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Mr. Babbers finished shaving himself. After he had cleansed the blade of his old razor on the towel strung across his wide shoulders, he put it away in a worn-out leather case.
He had never quite gotten used to the faster Lazor-Flash every grown man used all around the world; he always felt it took away from the intimate, manly pleasure of going over one’s stubble personally.
He put some lotion on his fingers, threw back his head and started rubbing his face and neck, enjoying the soothing effect the light massage had on him. When he was done, he cracked his neck back into place and stared at the face beyond the mirror.
It was a well-aged face, covered with a myriad of wrinkles—wrinkles of wisdom, he thought—wrinkles he should be proud of. All the same, he didn’t feel that way.
That morning, a bad taste filled his mouth. The bitter-almond kind, the kind that stays in your jaws for hours—the kind life’s blows often leave behind them.
Since he got out of bed, Mr. Babbers had the lingering, uneasy feeling that fate, at long last, had defrauded him too; that it had robbed him on the finish line of a prize he had worked so hard to get, a prize he was sure he deserved.
Mr. Babbers went over in his head the major steps he had made in his life and realized he had never been excessive or too voracious in his needs. He had never wanted anything more than a modest job, a decent pension to live on and a loving wife. Fate could have conceded him that little...
Mr. Babbers kept looking in the mirror, at the straight nose and at the thin, unsmiling mouth hanging below it. He couldn’t remember the last time it had laughed, but it must be some time. A couple of deep-blue eyes stared back at him. He knew those eyes very well. There was a time when they could charm any girl just by looking at her, make her turn around. But that time was gone. There wasn’t for him another girl around, waiting for him to say something—waiting for him to propose. Not anymore.
All of a sudden, he felt old, tired... and alone.
Mr. Babbers shuffled out of the bathroom and walked into the kitchen, where, on a chair, the house robot had laid out for him neatly pressed clothes.
As he reached out for them and started dressing, the electronic Christmas tree sitting in the corner of the living room sensed him and activated itself. The threadlike optical fibers which wrapped around its branches like a feather boa lit up and winked at him cheerfully.
“It’s that time of the year once again!” the tree cried. “I wish you a Merry Christmas, Mr. Babbers!”
The tree cast its bright lights in a series of test patterns, inspecting itself for bent or torn branches and rumpled needles—it was up to standard quality.
“Is Mrs. Babbers coming home anytime soon?” it asked, almost casually.
Mr. Babbers heard the question and felt his stomach squirm under the shirt he had just buttoned up. He looked down at his belly, wondering if it could be just hunger, but he doubted it.
The Christmas tree waited for an answer to its question, but Mr. Babbers said nothing...
The tree shrugged its branches. The basic circuit brain inside it reminded it there weren’t many days in a whole year it could perform a selection from the ten-thousand-more tunes stored in its memory, so it better get started right away.
It began with a recent fad, “Popsicle Christmas.”
A settler in some forgotten outpost in the outer worlds had composed it on an empty pickle jug on a cold December night he couldn’t sleep. He had created the tune just to please himself; he never thought someone else would listen to it. But the colonist had forgotten his radio was on, and every single whoosh he had blown into that smelly jug had spread across space like wildfire, reaching the four corners of the universe. Everybody who had listened to the unusual tune had loved it, and a week later it had become an instant classic.
The tree wiggled and bent at the rhythm of the diffusing notes, and soon forgot everything about the unanswered question.
Mr. Babbers, now fully dressed, hat included, walked out from the elevator. It greeted him with a metallic, sonorous “Merry Christmas!” then it shut itself and said no more.
Mr. Babbers turned up the lapel of his coat against the biting cold gripping the hall and, without thinking, he stepped toward the mailbox roller placed in the nook beside the entrance.
Mr. Babbers had checked the mail every morning for over thirty years, never missing a day, Sundays included. It was part of his peculiar mindset—a real professional bias—his senior accountant job had given him. While following step by step a carefully arranged schedule sounded boring and pedantic to most, to him it was crucial to work efficiently and necessary for the guarantee of quality.
Such behavior was so deeply ingrained in Mr. Babbers, he applied it to everything he did; from the way he woke up, to the way he shaved, to the way he ate. It always produced the best results...
