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Four men stand in a clump on the platform at Central Station, on the eastern edge of downtown Los Angeles. Like the rest of the people there, they are waiting for the Sunset Limited to pull in and whisk them east.

Every once in a while, someone else on the platform will look over at them and frown, as if thinking Don’t I know you from somewhere? Haven’t I seen you before? But nobody is sure enough or confident enough to come up to them and ask.

That’s how things usually work. None of the four men is anything special to look at. Three have washed up on the shores of early middle age; the fourth will be there soon. The youngest is also the tallest and the handsomest, but those are relative terms. Fair enough—they’re all plainly relatives. They’re also plainly Jewish. The three older guys could be the fellow who runs the tailor’s shop or the pool hall down the street. If they are, the youngest one is their bookkeeper, or maybe their lawyer.

But they aren’t. Julius, Leonard, Arthur, and Herbert Marx are better known to the world as Groucho, Chico, Harpo, and Zeppo. Three of them are better known to the world in heavy makeup. Chico’s wig, and Harpo’s, hide the fact that they’re going bald. So is Groucho. Zeppo is thirteen years younger than any of the others, but his hair’s retreating at the temples, too. On the platform, he looks the way he does in the movies, but who pays attention to Zeppo in the movies? He’s plenty sharp, but he’s not that funny and he’s not that great an actor.

“What a rotten stunt,” Arthur says. Talking is another sure sign he can’t be Harpo. He started playing a dumb comic because he was a dumb comic in a different way: he had trouble memorizing dialogue. But he’s supposed to communicate with a horn on his belt or with his harp, not with a raspy New York accent like his brothers’.

“Boy, no kidding,” Leonard agrees. “After Duck Soup didn’t do the business they hoped for, Paramount don’t want to touch us with a ten-foot pole.”

“Ten-foot Pole, nothing,” Julius says. “They don’t want to touch us with a twelve-foot Lithuanian.”

“Things will work out,” Herbert says. “Even if Paramount didn’t renew our contract, someone else will pick us up.”

“Sure—somebody will pick us up out of the gutter with the rest of the garbage,” Julius says.

“Ain’t we got fun?” Arthur says unmelodically.

“You betcha, we ain’t,” Leonard says. He will bet on anything, any time, for any amount of money. It’s landed him in hot water more times than he—or his weary brothers—can count. He adds, “We ain’t got no fun, and we ain’t got no jobs, neither.” He puts on a bit of his Chico accent for emphasis.

“It’s 1934. We fit right in—nobody else in the country has a job, either,” Julius says.

Arthur looks at his watch. “These railroad jerks are lucky to have theirs, I’ll tell you. The stupid train’s late.”

Julius checks the time, too. “Only ten minutes—not a big thing. Even Mussolini doesn’t get upset about ten minutes.”

“The Moose gets upset about us. He banned Duck Soup in Italy,” Herbert says, not without pride.

“And when he did, it cost Paramount money,” Leonard says. “One more reason for the gonifs to dump us.”

“They like money,” Arthur says. “Since when don’t you?”

Before Leonard can answer, somebody on the platform points. Sure enough, that approaching plume of coal smoke can only burst from the stack of the locomotive hauling the Sunset Limited. Brakes chuffing, wheels squealing against the tracks, the crack train eases to a stop. Doors open. People get out. Some have friends or relatives waiting to greet them with hugs and kisses. Others collect their bags and head off toward taxis or streetcars or their own automobiles.

This version of the Sunset Limited has a special sleeping car attached. The four Marx Brothers go up to it and show their tickets. The Pullman porter in charge of the car grins broadly. “Welcome aboard, gentlemen. My name is Oscar,” he says. In these enlightened times, he doesn’t need to call himself George, as Pullman porters have for a lifetime. “I’ll be takin’ care o’ you on the way East. You need anything—anything at all—let me know, an’ I make sure to git it for you.”

“Much obliged, Oscar.” Julius hands him half a buck as they board. One of the things he’s learned in a lifetime spent largely on the road is how much it pays to keep the help happy. Porters, bellhops, stagehands, cooks . . . If they like you, they can make life so much better. If they don’t, you’ll pay more than you would by greasing their palms.

This car has four lowers, no uppers. Hiring it for the trip to New Orleans costs a pretty penny, but the Marx Brothers like to travel in style. And, no matter how much they poormouth themselves, they aren’t what anybody in a bread line would call broke. Not even Leonard is broke like that. People who manage to pile up a decent stack of cash don’t go broke like that. They always know where their next meal is coming from. It won’t be stale bread and watery soup, either.

Off goes the Sunset Limited. People stand on the platform waving till the train clears the station.

The car boasts a sitting room just big enough for a table and four chairs. Before long, the Marx brothers are sitting around the table. Leonard shuffles and deals with near-professional smoothness. Contract bridge has been the rage since it devoured auction the way auction slaughtered whist twenty years earlier.

Julius, who is partners with Leonard, likes bridge not least because you can play it without gambling and still have a good time. That doesn’t mean you can’t gamble, of course. “Dime a point?” Leonard says hopefully. The other brothers shake their heads in rhythmic unison, as if on the stage.

“We’re just killing time,” Arthur says. Julius and Herbert nod the way they shook their heads a moment before.

“Spoilsports,” Leonard says. His brothers all look at him. He subsides, muttering, “Okay, okay.” He takes bifocals out of the case in his inside pocket and puts them on his nose. Then he arranges his hand. “One club,” he announces.

“Remember, you’re supposed to have more than one club in your hand before you bid ”em,” Julius says helpfully. Leonard sends him a nasty stare over the tops of his glasses.

Leonard is a habitual optimist. What gambler isn’t? They’re always sure the big hot streak is right around the corner. He takes the contract at five clubs. Julius lays out his hand as the dummy. He hopes his brother has good cards. He knows too well his aren’t great.

Leonard goes down two tricks. Julius is pretty sure that, had his brother played the hand better, he would only have gone down one. Making the contract just wasn’t in the cards. Julius doesn’t say any of that. It would only spark a row. He does say, “Boy, that makes me wistful for the days when they didn’t bid.”

“You’re a card, you are,” Arthur says. “Somebody ought to deal with you.” He makes puns as bad as anybody’s. He holds his own in the Algonquin Circle, where a tongue like a stiletto is the only thing that lets you survive. When he does gamble, he wins more often than not. Unlike Leonard, he knows when to walk away from the table.

The train rolls east past fields and orchards and citrus groves. The farther it goes, the drier the landscape gets. After two or three hours, it isn’t farm country any more. It’s desert. It’s still spring, but it isn’t what anyone would call cool. Julius sheds his jacket and hangs it on the back of his chair. His brothers follow suit.

“It’s gonna be hot,” Leonard says. Sweat has started to darken the armpits of his blue shirt.

“It’s already hot. It’s gonna get hotter,” Julius says accurately. His shirt is white, but he’s already shvitzing like a pig, too, Mum or no Mum.

“And all the cars on the Sunset Limited have black roofs. That really helps cool things down.” Arthur sounds as doleful as if he’s eaten too much pineapple. Doleful still, he adds, “We’ll roast all the way to New Orleans.”

“Nah.” Julius shakes his head. “We’ll only roast till we get to Texas. After that, we’ll steam instead. Two and a half days to Louisiana. Ain’t life grand?”

“They oughta air-condition this train, the way they do with movie theaters,” Herbert says. “Then we could—”

“Freeze our kishkes instead of baking ’em,” Leonard breaks in. Julius finds himself nodding. A lot of the time, people call the new notion refrigerated air conditioning. And that’s about the size of it. When the machine runs, pretty soon your teeth start chattering. When it doesn’t, you swelter as usual. Happy medium? No such critter.

Julius turns on a fan bolted to a table in a corner of the sitting room. It helps very little. Had he expected anything more, he would have pulled its chain sooner.

They go back to bridge. It’s a good thing they have no money on the cards, because Leonard keeps overbidding and underplaying. “That was exciting,” Julius says after they go down two again.

“I thought the diamonds would split better,” Leonard replies in mournful tones.

“That’s what the jeweler said,” Arthur puts in.

“Somebody should club you,” Leonard says.

“Clubbing’s too good for him. For that, he should be spayed,” Julius says.

“Have a heart, guys.” Even Herbert gets into the act.

It’s a relief when Oscar sticks his head into the Pullman and says, “They got lunch up in the dinin’ car, gentlemen. Cook tells me the Swiss steak, it’s mighty fine today.”

Leonard wants to keep playing. Leonard would rather play cards or shoot craps or hang around at the track than eat. But he gets outvoted, three to one. Unless he feels like Klondike, cards are out for a while. Grumpily, he goes to the dining car with his brothers.

He orders liver and onions. Herbert chooses a BLT. “Treyf on the hoof,” Leonard says.

“I like it.” Herbert eyes his older brother. “So do you.”

Julius and Arthur follow the steward’s recommendation. Julius frowns when the waiter sets the plate in front of him. “Something wrong, suh?” the colored man asks.

“You darn tootin’, there is,” he says. “How can this be Swiss steak? It doesn’t have any holes in it.”

That should be worth five minutes of confusion any day of the week. But, to Julius’ disappointment, the waiter recognizes him and laughs. “Sorry, Mistuh Marx,” he says. “You want I should take it back to the kitchen so they kin put some in?”

“No, don’t bother. I’ll just have to eat an unholy Swiss steak.” As Julius suspects it will, that one flies right over the waiter’s head.

When he digs in, lunch proves pretty tasty. Afterward, he and his brothers head for the bar car. With Repeal the law of the land since the previous December, they don’t even have to search out a friendly bootlegger to get blotto as they roll across the country. Now that it’s legal again, it’s a little less fun, but only a little. Julius can’t imagine a better way to travel. Leonard, Arthur, and Herbert drink as if they can’t, either.

Cold booze and ice cubes help fight the heat, too. By the time they get to Houston, Julius figures he’ll want to sleep in a bed of ice cubes. If he’s not on a bed of ice cubes, odds are he won’t sleep. He’ll lie there on top of the bedclothes dripping sweat instead.

The mere idea makes him shudder . . . and order another double scotch on the rocks.

It’s pouring rain as the Sunset Limited nears Houston. It’s not raining cats and dogs; it’s raining tigers and wolves. Arthur keeps staring out the window till he finally irritates Julius, who says, “What the hell are you doing? There’s nothing to see out there.”

“Oh, you never can tell,” Arthur replies. “I keep wondering whether the Ark’ll come floating by.”

“The answer to that is—”

“Noah,” Arthur finishes for him. Julius makes a horrible face. The pun sounds even worse from his brother than it would from him. He thinks so, anyway.

Twenty minutes later, Oscar steps into the car and says, “Gentlemen, I’m terrible sorry, but I just now got word there’s a bridge out between Houston and Beaumont.”

“I’m not surprised,” Julius says. “The Ark must’ve run into it.”

“Beg your pardon, suh?” The steward has no idea what he’s talking about.

For that matter, neither does Julius. “Never mind,” he says quickly. “Okay, the bridge is out. What are we supposed to do now? Swim the river?” Leonard had a very brief, very unsuccessful career as a lifeguard when he was a kid. That’s about as much swimming as any of the Marx brothers have done.

“No, suh.” Oscar holds on to his patience with both hands. “But we has got to swing north from Houston ’stead o’ goin’ on straight east. We be a little late to New Orleans. Sorry, but that’s how it is. We got to stop in Nacogdoches, take on some coal, then head east again.”

“Nacogdoches!” Julius exclaims. His brothers’ heads come up.

“Y’all know Nacogdoches?” By the look on his face and the sound of his voice, Oscar can’t believe it.

“We don’t just know the place. We played there in . . . was it 1913?” Arthur frowns, trying to remember.

“No, 1912.” Julius speaks with great certainty. His smile takes him back across half a lifetime, to the days when the Marx Brothers, aspiring hoofers and singers, all had enough hair for pomaded pompadours six inches high. Milton, who played as Gummo, was part of the act then; Herbert was still too young to go out on the road. Julius’ smile gets wider. “Remember that runaway mule?”

“Oh, you bet. The damn thing stopped the show,” Arthur says.

“Half the crowd went out to look,” Leonard agrees. “They thought it was better than we were.”

“Way we were in those days, they may’ve been right,” Arthur says.

“May’ve been, nothing. They were,” Julius says.

Oscar’s eyes travel from one of them to the next. “Y’all’re so famous now, hard to think of you the way you was when you was just startin’ out.”

“We were rotten, is how we were,” Arthur says, not without pride.

“Julius, he told them Texans where to go and how to get there,” Leonard says.

“I was ticked off at ’em,” Julius says. “They paid a quarter a head to come and see us. Hell, the ones down front paid half a buck. And they wanted to go watch a mule for nothing. It was an insult!”

“Well, you insulted the mamzrim right back,” Leonard says.

“The what?” Oscar—surprise!—has no Yiddish.

“Bastards,” Julius explains. “Yeah, I started yelling at ’em. Stupid stuff, silly stuff, like ‘The jackass is the flower of Texas!’ and ‘Nacogdoches is full of roaches!’”

“Mistuh Marx, you sure enough got that las’ one right,” Oscar says.

“You must have stayed at the same hotel we did,” Julius says.

“But the people, the ones who stayed, they didn’t think he was telling ’em off,” Leonard says. “They thought he was telling jokes, and they laughed their fool heads off. They laughed so hard, the ones who’d gone to look at the mule came back to find out what was go goddamn funny.”

“You know how it is when you all of a sudden realize you’re on to something?” Julius waits for Oscar to nod, then goes on, “That was me then. They liked us better as comics than as song-and-dance men. Our uncle was a comic—”

“Absolutely, Mr. Gallagher!” Arthur breaks in.

“Positively, Mr. Shean!” Leonard finishes the catchphrase. Though their mother’s brother was as Irish as a matzoh, he played as Al Shean for years and years with a partner who really did spring from the Auld Sod.

“So if it wasn’t for that stupid runaway mule, we might still be playing those horrible theaters in tank towns and sleeping in fleabag hotels,” Julius says. “You never can tell what’ll give you the nudge and make you go this way when you would’ve gone that way without it.”

As if to punctuate his words, lightning flashes. A couple of seconds later, thunder shakes the Sunset Limited like a Great War artillery barrage. “Whoo-ee!” Oscar says. “That there one, that was close. I don’t fancy thunder, an’ I don’t care who knows it.”

“Who does?” Arthur says. “It’s like God’s throwing lightning at you, and then He gets mad when He misses.”

“If He misses,” Leonard puts in.

“Well, if He doesn’t, you won’t worry about anything after that,” Julius says.

“Mistuh Marx, you said a mouthful,” Oscar says. “An’ I reckon you said a mouthful before, too. Bridge bein’ out the other side o’ Houston, it done gave this whole train a nudge north to Nacogdoches.”

“Don’t worry about it. Nothing ever happens in Nacogdoches,” Leonard says. Arthur nods. So does Herbert. And, for that matter, so does Oscar.

Julius’ oddly crooked smile comes back. If you don’t count the runaway mule that set the Marx Brothers on a different path, nothing much has happened in Nacogdoches for a hell of a long time, true. But that’s not the same as saying nothing ever happens there. As a matter of fact, an echo of something that happened there long ago crops up in Duck Soup. Has Leonard forgotten? Maybe so.

The train rumbles through Houston. Switches smoothly send it north instead of east. Lightning crashes down from time to time, though never so close as that first strike. It gives Julius flash-bulb glimpses of the city. Houston has grown a lot since the last time he and his brothers played here. He doesn’t suppose it will ever really amount to anything, though, till the boys with the high foreheads and the white lab coats figure out how to air-condition the whole damn town.

Nacogdoches lies about 140 miles north. The Sunset Limited takes a bit more than three and a half hours to get there. When they pull in, it’s heading towards evening. Rain keeps pelting down, but there hasn’t been any lightning for a while.

“Holy Jesus!” Leonard says as the train stops. “The damn train station ain’t changed a bit.”

“It sure hasn’t,” Julius says. He doesn’t know why the silhouette of that angular, red-tiled roof has stuck in his memory for upwards of twenty years, but it has. The station should be twenty years more dilapidated—he certainly is—but it doesn’t look that way. Then again, the light is bad and rain keeps pouring down.

“Didn’t Oscar say they were supposed to coal us here?” Arthur says. “Doesn’t look like anybody’s around.”

