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IN THE HALL OF THE MOUNTAIN KING

The winding mountain road was totally deserted except for a lone cyclist.  Peter wasn't
surprised to be alone.  Hardly anybody had climbed up that mountain since the day last June when a
party of twenty mountaineers had disappeared without a trace.  Rumours abounded about the cause
of their disappearance, the most common one being that they had been abducted by aliens.  And just
two weeks ago, a local professional wrestler named Eugene Schwartz, who called himself The
Marquis de Sade, had disappeared as well.  Nobody knew where he had been, but it was assumed
that he too had been on the mountain and that the kidnappers were still there and still kidnapping
unwary mountaineers, seemingly at random.  After that, nobody at all dared to venture up the
mountain - nobody, that is, except Peter.

Peter had never climbed the mountain before: he had always been too busy with his studies.
But today he had just handed in a big project that had kept him awake all night, he had all weekend
to study, and he needed a break.  It was a sunny afternoon, unseasonably warm for mid-October,
and the trees were at their most colourful.  The view from the top of the mountain must be
magnificent, and Peter, always the nonconformist, wasn't about to let unsubstantiated rumours about
people-snatching aliens stop him from seeing it.

The road ended abruptly about half way up the mountain.  Peter could, of course, climb to
the top on foot, but by then the sun would have set and the view wouldn't be nearly as impressive.
He would have to descend, go home and return the next day, which may not be as sunny or warm as
today.  Disappointed, he leaned his bicycle against a nearby building and sat down on a rock to rest.

Parked near the building was a ten-year-old yellow minivan painted with peace and flower
power symbols that had been all the rage when the minivan had been new.  Did it belong to one of
the mountaineers?  Highly unlikely: no cars had been found there by the rescue party.  Did it belong
to Eugene?  Even more unlikely: Eugene was so well known in these parts that even Peter was aware
that Eugene drove a flashy new sports car, not a painted old minivan.

As Peter stared at the building, he had an eerie sensation that it was vaguely familiar even
though he knew he had never seen it before.  It was a well house for a spring, which was the source
of a stream that flowed down the mountain almost perpendicular to the road.  Peter followed the
stream until he came to a two-inch-wide slit through which the water flowed into the ground.  The
slit must have been created later than the spring, thought Peter, because a dry riverbed continued
where the stream left off.  Peter followed it until he came to a grate about one yard square at the end
of the riverbed.  He tugged at the grate; it was locked.

The more Peter saw, the stronger the feeling of déjà vu grew until he finally realized that he
had read a description of the building and its surroundings in a computer game called Colossal
Cave, except, of course, that in the game there had been no car parked near the building.  He entered
the building to see what other differences there might be.  In the game, the building contained a
lamp, a set of keys, a bottle and some food; the real building contained none of these.  In the game
there were two magic words that teleported you into different parts of the colossal cave.  Surely no
such thing would happen in the real world, he thought, but it would be fun to pretend that it might.

He tried the first one that came to mind: plugh.  As expected, nothing happened.  He tried the
other one: xyzzy.  Suddenly everything went black and silent.  Thoroughly unnerved, Peter recalled
what he had read whenever his alter ego in the game had been in the cave without a lit lamp: "It is
now pitch black.  If you proceed, you are likely to fall into a pit."  That danger was real enough here.
The only safe way out of the cave was by repeating the magic word.  He did, and suddenly he was
back in the building.
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So this was the real deal, thought Peter.  There were some differences, but there were also
enough similarities to give him reason to hope that at least some of the treasures might still be in
place.  Peter had never been particularly interested in material things, but that was before he had met
Sylvia.  Sylvia liked to be treated to expensive entertainment and Peter, a self-supporting university
student, could seldom afford to do so.  On those rare occasions when he had managed it, he had
been well rewarded for his generosity.  If he could find just one treasure in this cave, he could make
her - and himself - much happier.

But he would have to work fast - before the owner of the minivan had time to find all the
treasures.  On his way down the mountain and into town, he made a mental note of the supplies he
would need.  There would be no way to get a key that would fit the grate, but with one functional
magic word, the key would be unnecessary.  He had a flashlight, a bottle and a pot roast at home.
He would need to buy a bird cage in case that item too was missing from the cave, and in addition he
decided that it would be wise to buy some coal to feed to the dwarves so that they wouldn't throw
knives at him.