Or did it? Mr. Babbers wondered.
It wasn’t like him to doubt, in general, but that freezing Christmas morning he wasn’t so sure anymore.
As he pressed his thumb to the side of the mailbox roller, it turned on acknowledging him.
“Long time no see, Mr. Babbers!” it said. “I should have something here for you...”
It clanked and wobbled, furiously centrifugating the mail, then stopped with a jolt and a ding. The delivery slot flapped open, offering a slender brick of orderly packed letter-sized plastic sheets and ads.
Mr. Babbers picked up the whole wad, dropped it in the capable side pockets of his coat and was off.
When the mailbox remembered which day today was and cried, “Merry Christmas to you, Mr. Babbers!” he had already disappeared beyond the revolving doors of the entrance.
As all mornings, Mr. Babbers lifted his hand for a taxi, but then he had second thoughts and again put his hand back in the pocket. What need did he have for a taxi? After all, he wasn’t going to work today. No, no taxi for him that morning—he would walk instead.
He started down the alley.
That little, unexpected decision puzzled and surprised Mr. Babbers. What was happening to him? He hated walking—it tired him and ate the sole of his shiny brogues: walking was highly irrational and as such not recommendable. All the same, he braved the cold, marching down the silent road. Soon, his feet ached and he couldn’t feel his face anymore.
Mr. Babbers rounded the corner and stepped past a couple of metal boxes sitting on the curb—a silver one and a red one.
He didn’t even notice them, but, somehow, the boxes perceived him. They switched on at once, sprouting from their bottom a rubber wheel each. The two corporate wheedlers balanced precariously on them and, with a squeak, chased after Mr. Babbers.
The silver one swept alongside him first.
“Good day, sir,” it bleeped. Then, with a tiny, coaxing voice, it said, “Dear sir, have you ever thought about the beneficial impact simple precautions have on people’s lives? I’d like to bring to your attention our little firm. Belated Sacrifices has been leading the insurance market for well over a hundred fifty years, constantly growing, offering its customers the best policies ever to lift the burden of the unforeseen from mankind’s shoulders—”
A second bleep came from Mr. Babbers’s left.
“Kindly sir, allow me to introduce myself,” butted in the red wheedler. “Have you ever considered the immense advantages of long-term planning? Buy land now for a bright future! Elysia Extraplanet Estates is the most promising enterprise of the century—”
The silver wheedler bleeped in annoyance at being interrupted by its rival counterpart.
“Belated Sacrifices, as I was just saying, has an unrivaled Premium program which—”
“Elysia Extraplanet Estates, on the other hand—”
The silver wheedler planted itself right in front of Mr. Babbers, causing him to stop dead in his tracks not to run into it.
“The wide array of policies Belated Sacrifices offers its customers—”
The red box, not wanting to be cut off from the deal, casually bumped the silver wheedler aside.
“The advantages of joining Elysia Extraplanet Estates are self-evident and immense—”
“Hey, I saw him first!” protested the silver wheedler.
“What is this, a game of hide and seek? Will you please shut up for a moment? I’m trying to work here!”
The silver wheedler aimed a streak of electronic curses at the competition, then spun toward Mr. Babbers.
“Listen to me! Think about your children!”
Both Mr. Babbers and the red box turned in surprise at the unexpected, personal outburst of the silver wheedler.
Mr. Babbers blinked. “I—I don’t have any children...”
The statement lingered in the air.
The two wheedlers ticked for a moment, processing the new information, trying to exploit it to their advantage.
“You heard that? He doesn’t have any kids. He couldn’t care less. Now scram!”
The red box pushed in front of Mr. Babbers.
“Now, sir, to get back to our deal—”
The silver wheedler clicked angrily. “Do you know something?! It’s wheedlers like you who disgrace the whole profession—you are a real nuisance!”
“Who’s a nuisance—you rusty stroller!”
“Who did you call a stroller?!”
The two wheedlers shivered and rattled with anger, coming within an inch of each other.
“Say it again, if you dare, you son of a nipper!”
The two bumped each other hard, scratching and denting their bodywork in a destructive frenzy.
