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When the man cameinto the F & O Bike Shop, Oscar greeted him with ahearty “Hi, there!” Then, as
he looked closer at the middie-aged visitor with the eyeglasses and business suit, his forehead creased
and he began to snap histhick fingers.

“Oh, say, | know you,” he muttered. “Mr.—um—name’ s on the tip of my tongue, doggoneit...” Oscar
was a barrel-chested fellow. He had orange hair.

‘“Why, sureyou do,” theman said. TherewasaLion’semblem in hislapd. ”Remember, you sold mea
girl’ shicycle with gears, for my daughter? We got to talking about that red French racing bike your
partner was working on—*

Oscar dapped his big hand down on the cash register. He raised hishead and rolled hiseyes up. “Mr.
Whatney!” Mr. Whatney beamed. “Oh, sure. Gee, how could | forget? And we went across the street
afterward and had a couple abeers. Well, how you been, Mr. Whatney? | guess the bike—it wasan
English modd, wasn't it? Y eah. It must of given satisfaction or you would of been back, huh?’

Mr. Whatney said the bicycle wasfine, just fine. Then he said, “I understand there' s been achange,
though. You'redl by yoursdf now. Your partner...”

Oscar looked down, pushed hislower lip out, nodded. “Y ou heard, huh? Ee-up. I'm al by myself now.
Over three months now.”

* k% %

The partnership had come to an end three months ago, but it had been faltering long before then. Ferd
liked books, long-playing records and high-level conversation. Oscar liked beer, bowling and women.
Any women. Any time.

The shop waslocated near the park; it did abig trade in renting bicyclesto picnickers. If awoman was
barely old enough to be called awoman, and not quite old enough to be called an old woman, or if she
was anywhere in between, and if shewas aone, Oscar would ask, “ How does that machine fed to you?
All right?’

“Why... | guessso.”

Taking another bicycle, Oscar would say, “Well, I'll just ride dong alittle bit with you, to make sure. Be
right back, Ferd.” Ferd aways nodded gloomily. He knew that Oscar would not be right back. Later,
Oscar would say, “Hope you made out in the shop as good as | did in the park.”

“Leaving medl done heredl that time,” Ferd grumbled.

And Oscar usudly flared up. “Okay, then, next time you go and leave me stay here. Seeif | begrudge
you alittlefun.” But he knew, of course, that Ferd—tall, thin, pop-eyed Ferd—would never go. “Do you
good,” Oscar said, dapping his sternum. “Put hair on your chest.”

Ferd muttered that he had all the hair on his chest that he needed. He would glance down covertly at his
lower arms; they were thick with long black hair, though his upper arms were dick and white. It was
dready like that when hewasin high school, and some of the otherswould laugh a him—cdl him



“Ferdiethe Birdie.” They knew it bothered him, but they did it anyway. How wasit possible—he
wondered then; he il did now—for people ddliberately to hurt someone €lse who hadn’t hurt them?
How wasit possible?

Heworried over other things. All thetime.

“The Communists—" He shook his head over the newspaper. Oscar Differed an advice about the
Communigtsin two short words. Or it might be capita punishment. “Oh, what aterrible thing if an
innocent man was to be executed,” Ferd moaned. Oscar said that was the guy’ stough luck.

“Hand methat tire-iron," Oscar said.

And Ferd worried even about other people’ s minor concerns. Like the time the couple came in with the
tandem and the baby-basket on it. Free air was al they took; then the woman decided to change the
digper and one of the safety pins broke.

“Why arethere never any safety pins?’ the woman fretted, rummeaging here and rummaging there. “There
are never any safety pins”

Ferd made sympathetic noises, went to seeif he had any; but, though he was sure there’ d been somein
the office, he couldn’t find them. So they drove off with one side of the digper tied in aclumsy knot.