It was almost dark by the time he returned to the building with all his supplies.  The minivan
was still there.  That was good - its owner hadn't yet found all the treasures.  Peter turned on his
flashlight, repeated the magic word and teleported into the debris room in the cave.  Searching the
part of the cave between the grate and the stairway, he found no trace of the rod that you wave to
create a bridge across the chasm, or of the bird cage, or, for that matter, of the bird.  Carefully he
descended the stairway and entered the Hall of Mists.  The snake that he had expected to find
blocking his way to the north was in place.  In the low room to the south he read the familiar words
"You won't get it up the steps", referring to the nugget of gold that you found in this room in the
game.  There was no gold to be found anywhere in the real room, but in the farthest corner of the
room sat the bird, cheerfully singing.

Peter opened the cage door and the bird flew in of its own accord.  He closed the cage door
and warily approached the snake.  He recalled the description he had read in the game when his alter
ego had opened the cage door: "The little bird attacks the snake and in an astounding flurry drives
the snake away."  As soon as he opened the real cage door, the snake slithered away a few feet and
the bird flew lazily in the snake's direction and hovered between the snake and the entrance to the
next room until Peter had passed through, and then both animals returned to their original locations.
It seemed to him as if they had already been through this ritual so many times that by now they were
just going through the motions.

Peter advanced cautiously onward, training his flashlight from side to side in search of the
passage leading northward towards the nearest room that in the game contained a treasure.
Suddenly the beam of light illuminated the lower half of another person, apparently the minivan
owner.  "Lights!  Music!" shouted a deep male voice.  A light clicked on and Peter saw before him a
tall, muscular fiftyish-looking man with pale green skin.  At the same time, the room came alive with
the sound of music.  Spooky music.  "Greetings, pink-skin!" said the green man, extending his
hand.  "The name's Rose.  Bernie Rose."

"Grant.  Peter Grant," said Peter, shaking the green hand.  "Are you the Bernie Rose?"

"The same," said Bernie.  "Let me introduce you to my daughter Anita and her friend Sue."
Anita and Sue were both as green as Bernie.  Anita was almost as tall and muscular as her father and
considerably more so than Peter; Sue, on the other hand, was short and dumpy.  Peter found Anita
attractive despite her colour and he shook her hand first.  She seemed hesitant to touch him - almost
fearful of him, in fact - but once she had gathered up the courage to shake his hand she held it in a
firm grip.  Sue extended her left hand.  His right hand still holding, or rather being held by, Anita's,
Peter took Sue's left hand in his.  As soon as he did so, Bernie clamped his huge hand around
Peter's left hand and Sue's left hand and Peter felt a tingling sensation all over his body.
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As the music grew gradually louder and faster, other green people began entering the room.
"We're all in this cave - all twenty of us - and we're all green," said Bernie.  "It happened when we
handled a meteorite we found on the top of the mountain.  We buried it so that nobody else would
get turned green as well.  Naturally we didn't dare go back home looking like this - we'd be attacked
by the townspeople.  Fortunately we found this cave and we've been living here ever since.  We got
rid of the dwarves, the pirate, the dragon and the troll.  We keep the snake as a security guard
against intruders who might otherwise reveal our location.  A couple of people got into the cave, but
you're the first one who got past the snake.  Clever of you, Peter, but to no avail - we found all the
treasures on our first day here.  The night after the rescuers gave up on us, I walked home unseen,
and the next morning I covered myself in blackface, sold all the treasures, bought some supplies and
drove back here in my old minivan.  Since then we've fixed up this cave to make it livable - a tent for
each of us, electricity from generators, ventilation, heating, refrigeration - and every couple of days I
drive into town in disguise to get more supplies.  We disabled plugh, which bypassed the snake, but
we keep xyzzy - it's pretty hard to crawl from the grate to the debris room carrying supplies!  We
have enough money to last us ..."