“You rust bucket!”
“Shopping cart!”
“Stroller!”
“Oh, for God’s sake!”
Mr. Babbers rolled his eyes, shook his head and groaned. “Will you stop that? I won’t bite at any of your silly proposals! I’m off!”
He spun on his heels and stomped away.
The two wheedlers ceased arguing at once. They exchanged disappointed glances, then looked back in dismay at the prospective customer they’d just lost.
“Was it something I said?” the silver wheedler wondered guiltily.
“These humans are a lottery!”
“They really are...”
The two downcast wheedlers glanced at Mr. Babbers once more, then shouted after him in unison.
“Have a Merry Christmas, whoever you are!”
The dome of the funeral chapel rested on slender pillars, looking elegant and weightless.
Mr. Babbers strode into the nave and found it was already crowded with people. They sat composedly in the pews, their faces displaying most opportune feelings of mourning and sadness.
He tried very hard to recall who they were—there must be at least one or two he knew... But, despite his efforts, he couldn’t remember even one. It must be the reverend who had summoned them, to gather a proper assembly for the funeral.
Mr. Babbers never trusted strangers, but he was grateful they had come today. He looked at them and they stared back in turn with those little, soothing smiles that filled one’s heart.
Mr. Babbers arrived at the front pew, where he seated himself. As he did so, a hidden organ started to play somewhere, diffusing a celestial music.
A gaunt man clad in black, with snow-white hair cut short, whisked in from a side door. He strode to the first pew. Putting his hand on Mr. Babbers’s shoulder, he whispered a few words of comfort in his ear.
“Shall we begin?” the reverend asked at last.
Mr. Babbers felt a knot in his throat, but nodded all the same.
The reverend straightened himself. He swept before the altar, motioning for everybody to stand. Then he looked to his left—a section in the far wall opened and a white casket slid in automatically, stopping in the middle of the nave, between him and the bystanders.
Mr. Babbers couldn’t help but notice the exquisite craftsmanship of the woodwork. The molding was so perfect and it wound around the coffin so lightly, it looked like the angels themselves had made it. Mr. Babbers was satisfied with his choice—the casket was elegant and precious without being too showy or too cumbersome.
Even Mrs. Babbers would have liked it.
“We are here today to mourn the passing of a fellow traveler,” the reverend said. “Margaret Bright has preceded us beyond the path which is life. How ironic it is that we should mourn her on a merry day like this. Don’t mourn, I tell you—rejoice! For that’s exactly what Margaret wanted for us—to remember her in joy, not in pain, for she is now contemplating the glory of the Lord.”
Here and there in the pews, someone sobbed and trumpeted in their handkerchiefs. Only Mr. Babbers looked on stolidly, despite the contrasting feelings that were mounting inside him.
“Margaret was a good-hearted person who accepted life good-heartedly. It was easier for her, since she had Arthur at her side—a caring and diligent husband. It was he who helped her the most in the end.”
The reverend turned to Mr. Babbers.
“When I spoke to Margaret, in the few moments she still was on this planet, there was one last thing she told me—not in the secrecy of confession, but as a friend. She wanted you, Arthur, to know how much she would have liked to be a mother—to give life...”
The eyes of Mr. Babbers grew wide at hearing this.
“To have a baby to nurture and to look after. But that did not come to pass. It’s nobody’s fault. In fact, it is not for us to question the ways the Lord has chosen for us, but to make the best of what he has given us. And Margaret has truly made the best with what she had. She is now waiting until our time is up, too; when we’ll be also called to join her in the glory of the Lord... Let us pray.”
Again, Mr. Babbers felt his stomach squirm. Why didn’t she tell him? All those years together and not a word about her wanting a baby? Or did she say something about it? Maybe he had been so purposefully deaf, pigheaded or engrossed in applying his rigid accountant mindset he had ruled out the motion without ever really considering it? How horrible if that happened!
The celestial music rose again. This time, it was accompanied by a choir of counterpointing voices, which concluded the ceremony.
The reverend blessed the assembly and everybody said, “Amen!”
The bystanders sighed with the little relief of a doleful task accomplished—all except Mr. Babbers.