Julius looks out the windows on one side of the Pullman car. Then he looks out the windows on the other side. He sees nobody and nobody, respectively. “You’re right,” he says, and then, “You know, the station’s only a few blocks from the Opera House. I wonder if we could get off and walk over and take a squint at the place if it’s still there.”

Leonard likes the idea, too. “Let’s find out.” He hits the buzzer that summons Oscar.

The steward appears in jig time. “What you need, gentlemen?” he asks. Julius and Leonard take turns explaining. Oscar nods. “Yeah, y’all can do that, sure enough. We gonna be here a while, looks like. These Texans, they ain’t got all their shit in one bag. You never heard that from me, but it’s a fact even so.” He pauses. “Y’all got bumbershoots?”

“You bet your life,” Julius says. “I hear it rains in New Orleans every once in a while.”

“Do tell?” Oscar grins a fourteen-carat grin. “Okay. You ain’t here by the time we’s about coaled up, I tell the engineer to blow three long ones on the steam whistle. You hear that, you hustle back, you got me?”

“Deal,” Julius says. Leonard and Arthur both nod. So does Herbert. As far as Julius knows, the youngest Marx brother’s never been in Nacogdoches before. He’s heard his siblings go on about the place often enough, though.

They grab their umbrellas. Oscar opens the doorway for them. “Watch yourselves,” he says. “Ain’t no steps. You fall down an’ bust an ankle, I reckon they fire me.”

That isn’t the only reason Julius can think of for being careful. He hops down without damaging himself. As soon as he does, he opens his umbrella. His brothers follow him, one after another.

Even without raindrops bouncing off his noggin, the air is warm and thick and wet as soup. A few years of living in Los Angeles have helped him forget how nasty humidity can be. New Orleans would have given him a reminder. Now he’s got it early.

“It’s that way.” Leonard points east. They walk across several empty tracks and past the station. Lights are on inside the building, but Julius doesn’t think anyone’s inside. He wonders why there isn’t at least a guy selling tickets. If he were stuck in Nacogdoches, he’d want to get the hell out of here as fast as ever he could.

Arthur points to a sign. “There’s Main Street, sure enough.”

“If it didn’t say so, I wouldn’t believe it,” Julius says. Some of the buildings are boarded up. By the layer upon layer of flyers and posters stuck on the boards, some of them have been closed for a long time. This is small-town America, four and a half years into the Depression with no end in sight.

Julius lost almost a quarter of a million dollars himself when the stock market hit a mine and sank. He would have lost more, but that was what he’d had in 1929. If not for the movies, he doesn’t know what he would have done. Gone on the breadline with everybody else, he supposes.

A couple of rusty, dented Model T’s are the only cars parked along the street. There’s no traffic on it—none. The four Marx brothers can walk on the asphalt instead of the sidewalk if they want.

“I ain’t so sure this is such a hot idea,” Leonard says. “Suppose we get to the Opera House and it’s like everything else here?”

“Then we turn around and go back to the train.” Julius knows too well it’s possible or even likely. Vaudeville’s fallen on hard times, too. The stock-market crash isn’t what’s clobbered it. It suffers from a bad case of competition. When radio and talkies let people hear and see the best, how many of them will lay their money down for the third-raters who play no-account burgs like this?

“There’s the building.” Arthur points ahead. “It’s still standing, anyway.”

“Is it open?” Julius asks. He also recognizes the red-brick front with the tall rectangular windows and the awning above the entrance. Are there lights on inside? He can’t tell. The rain, which was fairly light, picks up again. This is even worse than what the Sunset Limited plowed through. His umbrella keeps his head and neck and half his chest dry. Everything south of that is as soaked as it would be in a washtub.

Lightning crashes down, close enough to leave him blinking and blinded. No more than a second later, thunder seems to tear him apart from the inside out. Never in his life has he dreamt of noise like this, much less been in the middle of it.

“We’d better get back!” he shouts, hoping his brothers can hear him.

The lightning strikes again. Sparks fly from his fingers, from his ears, from his nose. He only thought the thunder filled him before. Now, with sight and hearing equally overwhelmed, he has no idea whether he’s on his feet or on his head. For a split second that somehow feels like an eternity, he might be floating free of everything in all the world.

Or I might be getting electrocuted, the way I would in Sing Sing goes through his head. The very thought seems to bring him back to himself. Or maybe it brings him back to the world or the world back to him. Who the devil knows? Julius certainly doesn’t.

He does know he’s standing on his own two feet after all. The rain still beats down on his umbrella, and on him. As his vision slowly clears, he makes out his brothers around him. They look as stunned as he feels. But they’re all upright, and they’re all in one piece.

He lets out a sigh of relief. Everything’s okay, then.

Except it isn’t. That realization seeps in more slowly than hope did before it. “Son of a bitch! The rain’s turned cold!” Herbert says. Julius hears him as if from far, far away. His hearing hasn’t come back to normal after that last titanic thunderclap. Will it ever?

But he has more urgent things to wonder about. First of all, Herbert’s right. The rain that had been drenching Nacogdoches was warm enough to bathe in. Now God has reached into the tub and turned off the hot-water faucet. Julius hates cold. His teeth start chattering like castanets.

And his expensive Florsheim shoes are sinking into thick, gluey mud. No sooner does he notice that than Leonard exclaims, “Hey! My shoes are sinking in the mud!”

“What’s it doing here?” Julius asks. He and his brothers were standing on the sidewalk. The only thing close by that wasn’t the sidewalk was the street. It was paved, too, though Julius doesn’t think it was when the Marx Brothers played Nacogdoches in 1912.

Arthur lets out a “Hey!” of his own. He follows it with, “Where’d the goddamn Opera House go? Where’d the rest of the buildings go, come to that?”

His sight has recovered faster than Julius’. Blinking, Julius realizes he’s right. The boring small-town shopfronts are gone. The closest structure he can see is at least fifty yards away. It has an overhanging roof that he would swear looks thatched. Its windows are shuttered against the chill outside. Only a little light leaks through the slats. It’s yellow-orange and flickering, as if it comes from candles or torches.

That’s insane. Julius knows it. Even Nacogdoches has heard of electricity. He opens his mouth and inhales to say so. Opening his mouth is not so bad. Inhaling, however, proves a mistake. The ripe, rich stink almost knocks him off his feet. Wherever this is, they haven’t heard of plumbing, either. He hasn’t smelled anything like this since he was a short-pants kid before the turn of the century.

It’s not his imagination, either, much as he wishes it were. Leonard makes a horrible face. “Good God!” he says. “The honey dippers are way, way late.”

Herbert points toward the building with the thatched roof. “Let’s go in there,” he says. “Maybe they’ll have a phone we can use.”

“Don’t bet the house on it,” Arthur says. Julius is inclined to agree with him. No pavement. No electricity. No cars, either, he notices; the flivvers that were parked along Main Street are as vanished as Main Street itself.

Nevertheless, he squelches toward the . . . the . . . the whatever the hell it is. Even if they’ve never dreamt of light bulbs or telephones, the people inside have got a roof and fire. Both of those seem better than standing out here in the nasty, chilly rain and slowly sinking into the mud.

His brothers must think so, too. They come along with him. Herbert, who had the idea first, comes along ahead of him. “This can’t be Nacogdoches . . . can it?” Arthur says in a small voice.

“I don’t know what it is,” Julius answers. But he wonders if something this meshuggeh ever happened to H.G. Wells while his train was coaling up. Where he got the idea for one of his books would be explained if it did. Julius knows some people who know the Englishman. He also wonders how he can frame the question without making them want to send for the boys with the butterfly nets and the rubber rooms.

Then he wonders why he’s wasting his time wondering about such things. This is liable to be a one-way trip.

Windows on this side of the building, but no door. As Julius gets close, he notices that the place is made of whitewashed adobe. No wonder the roof has so much overhang on all sides, then. When adobe gets wet, it transubstantiates back into the mud from which it was born. In a downpour like this, it’s liable to turn back into mud no matter how far the roof sticks out.

Door and frame are of planks plainly hand-hewn. Also hand-hewn are the iron hinges holding door to frame. Instead of a doorknob, there is a rawhide string that leads inside through a hole bored in the door. Julius pulls the string out. That does nothing. Then he has a rush of brains to the head and pulls down. Sure enough, he feels resistance as a weight—a bar, he supposes— comes up on the other side. He pushes the door. It opens. He and his brothers go inside.

He closes the door behind them. That may be a mistake. It’s smoky enough inside to make his eyes sting. Some of the smoke comes from tobacco. More is from a badly vented fire behind the bar. A tavern, he thinks. Along with the smoke, it smells of hot oil, unwashed humanity, and sour piss.

The guy behind the bar is skinny. He wears a black leather patch over his right eye and a dirty shirt of what can only be homespun. Half a dozen men sit on stools at the tables, eating and drinking and puffing on pipes and cigars. Some of them have wool rain capes that smell like wet sheep, others broad-brimmed hats. Every piece of clothing, every pair of shoes, differs from all the others. These people don’t shop at Sears-Roebuck. Julius fears there are no Sears-Roebucks to shop at.

One of the men says something to his friends. He speaks Spanish. Julius has heard it often enough to recognize it, but he doesn’t understand it. He glances at his brothers. They’re drawing blanks, too.

All the locals are staring at them. The Spanish-speaker carves some meat off a beef rib with a knife that’s more like a young sword. He eats it with his fingers. Forks seem as unknown here as department stores.

“Well,” the barkeep says, “what’ll it be, strangers?” His accent is half Southern, half Spanish, and thick enough to slice.

Julius’ hand goes to his pocket. Coins jingle there. He has the bad feeling paper money won’t do him any good. But he has a few bucks, anyhow; he tips people on the train with quarters and halves. His brothers will be similarly equipped. They aren’t—quite—flat broke.

Sounding as brassy as he does in front of the camera, he says, “Four whiskies.”

“That’s forty cents,” the barkeep says. “I’ll see it before I pour ’em.”

“Here you go.” Julius walks over to the bar and slaps a quarter and two dimes on the scarred, stained wood. “Keep the change,” he adds grandly.

He wonders if the one-eyed man will notice the dates on the coins. There may be trouble if he does. But he just rings them to make sure they’re silver. Satisfied, he stows them away. “Obliged.”

The barkeep takes an earthenware jug out from under the bar. He yanks out the cork, which looks to be whittled to fit the opening. The shots he pours into four mismatched, handleless cups give value for the money. Julius takes two of them. Leonard comes up and grabs the other two.

A sniff tells Julius it’s corn likker. He’s smelled nastier stuff during Prohibition, but not a lot. He and his brothers sit at an open table. Arthur raises a cup. “L’chaim!” he says. They solemnly clink. Julius sips. It’s not quite like swallowing a lighted Bunsen burner, but it’s more like that than anything else. The rotgut scorches all the way down.

A young man—several years younger than Herbert—gets up and ambles over to their table. His black hair falls over his ears. He hasn’t missed any meals lately. He wears a shapeless black jacket over a fairly clean white shirt. With a nod, he lifts his own cup in salute. “Nu, khaverim,” he says, “vus makht a Yid?”

If Julius hasn’t already been half-convinced he’s ready for the asylum, hearing Yiddish in this place and time would drive him around the bend. Well, friends, what’s up with you Jews? That’s what it amounts to in English, near enough.

“Sit down, why don’t you? We’ll talk,” Julius says. His own grip on Yiddish isn’t great— he’s spoken mostly English the past thirty-odd years—but he can make it work.

There are no more stools at the table. The young man snags one from another table with his foot and plants himself between Julius and Leonard. “I’m called Adolphus Sterne,” he says. “Whose acquaintance do I have the honor of making?”

“We’re the Marx brothers. I’m Julius. That’s Leonard on your other side, and Arthur, and Herbert,” Julius says. Herbert is frowning, trying to follow along. He’s the caboose on the family train, born the year the century turned. He’s heard more English and less of the mamaloshen than his sibs.

“Very pleased to meet you all.” Sterne is courteous, almost to a fault. “Do you mind my asking what brings you to Nacogdoches?”

So this is Nacogdoches, Julius thinks. He’s guessed it is, but he’s been far from sure. He hopes his surprise—no, amazement—doesn’t show on his face. “We’ve been traveling, and the rain made us stop,” he says, which is true, although not exactly in a way Adolphus Sterne will guess. “Can you do me a favor and give me the date?”

“Of course, sir. It’s the fifteenth of December. Friday.” With no apparent irony, Stern adds, “Gut Shabbas.”

“Gut Shabbas,” Julius answers automatically. “Um, what’s the whole date? With the year attached?”

Adolphus Sterne quirks an eyebrow. He answers the question with another question: “Do you want it in our calendar or theirs?”

“Give it to me in the one the goyim use.” Julius doesn’t tell Sterne that the Hebrew year won’t do him much good.

“I use that one more myself. The world being what it is, I have to,” the young man says. “So I hope you find it, ah, useful, to hear that it is the year of their Lord 1826.”

“The year of their Lord, hey?” Julius chuckles. It’s a good thing they’re speaking Yiddish. It’s also a good thing that the rest of the men in the tavern seem to take Sterne’s easy familiarity with four strangers as a sign they aren’t to be robbed or lynched . . . not right away, anyhow.

Arthur scratches his head. “Nacogdoches . . . December 1826.” He looks and sounds like someone trying to come up with something he’s heard once upon a time but has trouble recalling now.

Thus reminded, Julius chuckles again, on a sharper note this time. He knows what his brother is casting about for. He’s known since the first time the Marx Brothers visited Nacogdoches, back in 1912. Or is that the first time, since they’re here now, in 1826? He doesn’t doubt Adolphus Sterne’s date, not for a moment. This place is too detailed, too badly lit, and too smelly to be a movie set, the only other possibility he can imagine.

That lightning bolt had an evil sense of humor, he thinks. Well, he has an evil sense of humor himself, and everything he runs across is grist for its mill. Duck Soup, for instance, wouldn’t look the way it does if he hadn’t passed through Nacogdoches all those years ago—all those years now suddenly, madly, a long lifetime ahead.

In his cracked, tuneless tenor, he comes out with a verse from the movie’s anthem: “Hail, hail, Freedonia, land of the brave and free!”

Arthur stabs a forefinger out at him and grins. “That’s it!” he says.

But Adolphus Sterne doesn’t think it’s funny, not even a little bit. He jerks as if someone’s stuck him with a very long, very sharp hatpin. “Gottenyu!” he says in a horrified whisper. “You’re strangers—strangers from nowhere. I would have heard if you’d been hanging around. You just got here.”

“Brother, you don’t know the half of it,” Julius says. He thinks Arthur is with him on this falling-through-time business. Arthur is a sharp cookie, even if he says little more when not playing Harpo than he does after he puts on the wig and beeps the horn. Julius isn’t so sure about Leonard and Herbert.

Before he can worry about them or clue them in, Sterne goes on as if he hasn’t spoken: “But how do you know about Fredonia when you’re a stranger? And how don’t you know it’s dangerous to say that name out loud?”

“That’s a long story,” Julius says, He speaks more in the way of truth than is likely to be dreamt of in Adolphus Sterne’s philosophy. If this really is the year of their Lord 1826—and Julius sees (and smells) no reason to doubt it—it’s a story just about 108 years long.

Sterne stands up. “Why don’t you—why don’t all of you—come to my house and tell it to me? I will be pleased to feed you supper while you do it.”

It doesn’t sound like a suggestion or a request, in spite of the promise of food. It sounds as if, should Julius say no, bad things will start happening in short order. And what could be worse than falling out of the twentieth century? his mind gibes. But whatever the answer to that may be, he doesn’t want to discover it right now.

He catches Arthur’s eye, then Leonard’s, then Herbert’s. None of them seems to have a different view of things. When Julius rises, too, the other Marx brothers rise with him. He nods to Adolphus Sterne. “I dunno,” he says. “Why don’t we?”

Sterne’s house isn’t very far from the tavern. Nothing in this truncated Nacogdoches is very far from anything else. There can’t be more than a couple of hundred people in the town. There are no street lamps at all. Most of the time, Julius supposes, Sterne would carry a torch to light his way. The downpour makes that a pointless exercise. Julius has to hope the young man knows his way around by instinct, or possibly by sense of smell.

