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FOUR SHORT NOVELS

by
Joe Hal deman

Renmenbrance of Thi ngs Past

EVENTUALLY I T CAME TO pass that no one ever had to die, unless they ran out of noney. Wen you
started to feel the little aches and tw nges that nmeant your body was running down, you just got
inline at Immortality, |Incorporated, and handed them your credit card. As long as you had at
|l east a million bucks —and eventually everybody did —they would reset you to whatever age you
Ii ked.

One way peopl e nade noney was by swappi ng know edge around. Skills could be transferred with a
technol ogy spun off fromthe immortality process. You could spend a few decades beconing a great
concert pianist, and then put your ability up for sale. There was no shortage of people with two
mllion dollars who would trade one nillion to be their village's Van Ciburn. In the sale of your
ability, you would lose it, but you could buy it back a few decades or centuries |ater.

For many people this becane the gane of |ife —beconing tenmporarily a genius, selling your
genius for youth, and then clawi ng your way up in sonme other field, to buy back the passion that

had rescued you first fromthe grave. Enjoy it a few years, sell it again, and so on ad infinitum
O finitum if you just once nade a wrong career nove, and wound up ol d and poor and bereft of
skill. That happened | ess and | ess often, of course, Darwinisminverted: the un-survival of the

| east fit.

It wasn’t just a matter of swappi ng around your piano-playing and brain surgery, of course.
People with the existential wherewithal to enjoy century after century of life tended to grow and
i mprove with age. A person could |ook |ike a barely pubescent teenybopper, and yet be able to out-
Socrates Socrates in the wi sdom departnent. People were getting used to seeing acne and gravitas
on the sanme face

Enter Jutel Dicuth, the paragon of his age, a raging polymath. He could paint and scul pt and
play six instrunents. He could wite formal poetry with his left hand while solving differentia
equations with his right. He could wite fornmal poetry about differential equations! He was an
A ynpi c-cl ass gymast and al so held the world record for the javelin throw. He had earned
doctorates in anthropol ogy, art history, slipstream physics, and fly-tying.

He sold it all

I mensely weal thy but bereft of any useful ability, Jutel Dicuth set up a trust fund for
hi nsel f that would produce a mllion dollars every year. It also provided a generous salary for an
attendant. He had Immortality, |Incorporated set himback to the apparent age of one year, and keep
resetting himonce a year

In a world where there were no children —where woul d you put then? —he was the only infant.
He was the only person with no useful skills and, eventually, the only one alive who did not have
nearly a thousand years of nenory.

In a world that had outgrown the old religions —why would you need then? —he becane |ike
unto a god. People canme fromeverywhere to listen to his random babbling and try to find a conduit
to the state of blissful innocence buried under the weight of their w sdom

It was inevitable that someone would see a profit in this. A consortiumwith a nane we woul d
translate as Blank Slate offered to “di cuth” anyone who had a certain | arge sum of what passed for
money, and naintain themfor as long as they wanted. At first people were slightly outraged,
because it was a kind of sacrilege, or were slightly anused, because it was such a transparent
schene to gather what passed for wealth.

Sooner or later, though, everyone tried it. Mdst who tried it for one year went back for ten
or a hundred, or, eventually, forever. After sonme centuries, pernanent dicuths began to out nunber
humans —t hough t hose humans were not anything you woul d recogni ze as people, crushed as they were
by nearly a thousand years of wi sdom and experience. And jeal ous of those who had given up

On 31 Decenber, A.D. 3000, the last “normal” person surrendered his |oneliness for dicuth
bliss. The world was popul ated conpletely by total innocents, tended by patient nachines.

It lasted a long tinme. Then one by one, the nachi nes broke down.

Crine and Puni shnment

EVENTUALLY I T CAME TO PASS that no one ever had to die, unless they were so horrible that
soci ety had to dispose of them Oher than the occasional horrible person, the world was in an
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idyllic state, everyone living as |long as they wanted to, doing what they wanted to do.

This is how things got back to nornal.

Peopl e gained immortality by making copies of thenselves, farlies, which were kept in safe
pl aces and updated periodically. So if you got run over by a truck or hit by a neteorite, your
farlie would sense this and autonmatically pop out and take over, after prudently nmaking a farlie
of itself. Upon that tenporary death, you would | ose only the weeks or nonths that had gone by
since your |ast update.

That nmade it difficult to deal with crimnals. If sonmeone was so horrible that society had to
hang or shoot or electrocute or inject himto death, his farlie would crop up sonewhere, still bad
to the bone, nake a farlie of itself, and go off on another ranpage. If you put himin jail for
the rest of his |life, he would eventually die, but then his evil farlie would | eap out, full of
yout hful vigor and nasty intent.