Mr. Babbers couldn’t find any relief. What Mrs. Babbers had confided in the reverend had thrown his mind in a turmoil. He was tormented with unanswered questions—all of a sudden, doubts were gnawing at all his little certainties and he felt lost.
The reverend approached him, making sure he was all right.
“You must be strong, Arthur. There are moments when we are put to the test. We must overcome them and go on, despite all. Do you think you can do it?”
“I—I’ll manage...”
“Do you want me to stay on?”
Mr. Babbers shook his head, no.
“I know this is hard on you, Arthur, but I wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas all the same...”
The reverend motioned Mr. Babbers toward the casket. As soon as he got closer to it, it swept away automatically, heading down a corridor.
Babbers followed behind it...
He didn’t look back.
He didn’t see the crowd disappear. With a flutter of clothes and a rustle of plastic joints folding together, the many bystanders were sucked back inside the pews from where they had come out.
The chapel emptied in a heartbeat. Only a praying old lady remained—or was it a broken puppet?
Mr. Babbers stood with his hat in his hands.
A brass plate hung on the amber wall in front of him, displaying three buttons. The first said BURIAL, the second URN DELIVERY and the third RECYCLE.
Mr. Babbers thought it over carefully. He didn’t have enough money to keep a niche, let alone a grave—even a small one. Also, he didn’t want for Mrs. Babbers to be put in an urn—it would be like keeping a cut flower between the pages of an old book—no, that wouldn’t do. Better to give Mrs. Babbers back to the world she belonged to; not the man-made world, but the world she was born to. What was again that odd word ancient Greeks used for “universe”? It was... Kosmos!
Yes. That would do just right...
He pressed RECYCLE.
The coffin, which had been waiting at Mr. Babbers’s side all the time, swept forward and entered a section in the wall that had just opened.
It disappeared behind it.
About the same time, a white marble bench rose from the polished floor—Mr. Babbers wobbled backward, stumbled into it and found himself seated.
A second section in the wall slid back, revealing a thick security glass, beyond which the coffin—now inside the incineration chamber—could be seen. All at once, flames roared out of invisible nozzles and licked at the lid. The varnish coating it curled up and peeled, exposing the blackening chipboard underneath.
Mr. Babbers stared on, dazed, until the casket was engulfed in flames and eaten by the scorching heat...
When at long last the panel moved back into place, Mr. Babbers found that, despite himself, he was sobbing.
Two hours later, Mr. Babbers was still sitting in the fire hall.
Mrs. Babbers had always been the one, he thought. Not that he had to look too hard or too far to find her; in fact, she worked two workplaces across from his own. There had never even been a proper courtship—it just happened. It was time which had brought them together. A work dinner had followed a smile, a kiss had followed a date. Things would happen... and suddenly they were married.
Mrs. Babbers wasn’t what one would call a bombshell—he would never marry a bombshell and she didn’t need to be one. She had her mighty moments all right, but that was it. Mr. Babbers had been happy with Mrs. Babbers and she with him.
Or had she?
Why did Mrs. Babbers tell the reverend how much she would’ve liked a baby? Why didn’t she tell him first? Why speak now, when—when—
Mr. Babbers sighed.
He didn’t think very highly of children. In fact, he thought of them as troublesome, selfish and unaccountable for. All in all a nerve-wracking experience he would better do without... And yet, the late Mrs. Babbers didn’t seem to think like that.
Mr. Babbers slipped his hand in his coat pocket and pulled out his handkerchief, dabbing at the tears that were welling again. In doing so, he inadvertently dislodged some of the letters and ad sheets he had retrieved from the mailbox roller. They clacked and scattered on the floor, but Mr. Babbers didn’t notice.
What was going to be life, he asked himself, now that Mrs. Babbers was gone? What would he tell the Christmas tree when it would greet him and, again, ask when she would be back?
He tried to focus on something else, something hopeful...