Bernie continued to chatter, but by this time the music had grown so loud that Peter could no
longer hear him clearly.  The tingling sensation subsided, and at the same time Bernie and Sue
released him.  Anita, now smiling broadly, transferred Peter's hand from her right hand to her left.
As soon as the music crashed to a conclusion, Anita said, "Come, Peter - I'll take you on a tour of
this cave.  By the way, do you know the name of the piece of music you just heard?"

"It sounds a bit like Joshua Fought the Battle of Jericho," said Peter.

Anita laughed and said, "I can see you're not into classical music, Peter.  Now that you
mention it, I do see the similarity, but no, that's not it.  Let me give you a hint.  You must know this
cave pretty well or you wouldn't have got as far as you did.  What is the name of the room we were
in when we first met?"

"The Hall of the Mountain King," replied Peter.

"That's the name of the piece," said Anita.  "It's from Edvard Grieg's Peer Gynt Suite
number one.  We call my dad the Mountain King because he was the leader of our expedition; so he
lives in that room, and so do Sue and I - in the three tents we pitched there."

Peter hadn't paid attention to the tents - he had been too concerned with the people - but now
that she mentioned it, he did recall having seen them.  Some of the other rooms they passed through
also had tents.  The people they passed all waved to him and he waved back with his free hand.

"Do you know the story of Peer Gynt and the trolls?" continued Anita.

"Nope," said Peter.  "Is that the story Grieg set to music?"

"Not exactly," laughed Anita.  "It's a children's story that was set to Grieg's music, which is
played on two pianos instead of by an orchestra.  In that story, Peer Gynt is a teenage boy who lives
on the side of a mountain just like this one, only in Norway.  One morning his friend Solveig, who
lives further up the mountain, asks him to help her find her lost billy goat Blixten.  To make a long
story short, their search leads them into a cave, where they find the goat, but they are immediately
surrounded by trolls who are green just like us but who have horns on their heads.  The leader of
the trolls, King Brose, tells the other trolls to turn Peer, Solveig and Blixten into trolls.  The trolls
begin a ritual dance accompanied by that piece of music.  Peer saves the day by ordering Blixten to
charge the trolls.  The trolls, who are much smaller than the goat, scamper away in fright and Peer
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leads Solveig and Blixten out of the cave.  Of course, we're not trolls - we don't look anything like
the troll that used to live here - so don't worry, we can't turn you into a troll.

"Now, to change the subject completely, remember my dad saying that he drives to town
every couple of days to get supplies?  Well, I used to do that - we thought it'd be harder to recognize
me than him.  One evening two weeks ago, just as I turned off the mountain road, I saw a huge hulk
of a man staring at me, his face contorted with hatred.  I figured he must be a racist - I was covered
in blackface, remember - and I didn't give the matter any further thought until I returned to the
building with the supplies I had bought.  As soon as I got out of the car, the same man jumped out
at me from behind a tree and attacked me.  I fought against him with all my might, screaming as
loud as I could.  He wrestled me to the ground and said, 'It won't do you any good to scream.
Nobody can hear you up here.  Or to fight either - you may be strong for a woman, bitch, but no
woman on Earth is a match for The Marquis de Sade.'

"In desperation I rubbed off some of the blackface and yelled, 'Look at me.  I'm all green.
Surely you don't want to have sex with a green woman!'

"He said, 'I'm not doing this for sex.  I'm doing it to put you in your place.  I hate broads
who bulk themselves up trying to be as powerful as men.  And it won't do you any good to call the
police either.  I'll get off scot-free.  You're different from other people - you're green - so nobody'll
give a shit what happened to you.'

"With a sinking feeling I realized that he was right.  A few years ago, a peaceful anti-
Vietnam-war demonstration I was on was attacked by a mob of armed right-wing extremists
including members of the Ku Klux Klan and the American Nazi Party.  Many of the demonstrators
were injured, some severely, and one was killed - my boyfriend.  As a gesture of defiance, I shouted
political slogans at the murderer, which turned out to be a grave mistake.  At the trial, the defense
lawyers didn't even try to contest the evidence - it was incontrovertible.  Instead, they pleaded
extenuating circumstances, hoping to obtain light sentences for their clients.  To my astonishment,
all the accused were found not guilty.  A few days later, I saw a televised interview with one of the
jurors, who said that she found it strange that the girlfriend of the murdered man had shouted
political slogans instead of crying.  That's the word she used to describe my behaviour.  Not evil.
Not even dangerous.  Just strange.  But that was enough to persuade twelve normal people to decide
that it wasn't a crime to kill a man with such poor taste as to associate with a freak like me.  So now
that I was green to boot, I realized that I would only be subjecting myself to further humiliation if I
called the police.