Utimately, if society felt you were too horrible to live, it would take preenptive action
check out your farlie and destroy it first. If it could be found. Really bad peopl e becanme adept
at hiding their farlies. Inevitably, people who were really good at being really bad becane naster
crimnals. It was that, or die forever. There were only a few dozen of them but they noved
through the world like neutrinos: effortless, unstoppable, invisible.

One of themwas a man naned Bad Billy Beerbreath. He started the ultimte crinme wave.

There were Farlie Centers where you would go to update your farlie —one hundred of them all
over the world —and that’'s where al nost everybody kept their farlies stored. But you could
actually put a farlie anywhere, if you got together enough liquid nitrogen and terabytes of
storage and kept themin a cool dry place out of direct sunlight.

Most people didn't know this; in fact, it was forbidden know edge. Nobody knew how to nake
Farlie Centers anynore, either. They were all built during the lifetine of Joao Farlie, who had
wandered of f with the blueprints after deciding not to nake a copy of hinself, hinself.

Bad Billy Beerbreath decided to make it his business to trash Farlie Centers. In its way, this
was worse than nurder, because if a client died before he or she found out about it, and hadn't
been able to make a new farlie (which took weeks) —he or she would die for real, kaput, out of
the picture. It was a crinme beyond crinme. Just thinking about this gave Bad Billy an acute
pl easure akin to a hundred orgasnmns.

Because there were a hundred Bad Billy Beerbreaths.

In preparation for his crine wave, Bad Billy had spent years nmaking a hundred farlies of
hi nsel f, and he stored themin cool dry places out of direct sunlight, all around the world. On 13
May 2999, all but one of those farlies junp-started itself and went out to destroy the nearest
Farlie Center

By noon, GMI, police and militia all over the world had captured or killed or subdued every
copy (but one) of Bad Billy, but by noon every single Farlie Center in the world had been | evel ed,
save the one in Akron, Onhio.

The only people left who had farlies were people who had a reason to keep themin a secret
pl ace. Master crimnals like Billy. Pals of Billy. They all were waiting at Akron, and held off
the authorities for nonths, by making farlie after farlie of thenselves, |ike broonsticks in a
Di sney cartoon, sending nost of themout to die, or “die,” defending the place, until there were
so many of themthe walls were bul ging. Then they sent out word that they wanted to negotiate, and
during the lull that prom se produced, they fled en nmasse, destroying the |ast Farlie Center
behi nd t hem

They were a powerful force, a hundred thousand hardened crinmnals united in their contenpt for
people like you and ne, and in their loyalty to Bad Billy Beerbreath. Sonewhat giddy, not to say
insane, in their triunph after having destroyed every Farlie Center, they went on to destroy every
jail and prison and courthouse. That did cut their nunbers down considerably, since nobst of them
only had ten or twenty farlies tucked away, but it also reduced drastically the nunber of police,
not to nention the nunber of people willing to take up policing as a profession, since once
sonebody killed you twi ce, you had to stay dead.

By New Year’'s Eve, A.D. 3000, the crimnals were in charge of the whole world.

Agai n.

War and Peace

EVENTUALLY I T CAME TO PASS that no one ever had to die, unless they wanted to, or could be
talked into it. That nade it very hard to fight wars, and a larger and | arger part of every
nation's mlitary budget was given over to psychol ogi cal operations directed toward their own
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peopl e: dul ce et decorum est just wasn’t convincing enough anynore.

There were two elenents to this sales job. One was to romanticize the image of the soldier as
her oi c defender of the blah blah blah. That was not too hard; they d been doing that since Homer.
The other was nore subtle: convince people that every individual life was essentially worthl ess —
your own and also the lives of the people you would eventually be killing.

That was a hard job, but the science of advertising, nore than a millenniumafter Madison
Avenue, was equal to it, through the person of a genius naned Manny O Malley. The pitch was
subtle, and hard for a person to understand who hasn’t lived for centuries, but shorn of Manny's
i nconpr ehensi bl e hunor and appeal to subtle pleasures that had no name until the thirtieth
century, it boiled down to this:

A thousand years ago, they seduced people into soldiering with the slogan, “Be all that you
can be.” But you have been all you can be. The only thing left worth being is not being.

Everybody else is in the same boat, O Malley convinced them In the process of giving yourself
the precious gift of nonexistence, share it with many ot hers.

It’s hard for us to understand. But then we would be hard for themto understand, wth al
this renorsel ess getting and spending | ayi ng waste our years.

Wars were all fought in Death Valley, with prinmtive hand weapons, and the United States grew
weal thy renting the place out, until it inevitably found itself fighting a series of wars for
Death Vall ey, during one of which OMlley hinmself finally died, charging a phal anx of no-I|onger-
i mortal pikemen on his robotic horse, waving a broken sword. Hs final words were, fampusly, “Oh,
shit.”