The thought that, in a couple of weeks, bits of Mrs. Babbers would alight all over town heartened him. Some bits would drift on, some would fall on the ground. Maybe a flower would suck on them, feeding on them, incorporating them in its stem, in its petals... What if, later on, someone—why not a kid?—picked up that flower and brought it with him on a departing spaceship? Wouldn’t Mrs. Babbers then travel out of the solar system, expanding toward the edge of the galaxy at an incredible speed, being to places Mr. Babbers would never dream of seeing?
Suddenly, he wanted to be with her.
What was the matter with him? He had never been the bold type. The picture of himself locked up on a spaceship heading for unexplored planets frightened the hell out of him.
And yet...
That late morning, the idea of a dangerous journey toward a remote, wild place where to start all over again appeased him terribly.
Mr. Babbers felt like a fool. He hated daydreaming, so he forbade himself to imagine more. There was only one reality: he was alone in a lonely and silent chapel on Christmas Day.
He drew a deep breath, then took his head in his hands and wondered if the chapel had any closing hours. How long was he supposed to stay? Were they kicking him out, at long last?
It was then when he looked at the floor and noticed the scattered mail.
He reached out and gathered it.
He put the letters and the one greeting card back in his pocket, then fanned out the ads that had remained, like a hand of poker, picking them one at a time.
The first was a discount coupon for a free genetic anti-hair-loss treatment session. The second boasted a drastic brain-induced method for learning to play the piano in eight hours. The third promoted a new religion. The fourth advocated more respect for all house robots.
The last was a now-expired leaflet about Santa coming to town. He would land at Planet Square on its red rocket sleigh exactly at midnight. It had happened the night before, of course, and Mr. Babbers had watched the event on his TV set. That moment of expectation and magic had turned to terror when a sudden blow of gale had sent the sleigh askew, crashing and scraping down half the facade of the town hall. Only the clever maneuvering of the pilot had saved the crowd from being brained by the more than ten thousand tons of weight of the rocket sleigh and all the presents it carried.
Mr. Babbers shuffled the ads together, then put them away in his other pocket... when he realized there was another sheet under the heel of his right brogue. He picked it up and read it. It said:
GIVE LIFE A SECOND CHANCE - TRY RE-LIFE
As an exclusive Credence affiliate, we are the one authorized reseller in the galaxy. Re-Life is fully compliant with the resuscitation law and responsible for its services.
Restrictions apply.
Mr. Babbers turned the card around. On its back, a tiny electronic map showed. As he tapped it, it turned on, quickly locating its own position—it displayed the funeral chapel as a large, black cross. Mr. Babbers shook his head at the devilries of modern technology, when he realized that a red dot had just appeared on the map—it began to blink.
It pointed at an address on the other side of the road, about two hundred yards north of the avenue.
A small message appeared under the dot, listing the opening hours of the Re-Life shop.
Mr. Babbers scratched the back of his head, as he always did when something bothered or intrigued him, then he tapped the map again, seeing if it would shut off—but it didn’t.
The message changed to OPEN TODAY!
Mr. Babbers scoffed—was that a joke?
He knew what Credence was, of course, as did all those who traveled extraplanet—it flushed every kind of transport all around the universe on a real-time basis. That was all it did. What had this to do with resuscitating people now—if that was the meaning of the card...
Mr. Babbers stroked his chin. Surely someone was making fun of him. All the same, he must admit he felt a sort of eerie excitement. All of a sudden, his heart was running fast, pumping odd, exhilarating thoughts in his brain.
What if... it was true?
He jeered again.
There, he thought, my undisciplined heart tempts me into doing something silly. I will be caught at it and well-mannered people will laugh at me for ages.
Because Mr. Babbers feared and loathed being ridiculed by his fellow humans above all things. He couldn’t remember why, there and then, but suddenly, after fifty-five years of life, he felt as if all his fears didn’t make any sense at all...
He realized that, on this Christmas Day, he couldn’t care less about what people thought about him. If he decided he would reach out for the universe, nobody could’ve stopped him.
To prove to himself he could laugh in the face of ridicule, he lifted his head and puffed out his chest.
“I’ll go there!” he cried.
His words flew out of his mouth and rose. Up they went. Up in the empty fire hall, resounding like his personal challenge to the world. A challenge to himself more than anything else.
It was a spotless, white shop with a golden sun rising from the horizon for a sign and RE-LIFE written underneath, also in gold.