He seems to. Pretty soon, a dark shape looms out of the rain. Faint glows from firelight come through the shutters. Sterne opens the door, which has the same kind of arrangement as the one on the tavern (though it also boasts a small brass mezuzah on a doorpost). “Welcome!” he says. “Come in.”

A colored man is stirring a pot above the fire. When he turns around, he could be Oscar’s brother—or, more likely, his great-grandfather. “Evening, master,” he says. “Didn’t expect you back so soon, or with company.”

Julius’ mind starts gibbering on several different levels. Master can only mean the colored man is Adolphus Sterne’s slave. It’s Texas. It’s 1826. When Julius was a kid, he knew some old Negroes who had been slaves before the Civil War, and younger ones who were ex-slaves’ children. But this fellow is a slave right now, as much Sterne’s property as the pot he’s tending to.

Not only that, he’s a slave who talks to his master in Yiddish, or possibly it’s intended for German. Whatever it’s intended for, he has a slurred accent. If he also speaks English, he’ll sound like an uneducated black man speaking English.

“Chop up some more of that sausage and throw it in the kettle, Lemuel,” Sterne says. Turning to the brothers Marx, he adds, “You don’t need to worry—it’s mutton sausage.”

Pork doesn’t faze Julius or any of the others. Julius is hungry enough now that nothing this side of long pig will faze him. But he says “Thanks” just the same. If Sterne will think better of him for believing him frum, he doesn’t mind one bit.

As ordered, Lemuel puts more sausage into whatever’s already bubbling on the pot. Eye of newt, and toe of frog,/ Wool of bat, and tongue of dog goes through Julius’ head. He will never act the Thane of Cawdor, but he knows the Scottish play inside and out.

Leonard’s mind runs in a different direction, as it has a way of doing. “What was gonna be supper for two will be thin for six even with extra sausage,” he says. “You know anybody who’s good with loaves and fishes?”

The firelight throws the horror on Adolphus Sterne’s face in harsh, shadowy relief. To Julius’ own vast relief, that horror lasts only a moment. Then Sterne looks deliciously scandalized instead. “You don’t care what you say, do you?” he murmurs.

Lemuel’s face is also a caution. He may speak Yiddish with his boss—with his master—but he’s as goyish as you can get.

There are no fishes. No loaves, either. There are, however, tortillas. Julius has met them before, in Los Angeles. After a bit, Sterne ladles some of what was in the pot onto one, deftly rolls and folds it so he doesn’t make a mess, and starts to eat. Less deftly, the Marx brothers imitate him one by one. Gamy sausage and beans and peas and tongue-blistering chilies . . . It’s nothing Julius would order, but it spackles over the empty place in his midsection.

Lemuel gets what’s left after the others have eaten. Hind tit, in other words: a little gravy and a bit of this and that to flavor his flatbread. No wonder slaves like being slaves so much, Julius thinks.

But after Lemuel wolfs down his meager meal, Sterne gives him half a dollar and tells him, “Have a good time at the tavern.”

“Thank you kindly, suh,” Lemuel says: the first English Julius has heard from him. He disappears as fast as he can, before his master changes his mind.

As soon as he’s gone, Adolphus Sterne rounds on the Marx brothers. “What do you know? How do you know it? Who gave us away?” he demands. He yanks a flintlock pistol from an inside pocket, cocks it, and points it at them.

“Put that silly thing away,” Julius says, though nothing that can kill a man is really silly. “You can’t shoot all of us with it, and what happens to you after you shoot one of us?”

Sterne obviously doesn’t like whatever answer he finds to that. With obvious reluctance, he lowers the pistol. “But you know about Fredonia! No one should know about Fredonia, especially not strangers with ridiculous clothes,” he says.

So there, thinks Julius, who is of the opinion that Sterne’s clothes are the ones on the ridiculous side. But that’s neither here nor there. He says, “You know what’s the biggest difference in the world? The difference between what ought to be and what you really get.” He waits for the nineteenth-century man to chew on that for a bit. While Sterne chews, Julius flogs his memory. “Lemme see . . . You smuggled the guns in for old What’s-his-name in barrels that were supposed to be full of coffee beans, didn’t you? They weren’t quite full, eh?”

Sterne goes white as a sheet. A sheet in Nacogdoches in 1826, assuming there are any such animals, probably doesn’t go very white. But, like a local washerwoman, Adolphus gives it his best shot. “You can’t know that! You mustn’t know that!” he yips. “If you know that, other people are bound to know it, too, and they’ll betray us to Colonel Ahumada or Political Chief Saucedo.”

Political Chief Saucedo? Julius forgot the local Mexican honcho’s title. It sounds too modern for this time and place, more like something the Duce or the Führer would dream up than an old-timey handle. But inflated political titles must be as old as the hills that are nowhere nearby.

“Don’t worry about that. Here, you goose, take a gander at this instead.” Julius fumbles in his pocket, pulls out a fifty-cent piece, and tosses it to his host.

Sterne has never heard of St. Abner Doubleday, but he grabs the coin as neatly as Al Simmons snagging a line drive. He briefly examines it. “A funny-looking U.S. half-dollar,” he says. “Nu?”

“Nu, take a look at the date on it,” Julius tells him. “It’s under Miss Liberty’s feet there.”

“It says . . . ” Sterne has to hold the half close to his face to read the numbers. Firelight isn’t what you want to read by unless you’re Abe Lincoln. He’s somewhere in Illinois right now, Julius thinks uneasily. He’s what, seventeen? When Sterne frowns, a thick vertical line between his eyebrows catches shadows. “It says 1928, but that must be some kind of die-maker’s mistake.”

“Nope.” Julius shakes his head. “That’s when my brothers and I are from. Well, 1934, really, but what’s six years of future among friends? That’s how we know what you’re up to—’cause to us you did it a long time ago.”

A twentieth-century man would laugh and tell him he was nuts. Adolphus Sterne doesn’t have the twentieth-century half-baked coat of rationality. When he sees a coin from a century after the time in which he’s living, he doesn’t think Julius has counterfeited it to fleece him with some fancy scheme. He thinks the Marx brothers have somehow fallen back through time. And they damn well have, but someone from their proper era would take a lot more convincing.

He’s no dope, this early nineteenth-century Jew. After some visible thought, he asks, “And how do people in, uh, the future know the Fredonian Revolution? Are we the liberators of Texas we hope to be?”

“Hate to break it to you, but you aren’t,” Julius says. Sterne’s face falls. Julius adds, “They don’t shoot you or anything—not so far as I remember, they don’t.”

“That doesn’t matter!” Sterne is in his twenties, plenty young enough to suffer under a bad case of political idealism. Why else would he smuggle guns in kegs of coffee beans? “We have to win! We have to free Texas from Mexican tyranny!” He also proves disconcertingly quick on the uptake: “If you know we failed, you’ll also know why we failed. You’ll be able to fix it so we don’t fail.”

The Marx brothers stare at one another. Julius doesn’t care one red cent about the nation of Fredonia—or even the rather different nation of Freedonia, with or without Margaret Dumont. The nation he’s best acquainted with right this minute is consternation. How in the dickens are four mistimed comics supposed to turn the course of history?

On the other hand, what happens if he tells Adolphus Sterne no? Nothing good is the short answer that immediately springs to mind. The long answer is the same, but he’ll enjoy the way it plays out even less.

So he pastes a big, broad, insincere smile on his kisser and says, “Why, sure, Adolphus, boychik. We’ll do everything we can.” Adolphus Sterne smiles just like the Christmas he doesn’t believe in. Leonard, Arthur, and Herbert, by contrast, look even more horrified than they did before Julius sang out. And they said it couldn’t be done! he thinks, not without pride.

Sterne has a bed he usually shares with Lemuel. If he brings a lady friend home, Julius figures he slips Lemuel four bits and tells him to make for the tavern. If Lemuel brings a lady friend home . . . Chances are the Negro has his fun somewhere else. It’s the only bed in the house. Sterne politely offers to accommodate one, two, three, or four Marx brothers in it while he curls up in a blanket on the rammed-earth floor.

“Maybe we should find a motor court,” Leonard says.

“Maybe you should fermakhen pisk,” Arthur suggests sweetly. Leonard scowls, but, for a wonder, does shut his trap.

They finally do sleep in the bed. It’s not as if they’ve never shared overcrowded digs before. But they’ve slept by themselves or with only friendly company for a lot of years now. Julius misses a toothbrush and Pepsodent. He’ll miss them more after he hasn’t had them longer. What if he gets a toothache here? It’s about even money between braving a local dentist and blowing his brains out with Sterne’s pistol.

Worrying about things that haven’t happened and may not happen does more to keep him awake than his brothers’ knees and elbows and farts. He dozes off at last, and gets the kind of rest you’d expect after traveling more than a century in time and knocking back bad whiskey and stale sausage. There is a thundermug under the lumpy bed. All the brothers use it at one time or another, or one time and another. Julius misses toilet paper and toilets, too.

Morning light leaking through the shutters wakes him from a nasty dream. When he realizes where he is, he also realizes it’s no dream. Arthur and Herbert are already awake. Leonard snores on.

“How are we going to make the Fredonians beat the Mexicans when they really don’t?” Arthur asks.

That is the question, much more than any piddly old To be or not to be? Julius shrugs. “Beats me,” he says, sounding more cheerful than he feels. His nose twitches. “Smells like Adolphus—no, more likely Lemuel—’s fixing coffee out there.” He shakes Leonard. “Rise and shine, you mangy varmint!”

Next thing he knows, Leonard has a large knife in his hand. Julius had no idea he carries one. “Don’t do that some more,” Leonard says, folding it again. “I’m liable to cut you before I open my eyes.” He sniffs. “Coffee smells good.”

They put on their muddy shoes and their jackets and go out into the front room. The coffee, freshly roasted and ground, is delicious. Breakfast is tortillas and onions and more of that elderly lamb sausage, and isn’t.

Polite as a preacher, Sterne lets them finish before he asks, “How do you propose to lead us to victory, my friends?”

The only leading Julius has done is in bridge, and as Rufus T. Firefly. He and his brothers are the sole bridge foursome in the world. Firefly doesn’t seem the perfect solution to Fredonia’s troubles . . . or does he? He would certainly do what Julius does now: stall. “First of all, remind me what you and old What’s-his-face have in mind for the great and glorious revolution.”

His sarcasm is sharp enough to make Sterne flinch and Lemuel hoist an eyebrow. Don’t overplay this, Julius warns himself. But Sterne pulls his face straight and answers, “Haden Edwards and his men are coming into town today. They will seize the Old Stone Fort and the Mexican officials and proclaim the Republic of Fredonia. The Cherokees will join us—his brother has promised them the lands north of Nacogdoches for their own. The rest of the American settlers will come in with us, too. With any luck at all, we’ll chase the Mexicans out of Texas with their tails between their legs.”

“Right. I mean, wrong.” Julius hasn’t thought about this stuff for a while, but it comes back to him once Sterne jogs his memory. “Edwards’ll grab the Old Stone Fort, all right, but the Indians will sit on their hands and the other settlers will back the Mexicans, not him.”

“Vey iz mir!” Sterne hides his face with his palms. The hammiest actor on the Yiddish stage couldn’t overplay any harder. Then Sterne asks—again—“How can you make things better?”

“We got to make people think Edwards is stronger than he is, so they’ll give in easier,” Leonard says. Gambler that he is, he knows all about bluffing . . . except, too often, when not to try it.

Here, though, Julius has no better ideas. Arthur does: “If we can get the Cherokees and the rest of the settlers to like us better, they won’t let us down. We have to make ’em laugh.” Making people laugh is what has turned the Marx brothers into the Marx Brothers with a capital B.

“How?” Sterne is sticking to Yiddish, not English. Otherwise, Julius thinks, he’d sound like an Indian himself. But he’s never heard of the Marx Brothers. He doesn’t know they’re a smash on stage and screen. He’s never heard of screens. As if to prove as much, flies buzz around the room.

Julius catches Arthur’s eye. They go into the Duck Soup mirror scene, each matching the other’s action. They’ve rehearsed it so often, they can do it with their eyes closed. It’s pure physical comedy; it would be funny in ancient Rome or—Julius hopes—to a Cherokee chief who doesn’t know his people are headed for the reservation (Julius assumes the promise from Haden Edwards’ brother is worth as much as every other white man’s bargain with Indians).

Adolphus Sterne and Lemuel gape at them, especially when they switch sides so the one who’s looking in the mirror turns into the one who’s in the mirror. Sterne snorts. Lemuel guffaws. “You is funny people!” he says in English. “I never woulda thunk it, but you is.”

“You are,” Sterne agrees in Yiddish. “I don’t know that it will help us, but I don’t see how it can hurt us.”

Julius doesn’t know how it will help them, either, but it’s what he and his brothers have going for them. When you’ve only got one tool, you’ll use it whether you’re driving a nail or baking a cake or making a revolution.

No sooner does that thought cross Julius’ mind than Haden Edwards’ ragtag little army announces its arrival in Nacogdoches by shooting half a dozen guns into the air. Julius hopes it’s into the air, anyhow. For a moment, he thinks they’re just firecrackers. Then he realizes the revolution is trying to raise itself with no help at all from four mistimed comedians.

Adolphus Sterne is quicker on the uptake. “They’re here!” he says, a big grin on his face. He wants to believe they’ll win in spite of what the Marx brothers have told him. That’s what people who try revolutions do—they want to believe.

What Julius wants is to see what 1826 Nacogdoches looks like in broad daylight, or even in narrow daylight if that’s all it’s got going for it. He heads for the front door. Leonard, Arthur, and Herbert come with him. He fumbles a little as he raises the bar. Sterne probably notices and probably sneers, but Julius can’t do anything about that.

Watery sunlight and scattered clouds greet his eyes. The rain has blown through. The mud, however, stays behind. So does the stench that surrounds even as small a pre-plumbing town as Nacogdoches. Helping to explain why the place stinks the way it does, across the street a little bareass blond kid, no more than four years old, is squatting in the mud crapping in front of his folks’ shack.

More shacks and slightly finer houses are scattered here and there. Some are of adobe, some of sticks, one or two of real bricks. Where’s the Big Bad Wolf? Julius wonders. He sees the tavern where he and his brothers fetched up the night before, a couple of nearby buildings that may be shops, and the steeple of a church. He can’t imagine a town in Mexico—which Nacogdoches currently is—without a church.

Not far from the church sits what can only be the Old Stone Fort. It’s made of stone, it’s big and strong by local standards, and it looks old. What else is it going to be?

A couple of more gunshots ring out. They come from Haden Edwards’ soldiers. The men look like B-movie ruffians. They haven’t shaved lately. They mostly wear shabby, colorless homespun, though a couple have fancy buckskin jackets over their shirts. They would be laughable except for the muskets and pistols and big, sharp knives—bigger than Leonard’s—in their dirty fists.

One of them carries a flag as well as a pistol. Julius remembers his Devil’s Dictionary. If you listen to Ambrose Bierce, a flag carried by soldiers means the same thing as the signs posted in London vacant lots: “Rubbish may be shot here.” The look of the thug toting the banner does nothing to make Julius think Bierce mistaken.

The flag itself has two horizontal bands, white over a red the color of blood just starting to dry. There are words on the white band. Julius can’t make them out from where he’s standing. Later, he finds out they’re INDEPENDENCE and, below that, FREEDOM AND JUSTICE. That all sounds good. Political slogans are made to sound good. Whether they mean what they say . . . 

Some of the other people staring at the Fredonian soldiers are as fair and blond (though not as naked) as the little kid taking a dump (his mother has grabbed him and yanked him back into the house). Others are swarthy and black-haired, with cheekbones that look carved from sandstone. What do the independence and freedom and justice the Fredonian flag trumpets mean to Mexicans who don’t want to secede from Mexico? What crosses Julius’ mind is One man’s meat is another man’s poison. Which also holds true for political slogans generally.

“Come on, boys!” a gray-haired man bellows. “We’ll storm the fort, and then Nacogdoches is ours!” On they go, yelling their heads off and firing the occasional shot into the air. The ones who do fire have to pause to reload, which takes fancy gymnastics and time. No six-shooters in evidence here. Gunpowder smoke smells like the Fourth of July, not like December.

Beside Julius, Arthur speaks in a low voice: “Even if you get Nacogdoches, why would you want it?”