"Fortunately, he was wrong about one thing.  My scream was heard - through the hidden
microphone we installed in the building to warn us of intruders.  That's why all the lights were off
both times you entered the cave.  It takes some time to get out of the cave now that we've disabled
plugh, but finally two men came.  They knocked him out and pushed him off me.  Then the three of
us dragged him into the cave, intending to hold him prisoner so that he wouldn't return with an army
of thugs like himself and attack us, but when we got to the first lighted room we saw that he was as
green as we were.  We dragged him to the room in which we had hung a mirror, woke him up by
pouring water on him and told him to look at himself.  Realizing that he could no longer return to
town in that state, he begged us to allow him to live with us and promised to behave himself.  He
lives on the other side of the bridge, where he wrestles with the tame bear to keep in shape.
Naturally I don't go there, and I don't go into town anymore either.

"Apparently, one part of the story of Peer Gynt and the Trolls is true: if three of us touch
one of you at the same time, bare skin to bare skin, for long enough - about three minutes - you turn
green.  Apparently there were microbes on that meteorite - microbes can live in hibernation
indefinitely in the cold of space, you know - and that's the effect they have on people.  Here we are
in the mirror room.  Take a look at yourself."
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Peter did.  He was as green as Anita.

"We're sorry we had to do this to you, Peter, but we couldn't take a chance that you might
accidentally reveal our location and get us attacked by thugs like Eugene Schwartz.  We'll make
your life with us as happy as we can.  If it's any consolation to you, I find you extremely attractive
now that you're the same colour as I am."

Peter sat down near the mirror and buried his face in his hands.  "I'm a university student
and I enjoy my classes," he said.  "I don't want to live in a cave for the rest of my life."

"We didn't want to do this to anyone," said Anita.  "We erected as many barriers as we
could, but you managed to get through them all, and it was either that or take a chance of being
killed by a mob of intolerant normal people.  I'm sorry, Peter."  Peter said nothing.  Realizing that
nothing she said could make him feel any better, she slipped quietly away.  Soon the lights went out
- it was time for the green people to turn in for the night.  Peter suddenly felt extremely drowsy - he
hadn't slept at all the previous night - and soon he fell into a fitful sleep.

When he awoke, he thought for a moment that he was back in his room; the whole adventure
in the cave must have been a dream brought on by too much computer game playing.  But the
surface on which he was lying felt like earth rather than a bed or a floor; so he really was in the cave.
He fumbled for his flashlight, found it, turned it on, and looked at himself once more in the mirror.
He was no longer green.  Either that part of the adventure was a dream or else the microbes had
been expelled from his body, but either way, he was now free to leave the cave - as long as he wasn't
seen by the green people.  He passed from room to room as quietly as he could, careful not to shine
his flashlight at any of the tents, until he got to the debris room from which he could teleport back to
the building.

The sun was up, but it was not the sun he was used to.  It was pink.  The sky was purple, the
grass was greenish gray, the minivan was orange and the leaves ranged from greenish gray to a
brighter red than he had ever seen in a leaf.  Apparently, the microbes had been real and they had left
their trace on his vision.  If this condition didn't clear itself up by Monday morning he'd have to see
a doctor, but meanwhile he wanted nothing more than to get home, eat and resume his studies.

He hopped on his bicycle and rode down the mountain road and into town.  He wasn't
surprised to see that the first people he saw had bright pink skin - everything seemed differently
coloured to him now - but he was extremely surprised at the reaction of the first people who saw
him.  They screamed and ran.  Was he still green?  He looked at his hands.  They looked the same
colour they used to be - not green, but not pink either like the people he had just seen.  Apparently
the microbes had another effect that took a few hours to appear: they made you see colours as being
redder than they used to be by just the amount necessary for your own skin to appear to be its
previous colour.