Mr. Babbers looked up from the back of the ad, making sure it was the very same place the map pointed at.
Intrigued, holding the ad as if it were a compass, he followed behind it. He crossed the deserted boulevard and walked over, until he arrived in front of the shop.
It was more a front office than a proper shop, because there were no goods on display. Only, from time to time, a jingle would play and a voice would say:
“Give yourself a second chance at life, give Re-Life a try,” or, “Snatch back the opportunities of a wasted life, buy a one-way ticket to Re-Life.”
Then another voice would admonish:
“Re-Life services can only be administered once. Our services are non-returnable and not refundable. Restrictions apply.”
Mr. Babbers felt his head light as the shop door slid open in front of him with a soft hiss. That was his last chance to go back home and forget all that nonsense, the last chance at staying sane...
He stepped in.
The lights and the colors coming from a dozen monitors wrapped around him and bedazzled him, making him feel like a little boy who had entered for the first time in his life a major department store. He spun on himself, listening and gazing at the testimonials of the many people who had been successful at using Re-Life.
For the first time in a long while, the corners of Mr. Babbers’s mouth curled upwards. It wasn’t yet a smile, but it was an honest attempt.
“How may I help you?” a voice asked.
Mr. Babbers couldn’t tell which of the monitors had spoken—in fact, none did. A distinguished-looking man stood in front of him, neither young nor old, wearing dark hair and spotless white suit and shoes.
The salesman looked up and smiled suavely.
Mr. Babbers thought he was looking at a saint, possibly at an angel. But angels didn’t keep their fingertips joined—or did they? Maybe he was just a corporate saint.
“I’m Mr. Babbers. What’s... all this?”
“Welcome to the front office number 1537 of Re-Life. As you surely know, we’re a Credence affiliate. In fact, we totally depend on them for our services. How may I help you?”
Mr. Babbers blinked his eyes, not sure he fully understood what that place was or how it worked.
“I never saw this shop before...”
“You’re right, we only opened this week. We were planning to do it in July, but, you know—papers and permits!”
Mr. Babbers nodded understandingly.
“What is it you do again?”
The salesman pointed his thumb at one of the monitors hanging over his shoulder, where a happy-go-lucky young man, wearing jeans overalls and a stray hat, stood on the foreground. Behind him spread an almost infinite stretch of ripening crops.
“Take a look at Mr. Fabien, here. Would you believe? He was ninety-five when he entered our first Re-Life shop. We worked in an out-of-hand basement, back then. Mr. Fabien was curious, just as you are. As soon as he realized he didn’t break his neck after tumbling downstairs, he wanted to know more about us. When we told him about the chance at hand, he snatched it at once. Time has proven him right. Mr. Fabien is now the main wheat supplier for the Cebalrai system, in the Ophiuchus constellation. Quite an accomplishment, if you ask me, don’t you agree?”
Mr. Babbers didn’t look convinced.
The salesman showed him another monitor, to his left, this time. On the screen, a fit, middle-aged woman, in a golden pressure suit and with a glass bubble for a helmet, wielded a pickax. She playfully buried it in the ground. Behind her, an army of diggers of mastodontic dimensions advanced, attacking the craggy blue hills surrounding a desolate plain.
“What about Mrs. Piran? Nobody believed Vivianne when she insisted that her horoscope told her there was gold on the fourth moon of Cephei IX. She made a fortune all by herself, becoming the wealthiest person in the thirty-sixth quadrant. She was just eighty-five when she entered our shop with her broken hair drier, thinking we fixed appliances.”
The salesman pointed at a third screen. It showed a smiling woman nursing what looked like a small and transparent alien.
“Not everybody looks forward to sheer economic return, of course. Our Miss Norris has devoted her whole second life to understanding aliens and their language. I’m told she is leading a groundbreaking joint human-alien project to sort out the next evolutive step.”
“Has anybody done anything on Earth?” Mr. Babbers wondered.