“If I get Nacogdoches, I go to the doctor and he gives me a shot,” Julius says. “Two days later, I’m better off—and poorer.”

Another ruffian fires off a musket ball. Not only haven’t they heard of six-shooters yet, they also haven’t heard of smokeless powder. By the big burst of gray fog from the musket’s muzzle, the powder they’ve got smokes three packs a day.

Leonard says, “You get shot in Nacogdoches now, you ain’t gonna be better off two days later. Not unless you think dead is better off.”

“Well, it has its points,” Julius says. Somebody within the fort fires at the advancing Fredonians. As far as Julius can tell, the Mexican misses. He looks for the abatis. He wouldn’t have any idea what one of those was if not for, again, Ambrose Bierce. Bierce calls it Rubbish in front of a fort, to prevent the rubbish outside from molesting the rubbish inside. Ambrose must like rubbish. Julius can make out no abatis. This probably works to the Fredonians’ advantage.

A few more shots ring out—not many on either side. The rubbish outside the Old Stone Fort seems more serious about attacking than the rubbish inside does about defending. People yell “Surrender!” Others yell something in Spanish that likely means the same thing.

And damned if the garrison in the Old Stone Fort doesn’t surrender. A white flag waves above one of the (old?) stone walls. The gate or door or whatever the hell the name for it is isn’t stone but is sturdy. It opens. Out come maybe a dozen Mexicans. Most of them are dressed the same way as Haden Edwards’ stalwarts, and looks just as much like cattle rustlers. One is in a blue wool uniform with a tall pillbox hat on his head. He glumly unbelts his sword and proffers it to the Fredonian holding the white-and-red flag.

Behind Julius, Adolphus Sterne murmurs, “This is victory! Isn’t it wonderful? Isn’t it magnificent?”

This is Nacogdoches. Most of it is built from mud. The rest, by the stink, is shit. Some of that is horse manure. More is people manure, which smells worse. Adolphus Sterne seems proud of the start of his little war. Maybe he’s never seen a big one.

“Grabbing is easy,” Julius says. “Keeping what you grab—that’s the hard part.”

Haden Edwards holds court inside the Old Stone Fort. It smells even worse in there than in most of 1826 Nacogdoches. The little garrison has been living there for a while, which makes the reek of the latrines all the harsher. Haden Edwards hasn’t bathed any time lately, either. Neither has Julius. Pretty soon his Mum will fail, and he’ll smell as bad as the locals do.

Edwards is in his mid-fifties. He has hair so dark, Julius suspects shoe blacking. His bushy sideburns come down past the bottom of his ears. He looks like someone who doesn’t trust most of his fellow men, but for Adolphus Sterne he makes an exception. “We never would’ve done it without the guns you brung us,” he says, smiling. “Who’re your friends? Ain’t seen them around here before.”

Sterne introduces the Marx brothers. “They aren’t from around here,” he says. His English is good but accented. “Not from where they live, and not in time, either.”

“Huh?” Now Edwards frowns. The expression fits his heavy features better than the smile did. “What the devil you mean, Adolphus?”

Sterne tosses him the 1928 half. “Look when this coin is from. They’ve come from a hundred years from now—more than a hundred years.”

After Haden Edwards catches it, he puts on reading glasses to examine it. “Never seen one like this before.” He hefts it and rings it. “Proper size, though. Proper weight. Sounds like silver, sure enough.” He finds the date. “Damned if it don’t say 1928. But how is that possible?”

“You tell me. Then we’ll both know,” Julius says. “But here I am, with my brothers. We’ll help you get Fredonia off the ground if we can.”

“Fredonia damn well is off the ground,” Edwards says proudly.

Julius starts to tell him, Yeah, but it’s gonna crash and burn. That will mean nothing to Haden Edwards, though. He’s never imagined an airplane, much less seen one. Not an automobile. Nor, probably, anything else with an engine in it. Are there railroads? Not anywhere close—Julius will bet on that. Steamboats on the Mississippi? Maybe. Julius is hazy about when those start. He’s hazy about all kinds of early nineteenth-century things. If I’d known I was coming, I would’ve done a better job getting ready.

“The Mexicans won’t let you get away with it,” he says.

“Like hell they won’t. The rest of the Americans coming into Texas’ll join us. So will the Cherokees. And the U.S. Army in Louisiana’ll help us out, too.”

“No, no, and no. The army won’t invade a foreign country. The settlers will back the Mexicans, ’cause they won’t think you can win. And the Indians will sit on their hands and see who comes out on top. That’s what’s in all the history books.” Julius doesn’t tell Haden Edwards that hardly any history books outside of Nacogdoches bother to remember the Fredonian Revolution at all.

Edwards pulls a big knife, what they call a Tennessee toothpick, from a sheath on his belt. “You’re saying I ought to just cut my throat now and not let anybody do it for me. I’m damned if I will, sir.”

“I’m damned if I want you to.” Even Julius doesn’t know if he’s telling the truth. He plows ahead anyway: “But my brothers and me, we know what went wrong here—uh, goes wrong. Uh, will go wrong. If you want, we’ll try and fix it for you.”

“That’s a bargain,” Edwards says. “If it works out, you’ll never want for anything I can give you. And if you’re a bunch of deceiving skunks, I’ll kill you all with my bare hands.” He sounds as matter-of-fact as if he’s ordering a corned beef on rye from Katz’s Deli on Houston Street. That makes him seem more scary, not less.

“You know what?” Julius says. “You talked us into it.”

Julius hasn’t been on horseback for many years. It’s not like riding a bicycle. It doesn’t come back automatically. He wishes to God he were riding a bicycle. He wouldn’t—he doesn’t think he would—be saddlesore then.

Leonard is singing “Ragtime Cowboy Joe.” He’s singing it very badly, too, which is how Leonard sings. Adolphus Sterne looks at him as if he’s gone entirely out of his mind. And well he may have. Ragtime is still a lifetime away. And . . . 

“What the devil is a repeater?” Sterne asks. Hearing Leonard warble away in English, he uses that language.

“A gun that can shoot more than one bullet without reloading,” Leonard answers.

“I’ve heard of those. But they’re costly, and they mostly don’t work well,” Sterne says. “Why would you put one in a song?”

“Because in our time they’re cheap and they work just fine,” Julius says. He understands the problem. The six-shooter must not even be a gleam in Sam Colt’s eye yet. That makes sense. Neither Haden Edwards’ ragtag and bobtail nor the Mexicans who defended the Old Stone Fort used revolvers.

“Shame you weren’t carrying any when you came here, then,” Sterne says.

He has a point. It isn’t the point he thinks he has, though. If I had a revolver, I could blow out my brains quick and easy, Julius thinks. For someone from the twentieth century, the early nineteenth is one horrible shock after another.

For instance, nobody in twentieth-century Texas would go off to chat up a couple of Cherokee Indian chiefs to get their warriors to join the fight against the Mexicans here in northeastern Texas. In the twentieth century, there may still be Indians and even chiefs, but there are no warriors. Indians aren’t on the warpath. They’re on the reservation, where the Great White Father is convinced they belong, and where they raise drunks instead of a ruckus.

Not here. Not now. Richard Fields and John Dunn Hunter have more fighting men than Edwards and his foes put together. Even if they’re poorly armed, there are still lots of them. (Even this early, though, the Cherokee chiefs carry white men’s monikers—you can see which way the wind is blowing.)

“What should I know about these Injuns?” Julius says the last word with self-conscious irony. A moment later—a moment too late—he realizes Adolphus Sterne won’t hear it.

And Sterne doesn’t. He answers, “Fields is the son of an Englishman and a quarter-Cherokee woman. Dunn has no Indian blood at all that I know of, but he’s lived with the Cherokees since he was a boy.”

“So Fields is . . . what? An eighth Cherokee?” Julius has known Jews with as tenuous a claim to the name, Jews even Hitler might not come down on too hard. But 1826, thank God, has never heard of Hitler. 1826 is still trying to get over Napoleon. Julius goes on, “How come the real Indians pay any attention to these guys?”

“They speak English and Cherokee. They know the tribe’s way and the white man’s way. The Cherokees understand that they’re tangled up with the white man. Some of them keep black slaves, too.”

“How about that?” Julius says. Sure as hell, the Cherokees have learned from the new kids on the block. What they’ve learned . . . 

He takes a deep breath. He doesn’t say anything more. He just breathes. Away from Nacogdoches, the air (minus that portion of it rising from his horse) is as sweet and pure as if someone has washed it with care. And it became sweet and pure only a furlong or so outside of Nacogdoches. The town isn’t big enough for its reek to persist very far. What living in Philadelphia or New York City or London is like, Julius would rather not think about.

A coyote lopes along beside the horsemen for a while, then turns away to chase something. Maybe he knows they scare rabbits and mice and chipmunks. If he does know, he doesn’t come across horsemen any too often. He’s skinny enough to drop through a soda straw.

They get to the Cherokee settlement late in the afternoon. They’ve come maybe twenty miles from Nacogdoches. Julius is guessing about that; his horse has no odometer. He doesn’t know what he’s expecting—teepees, maybe. He sees huts not much different from the smaller, poorer shacks in Nacogdoches. Fields full of dead corn surround the settlement. Some huts have horses tied next to them.

A mongrel, all teeth and bulging eyes, rushes snarling at the newcomers. But five men on horseback give it second thoughts. It runs away faster than it came toward them.

A bronze-skinned man ducks out of one of the huts. He wears a ratty broad-brimmed felt hat, a linen shirt, and black wool pants, the way a white without much money would. “We want to talk with your chiefs,” Sterne says in English. The Cherokee spreads his hands—he doesn’t savvy. Sterne tries again, in Spanish. The man doesn’t get that, either. Sterne shifts to French. A cunning linguist, Julius thinks. And French works. The Indian answers in the same language, then trots back to one of the bigger huts.

Out comes a gray-haired fellow who looks more English than Cherokee. “’Ello, Sterne,” he says. “’Oo are your friends?” He sounds like an Englishman, too—one more thing Julius would never have looked for out here in the middle of nowhere.

“They’re friends—friends of mine, friends of Haden Edwards’. They’ve seen a lot of the world. They know how things work,” Sterne says. “They’ll help me explain why backing Fredonia is the best thing you can do.”

He’s wanted to tell Fields what funny fellows the Marx brothers are. Julius is glad to have talked him out of that. Tell a man someone is funny and he’ll go, Okay, you’re so comical—go ahead and make me laugh. Then he’ll sit on his hands while you try. Let him discover for himself that you aren’t too bad and he’ll laugh his tukhus off instead.

“Well, I’ll listen,” Fields says. “The Mexicans, they’ll be telling me just the opposite, you know.”

“Yes, but the Mexicans lie all the time,” Sterne says.

“Oh, and Americans don’t?” Fields throws back his head and guffaws.

In Julius’ experience, anybody will lie if he thinks he can get away with it—or sometimes just because he feels like lying. The slightly Cherokee chieftain sobers. And well he might. He and his people are clinging to freedom as if hanging from the edge of a cliff, with the Mexicans and the Americans both jumping up and down on their fingers. Pretty soon they’ll fall, and it’s a long way down.

Richard Fields cups both hands in front of his mouth. “’Unter!” he shouts. “’Ey, ’Unter! You awake?”

A smaller, younger white man comes out of a nearby hut. “I’m awake,” John Dunn Hunter says. “Hard to stay dead with the noise you make, let alone asleep.” His English is fluent, but has an odd, hissing accent. Cherokee? Julius supposes so. If he was taken as a child and raised among them, of course he’ll use their language more.

Fields points to the new arrivals. “’Ere’s Sterne from Nacogdoches, with some chums of ’is to tell us why ’Aden Edwards and Fredonia are so bleedin’ wonderful.”

“Haden should have come himself,” Hunter says. “Nobody can tell you how wonderful he is the way he can.”

Arthur makes a small tally mark in the air, as if to say Score one for you. That bit of bitchery would have won some sour smiles at the Algonquin Club . . . which, when you get down to it, is named for Indians, too, even if it has no other connection to them.

“You’ll ’ave supper with us,” Fields says, and it’s more an order than a question. “After that, we’ll talk.”

Supper is cooking on fires and in firepits behind the hut. Some full-blooded Cherokees join Fields and Hunter and . . . and a bunch of Jews, Julius thinks. It’s funny, after a fashion—funny-peculiar but also funny-haha.

People eat with horn spoons and knives. There don’t seem to be any forks. An Indian woman with a lined but expressionless face ladles out bowls of what can only be grits for the men who sit on blankets on the muddy ground. She doesn’t take any for herself. Julius wonders what would happen if she tried. Nothing good, is his guess.

He’s hungry, but not hungry enough to make the grits taste like anything but library paste. They have no butter, or even salt. That doesn’t make them any more exciting. He has grits whenever he comes into the South. He keeps hoping he’ll get a taste for them. He’s in his mid-forties now. He doesn’t think it’s going to happen.

Leonard takes a spoonful, then, with his mouth full, starts warbling “Ragtime Cowboy Joe” again. “What exactly are you doing?” Julius inquires. “For that matter, what approximately are you doing?”

“Watsamatter wit’ you?” Leonard returns, putting more Chico into his voice than he usually does when he’s not performing. Well, he is performing now. They all are, performing for their lives instead of a paycheck. “You never heard nobody singing in hominy before?” He goes back to the interrupted ditty.

Andrew Sterne sends him a reproachful look. So does Richard Fields. John Dunn Hunter doesn’t get it. As far as Julius is concerned, Hunter is the lucky one. He eyes the Cherokees. They’ve been introduced, but their names all sound like sneezes to him. One of them looks disgusted, too, which argues that he knows English pretty well.

Green beans are green beans. The little bits of meat flavoring them are bacon. Now Julius eyes Adolphus Sterne. Sterne says, “My father is Orthodox. My mother is Catholic. I think of myself as a Deist as often as I think of myself as a Yehudah.”

You may, but I guarantee nobody else does, Julius thinks. That’s how it works with Jews. He and his brothers eat anything that won’t eat them first.

Or so he thinks, anyhow, till the Cherokee women take the main course out of the firepits: armadillos roasted in their shells. They can’t be more treyf than bacon, but they aren’t on most restaurants’ menus in 1934.

Which doesn’t mean they don’t get eaten in 1934, even if not in the circles where the Marx brothers travel then. Leonard points at one and says, “They call that a Hoover hog a hundred years from now.”

“Armadillo does taste like pork,” Adolphus Sterne says, “but who is this Hoover personage?”

“He’s the guy who vacuumed up prosperity,” Julius says. The rest of the Marxes think that’s funny. Sterne doesn’t get it. He’s never heard of vacuum cleaners. If you’ve got no electricity—if you’ve got no idea that you’re missing electricity—you have no idea what all it can do for you.

It will propel a street car better than a gas jet and give more light than a horse. The Devil’s dictionary again bubbles up in Julius’ addled brain. Do they even have gas lamps in 1826? He has no idea. A Cherokee settlement a day’s ride outside of Nacogdoches is nowhere he’s likely to find out, either.

He gets his very own armadillo. He’s coped with plenty of shellfish in his time, but never a shellmammal. He attacks the roasted critter with knife and spoon. Adolphus Sterne proves to speak from experience. Armadillo does taste like pork.

“Not bad,” Herbert says after a while. “Not bad at all.”

Julius nods. If he’s going to persuade his hosts to fight alongside the Fredonians, he’d better praise their grub. And he’d better hope they don’t offer him grubs. He praises the armadillo more to be polite than from delight, though. Like so many Jews, he knows damn well how tasty roast pork is. But most roast pork gets livened up with salt and pepper and mustard and whatever other spices the cook slathers onto it. All that livens up the armadillo meat is ashes from the firepit, whose flavor leaves something to be desired.

Arthur sets a greasy hand on his shirtfront. Nobody here worries much about staying clean. “I’m full,” Arthur says. “I was empty enough to wonder if I ever would feel full again, but I do.”

“I feel full, too, and I feel fulfilled to be filled full,” Julius says. Reminding himself again that he’s supposed to play the diplomat, he nods to Fields and Hunter. “We thank you for your kindness. Everything’s delicious.”

Richard Fields nods. He is, Julius notices, a blue-eyed Cherokee. “We take care of anyone ’oo washes up on our shore,” he says. Those pale eyes narrow. “But tell me why we should pay any attention to you when you say we should throw in with ’Aden Edwards.”