Well, green or not, he still had to eat, and he had left his pot roast in the cave.  He stopped at
a little butcher shop and entered.  One of the customers pointed at him and yelled, "There's one of
the aliens that kidnapped those mountaineers!"  She ran out of the shop followed by all the other
customers, some of them screaming, and the butcher grabbed his meat cleaver and lunged at Peter!

Peter ran out of the shop, hopped back onto his bicycle and pedaled away as fast as he
could.  His first thought was to flee to the safety of his home, but then he realized that he could no
longer live in town - he'd get chased out of every place he went to, even the university.  Like the
other green people, he would have to live in the cave.  He changed direction and headed back
towards the mountain road.  On his way he had the impression that he was being followed.  Every
time he looked behind him, he saw a purple Buick - probably a blue Buick that just looked purple to
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him - just in view: close to him when he was on a curve, farther away when he was on a
straightaway.  When he started up the mountain road, the Buick did not follow: it continued in the
same direction until it disappeared around a bend.  Either the driver hadn't really been following
Peter or else he had lost him and given up the search.  Either way, Peter had nothing to fear from
him.

Peter entered the cave and headed straight for the Hall of the Mountain King.  Anita, who
now no longer appeared green to him, greeted him enthusiastically.  "I heard you say the magic
word to get in," she said.  "Where were you?"

"In town.  They chased me out again.  When I stepped into a butcher shop to buy some
meat, the butcher tried to kill me with his meat cleaver.  I can see now why you don't want to be
discovered and I understand why you turned me green."

The two of them continued to converse for the rest of the day, with Anita doing most of the
talking, as was her wont.  That evening she invited him into her tent for the night.  And as soon as
the lights went out for the night, she climbed on top of him and made passionate love to him.  It was
an infinitely more exciting experience than he had ever had with Sylvia.  Sylvia would lie back
passively and permit him to have his way with her; Anita was having her way with him.  They
exchanged loving words and tender kisses until they fell asleep in each other's arms.

Suddenly Peter was awakened by a piercing scream.  It was Anita, screaming, "No!  You
don't want me!  I'm green!"

"Of course I want you," Peter reassured her.  "I'm green too, remember?"

"I didn't mean you," said Anita, her voice quivering.  "I was having a nightmare about being
attacked by Eugene Schwartz.  I have similar nightmares almost every night since it happened, some
nights more than once.  Keep holding me, Peter.  It makes me feel more secure."  He did, and
eventually Anita fell asleep again.

Not Peter, though.   Until this moment he had thought he had found his true love at last.
Anita was not only a wonderful lover, but she shared the feelings he had always had about
normality.  But now he felt a dark cloud threatening his happiness.  Sylvia wanted her man to be a
superior force protecting her.  Peter, who didn't like playing that role, objected that his previous
girlfriends had made no such demands, but Sylvia dismissed his objections: "That was then.  This is
now.  In the sixties and seventies it may have been permissible in some quarters to blur the
traditional gender roles, but this is 1980, the times have changed back again, and you'd better change
with them if you ever want to touch a woman again, let alone make love with one."  Anita was
different, or so he had thought until she had asked him to hold her to make her feel more secure.
And, unlike Sylvia, Anita was far too strong for him to be a force superior to her.

The lights turned on, signaling the start of the next day.  As they dressed, Peter shared his
thoughts with her.  "I don't want you to be a superior force," she assured him.  "I just want you to
be there.  Eugene was a superior force and I can't stand anything that reminds me of him.  If anyone
is going to be a superior force, I'd rather it be me.  Does that bother you?"

"On the contrary, I think you're cool," said Peter with relief.  "And I was thinking of
something else too.  Maybe we all don't have to live in this cave forever.  If three green people can
turn a pink person green by touching him, maybe three pink people can turn a green person pink by
touching him.  If we went in blackface into a doctor's office and asked him and two nurses to..."
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"Dad tried that the day after I was attacked," Anita interrupted him, the smile gone from her
face.  "It didn't work.  The doctor said he had waited too..."  Suddenly she stopped in mid-sentence
and put her hand to her mouth.

"Too long?" asked Peter.  "How long is too long?"