“Due to resuscitation-law restrictions, second-lifers are not allowed in the solar system. Personally, I have nothing against second-lifers—I find this planet would only benefit from their presence. Unfortunately, many naturals don’t think the same way I do. Many look upon second-lifers with a beaded eye; you know—lack of resources, cramped quarters, fear of competition—you name it. But look at it this way: what about a whole new life—a second life, as it were—to spend on a whole spanking-new planet? We have all kinds.”
The salesman tapped the monitor embedded in the counter, causing a bunch of electronic leaflets to snow down toward Mr. Babbers.
“Do you feel romantic? We have Nova Roma, Jeune Paris and Doppel Koblenz—but many others are on the way. Do you feel venturesome? We have a lot of wild frontier planets where one can put himself to the test: Bare Outlands, Thorny Meadows, Rocky Adventures. You rather have a peaceful, simpler life? What about Planet Caribbean? Are you craving a meditative hideout? Try Monastery Islands!”
The salesman noticed that Mr. Babbers looked more confused than ever.
“Is it you whom you want our services for, Mr. Babbers?” he asked. “I’m fully licensed to retire first-lifers who want to start over...”
With a sleight of hand, the salesman produced from an inner pocket of his jacket a small, white cylinder. He pointed it at Mr. Babbers, who started and gaped.
“D—Don’t point that thing at me...”
“Why, it’s just an innocent Recycler—there’s nothing to be afraid of,” the salesman explained with a shrug. He put the small cylinder away with a second, deft movement of his fingers, then waited for Mr. Babbers to finish swabbing at his sweaty forehead.
“If it isn’t for you, who did you have in mind?”
“Do—Do you really bring people back to life?”
Again, the salesman joined his fingertips.
“We pride ourselves in making people the happiest we can. It takes a pinch of courage—that’s true—and it comes with a little price, but once our customers have made the step, they’ve only got nice words about us.”
Mr. Babbers flushed.
“You mean I could have Mrs. Babbers back? I mean, the former Mrs. Babbers?” he stammered.
There, I’ve said it, he thought. Now laugh at me for being such an ass, for listening to this idiotic tale of another life, and for having been duped like a four-year-old kid.
“Absolutely,” the salesman said in a dead-serious tone.
“What?! What if something goes wrong?”
“You will have a total refund. But we have not had one misfire in more than half a million resuscitations, so I assume you’re quite safe.”
“Mrs. Babbers passed away only yesterday...”
“Please accept my most sincere condolences...”
“How much will the whole thing cost me?”
“For an estimate, I shall need your ID card.”
Mr. Babbers’s quavering fingers fished out a metal card from his breast pocket. He handed it over to the salesman, who slid it into the reader embedded in the counter computer.
“Which planet would you like to choose for your destination?”
“What about those wild lands?”
The salesman tapped the counter.
“I can give you Mrs. Babbers back, along with two tickets to Thorny Meadows, a whole set of servant robots and a standard two-year cache for... three-hundred fifty thousand.”
Mr. Babbers jumped. “That’s more than I have!”
“Hmm. I could give you a little rebate—I will match your actual assets to the dime. I’m just a salesman, after all. I live on commissions... The offer is valid for two days. Our autopilot rockets are always ready to go.”
Mr. Babbers bit his lip, wondering what trouble he was getting himself into. He thought rapidly about what was left for him on Earth, then his brain was engulfed with visions of a new life—a better life—where everything would be different. Where he wouldn’t be a senior accountant in an anonymous firm anymore, but someone who really mattered—a pioneer. His heart skipped a beat as he thought about all the implications.
“You see, my wife had this illness, this congenital flaw. It’s that which brought her to—to—”
“We’ll clean it up for her. In addition, we’ll bring her back ten years younger; what do you say? Does it sound all right for a start?”
“What if we don’t like it over there?”
“You may choose up to three different locations. But I’m sure you will like Thorny Meadows. Not as extreme as some of our other worlds, it’s perfect to build one’s survival chops in the wilderness.”
“What do I have to do?”
“Just sit down and sign the contract by pressing your thumb to the counter—here. I’ll do the rest.”
As Mr. Babbers did as he’d been told, a stool rose from the floor and he sat on it.
The salesman retrieved a helmet made of wires from a drawer and dropped it on Mr. Babbers’s head.