“Because we’re from the future,” Julius answers. “And because we’re from the future, we know what happened in the past. It’s like the past is a present, only it isn’t gift-wrapped.”

He’s lucky. Either Fields and Hunter ignore his joke or it sails over their heads. Hunter says, “What do you mean, you’re from the future?”

“We came to Nacogdoches in 1826 from 1934, which is when we live when things are working like they’re supposed to,” Julius says.

“Why should we believe anything as ridiculous as that?” The questions comes from neither Hunter nor Fields, but from the Cherokee who’s already given signs of knowing English well.

“Because we’re here. Because we’d have to be idiots to make up a story as ridiculous as that and expect you to believe it. and because we’ve got stuff from the twentieth century we can show you.” Julius tosses silver quarters to Fields and Hunter and to the full-blooded Indian. To the latter, he says, “I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t know your name.”

The Cherokee comes out with what sounds to Julius like a five-syllable sneeze. Helpfully, he adds, “In English, that is Eightkiller.”

“How cheery,” Julius remarks.

“My quarter says it’s from 1926,” Fields says. “It’s the right size and weight, but no style I’ve seen before.”

“Mine says it comes from 1924,” John Dunn Hunter says.

Julius wonders if Eightkiller can read. When the Cherokee says, “The year 1923 is stamped on mine,” his question is answered.

Then Julius takes off his wristwatch and hands it to Richard Fields. “I’d like this back after you look at it, please,” he says.

Fields examines it. From him, it goes to Hunter, and then to the fullbloods. Eightkiller gravely returns it to Julius. Fields delivers the verdict: “That is a very small, very fine clock. I’ve not seen anything like it before. Perhaps you really do come from the bleedin’ twentieth century.”

He has no idea how much bleeding the twentieth century has already done, and it’s only a third over. He’s lucky.

Hunter nods. So does Eightkiller. They’re convinced enough to keep talking and listening, anyway. John Dunn Hunter says, “If what you’re telling us is true, you know what we do and what happens to us.”

“We know what you did up to this point and what happened because of it.” If not for his interest in Fredonia, Julius would have no idea. But telling someone how trivial he is doesn’t seem brilliant. Julius goes on, “If you do something different on account of us, what happens to you will change, too.”

He thinks that’s true. He sure can’t prove it. He’s ad-libbing this, making it up as he goes along. He’s done shows that way. It’s exhilarating. Every once in a while, though, you end up with egg on your face or tomato seeds in your hair. Here, he’s liable to end up dead if things go wrong.

“What does happen to us if we go on they way we’re going?” Hunter asks. That’s the right question, sure enough.

“You say you’ll help Fredonia. Then the Mexicans get you to change your minds. The uprising falls down. But the Mexicans don’t forget you wanted to go against ’em. You and Mr. Fields there get hanged next spring,” Julius answers. He doesn’t say that the Cherokees themselves do the hanging. Why add more trouble when plenty’s already simmering?

John Dunn Hunter touches his neck, just below the Adam’s apple, as if imagining what a hemp necktie feels like. Richard Fields says, “So if we throw in with ’Aden, we ’ave to stick with ’im.”

“Or we just say no right now,” Eightkiller puts in. “They don’t cut off the turtle’s head if it stays inside his shell.”

Fields answers in Cherokee. Eightkiller says something in the same language. Some of the other Indians speak up, too. Julius’ gaze slides over to Adolphus Sterne. No matter how many languages Sterne knows, Cherokee plainly isn’t any of them. He looks as baffled and worried as Julius feels.

After a few minutes, John Dunn Hunter seems to remember that Sterne and the Marx brothers are on the outside listening in. He says, “We’re trying to decided whether to go all in with Edwards or to sit this one out.”

That much Julius has figured out without any help. The Cherokees are between a rock and a hard place. The Americans and the Mexicans are both stronger than they are. There wouldn’t be a band of Cherokees here in Texas if the Americans hadn’t squeezed them out of their home farther east.

Adolphus Sterne says, “The Fredonian flag has two stripes—one white, one red. They stand for Americans and Indians together.”

Julius catches his brothers’ eyes. If they’re going to sing, they should sing profitably. And so, as they did in the tavern in Nacogdoches just after arriving in 1826, they burst into the anthem from Duck Soup. “Hail, hail, Freedonia!/ Land of the brave and free!” None of the Cherokee women seems a suitable replacement for Margaret Dumont. Too bad.

“Land of the brave and free, yes! That’s what we aim for,” Adolphus Sterne says. The song doesn’t pitch him into a tizzy this time.

More colloquy in Cherokee. Listening, Julius keeps wanting to go Gesundheit! every few seconds. Sterne and his brothers will understand if he does. No one else here seems likely to.

After a bit, Richard Fields says, “The trouble is, more and more yonegs are coming along.”

“More and more what?” Leonard asks.

“You should know. You are one. Yonegs’re white men,” Fields explains.

“Nice to know somebody thinks I belong there,” Leonard says. In the ever so enlightened twentieth century, the Ku Klux Klan and the Nazis are only too eager to include Jews out of Caucasianity. Things are simpler in 1826.

They are for Jews, anyhow. Maybe not for Indians. By 1934, their questions are answered, mostly in ways they don’t want. They still have, or can imagine they have, possibilities in 1826. Eightkiller also returns to English, plaintively asking, “How can we best help our people?”

“This much I can tell you,” Julius says. “Running out on the Fredonians doesn’t work. I don’t know what will happen if you back them all the way. That could turn out better.”

“Or it could turn out worse,” the Cherokee observes. “Haden Edwards, all he cares about is land and money.”

“And freedom,” Adolphus Sterne breaks in. Eightkiller looks at him as if he’s said something very foolish. Even by flickering firelight, Julius can see Sterne flush. But he has grit. He says, “How happy will you be if you have to try to get along with the Mexicans?”

“There is that,” Fields says. He holds his right hand by his neck and jerks it upward. His head lolls to the side, as if he’s being hanged. Julius has figured Eightkiller for a sobersides, but the Indian thinks that’s the funniest thing this side of Charlie Chaplin. The argument in Cherokee starts up again.

Now John Dunn Hunter is the man who comes back to English: “We’ve decided. We’ll stand with Haden Edwards and against the damned Mexicans.” He nods to Julius. “Hail, hail, Freedonia!”

“Hail! Hail!” Julius echoes. The poor sap hasn’t the faintest idea the song isn’t about the nascent republic trying to sprout in Nacogdoches. Enlightening him doesn’t strike Julius as the smartest thing he can do.

“Hail! Hail!” Adolphus Sterne doesn’t get it, either. But he does get something else. He leans toward Julius and whispers, “They mean it now. Whether they will when the Mexicans try to talk them out of it . . . We’ll see, that’s all.”

With Sterne, the Marx brothers stay at the Cherokee encampment for the next several days. They live off the fat of the land. Some of it is armadillo fat. Some comes from genuine pigs: the Cherokees butcher a couple to keep people fed. Julius likes spare ribs fine, though he doubts the hog that donated them thought they were extras.

Warriors begin drifting in. Some have muskets, some pistols, some just bows and arrows. They aren’t dressed the way Julius thinks Indians on the warpath ought to be. They must not have watched the right movies. They mostly wear the same colorless or rusty black homespun used by the greater number of white men here-and-now.

“Merry Christmas,” Arthur says as he crawls out from under his blanket one morning.

“Is it? I lost track.” Julius has other things to worry about. His clothes stink. His breath stinks. He stinks. Washing in cold water without soap doesn’t get him more than a quarter of the way toward clean. His shoes aren’t made for glumping around in mud, either.

“I think so,” Arthur says. “Sorry I didn’t buy you anything.”

“A ticket back to 1934 might be nice.”

“Tell me where they sell ’em and I’m off like a shot.”

“I’d like a shot myself. Scotch will do fine.”

“How about a shot from one of those muskets?”

“No, thanks.” Julius shudders. “But if they aim at me, odds are they’ll miss.” The incoming Cherokees try target practice every now and then. Either they’re crappy shots or their muskets are no damn good or, mostly likely, both. They whoop and holler and cut capers if they hit a man-sized target at anything over fifty yards.

Thinking along the same lines, Arthur murmurs, “Ain’t it grand we’re so much smoother at killing things a hundred years from now?”

“Ducky, darling. Just ducky.” The next hundred years will bring steam and electricity and vaccines and X-rays and radios and phonographs and airplanes and all kinds of marvels. They’ll also bring revolvers and smokeless powder and repeating rifles and TNT and machine guns and bombs to load into those airplanes so they can land on your neighbors’ heads. Things to look forward to.

Breakfast is stale hominy and no coffee. Eightkiller looks up from his bowl and says, “A happy Christmas to you.”

“Same to you, I’m sure,” Julius replies. Richard Fields and John Dunn Hunter go on eating. If they care about Christmas, they don’t show it. Eightkiller is a better, or at least a more demonstrative, Christian than either one of them. Julius knows damn well the Cherokee is a better Christian than any of the Marx brothers, or than Adolphus Sterne. That, of course, is not exactly setting the bar high.

Fields has his mind on what lies ahead. “Pretty soon, we’ll march into Nacogdoches and ’elp ’Aden keep off the Mexicans,” he says.

“That will be good,” Hunter agrees. “With all the extra mouths in camp, we’ll start getting hungry pretty soon.”

How well will Haden Edwards feed his new recruits? How well can he feed them? When Julius was in Nacogdoches, it didn’t strike him as a land flowing with milk and honey, or even with hominy and roast armadillo. Haden Edwards may have to go out a-conquering so he doesn’t stay home a-starving. How many armies all through history have sallied forth for reasons like that? More than the history books will admit to, unless Julius misses his guess.

Four more Cherokee warriors come in on Christmas morning: two mounted, two afoot. One of them talks to Eightkiller in their own language. Cherokee is the most incomprehensible tongue Julius has ever heard. Do the Indians feel the same way about English? Quite a few of them speak it, even if it baffled their ancestors once upon a time.

Eightkiller delivers the warrior’s news: “Mexican soldier fella comin’ here to tell us we better steer clear of Fredonia.”

“Blimey if we don’t put a flea in ’is ear.” Richard Fields glances at Julius. “We know what ’appens to us—we’ve ’eard what ’appens—if we listen to the son of a bitch.” He mimes getting hanged ones more. He’s pretty good at it. How many hangings has he watched? All things considered, Julius doesn’t want to know.

Sterne asks, “Who is the Mexican envoy?”

Eightkiller and the new arrival go back and forth in Cherokee. “Peter Ellis Bean is his name, or maybe Ellis Peter Bean,” Eightkiller reports.

“Funny—he doesn’t sound Mexican,” Leonard says: a joke that won’t be funny for another lifetime.

Here and now, at the tail end of the year of their Lord 1826, Adolphus Sterne takes it literally. “He’s Mexican by citizenship. He has a Mexican wife,” he explains. “But he’s an American filibuster from Tennessee or Kentucky or one of those states.” An eyebrow quirks. “He has an American wife, too, up here in Texas.”

Julius shrugs. “These things happen.” In Hollywood, marriage is often like musical chairs. Do they know about musical chairs yet? He has no idea, so he doesn’t make the comparison.

“You are a man of the world.” Sterne sends him an admiring look.

“Oh, at least.” Easy enough to seem like one here. I’ve got a hundred years on these rubes, Julius thinks. Then he remembers the antiwar song Irving Berlin wrote before the USA got into the World War. “Stay Down Here Where You Belong,” it’s called—what the Devil tells his son when the European powers are battering one another in the trenches. Pretty soon, the Yanks cross the Atlantic, and they get battered, too.

It’s not one of Irving’s big hits. It’s not even one of his small hits. For some reason, though, Julius knows the lyrics and sings it at any excuse or none. That drives Irving meshuggeh. He’s offered Julius money not to sing it. Annoying him is more fun than cashing in, though.

Are you sure you’re cut out to be a diplomat? Julius asks himself. He looks down at his pants. No stripes. Whether he’s cut out for the job or not, though, he seems to be stuck with it.

Two days later, Peter Ellis Bean—or maybe he’s Ellis Peter Bean—rides into the warrior-swollen camp. He’s a big man on a big horse. He wears a tall hat and a dark blue uniform with crossed white shoulder belts and big brass epaulets and belt buckle. He’s almost gaudy enough to be a general in Rufus T. Firefly’s Freedonia. Almost, but not quite.

He’s somewhere in his forties. He has a pot belly and a double chin. His face is a long, sad oval with a long, drooping nose. His has bushy side whiskers that come all the way down to his jawline. His eyes are pale, and colder than those of any producer Julius has ever met.

“Ah, Sterne. Reckoned I’d find you here,” he says when he sees Adolphus. Nobody in 1934 would lay on such a thick backwoods accent. But Bean isn’t laying it on. He talks that way all the time.

“I thought I might meet you here, too,” Sterne replies, coolly enough.

Bean’s gaze passes over the Marx brothers. He comes from the back of beyond, but the Angel of Death may not have a gaze like that. “Heard tell you had a pack o’ clowns with you,” he says, as if reminding himself. “Sorry-lookin’ bunch, ain’t they?”

Julius gets to his feet. He’s not a tall man; he still looks up at Peter Ellis Bean. “You’re a pretty sorry-looking item yourself,” he says—no, diplomacy isn’t his forte. “You remind me of a hairball from a bald cat.”

Those terrible eyes measure him for a coffin. “I want to hear from you, I’ll let you know,” Bean rasps. “Till then, why don’t you shut the hell up?”

“Beans, beans, the musical fruit!” Julius jeers. In his time, it’s a kids’ rhyme. By the sudden baffled fury on the Mexican envoy’s face, he’s never heard it before. Julius sings it all, in a nasal, mocking tenor:

“The more you eat, the more you toot!

The more you toot, the better you feel,

So let’s have beans for every meal!”

Peter Ellis Bean turns red as a sunset. Adolphus Sterne, on the other hand, doubles over with laughter. So does Richard Fields. And so does Eightkiller, even if he has one of the deadest pans in captivity most of the time. Eightkiller speaks in Cherokee. Two or three more Indians break up. One of them comes out with an excellent mouthfart, so Eightkiller’s translated the doggerel for them.

Bean proves a man of parts. He speaks Cherokee, too—angry Cherokee, by the sound of it. Eightkiller answers him, then switches to English for Julius: “He doesn’t like you.”

“Really? I never would’ve guessed,” Julius says. “But I don’t give a bean what he thinks. He’s nothing but a has-bean himself, you know, him and his whole refried country.” His visits to Mexican eateries in Los Angeles have not gone in vain.

Herbert touches his arm. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” he asks in a low, urgent voice.

“Of course not.” Julius shakes off his youngest brother. Yes, improvising is more fun than working from a script.

Or it always has been, up till now. Peter Ellis Bean stumps over to him. The man is even redder than he was a moment before. Rage mottles his face. The tip of his nose glows like a stop light. But his eyes stay as cold as the ice Dante set Satan in.

“You worm!” he hisses.

Julius reaches up and pats him on the cheek. “You say the sweetest things,” he murmurs.

“Shut up, you swine!” Bean knocks his hand away.

“That sounds familiar.” Julius cocks his head to one side. “Say, do you know Sheekman and Perrin?”

And damned if Bean doesn’t go three for three. “I told you to shut up, you upstart!” he shouts.

“Bingo!” Julius says gaily, and slaps him in the face.

But he isn’t on the set of Duck Soup any more. He isn’t playing with the Three Stooges, either. Bean doesn’t slap him back. Instead, the Mexican envoy goes from furious to beatific in the blink of an eye. “Y’all seen it. Everybody seen it,” he says. “That little shitass narigón done challenged me.”

“What’s a narigón?” Julius whispers to Sterne.

“It’s Spanish for someone with a big nose,” Sterne whispers back. “It means a Jew, but it’s not a nice name.”

“I got you,” Julius says. Peter Ellis Bean would have called him a kike, only he doesn’t quite know how.

Julius has another question, too. Before he can even ask it, Bean deals with it for him: “Since he challenged me, I get to choose the weapons. I choose pistols, and we’ll do it at sunup tomorrow.” He turns his terrible stare on the Cherokees. “After I kill the miserable pissant, we’ll git down to business, me and y’all.”

None of them answers him. They mutter among themselves in their own language. They do it in low voices, and carefully—they know he can follow.