Death Valley eventually wound up in the hands of the Bertel snann Corporation, which ultimtely
ruled the world. But by that time, Manny's advertising had been so effective that no one cared.
Everybody was in uniform lining up to do their bit for Bertel snmann.

Even the advertising scientists. Even the high managenment of Bertel smann.

There was a worl dwi de referendum wutilizing sonething indistinguishable fromtel epathy, where
everybody agreed to change the name of the planet to Death Valley, and on the eve of the new
century, A D. 3000, have at each other.

Thus O Malley's ultimate ad canpai gn achieved the ultimate victory: a world that consuned
itself.

The Way of Al Flesh

EVENTUALLY I T CAME TO PASS that no one ever had to die, so long as just one person |oved them
The process that provided immortality was fuel ed that way.

Al nost everybody can find sonmeone to love himor her, at least for alittle while, and if and
when that sonmeone says good-bye, nost people can clean up their act enough to find yet another

But every now and then you find a specinen who is so unlovable that he can’t even get a hungry
dog to take a biscuit fromhis hand. Babies take one | ook at himand get the colic. Wnen cross
their legs as he passes by. Ardent honbsexuals drop their collective gaze. O d people desperate
for conpany feign sleep.

The nost extrene such specinen was Custer Tralia. Custer cane out of the wonb with teeth, and
bit the doctor. In grade school he broke up the love training sessions with highly toxic farts. He
cel ebrated puberty by not washing for a year. Al through m ddl e school and high school, he nade
I oving couples into enem es by spreading clever vicious lies. He formed a Masturbation C ub and
didn’t allow anybody else to join. In his graduation yearbook, he was unani nobusly voted “The One
Least Likely to Survive, If W Have Anything to Do with It.”

In college, he became truly reckl ess. Wen everybody el se was feeling the first whiff of
mortality and frantically seducing in self-defense, Custer declared that he hated wonen al nost as
much as he hated nen, and he reveled in his freedomfromlove; his superior detachnent fromthe
cloying crowd. Death was nothing conpared to the hell of dependency. Wen, at the beginning of his
junior year, he had to declare what his profession was going to be, he wote dowmn “hernit” for
first, second, and third choi ces.

The worl d was getting pretty dammed crowded, though, since a |ot of people |oved each other so
much they turned out copy after copy of thenselves. The only place Custer could go and be truly
al one was the Australian outback. He had a helicopter drop himthere with a big water tank and
crates of food. They said they'd check back in a year, and Custer said don’t bother. If you ve
decided not to live forever, a few years or decades one way or the other don’t nake nuch
di fference.

He found peace anpbng the wal | abi es and di ngoes. A kangaroo began to foll ow hi maround, and he
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accepted it as a pet, sharing his rehydrated Kentucky Fried Chicken and fish and chips with it.

Life was a pleasantly sterile and objectl ess quest. Custer and his kangaroo quartered the
out back, turning over rocks just to bother the things underneath. The kangaroo was | oyal, which
was a liability, but at least it couldn’t talk, and its attachment to Custer was transparently
sel fish, so they got along. He taught it how to beg, and, by not rewarding it, taught it howto
whi nper .

One day, |ike Robinson Crusoe, he found footprints. Unlike Robinson Crusoe, he hastened in the
opposite direction

But the footprinter had been watching himfor sone tinme, and outsnmarted him Knowi ng he woul d
be gone all day, she had started nm|es away, wal ki ng backward by his canp, and knew that his
instinct for hermitage would lead himdirectly, perversely, back into her cave.

Par ky Gunma had deci ded to becone a hermt, too, after she read about Custer’s audaci ous
gesture. But after about a year she wanted a bath, and sonmeone to |ove her so she wouldn't die, in
that order. So under the wheeling MIKky Way, on the eve of the thirty-first century, she stal ked
backward to her cave, and squandered a nonth’s worth of water sluicing her body, which was
unremar kabl e except for the fact that it was clean and the only fenale one in two hundred thousand
square mles

Parky | eft herself unclothed and squeaky clean, carefully perched on a canp stool, waiting for
Custer’s curiosity and nisanthropy to | ead himback to her keep. He crept in a couple of hours
after sunrise.

She stood up and spread her arns, and his pet kangaroo boi nged away in terror

Custer hinself was paralyzed by a mxture of conflicting inpulses. He had seen pictures of
naked women, but never one actually in the flesh, and honestly didn't know what to do.

Par ky showed him

The rest is the unmaking of history. That Parky had admired himand followed himinto the
desert was even nore endearing than the slip and slide that she denonstrated for himafter she
washed himup. But that was revolutionary, too. Custer had to adnmit that a year or a century or a
m |1 ennium of that would be better than keeling over and havi ng di ngos tear up your corpse and
spread your bones over the uncaring sands.

So this is Custer’s story, and ours. He never did get around to |iking baths, so you couldn’t
say that love conquers all. But it could still conquer death.
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