“We don’t want to miss anything of Mrs. Babbers, do we?”
The helmet turned on and began to throb. It went on for a while, syncing the data it collected from Mr. Babbers’s memory to the counter computer.
When it finished, the salesman put away the helmet and stroked a few keys in his console. This time, a vertical cylinder emerged from the corner of the shop, looking like a self-contained shower cubicle.
“Are you ready?”
Mr. Babbers nodded nervously.
With one last tap, the salesman turned the resuscitation chamber on.
A quickly expanding vibration filled the inside of the chamber. Soon, something appeared in it, taking a human shape—it didn’t take more than a few seconds. When the vibration wore off, a puzzled woman of about forty, with long black hair and plump, healthy features could be seen beyond the glass door.
The salesman hurried over and opened it for her...
Mrs. Babbers wore a delightful old-fashioned polka dot blue dress and matching white pumps. She looked about in amazement, wondering where she was. When she saw Mr. Babbers, she smiled and exhaled with relief.
“Arthur?!”
Mr. Babbers, on his face an indescribable twirl of emotions, jumped off the stool. He threw himself at Mrs. Babbers, hugged and kissed her.
“Behave yourself! There are people!”
But ultimately she yielded to her husband’s effusions and kissed him in turn.
“Why aren’t you at work, is anything the matter?”
“Everything’s fine, Maggie. Everything’s all right.”
“You look thin and tired. Did you eat something you shouldn’t have?”
Mr. Babbers turned to the salesman, wiping his eyes. “She doesn’t remember anything...”
“As I told you, she’s just as she was,” the salesman said, then added in Mr. Babbers’s ear, “less that little inconvenience we talked about—it’s been fixed.”
“What are we doing here?” Mrs. Babbers insisted.
“We’re taking a long vacation, dear.”
“Oh, don’t be silly, Arthur, we never take vacations. You think they distract you too much from your job.”
“I’ve changed my mind,” Mr. Babbers said. “A lot of things happened to me in the last few hours. What about a long vacation? An off-planet vacation?”
Mrs. Babbers glanced at Mr. Babbers, trying to guess what could change him so deeply.
“What happened?”
“Everything will be different from now on, darling. I apologize if I’ve been so stupid all this time... I mean, so selfish and ununderstanding...”
Mrs. Babbers realized he would never tell her.
“Don’t you want to go?”
“I’ll be glad to go. But... where to?!”
“Have you ever been to the frontier?”
“The frontier? Well, Father was born there—I have pioneer’s blood in my veins—”
“Really? You never told me!”
“I’ve told you plenty. You just don’t listen to me...”
As they talked, the salesman motioned for them to a door in the back of the shop. It led to a corridor at the end of which a silvery cigar-shaped rocket shone.
“Are we leaving like this?” Mrs. Babbers asked.
“We’ll pack everything for you,” the salesman said.
Mr. Babbers turned. “Huh, there is something else I forgot. It isn’t worth much, but I’m quite fond of it. It’s this merry little Christmas tree I left at home. It will be all alone for the holidays, so I was wondering if you could possibly—”
“I’ll make a note to pack it too. We’ll send it within a couple of days. Is that convenient for you?”
Mr. Babbers curled his lips in a big, thankful smile, then he took Mrs. Babbers’s hand in his.
“Let me explain to you what I had in mind...”
Never stopping talking, they arrived at the end of the corridor and climbed into the rocket. They glanced back one last time, then disappeared behind the ship’s hatch.
The salesman sealed the corridor, went back to the counter computer and tinkered with it some more.
As he waited for the take-off procedure to begin, he reached out for a small chrome thermos. He unscrewed the lid and poured some liquid in it.
He lifted the eggnog in front of him in a toast.
“Merry Christmas to you, Mr. Babbers!”
His words were drowned out by the loud vibration and the mayhem of the engines of the autopilot rocket taking off, bringing Mr. and Mrs. Babbers to their new life on Thorny Meadows.
To a life where every single morning would be anything but dull and routine, the day rife with hardship and unexpected dangers, and evening would come as a mighty victory.
A place to start all over again and, possibly, have a child, or three.
Merry Christmas !
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