“I don’t even have a pistol,” Julius says to no one in particular.

“I do,” Adolphus Sterne says. “I will be honored to lend it to you. If you kill Bean, no one will say he did not deserve it. He is a rogue and a scoundrel. But I never would have had the courage to slap his jaws myself.” He bows.

“Great.” Julius gulps. The last time he was this scared—well, the last time before the lightning bolt slammed him back into 1826—was in Muncie, Indiana, before the war, when a husband he didn’t know his lady friend possessed walked in on the two of them. A dive out the window saved his bacon then. He wonders what, if anything, will do it now.

Leonard has a direct solution. “Let’s take a powder,” he suggests.

“And go where, exactly?” Julius asks. “And do what when we get there?”

They are a day’s ride outside of Nacogdoches. Except for this encampment and the town, what is there in this part of Texas but miles and miles of miles and miles? Go far enough east and Texas turns into Arkansas, which belongs to the USA. Julius can’t see anything else that 1826 Arkansas—no, it’ll be 1827 Arkansas by the time they get there, if they get there—has going for it.

“You’d sooner fight him?” Arthur asks. Mild-mannered Arthur never wants to fight anybody.

“Sooner? Nah.” Julius shakes his head. “But what happens if I run?”

“You stay alive?” Arthur says.

“Only till somebody else shoots me for being yellow.” Julius doesn’t think that will take long, either. “Fields would. Hunter, too. And Haden Edwards. And anybody else who hears the story, I bet.”

“So—you gonna shoot him, then?” Leonard asks.

“Unless he shoots me first.” That seems much too probable. Peter Ellis Bean is used to pistols, and to shooting people. Julius, to put it mildly, isn’t. He walks away so he doesn’t have to answer any more questions from his brothers. It doesn’t help. He asks himself the questions instead.

He sleeps very little that night. He’s surprised he sleeps at all. It’s still dark when he wakes up for the last time—for what may really be the last time. The radium-glowing hands on his wristwatch tell him it’s a little before five. He crawls out of the crowded hut he shares with his brothers. Fresh air may do him good. Or it may not.

The night is still dark, dark, dark. Stars spangle the clear sky. He can see the Milky Way. City lights usually drown it out for him. No city within hundreds of miles—maybe no city in all the world—has lights enough to do that now.

Footsteps behind him make him whirl in alarm. Is that Bean, ready to finish him early? No: the figure there doesn’t have the Mexican officer’s pear-shaped silhouette. It isn’t one of his brothers. He needs a moment to realize it can only be Adolphus Sterne.

“Are you all right, Mr. Marx?” Sterne asks softly.

“Except for knowing I may get shot at sunrise, I’m terrific,” Julius says, also in a low voice.

“Here is the pistol. I’ve loaded it and primed it with great care,” Sterne says. “A misfire would be . . . embarrassing.”

“Oh, maybe just a little.” Julius gingerly takes the pistol from the younger man. It’s longer and heavier than a twentieth-century roscoe would be, but surprisingly well balanced. The butt fits his hand perfectly. It’s a tool for killing people made by someone who knew what he was doing.

“It’s not cocked, of course,” Sterne says.

“Right,” Julius says tightly. Gotta remember to take care of that, he thinks. If you’re going to shoot, you’d better shoot. He still doesn’t want to contemplate that. He looks up into the sky and points at the brightest star he sees, high in the south. “What is it?” he asks.

“I believe it’s Jupiter,” Adolphus Sterne replies.

“Oh. Jupiter.” Julius is obscurely disappointed. Not a star at all—just a lousy little planet. He picks another glowing point of light low in the northeast, sun-yellow, beginning to fade as twilight comes on. “How about that one?”

“I am pretty sure that’s Capella,” Sterne says.

“Ah, Capella,” Julius murmurs.

It’s light enough to let him see the wry expression that quickly crosses Sterne’s face and disappears. “You have an . . . odd way of looking at things,” the younger man says. “An interesting way, but odd.”

“Pal, you don’t know the half of it,” Julius says.

“Perhaps I do not. Are you as much out of place in your own time as you are here?”

Whatever else you can say about Adolphus Sterne, a dope he isn’t. “Now that you mention it,” Julius tells him, “yes.”

Out of another hut comes Peter Ellis Bean. One of the Cherokees follows him. The Indian is Bean’s second, as Sterne is Julius’. Bean grudges Julius a nod. “You’re still here, anyways, an’ you don’t act too scared.” From his mouth, it comes out scairt. “For now, you’re here. Not for long.”

Julius doesn’t like that for now, not even a little. He likes the confidence behind it even less. He meets it with a gibe of his own: “No, I’m not tense, but you will be any minute. Past tense, I mean.”

Sterne lets out a soft snort. Peter Ellis Bean just scowls. “Laugh all you want, narigón,” he says. “We’ll see who’s laughing in an hour or so. Do it the usual way? Ten paces, then turn and fire?”

“Sure.” Julius nods.

“One shot only,” Sterne says. “One is plenty to satisfy any gentleman’s honor.”

Julius’ opinion is that Bean is no gentleman. Saying so strikes him as a bad idea; it may give the son of a bitch more chances to plug him. Bean only shrugs. “One’ll be plenty, sure as hell,” he says.

The rest of the Marx brothers come out to see how Julius is doing. Others come out, too. Why not? They sleep with the sun, and also rise with it. And, since the benighted early nineteenth century has neither baseball nor football, a duel is the most exciting thing they’ll watch for a while. Some of them are doing just what they’d do at a baseball or football game: they’re laying bets. By the way they’re eyeing the two contestants, Julius gets the feeling he’s a longshot.

Long shots come in sometimes, he thinks as the sun slithers up over the horizon. Of course, if they came in more often Leonard wouldn’t need to borrow money from his brothers so much.

“Sunrise,” Peter Ellis Bean says with obnoxious good cheer. “Let’s get on with it.” He takes his pistol off his belt and cocks it with a loud click. That reminds Julius to do the same.

They stand back to back. Adolphus Sterne speaks in formal tones: “Can nothing persuade the two of you to compose your differences in peace?” Julius feels Bean shake his head. He just stands there. If he apologizes, he looks like an upstart, a swine, and a worm. Sterne sighs. “Very well, then. At my count, you will take ten paces each. Then, when I give the word, you may turn and fire. One!”

Peter Ellis Bean takes a step. So does Julius. In a Marx Brothers movie, Julius’ steps would be backwards, so he stays right behind his opponent and something ridiculous happens when they turn to shoot. He doesn’t think people here will laugh if he tries that.

“Eight! . . . Nine! . . . Ten!” Sterne says, and then, “Turn and shoot!”

Julius whirls. He’s pretty fast, but Peter Ellis Bean is faster. The Mexican officer’s pistol points straight at his chest while his own is still hunting a target. Grinning carnivorously, Bean pulls the trigger. Click! Down slams the hammer . . . and nothing else happens. A misfire.

Sterne’s word—embarrassing—doesn’t say the half of it. Bean looks amazed and horrified, the way Charlie Gehringer will when a ball ticks off the heel of his glove and runs up his arm in a game against the Browns so two runs score. The Mechanical Man is the best second sacker in the business (or he will be 108 years from now), but he isn’t perfect. Neither is Peter Ellis Bean’s pistol.

Whatever stiff the Browns have at second is a long way from the best in the business. He’s good enough to make most of the plays most of the time. Am I? Julius wonders as his index finger squeezes the trigger.

Click! Then, a split second later, two separate and distinct Bang!s—the first, a smaller one, when sparks from the flintlock hit the primer, and the second, the one that slams Julius’ hand back, when the primer sets off the main charge and speeds the big round lead ball on its way.

Julius has aimed, more or less, at Peter Ellis Bean’s chest. Just because you aim at something twenty yards away with a smoothbore flintlock pistol doesn’t mean you’ll hit it. But Julius does. The bullet catches Bean as near dead center as makes no difference.

He staggers as if punched in the belly. “Holy Mother of God!” he cries. “I am killed!” Then he lets out a long, bubbling, wordless howl, like a dog that’s gone under a Model A’s tires. Blood pours from his mouth and nose and he falls over, kicking.

“Well shot!” Adolphus Sterne says. “By God, sir, well shot!”

He’s talking to Julius’ back. Julius has never killed a man before, or even thought seriously of killing one. He’s bent double in self-loathing, puking his guts out.

He has more to watch, though. Peter Ellis Bean takes an hour and a half to die, fighting it every inch of the way. They’d shoot a dog that got run over, shoot it or bash in its head with a shovel. No one offers to do that for Bean, though he has no more chance than a smashed dachshund of getting better. Julius wants to suggest it, but doesn’t for fear it will make him seem callous. How do you get more callous than a guy who just murdered somebody? he wonders. Here-and-now, though, this isn’t murder. It’s a fair fight. He knows Bean would be shedding no tears at his untimely demise. That helps. It doesn’t help enough.

Finally, Bean’s chest stops rising and falling. He stops moaning and wailing. Pain fades from his pale face as he stares sightlessly up at the sky.

“We’ll give ’im Christian burial,” Richard Fields says, his voice more solemn than Julius has ever heard it. “And then, I reckon, we’ll march for Nacogdoches.” He eyes the rest of the Cherokee big shots. “I don’t see wot else we can do. ’Aden Edwards, ’e’ll treat us fair. The Mexicans will think we connived at Bean’s killing. You all know it as well as I do.” Unlike most people in this part of the world, he makes you all into two words.

And damned if the Cherokees don’t burst into a chorus of “Hail, Hail, Freedonia!/ Land of the brave and free!” They’ve picked it up from the Marx brothers and Adolphus Sterne, picked it up and run with it. They don’t know they’re singing about a mythical country spelled differently from the one they’re going to support. Not even Sterne knows that. Julius and his brothers aren’t about to tell him, either.

Among the Americans in Texas, Haden Edwards is an up-and-coming middleweight. The undisputed heavyweight champ, though, is Stephen F. Austin. If he throws his weight behind the Mexicans, Fredonia won’t make it. In the history Julius has learned, that’s what happens.

But he and his brothers have already started revising that history. Peter Ellis Bean sure isn’t around to make trouble for Fredonia any more. Julius’ stomach wants to turn over every time he thinks of that. He tries not to think about it, even though he knows Bean would be laughing and joking now if his pistol hadn’t done him wrong. He also knows a win you get off an error still goes into the W column in the next morning’s standings.

And so, half past January, he and his brothers and Adolphus Sterne ride southwest toward San Antonio. They haven’t gone far before they come across a badly printed proclamation from Austin declaring that “infatuated madmen at Nacogdoches have declared independence.”

“It’s nothing,” Sterne says. “He hasn’t got the word about Bean yet.”

“That ain’t all he hasn’t got,” Julius says. “‘Infatuated madmen’? I don’t feel infatuated, Adolphus. How about you?”

“I like one of the barmaids at the cantina quite a bit, but I don’t think that’s what Austin means,” Sterne replies.

Julius winces. “You better watch yourself, kiddo. A couple more like that and you’ll go out on the road with an act—an unnatural act, I bet, but that can be fun, too—and then they’ll never let you stick your nose into politics again.”

“It hasn’t seemed to slow down you and your brothers.” Adolphus Sterne strokes his snoot with his left hand. That nose says he’s a member of the tribe, all right, whether he calls himself a Deist or not. “In your time, though, things must be more enlightened, with less hatred and less discrimination shown to Jews.”

“Well . . . yes and no.” Julius doesn’t want to lie to Sterne. He also doesn’t want to make 1934 sound like a place where the nineteenth-century would-be revolutionary wouldn’t want to visit. “In the United States, things aren’t so real bad. In Germany, things aren’t so real good.” He suspects he’s giving Hitler too much credit, but Adolphus Sterne doesn’t need to know that.

He surprises Sterne even with what he does say. “Germany? The German states are amongst the most enlightened in the world.”

The German states reminds Julius this isn’t his world—as if his sore thighs and the grass-smelling horse under him aren’t doing that well enough. This part of Texas is a lot fuller of empty than it will be a hundred years from now. They haven’t chopped down so many trees. Some of them still have leaves, too, even at this season. Most of the grass remains green. Birds twitter. Fish leap in the streams and ponds. People? Not hardly.

Deer peer out from behind trees. Coyotes lope along riverbanks. They keep away from the horsemen, but not with the panic they’d show in the twentieth century. They know people are dangerous, yes. They don’t yet think people are instant sudden death.

No roads, only game tracks through the woods and then across the prairie that gradually replaces them. No cities. No towns, or none to speak of. Adolphus Sterne chooses a moment when Julius is full of roast venison (one deer should have been more suspicious of people than it was) to ask him, “Do you mind telling me, Mr. Marx, how many slaves you own in your proper era?”

“Not a single one,” Julius replies. “Not a married one, either.”

“Really? You and your brothers strike me as men of some substance.”

“Nobody owns slaves in 1934.”

“So the abolitionists triumph after all? Well, well! I wouldn’t have expected that.” Wheels and gears spin behind Sterne’s eyes. “You will have many more mechanical devices and inventions than we do. With machines to do the work for you, you will not require such work from men.” He beams like a student who’s just solved a tough geometry problem.

Or who thinks he’s solved it, anyhow. “That’s part of the answer,” Julius says. “It isn’t all of the answer. People also don’t own slaves in 1934 because everybody thinks it’s wrong for people to own other people.”

“In theory, in the abstract, I can admire that,” Sterne says. “In reality, rather less. What about the stupid? What about the shiftless? What about the inherently inferior, such as niggers?”

They have been speaking English. Sterne is more fluent in it than any of the Marx brothers is in Yiddish. But Julius goes back to the mamaloshen to answer Sterne’s last question with one of his own: “What about the inherently inferior, such as Yehudim?”

“We are white men, sir, as good as any other white men in the eyes of the law.” Adolphus Sterne sticks to English. But even he as to admit, “Some men do unfortunately still imbibe retrograde views with their mothers’ milk.”

“Yeah, very unfortunately.” Julius leaves it there. What else can he do, when Hitler is still a century from power? Even in 1934, some goyim—and some Jews, too—think Hitler is nothing but a windbag whose bark is worse than his bite. Not Julius. The Führer scares the living crap out of him. Hitler scares the crap out of Charlie Chaplin, too, and Chaplin is one of the sharpest guys he knows.

Short of sailing to Europe, hunting down the Austrian village where the Führer’s grandparents are living, and knocking them all over the head with a hammer, Julius can’t do anything about that. He can’t even do much preaching about the brotherhood of man, not if he honest to God wants to help Fredonia. He’s in Texas, dealing with settlers from the American South. They won’t think Negro equality admirable even in the abstract. If he scares them with the idea, they’ll knock him over the head with a hammer. If he’s lucky, that is.

For this we hopped off the train? he wonders glumly. He looks down. Yes, he’s sitting by a fire in the middle of nowhere. This may not be why they hopped off the train, but it sure as hell is what happened once they did.

Somewhere a little more than halfway between Nacogdoches and San Antonio, they meet up with the Mexican-Texan army advancing on the Fredonian Republic. It makes no secret of itself. Its campfires send smoke signals anybody can see for miles.

“Now what?” Julius asks. “We go meet Austin with a hey-nonny-nonny and a hot-cha-cha?”

“The Mexicans’ll shoot us before we can finish cha-ing,” Leonard puts in.

Adolphus Sterne says, “Wait till it gets a little darker. Then I’ll go in. The Texan sentries will let me pass, I think.”

“If you turn out to be wrong, or if you run into a Mexan instead of a Texican, you won’t make any more dumb mistakes after that, I expect,” Julius observes.

Sterne gives back a smile much thinner than he is. “I believe I can manage to tell the one from the other, which is more than your mouth seems able to do. And I also believe Austin will be most interested in seeing and hearing the four of you.”

“Oh, sure,” Julius says. Why not? he thinks. We’re stars of stage and screen. No one’s ever heard of screens here. As far as he can tell, no one’s ever heard of stars, either. Maybe in London or Paris, though he isn’t even sure about that. Not in Texas. Not a chance.

“He will,” Sterne insists. “He’ll know you are Haden Edwards’ friends. He’ll likely know by now what you, Julius, did for Peter Ellis Bean. And he will have heard of the strangeness about you, even if he hasn’t heard you fell back in time to make our revolution succeed.”