For a minute, Anita said nothing.  Then she took a deep breath and said quietly, "A month.
The longer you wait, the more pink people have to touch you to turn you pink again, and after a
month there wouldn't be enough room for that many people to fit around you.  So yes, Peter, you
could get yourself turned pink again, but please don't do it!"

"Why not?  I'd be careful not to reveal our location.  And I could be the one to bring
supplies so that none of you have to risk getting..."

"Peter!" she interrupted him again.  "Eugene looked pink to me when he attacked me and I
can't stand anything that reminds me of him.  I keep having nightmares about being attacked by a
pink man, not always him but always a pink man, or several of them at once.  Remember how
hesitant I was to shake your hand?  When you looked pink to me, I could barely bring myself to
touch you, I was so scared.  Once we had turned you green, I couldn't keep my hands off you.  If
you get yourself turned pink again, I won't be able to respond to you.  If only those normal people
weren't so damned intolerant, we could live together in town, but as it is, you'll have to choose
between me and your past life.  If you choose your past life, I'll understand.  I was a university
student too up until last June.  But in that case, I want you to leave the cave and never return.  I don't
want to be reminded of what might have been.  Please leave me now and come back when you've
made your decision."

No sooner did one dark cloud get dispelled than another one came to take its place, thought
Peter gloomily as he stood in the building and stared out the window, pondering his options.
Whichever decision he made, he would have regrets.  But staying green was the greater risk: if
things turned sour with Anita, he would have neither her love nor his studies, and her presence
would be a constant source of pain to him.  On the other hand, so would her absence if he left the
cave.

Suddenly his reverie was interrupted by the sight of a long line of cars turning onto the
mountain road, led by the purple Buick.  The driver of the Buick had been following him and hadn't
lost him; he had only pretended to lose him so that the posse he would gather could attack the green
people by surprise!  Peter's own problems suddenly faded into insignificance when compared to the
danger facing the green people, including Anita.  He teleported back into the cave and raced towards
the Hall of Mists.  "Anita!" he shouted.

Anita squeezed past the snake - it didn't try to stop people from going out of the Hall of the
Mountain King - and greeted him, her expression a mixture of hope and doubt.  "What did you..."

"There's no time for that now.  One of the pink people saw me and followed me here last
night, and now he's leading a mob of them up the mountain road!"

"Dad!" screamed Anita.  "Did you hear what Peter just said?"

"Yes," said Bernie, squeezing past the snake.  "I'll disable xyzzy.  They'll never get into the
cave."

"They can cut through the grate with a hacksaw," said Peter.

"I'll take the bird into the Hall of..."
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"They'll shoot the snake and then shoot all of us!  You'll have to release Eugene Schwartz as
a gesture of good will."

"In his present state?"

"It's not too late to turn him pink again.  There are enough pink people in that mob to do it.
Anita told me what the doctor told you.  I'll xyzzy my way out and prepare them and you get Eugene
and send him out through the grate when I give the signal."

"So why didn't you get them to turn you pink instead of coming back here?"

"Because I don't want to see you all killed, and besides, I love Anita and she can't love me if I
turn pink again."

"He's telling the truth!" yelled Anita.  "Do what he says!  It's our only chance!"

"All right," said Bernie.  "Anita, you disable xyzzy as soon as Peter uses it and I'll go for
Eugene.  I hope for all of our sakes that your plan works, Peter."

By the time Peter got back to the building, the cars had parked nearby and a hundred or so
people, about half of them policemen, were filing out of them and heading for the grate, one of them
carrying a hacksaw.  "Wait!" shouted Peter, running out of the building.

"There's one of them!" yelled the butcher, emerging from the purple Buick.  "Get him!"  The
policemen turned, their guns drawn.

"There's no need for those," said Peter in a quivering voice.  "As you can see, I'm alone and
unarmed.  Just tell me what you want."

"Release the mountaineers and the wrestler!" said another man - the mayor of the town.

