowing snow
past the expansive glass doors leading to the city. Someone had
tried to alleviate the blandness by stringing plastic holly along
the front of the ticket counter. The festive bits of factory joy
only emphasized the dreary, impersonal setting.

Charlese reflexively buttoned her coat and
adjusted her muffler. She wished she had brought that big fur cap,
her trophy from Triton two trips ago.

"Hmm," Bernie reflected as he struggled
under the weight of their suitcases, "not exactly a Frank Gehry
masterpiece, is it?"

"Bernie, don't be a snob." Charlese adjusted
the weight of their two incidental bags hung from her shoulders.
She could have managed her own suitcase, but Bernie was the man and
sometimes had to prove it. She stared across the empty waiting room
to the wide glass doors, and through the dirty glass to the
whipping white storm. Eighteen inches, the conductor had said, and
perhaps another ten arriving overnight. Yep, this was home all
right.

"So, what now?" Bernie asked as they crossed
the room and stopped short of the doors.

Charlese wasn't sure. "Umm, Mom said someone
would meet us..."

Bernie put down the luggage. "Okay. I'll tie
a rope around my waist, then sojourn out to hail a taxi. Pull me
back when you feel two tugs."

"Bernie, you're a goof. She said Lester
would be here. He's a hired hand from the farm." But Charlese had
trouble with her own assertion. She scanned the dreary waiting room
with its plastic chairs and plastic holly. The place was deserted,
no one around but her, Bernie, and the lackadaisical ticket agent
engrossed in a dog-eared People magazine. Unless that was Lester,
their ride was stuck on State Road 10, succumbed to the snow.

"We can wait here," Bernie suggested,
indicating the vid chairs, "or we can try for a cab. Is the farm
far? Would a taxi put the screws to us, considering distance and
weather?"

Charlese didn't
know what to
think. She had envisioned a perfect Christmas with hugs and
presents and a ride waiting as she stepped from the train. This
wasn't the start she'd expected for the holidays. "I guess we'd
better try for a taxi..."

"I'll handle it," Bernie said with theater
bravado. "You stay here where it's safe. Be sure to remember me,
always."

He buttoned his overcoat, adjusted his
muffler, and turned up his collar.

"Bernie, you're only walking to the
curb."

"Shush. This here's man's work."

Braced for the weather, he leaned toward the
door. He almost got brained by its metal frame as somebody else
shoved in from the sidewalk in the wake of a blast of frigid air
and country music on a cheap PA. That someone had his head bent
against the weather and partially protected by a fur hunting cap,
the kind with ear flaps. He didn't see Bernie and didn't slack his
pace as he shoved through the doorway. The two might have collided
if Bernie hadn't awkwardly shuffled out of the way.

"Oh, excuse me!" the man said, looking up
and removing his snow-encrusted hat. "We're havin' some weather
here, ain't we?" He was short, bundled in jeans, combat boots and a
worn, bulbous down coat. He smiled from a face cracked from
weather, a brown, Asian face. Vietnamese, Charlese thought.

"You know what they say." Bernie nodded to
him. "Let it snow, let it snow, etcetera. You wouldn't have a taxi,
would you?"

"Heck, no," the man responded, and bowed
several times. "There ain't no taxis out there tonight. A few more
inches, they might close the roads. No, if you ain't got yer own
wheels, you best be walkin' to the Travelodge."

Bernie looked at Charlese while the
Vietnamese dusted snow from his coat. "Yep," the man said, "ain't
fit fer cows out tonight, no, sir."

This was terrible, Charlese thought. They'd
been forgotten, or the family couldn't get to them. They would
spend Christmas Eve in a motel, the state would close the roads,
and she and Bernie would be back on the magtrain in the morning.
Charlese chewed her lip, wanting to cuss and kick things, but she
had promised Bernie she'd temper such displays.

"Are you sure it's all that bad?" Bernie
asked the man.

"It's bad, all right. I wouldn't be out
myself, but I come down here to pick somebody up. Well, ready to
go?"

"Excuse me?" Bernie said.

"You ready to go? The snow ain't gittin' any
lower, y'know."

"You're Lester?" Charlese asked with
a gasp, and pointed at him.

The man bowed again, like a chicken pecking
for bugs. "Yes'um, that's me. Lester Johnson. Welcome back home,
Miss Charlese. I'm yer ride!"

"Lester Johnson," Bernie repeated with a
smirk. "How did you know who we were, Lester?"

"Shoot, wouldn't nobody else be comin' to
Lawrence, Kansas in the dead o' winter."

Confusion still held
Charlese in its grip. "But ... Lester's black!"

Lester turned his hat in his hands. "Aww,
naw, ma'am. That was Lester Number One. Me, I'm Lester Number Two.
It's complicated. Maybe we should be gittin' to the truck."

"But--"

"By all means," Bernie agreed with Lester.
He winked at Charlese and bent for the luggage.

"You okay totin' that stuff?" Lester asked
as he pulled his hat back onto his head. "Looks heavy."

"It's a chore..."

"Maybe make two trips, then. Come on, Miss
Charlese. I'll take them bags. I'm so happy to meet you, y'know? I
hear tell about ya alla time."

Charlese surrendered her bags and decided
she liked this version of Lester. "Is that so? I
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