Did we do that? Julius still has trouble believing it. But he has even more trouble finding any other reason they suddenly found themselves in 1826 and not in 1934. “We’re a revolting bunch, all right,” he says.

“Speak for yourself,” Arthur tells him.

“I was,” Julius replies. “When’s the last time you had a bath?”

By now, Adolphus Sterne is getting used to their shtick. He liberates another emaciated smile. “Stay here. Wait for me,” he says, and then, remembering what greenhorns they are, “Don’t light a fire. I’ll find you without one, and it will draw eyes you don’t want.”

“How will you find us without a fire?” Herbert sounds genuinely curious.

One more smile, this one broader, from the younger man. “Anyone can see you were a city man in your future time. I shall find you. You may rely on it, sir.” He touches a forefinger to the brim of his hat in (mocking?) salute, then rides off toward the encampment.

Which leaves the Marx brothers alone on a lot of prairie. Leonard starts singing “Home on the Range.” “Shut up,” Julius explains. “Probably not a stove within a thousand miles of here, anyway.”

“We should grill you irregardless,” Leonard says.

They tie their horses to bushes. They have slightly stale venison and hardtack and blankets in their saddlebags. Julius’ chompers hate hardtack. It’s gone extinct by 1934. If if hadn’t, dentists would pass it out to gain more victims. The venison is no great bargain, either. It’s getting more than slightly stale.

After the dismal supper, they roll themselves in their blankets and try to sleep. Thus cocooned, Julius wonders what kind of butterfly he’ll turn into. A mourning cloak seems the best bet, even if it’s nighttime.

Rather more to the point, he wonders whether Sterne will really be able to find the Marx brothers again. It strikes him as unlikely, but so do a lot of other things about the nineteenth century. He also wonders what will happen if Austin orders Sterne shot or hands him over to the Mexicans. Nothing good; that much he can see. With such cheerful notions whirling through his head, he finally dozes off.

A horse’s hooves aren’t nearly so noisy as an automobile engine. When everything else is silence, though, the clumps they make on damp ground are plenty to jolt Julius out of his fitful sleep.

What time is it? Somebody from here-and-now (somebody from here-and-now with his glasses on; Julius fumbles for his cheaters) would look at the sky and read the stars like a wristwatch. Julius looks at his wrist and reads the radium-painted hands on his wristwatch like a wristwatch. It’s a quarter to four, unless the watch has broken or he’s forgotten to wind it. He holds it to his ear. It ticks.

Arthur is awake, too. “Here comes trouble,” he whispers.

“I only hear one horse,” Julius whispers back. “If the lot of us can’t take care of one yahoo from 1826, we don’t deserve to see the twentieth century.”

“Nu?” Arthur asks, which is a question with no answer at all.

As quietly as he can, Julius sheds his blanket like a garter snake shedding its garter. Hard to fight when you’re impersonating a cocoon. But, as things turn inside out, he doesn’t have to. “You see, my friends?” Adolphus Sterne calls softly. “Here I am again.”

“A bad penny keeps turning up,” Leonard says.

Sterne, luckily, takes that for a joke. Chuckling, he says, “I had the right of it. Austin has heard of you, and he is most eager to make your acquaintance. He is better inclined toward Fredonia’s cause than I looked for him to be, not least because he has heard of you.”

“He must not be as smart as he thinks he is, in that case,” Julius opines.

Adolphus Sterne laughs again. “You, of course, would not be at all interested in the views on your time of a traveler from the twenty-first century.”

“Well, maybe,” Julius allows. He will gladly listen to Huey Long’s views—no, not gladly, but he will listen—if only it means he’s back in 1934.

“So how do we get to him without the Mexicans finding out?” Arthur asks—a comment more cogent than any his brothers have managed.

“Easy as you please. I’ll show you when the sun comes up.” Sterne follows that with a yawn. He’s been awake a long time. He falls asleep as abruptly as somebody who’s just taken one on the button from Primo Carnera. Julius tries to doze some more, too. He has much less luck than Sterne, and envies the younger man his clean conscience.

Come the dawn, Sterne pops up as if three hours of shuteye are eight. Julius envies him that, too. He could do it once upon a time, but no more.

His solution to getting the Marx brothers into the Texan army without notice is elementary, Watson. He hands each of them a broad-brimmed hat from 1826, two black, two brown. “With these on your heads, you’ll look like anyone else from a little distance,” he says.

Julius eyes his new chapeau with distaste. It may carry flea eggs or nits or mange. Of course, he’s already flea-bitten; he may as well be lousy and mangy, too. He puts on the hat. Looking at his brothers as they don theirs, he sees the scheme is so simple, it can hardly not work. With those hats, they do seem to belong here-and-now.

“No hurry,” Sterne tells them. “We’ll let the army ride past, then catch up like so many stragglers. The Mexicans will pay no attention. They think all American Texans are a pack of disorderly dogs anyhow.” By the way he comes out with that, he more than half agrees with them.

But everything works out as he predicts. Julius sees a couple of Mexican outriders a few hundred yards away. They also see him and his brothers and Adolphus Sterne. One of them just keeps riding. The other offers a lazy wave, which Sterne returns.

Half an hour later, the Marx brothers are riding in Stephen Austin’s company. He’s about Herbert’s age—in his early thirties. Just to be difficult, he wears no hat. Dark, curly locks fall down onto his forehead. After the introductions from Sterne, he asks, “Which of you shot Bean?”

“Guilty,” Julius says, which is exactly how he feels.

“He’s a loss to the Mexicans,” Austin says. “He was shifty enough to stab a man in the back from in front of him.” He eyes Julius. “Have you more proof than the coin Mr. Sterne showed me that you indeed spring from a time beyond my ken?”

“My brothers and I have other twentieth-century coins.” As Julius did with Robert Fields, he takes off his watch and offers it to Austin. It is more impressive at night—no radium-glowing hands in 1826. But they sure don’t make anything like it here-and-now. “Take a look at this, too.”

As Fields and Hunter and the Cherokees had before him, Austin does, with careful attention to detail. Then he hands it back to Julius. “I certainly have never seen anything like it, not even from the manufactories of Europe. I find myself, if not convinced, at least willing to be convinced. So what will become of us, man from the future?”

“If you go with Fredonia, if Texas breaks loose from Mexico now, I don’t know. That’s the road you didn’t take.” Julius has read Robert Frost along with T.S. Eliot. “I just know how things went when the uprising fizzled. You could make all the difference.”

“Prophesy for me, then,” Austin says. “Call your spirits from the vasty deep.” Of Frost and Eliot he knows bupkis. But he has the Bard, which is always a good start.

“Will they come when I call them?” Julius tries to show he’s no ignoramus.

“They had better.” Austin sounds as imperious as any theater-chain czar ever hatched.

“Okay, okay,” Julius says quickly. “If things go the way I know them, Texas splits from Mexico about ten years from now. It’s a country in its own right for ten years or so, then it becomes a state, a slave state.”

“I should hope, a slave state!” Austin exclaims. His accent suggests he comes from the South.

“Hang on. There’s more where that came from. Fifteen years later, the slave states and the free states fight a big civil war. The free states win. There’s no slavery in the USA in 1934.”

“Nigger equality?” The very idea makes Austin sound physically ill.

“Well, sort of.” Julius wonders what Oscar would have to say about that. He’s far enough from equality that contemplating how much of it he lacks probably makes him physically ill. Somehow, Julius doesn’t think Austin would appreciate his point of view.

“We must do all we can to prevent such a catastrophe,” Austin declares. “Even if that means throwing in with Haden Edwards . . . ” By the way he says that, the prospect does not fill him with delight.

Adolphus Sterne notices the same thing. “I will have you know, sir, that Mr. Edwards is a patriot and a visionary.”

“It may be so,” Austin says: as polite a way to disagree by seeming to agree as Julius has ever heard. Austin goes on, “But his visions all have him in them, and, whilst he may hold Texas dear, he assuredly holds Haden Edwards so.”

“This is true of many great men throughout history, sir,” Sterne says. “Perhaps even, to some small degree, of your most honorable self.”

“Perhaps,” Austin admits. “Most of us do indeed love ourselves too well, not too little.” He scratches his badly shaved cheek. “How may we best proceed in winning independence for Fredonia?” No, he doesn’t like the idea worth a damn. But he plainly likes emancipation even less.

“How do your Texans stack up against the Mexicans with ’em here?” Julius asks.

“We outnumber them, but they have more in the way of powder and shot than we do, and the artillery belongs to them.” Austin scratches his cheek again. “Turning on them would be risky.”

“How about at night?” Julius is not a general. Well, neither were the tall extras with Vandykes who played the fancy-uniformed Freedonian officer corps in Duck Soup. All he’s doing is remembering how very black the last night on the plains was.

“At night?” Austin says it as if he’s come out with something in Cherokee. Then the Texans’ leader asks, “Can they see like cats in the dark, then, in your own far-off time? Sadly, here we cannot.”

They can’t in Julius’ time, either. They have flashlights, but attacking with a rifle in one hand and a flashlight in the other strikes him as a recipe for disaster. So he doesn’t answer Austin’s question, not in so many words. He does say, “Surprise counts for something, right?”

Austin whuffles out a breath. “It may. They certainly cannot use their cannon against us if they cannot see to aim.” That a night attack would be treacherous doesn’t bother him. The only thing that does is whether or not it will work.

He boots his horse forward to talk with a couple of other Texans. Are they more loyal to the Mexicans than he is? If they are, they don’t show it. By all the signs, they aren’t talking right and wrong. They’re talking ways and means.

They may well be the main leaders of this band of not so merry men. The soldiers look like the men Haden Edwards commands. They’re ornery, badly groomed and shaved, and wear homemade clothes. Some have a pistol or two, some have muskets, some wear a long knife on their belt. There are no more than two or three hundred of them.

The Mexican army is definitely smaller. During the Civil War, armies had tens of thousands of men. During the World War, they numbered hundreds of thousands, maybe millions. Texans and Mexicans together don’t add up to a half-strength regiment. But even little armies can make a lot of history.

And how much longer will Texans and Mexicans stay together here? Austin and his henchmen, if that’s what they are, keep glancing over toward the blue-coated Mexicans. Julius has seen that look before, most recently on the face of a German shepherd about to jump on a sleeping cat.

Austin’s chums start going off to talk to other Texans. Julius figures he can make a good guess of what they’re talking about. He wonders if he’s doing the right thing by sticking his finger in history’s eye.

He shrugs. For the Marx brothers, being mysterious strangers from the future beats the hell out of being wandering, friendless vagabonds, knocked over the head for whatever they have in their pockets.

History? History can take care of itself.

Night falls. The Texans make a few fires to boil coffee and the like. There isn’t much in the way of cooking. Most of them are eating some kind of hard bread and spiced, salted meat: the same kind of iron rations the Marxes and Adolphus Sterne carry.

Not far away, the Mexicans are settling down to supper, too. Someone in their encampment has a guitar. Someone else has a trumpet. The music is faint in the distance. Julius judges that, the closer it comes, the worse it will sound. He can play the trumpet better than that himself, and he doesn’t play the trumpet.

Austin sidles up to him. “Another couple of hours,” he murmurs, and then, “God grant we’re doing the right thing.”

“Alevai omayn,” Julius says automatically. Unlike Sterne, Austin doesn’t follow. Julius goes on, “All you can do is try. You do the best you can, and you see what happens.” That’s how he approaches women, too. He’s married back in 1934, which doesn’t mean he’s not in demand.

“I beg your pardon?” But, after a moment, the firelight shows Austin’s face clearing. “That’s right. You will share Adolphus’ creed, sir, will you not?”

“Funny—I don’t look Jewish,” Julius murmurs. But it isn’t true—he and his brothers damn well do. This time, the puzzlement stays on Austin’s features. Julius sighs. He does that much more often here-and-now than he was in the habit of doing in 1934. “Never mind,” he says.

“As you please.” After a moment, Austin asks, “Would you and your kinsmen care for weapons, wherewith to join the assault on our common foe?”

That’s a tricky one. Not fighting the common foe loses you as many points here-and-now as it does anywhen else. On the other hand, middle-aged city folk from a hundred years on don’t make ideal recruits. “We aren’t exactly soldiers in the twentieth century,” Julius says.

“Peter Ellis Bean would think otherwise,” Austin points out.

“I hate to break it to you, but if his pistol didn’t misfire you wouldn’t be talking to me right now,” Julius replies. “That was the first time in my life I fired a gun that wasn’t a stage prop. Hope to heaven it’s the last time, too.”

Austin studies him. “You are telling the truth,” he says after a pause. “For someone so peaceable, though, you make a good man of your hands.”

Julius needs a moment to realize that means a good fighting man. He shakes his head. “Lucky doesn’t mean good.”

“You are modest, too.”

“Believe me, buddy, I’ve got plenty to be modest about.”

Austin chews on that. He smiles when he gets it. “A man of wit indeed—Adolphus had the right of it. Well, let it be as you say. With the advantage of surprise, I dare hope we can deal with the Mexican forces.”

If we can’t, our goose is cooked. The other thing that occurs to Julius is Treachery trumps skill every day of the week, and twice on Sunday. He makes sure he keeps that under his hat. Austin plainly has a well-developed sense of honor. Reminding him that his Texas patriotism will look like betrayal to his erstwhile allies may make him change his mind. After things start happening, though, he’ll be too committed to back out.

“We should all be committed,” Julius mutters to himself. One of Austin’s eyebrows asks a silent question. Julius answers it with more silence.

Off go the Texans, ready to give the men who think them allies a surprise. They are experienced bushwhackers. Before they advance, they move away from the fires. The Mexicans won’t spot their moving silhouettes against the background of the embers. Nobody will know anything till the action starts. With luck, that will be too late.

The Mexicans do have sentries out. Julius hears one say something. Sound carries a long way here, as he’s noticed before. No radios. No phonographs. No cars going by. Just silence—and that sleepy-sounding question.

A soft answer, in what’s probably English. Then maybe a thump and a gurgle. Somebody’s movie doesn’t have a Hollywood ending. Austin’s features are a little on the pudgy side, but the firelight and its harsh, swooping shadows turn his grin wolfish. “Curtain goes up any minute now,” he says. “Being a showman, Mr. Marx, you will appreciate the figure of speech.”

“Right,” Julius says dryly. In his early days on the boards, people sometimes threw cabbages and moldy fruit. No one ever slung lead, though.

Somebody lets out a harsh cry: “¡Madre de Dios! ¡Los gringos!” Several guns bang right after that. Screams rise from the Mexican encampment. So do war cries. Back around the turn of the century, Julius heard old men let out what they called Rebel yells. These sound a lot like those. As those did then, but even more so, these make the hair on the back of his neck want to stand up.

The yells soon stop. The screams go on. Some are full of terror. Some are full of agony. Julius thinks of Peter Ellis Bean after he got shot, then wishes he hasn’t. And some are full of ferocious triumph. He hopes—he supposes he hopes—those burst from Texan throats.

Stephen Austin has no doubts. “We’re licking them right out of their socks!” he exclaims.

Julius pulls a face. “I hope they washed their feet some time not too long ago,” he says.

Austin stares at him. He isn’t used to having a cliché taken literally. For Julius, it’s an easy way to grab a laugh. And, once the Texan big wheel gets it, he does. “You have a rare way with words, sir,” he says.

“Rare, nothing. It’s damn near extinct,” Julius replies. “Maybe I do it by instinct. Plenty of people said the gags stinct.” He’s done so much silly patter, it hardly takes thought. Dead people have automatic writing. With me, it’s automatic talking goes through his head.

Triumphant Rebel-style yells burgeon. So do cries of despair with rolled r’s in them. Stephen Austin draws the same conclusion from that as Julius does. “I think we have them,” he says. Then, as if to show the heavens he isn’t really tempting fate, he adds, “I hope we have them.”

“You and me both,” Julius agrees.

A bearded Texan comes back from the fighting. By the way he wobbles as he walks, he’s fortified himself with plenty of Dutch courage. Right this minute, he’s more fortified than the Old Stone Fort. A broad grins spreads across his hairy face as he spots Austin. “Dog my cats if we ain’t got ’em! We kilt a bunch an’ catched a bunch more, an’ a few, they done lit out across the prairie. Mexicans, they run faster’n jackrabbits.” He spits to show what he thinks of them.