"We are the mountaineers, except for me and the wrestler.  The mountaineers got turned
green by a meteorite they found on the top of the mountain.  The wrestler attacked one of them - a
woman - and they turned him green so that he wouldn't go into town and return with an army of
thugs like himself to attack them all.  I'm a university student.  I wandered into the cave looking for
treasure, and they turned me green so that I wouldn't accidentally reveal their hideout, but now that I
already have, they have no reason to turn anyone else green.  It's too late for them to get turned back
to their former colour, but not for Eugene.  Okay, Bernie, send Eugene out now."

There were gasps from the crowd as Eugene climbed up through the grate, stripped to his
underwear.  With his size, muscularity and colour, thought Peter, he must have looked like the
Incredible Hulk to these pink people.  "Make him normal again!" ordered the mayor.

"We can't, but you can," said Peter.

"Tell us how," said the mayor.

"I want something from you in return," said Peter.

"You're hardly in a position to bargain," said the mayor, gesturing with his head towards the
policemen.

"Shoot me and you will learn nothing."
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"All right, how much?"

"How much what?"

"You said you came looking for treasure.  Now, how much money will it take to pry open
your big mouth?"

  "I'm no longer interested in money.  What I want - what we want - is to be able to go back
to our homes and live in this town without being attacked and chased out of places by you normal
people.  We no longer have any interest in turning anyone green - as long as you don't hassle us -
and if we do it by accident, you'll be able to turn yourselves back again, once I've told you how."

"All right, then, tell us.  We'll try it with Eugene, and if it works, you have yourselves a deal."

"If three of us touch one of you at the same time, bare skin to bare skin, for three minutes,
you turn green.  If enough of you, depending upon how long it was since we got turned green, touch
one of us, we turn back again.  With Eugene it's been two weeks; so it'll take as many of you as can
fit around him.  But don't worry about him turning you green if you touch him - as big as he is,
there's only one of him."

"Are there any volunteers?" asked the mayor without volunteering himself.

"I'll be the first one," said a familiar female voice.  It was Sylvia.  She stepped up to Eugene,
put her hand on his cheek (which seemed to please him immensely) and said, "All right, are any of
you brave men willing to follow my example?"

The mayor was next to volunteer, followed by the Chief of Police and as many of his men as
could fit around Eugene, and within three minutes he was back to normal.

"Okay, you kept your part of the bargain and we'll keep ours," said the mayor.  "You can go
back to town and we'll make sure you're not hassled - as long as you don't turn anyone else green."

Eugene turned to the mayor and said, "If they do, we can always turn ourselves back again.
They have no way to punish us if we don't keep our part of the bargain; so why the fuck should
we?"

"Because we're not sadists like you, Mr. Marquis de Sade!" yelled Sylvia.

"Maybe you aren't, but a lot of the rest of us are.  Otherwise nobody would pay to watch me
wrestle."

"That's why we have to protect each other from the likes of you," said Sylvia.

"Protecting each other is exactly the wrong way to protect yourselves.  If we know we're
going to get punished no matter who we attack, we won't stop attacking people.  Life wouldn't be
much fun for us if we did.  Instead, we'll pick our victims at random and then none of you will be
safe."

"You know, he's got a point there," said someone in the crowd. "Most social groups single
out an individual or a minority who can be attacked with impunity so that the rest of them will be
safe, and so should we."
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"And these green monsters are a convenient minority, wouldn't you agree?" said Eugene,
eliciting a murmur of assent.

Before Peter could open his mouth to reply, Sylvia came to his rescue: "If we do that, we'll
become appeasers just like Neville Chamberlain, and the world knows where that leads to.  Besides,
we'd be losing our humanity."

What was she playing at?  She was quoting Peter's words.  She had often demanded that he
cease and desist from his involvement in left-wing political activities on the grounds that it would
jeopardize his potential earning power now that Ronald Reagan, who had been an active supporter of
Joseph McCarthy, was poised to take over the White House.  He would use those same words to
explain his refusal to agree to her demands, and she would reply that she preferred a rich appeaser
to a poor idealist.  But now, for some reason she was on his side, and since she was much better
than he was at winning friends and influencing people, it wouldn't do for him to question her
motives.

"She's got a point there too," said someone else in the crowd, and he too elicited murmurs of
assent.

Seeing which way the wind was now blowing, the mayor said, "I made a promise and I'm
keeping it.  Eugene, you've already had a few scrapes with the law for assaulting people and you'll
have another one soon if your latest victim decides to press charges.  If you attack anyone else
outside the ring, of whatever gender or colour, you'll be far too old to wrestle by the time you get out
of jail.  Okay, folks, the party's over.  We got what we came for; now let's go home."

"Not so fast," said Sylvia.  "I need you to stick around for a bit and help me.  Come here,
Pete, and strip to your underwear.  You've only been green for a few days.  We're going to turn you
back to normal too, or at least to your normal colour, and then I just might be willing to start seeing
you again."

"Aha!" scoffed Eugene.  "All that talk of yours about appeasers and humanity was just a
load of bullshit.  All you care about is getting your lover back, although God only knows what you
see in that wimp.  If he decides to stay green and takes up with some green woman or other, you'll
get so jealous that you won't give a shit what we do to the whole lot of them!"

Sylvia did not contest Eugene's accusation; instead, she turned to Peter and let him see the
glint of triumph in her eyes.  Peter now understood what she was playing at - the good cop, who
would continue to prevent Eugene, the bad cop, from persuading the townspeople to give him a free
hand as long as Peter played his rightful role as her prospective provider.

Sylvia loved to play mind games with people and she was an expert at it.  Peter hated mind
games so much that he refused on principle to play them, but the situation demanded that he do so
now.  "You're the one who's jealous, Eugene, not Sylvia," said Peter.

"Me jealous?  Of whom?"

"Of me."

"Why should I be jealous of you?  Just because you're a university student?  I don't give a
shit how smart you are unless it'll make you rich too.  Will it?"

"Maybe not, but as I said, that no longer bothers me."
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"Well, then, I've got you beat in every department that counts - size, strength, wealth and
success with women.  I've had hundreds of them, and even your own girl doesn't want you unless
you change colour for her."

"But she doesn't want you under any circumstances and you can't stand it - otherwise you
wouldn't have asked her what she sees in me."

"Ha!  I'll bet I could take her from you like that," sneered Eugene, snapping his fingers.

"I'd like to see you try!"

"All right then, just watch me!  Oh, and thanks for telling me her name, fool.  You made my
job even easier."  Then, turning to Sylvia, he continued, "Sylvia, what's a beautiful babe like you
doing with a wimp like him?  Wouldn't you rather have a big strong hunk like me to protect you?"

"That depends," said Sylvia.  "Suppose we were out on a date and I suggested that we go
Dutch.  What would you say?"

"I'd insist upon paying your way.  Any real man would do that.  I earn a very good living as
a professional wrestler; so I can protect you financially as well as physically.  Now it's my turn to
ask you a question.  Suppose that after the date I asked you to have sex with me.  What would you
say?"

"I'd say I'm not that kind of girl.  After all, you're not still seeing any of the hundreds of girls
you say you've had, are you?  Now, suppose I didn't wait for you to ask me, but instead I asked you
and took the initiative away from you.  What would you say?"

"I'd say 'Me Tarzan, you Jane,' and take it right back from you.  Any real man would do
that."

"Hmmm," said Sylvia.  "Your ideas about male-female relationships date from the nineteen
fifties.  You need educating about the ways of the modern world."

"I'd be glad to take lessons from you.  What do you say you teach me the first lesson
tonight - over a meal in a fancy restaurant, after we take in a movie?"

"I'd be delighted!" said Sylvia, slipping her arm through his and turning to give Peter the
slow look of contempt that used to shrivel his insides.

"So long, loser!" sneered Eugene at Peter.

As Sylvia led Eugene to her car, followed by the rest of the townspeople, she continued, "But
I'm not going to wait until tonight.  There are a number of lessons I want to teach you right away.
Lesson number one: don't assume you know what I'm thinking.  You said that I didn't care about
humanity, only about getting Peter back, but you were wrong.  I just threw him over for you, but I
still stand by what I said about not attacking green people.  I don't want you getting into any trouble.
You'd be no use to me in jail.  Lesson number two..."

Peter never did find out what lesson number two was.  By that time, Sylvia's voice was
drowned out by the slamming of car doors, the revving of engines and the cheering of the green
people climbing up through the grate to exchange high fives with him.