“God has given victory to our arms,” Austin breathes.

“And to the Mexicans’ legs,” Julius adds.

Austin, luckily, ignores him. He asks the messenger, “What of Lieutenant Colonel Ahumada?” The way he pronounces the name says he’s learned a good deal of Spanish.

“Mr. Austin, sir, we done bagged him like a passenger pigeon. He weren’t any harder to grab than one o’ them,” the Texan replies. “They should ought to be bringin’ him back here right now.”

Sure enough, a few minutes later three men come into sight. Two are pistol-packing Texans. The third stumbles forward with his head down. He’s wearing nothing but dirty long johns. He’s bound to be Lieutenant Colonel Ahumada. A moment later, Julius sees that he’s bound for real. His hands are tired behind him, and there’s a rope around his neck. One of his guards holds the other end of the rope in his left hand.

As Ahumada nears the fire, he raises his head. He’s middle-aged: some of the stubble on his cheeks is gray. He winces when he recognizes Austin. “Ah, Esteban, I did not wish to believe this black treachery sprang from you,” he says in fluent, if flowery, English.

“For the sake of freedom, Mateo, it was necessary.” Austin sounds more than a little embarrassed.

“Freedom? Haden Edwards is nothing but a land-grabbing puto, and you know it as well as I do,” the Mexican officer says.

“He’s an American,” Austin answers, which is not exactly a denial. But he goes on, “This whole country will turn American. We’ll do something with it, where Mexico lets it lie idle.”

As if to punctuate his words, one of the Texans fires off a captured cannon. The boom is much bigger and deeper than the rattle of pistol shots and musketry that has preceded it. A cannonball thumps down somewhere in the outer darkness.

“More soldiers will come up from Mexico,” Ahumada warns.

“Soldiers will come from Louisiana and Arkansas, too,” Austin says. “Like calls to like; blood calls to blood. The Fredonian Republic and the American Republic are of the same kind.”

“God help America, in that case,” the Mexican officer says.

Taking no notice of that, Austin tells him, “If you and your men give your parole not to fight against Fredonia and its allies, I will let you go home. Otherwise, we will have to take you along with us as prisoners.”

“I will give you mine,” Lieutenant Colonel Ahumada says at once. “I think my men will do likewise. They surely have no desire to stay in this godforsaken, uncivilized part of the world.”

Neither does Julius. Unlike Ahumada, he and his brothers are stuck here unless another lightning storm carries them away. He doesn’t know how lucky he is, Julius thinks. Ahumada also doesn’t know how lucky he is to live in an age where parole can be offered on the assumption that, once accepted, it will be followed. There’s something to be said for honor after all—for honor, and for never having dealt with directors and producers.

When the sun comes up, the paroled survivors of the little Mexican army—disarmed except for a handful of pistols—trudge gloomily back in the direction from which they’ve come. The gleeful Texans, flush with captured muskets and artillery, go on toward Nacogdoches. The Marx brothers and Adolphus Sterne ride with them.

Sterne is so excited, he bubbles like uncorked champagne. “We’ve done it!” he says whenever he can get Julius to listen. “We’ve changed history. You’ve changed it, I should say. The Fredonian Republic will survive. We will apply to the United States for recognition, and how can they deny us?”

“Beats me.” Julius doesn’t feel like talking. Sterne may like the idea of living in the Fredonian Republic. Julius doesn’t, or not very much. He doesn’t like what he’s seen of the nineteenth century at all. What if he gets a toothache? What if his appendix conks out on him? What if he wants to climb in a bathtub, turn the tap, wait for the water coming out of the faucet to get hot, and take a bath? No taps. No faucets. No hot water. For all he knows, no bathtubs. He’s stuck, a refugee from progress.

Life, of course, doesn’t care what you want. It’s about what you can do with what you get. He and his brothers have a hundred years of knowledge normal people here-and-now don’t. Chances are the Marx brothers can get rich if they have to stay. Rich may not be great, but it’s bound to be an improvement on poor. Boy, does he know that from experience.

Maybe, a voice whispers inside his head, you can buy yourself some slaves. He shivers, as if waking up from a bad dream. But, in fact, he’s woken up in one. I bet I’d make a better master than the bastards who take slavery for granted.

If you try hard enough, if you try long enough, you can talk yourself into just about anything. He hopes he will remember 1934 as something more than a source for newfangled notions (although—Christ!—the idea that slavery is wrong is a newfangled notion here-and-now). He hopes so, but he also knows life doesn’t come with a guarantee.

Stephen Austin sends riders ahead to let Haden Edwards know the Fredonian Republic is a going concern for a while longer. There will probably be a party in Nacogdoches when the news arrives. The party will not include the Mexicans in town. It will probably be a suspicious party, too. Austin has more soldiers than Edwards does.

Somewhere near Nacogdoches, the Cherokees will be celebrating, too. They have their precious treaty with Edwards. Julius guesses that, as soon as enough land-hungry Americans get here, that treaty will turn into a scrap of paper, the same way the Belgians’ treaty with Germany did in 1914. He doesn’t know Fredonia will violate the treaty, but he’d never bet any other way.

Then he remembers that the treaty guaranteeing Belgian independence and neutrality hasn’t been signed yet. Belgium doesn’t exist yet, not as a country. It’s a fractious part of Holland. He whistles softly. He knows about the end of something that, in these early days of 1827, hasn’t even begun.

Adolphus Sterne hears the whistle and recognizes it for something close to what it is. “What are you thinking about, Mr. Marx?” he asks.

“I’m trying to work out how to make the best of things here,” Julius says, which contains a measure of truth, anyway.

Sterne looks at him like a little kid who doesn’t want to believe that no, Virginia, there is no Santa Claus. “How can you go wrong, knowing everything you know?” He’s so upset at the possibility, he falls back into Yiddish: “All I want to do is sweep up after you and get rich on your leavings.”

“This isn’t the Bible, son, and you ain’t Ruth,” Julius says roughly, in the same language. “None of this dreck about gleaning. Make your own way. No Whither thou goest, either. Hayrst du mir?”

“I hear you,” Sterne says. “I’m not so sure I want to listen to you, though.”

“You’ll be sorry if you don’t. You want to know how we can go wrong? X Marxes the spot, that’s how. We’ve already gone and changed things, and I don’t know if they’ll work out worse or better than how they were before. The only way to find out is, well, to find out.” Julius hasn’t intended to be so forthcoming. Sterne’s eager innocence, though . . . Far more years lie between them than those of their physical age.

“Everything will work out for the best?” Sterne insists.

“In this best of all possible worlds?” Julius says.

“So they still know Candide in the twentieth century? If Voltaire were still alive, he’d be proud to hear that.”

“If Voltaire were still alive, he’d be older than Moses,” Julius says.

“Wiser, too.” Sterne sounds proud of his little flirtation with blasphemy. Yes, he’s still in his twenties, all right.

That doesn’t mean Julius thinks he’s wrong. He likes to feel his wit has something in common with the Frenchman’s. Voltaire was a philosopher, of course, while he’s only a clown. But then, Voltaire was educated by Jesuits. Julius was hardly educated at all. He’s done his best to make up for all the things he never learned in school, but he’s uneasily aware his knowledge has more holes and patches than a hobo’s pants.

“I need to get back to the United States,” he says fretfully. Canals, steamboats, railroads, pretty soon the telegraph—he has a good notion of what to invest in. He has to lay his hands on some capital to invest first, though.

“You may not need to worry about that,”: Sterne replies. “Remember, there’s a good chance the United States will be coming to Fredonia.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s right. I heard Austin talking about inviting American soldiers out here.”

Sterne nods. “And Haden Edwards also wants the USA to help Americans in Texas. By now, he will have sent men east, to talk to the officers in New Orleans and Little Rock and let them know the independent republic is a going concern. American soldiers coming to Fredonia would make Mexico think twice about disturbing us.”

Would may be the operative word. If it’s 1827, John Quincy Adams is President in far-off Washington. The Massachusetts man will not love aiding slaveholders. But who knows about whichever major or lieutenant colonel who heads up the garrisons the United States has (no, the United States have—the Civil War, the one fought over a verb, is a generation away) in Arkansas and Louisiana? That fellow may decide to jump into Texas with both feet. If he does, John Quincy Adams won’t find out for weeks. No telegraph yet. The President may wind up stuck with a fait accompli.

Any which way, Andrew Jackson is coming round the mountain. He got screwed in 1824. He won’t in 1828. He won’t mind slavery, and he won’t like Mexicans. As for the Cherokees, God help them. Jackson won’t.

Still . . . Is New Orleans a big enough place to grab a stake? Julius wonders. Or will we need to wind up in New York or Philadelphia or Boston? He lets out another discontented whistle. Even America’s cities are nothing much, not this early in the nineteenth century. Isn’t even a rich man here stuck with a booby prize? The locals, poor devils, think they’re modern. Unfortunately, Julius knows better.

Nacogdoches is Nacogdoches, which is to say, it isn’t much. It has trouble feeding the soldiers who come in with Stephen Austin. Some of those soldiers don’t get along with the Cherokees fleshing out Haden Edwards’ force.

Julius, Leonard, Arthur, and Herbert rent an adobe-walled house not far from Adolphus Sterne’s. No running water. No electricity. No gas. No nothin’, except the walls, the roof, and the fireplace. Julius gets blisters on his hands chopping firewood. So do his brothers. Sterne has Lemuel to chop firewood for him. Those blisters make slavery much more sensible—unless you’re a slave, that is.

The Marx Brothers perform at the tavern where they found themselves after falling back in time. They put on routines for the soldiers waiting around without much soldiering to do. Their act has stuffed theaters in big-time vaudeville and on Broadway. It’s made them into movie stars.

Now they coax grins and little silver half-dimes and sometimes even dimes (or Mexican small change, which is at least as common) from yahoos a century more ignorant than any they met uptime.

A lot of the jokes fly straight over the yahoos’ heads. They have no idea what a shnorrer is, for instance (none of them does, anyway, except for Adolphus Sterne, who isn’t such a yahoo). But they sing “Hooray for Captain Spaulding” all the same—it’s got a catchy tune. And physical comedy lasts a lot better than words. Any people who know about mirrors laugh when Julius and Arthur do their shtick from Duck Soup. The ancient Greeks would have laughed at that. Slapstick and pratfalls are sure-fire hits, too.

The Marx brothers keep the hats Sterne gave them on the prairie. They buy contemporary clothes, too, so they look pretty much like anyone else. Julius doesn’t think that’s an improvement, but the rest of the world rather outnumbers him. Herbert starts something with a girl who works in a dye shop. Julius doesn’t think that’s an improvement, either. “You want her fleas?” he asks.

“I already have my own, thanks,” Herbert says. “So do you.”

“I don’t have your fleas,” Julius retorts, but then he sighs. “This is a lousy place, you know?”

“Tell me about it. We’ve got those, too,” Herbert says. “Now I know why you go through things with a fine-toothed comb—to get rid of nits, that’s why.”

Julius scratches reflexively. Nothing’s crawling on him right now—at least, nothing he can feel. He scratches anyway. He can’t help it. “We’ve got to get out of here,” he says. “We’ve got to, dammit.”

“How?” Herbert asks.

“I didn’t know you spoke Cherokee,” Julius says. His kid brother makes a face at him. Ignoring it, he continues, “Lightning brought us here. Maybe lightning can take us back. Somebody should take us back. Maybe he can get a refund on us.”

Herbert ignores the wisecracks. He’s heard the like too many times before. He sticks to the main point: “Even if it hits us again, how do you know it won’t take us away to seventeen-something? Then we’d be even worse off than we are now.”

“And they said it couldn’t be done!” Julius exclaims. “Do you really want to stay here-and-now the rest of your life?”

“It could be worse,” Herbert says.

“Only reason you say that is, what’s-her-name—Maggie—puts out.”

“That’s not the only reason.” But, by the way Herbert turns red, it’s not the smallest reason, either.

“Next time we get a thunderstorm, you want to go out with our umbrellas?”

“Ask me then,” Herbert answers. Julius doesn’t push it. He’ll do just that.

Leonard and Arthur have no doubts and no hesitation. “The sooner I can listen to Amos ’n’ Andy on the radio again, the happier I’ll be,” Leonard says.

“And if we end up in 1715 or whatever the hell, big deal,” Arthur adds. “Either we’ll find people or we’ll die pretty quick. The one won’t be any worse than this. Neither will the other.”

Julius nods. “When you’re right, you’re right,” he says. He feels the same way.

They don’t have long to wait for a thunderstorm. It’s heading toward spring, and the weather is getting frisky. Before they go out—Herbert has squabbled with Maggie, and he doesn’t hang back—Julius eyes his umbrella’s steel ferrule. Instead of sending him forward or even back again through time, will the lightning just fry him like a strip of bacon? He shrugs. Yes, Arthur has it right. Dying in a hurry trumps living here-and-now.

“If at first you don’t succeed, maybe you don’t know what the hell you’re doing,” Julius intones. Thus encouraged, he and his brothers sally forth.

He’s a lot more used to being out in the rain than he was before the Marx brothers wound up in 1826. Umbrella or no umbrella, he’s wet, but he doesn’t get hysterical about it. Lightning flashes. After a count of three, thunder booms. Close, but no cigar (and what he wouldn’t give for a good Havana right now after the junk the locals smoke).

Another flash. Another count. Another boom. Two. Closer. Still no Havana. Another flash. This time, the boom is simultaneous. Blazing light and overwhelming sound seem to fill him, to pass through him, to lift him up . . . and to drop him once more.

His feet thump down on something hard and firm. At first, because he’s still filled with the lightning strike, that doesn’t register. Then it does. He and his brothers were standing in the mud. In 1827 Nacogdoches, there was nowhere else to stand in the street while it was raining. So he’s not in 1827 Nacogdoches any more. He’s somewhen else.

His brothers? As the glare fades from his eyeballs, he realizes they’re here with him. He looks down. He’s standing on concrete. There’s a curb six inches from his foot. A gutter gurgles, full of rainwater. The street beyond the gutter is the black of wet asphalt.

“The twentieth century!” he whoops at the top of his lungs. He and his brothers join hands and dance around in an overjoyed circle. Why not? Nobody else is on the sidewalk. You have to be nuts to be out in weather like this. Nuts, or escaping from 1827.

“Look!” Leonard says in delight, pointing. “A car!”

Julius does look. It’s parked maybe twenty feet away. His glasses are soaked, but the car has a funny shape. He’s seen most of the tin cans Detroit has foisted on America since the turn of the century. This one doesn’t look like any of them. He walks over to it, trailed by his brothers. The hood ornament is a chrome rifle. The name on the grill is Montgomery.

“What’s a Montgomery?” Arthur asks. Julius spreads his hands to show he doesn’t know, either.

He peers this way and that. He doesn’t think this is the same downtown Nacogdoches had before. The buildings are smaller, and look older. He tells himself he’s misremembering. He tries to make himself believe it.

Leonard points again. “What’s that sign say?” he asks.

His glasses must be even more splattered than Julius’. Once Julius’ attention is drawn to the words stenciled on the brickwork, he has no trouble reading them. They say NIGGER, DON’T LET SUNDOWN CATCH YOU ON THE STREET. Next to them, also stenciled—which is the scariest thing of all—is a hangman’s noose.

Leonard finally reads the sign for himself. “Nice friendly town,” he says.

“Ain’t it?” Julius agrees tonelessly. He’s never seen a sign like that, not even in Mississippi, not even in the 1920s when the Klan was riding high.

He walks past the building with the artwork on it. Two doors down, past a closed grocery (is it Sunday?) sits another shopfront with a plate-glass window. That’s also dark. Yes, it must be Sunday. On the window is painted a flag.

It’s not a flag Julius has ever seen before, but it looks kind of familiar even so. Fifteen red stars on a white St. Andrew’s cross, the field blue. Next to it is a legend in gold Old English letters. Dunworthy and Tubbs, Slavecatchers, it says. Smaller letters below add Licensed by the Confederal Government since 1909.

At first, Julius reads it as the Confederate government. But that’s wrong. It says, and no doubt means, the Confederal government. Whatever he and his brothers did in Nacogdoches back then, this is what they’ve got now.

And the rain, damn it to hell, is moving out of town. Julius stares up into the clearing sky, praying—praying most sincerely, but in vain—for another bolt of lightning.

END
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