At lunch, Ferd said it was too bad about the safety pins. Oscar dug histeeth into a sandwich, tugged,
tore, chewed, swallowed. Ferd liked to experiment with sandwich spreads—the one he liked most was
cream-cheese, olives, anchovy and avocado, mashed up with alittle mayonnaise—but Oscar dways had
the same pink luncheon-mest.

“It must be difficult with ababy.” Ferd nibbled. “Not just traveling, but raisng it.”

Oscar said, “ Jeez, there' sdrugstoresin every block, and if you can't read, you can at least reckernize
them.”

“Drugstores? Oh, to buy safety pins, you mean.”
“Y eah. Safety pins”
“But... you know... it'strue... ther€ s never any safety pinswhen you look.”

Oscar uncapped his beer, rinsed the first mouthful around. “Ahal Always plenny of clothes hangers,
though. Throw ‘em out every month, next month same closet’ sfull of *m again. Now whatchawannado
in your spare time, you invent adevice which it’ [l make safety pins outa clothes hangers.”

Ferd nodded abstractedly. “But in my spare time I’m working on the French racer...” 1t was a beautiful
machine, light, low-dung, swift, red and shining. Y ou felt like abird when you rodeit. But, good asit
was, Ferd knew he could makeit better. He showed it to everybody who came in the place until his
interest dackened.

Nature was his latest hobby, or, rather, reading about Nature. Some kids had wandered by from the
park one day with tin cansin which they had put sdlamanders and toads, and they proudly showed them
to Ferd. After that, the work on the red racer dowed down and he spent his pare time on natural history
books.

“Mimicry!” hecried to Oscar. “A wonderful thing!”



Oscar looked up interestedly from the bowling scoresin the paper. 1 seen Edie Adamson TV the other
night, doing her imitation of Marilyn Monroe. Boy, oh, boy.”

Ferd wasirritated, shook hishead. “Not that kind of mimicry. | mean how insects and arachnids will
mimic the shapes of leaves and twigs and so on, to escape being eaten by birds or other insects and
arachnids”

A scowl of disbelief passed over Oscar’ s heavy face. “Y ou mean they change their shapes? What you
givingme?’

“Oh, it strue. Sometimesthe mimicry isfor aggressive purposes, though—like a South African turtle that
lookslike arock and so the fish swim up to it and then it catches them. Or that spider in Sumatra. When
it liesonitsback, it looks like a bird dropping. Catches butterflies that way.

* * %

Oscar laughed, adisgusted and incredulous noise. It died away as he turned back to the bowling scores.
One hand groped at his pocket, came away, scratched absently at the orange thicket under the shirt, then

went patting his hip pocket.

“Where sthat pencil?” he muttered, got up, ssomped into the office, pulled open drawers. Hisloud cry of
“Hey!” brought Ferd into the tiny room.

“What' sthe matter?’ Ferd asked.

Oscar pointed to a drawer. “Remember that time you claimed there were no safety pins here?
L ook—whole gahdamn drawer isfull of ‘em.”

Ferd stared, scratched his head, said feebly that he was certain he' d looked there before. ..
A contrato voice from outside asked, “ Anybody here?”

Oscar at once forgot the desk and its contents, called, “Beright with you,” and was gone. Ferd followed
him dowly.

There was ayoung woman in the shop, arather massively built young woman, with muscular calvesand a
deep chest. She was pointing out the seat of her bicycle to Oscar, who was saying “ Uh-huh™ and looking
more at her than at anything ese. “I1t'sjust alittle too far forward (" Uh-huh*), asyou can see. A wrench
isdl I need ("Uh-huh*). It was slly of meto forget my tools.”

Oscar repeated, “Uh-huh” automaticaly, then snapped to. “Fix it in ajiffy,” he said, and—despite her
ingstence that she could do it hersdf —he did fix it. Though not quitein ajiffy. He refused money. He
prolonged the conversation aslong as he could.

“Widll, thank you,” the young woman said. “And now |’ ve got to go.”
“That machinefed dl right to you now?’

“Perfectly. Thanks—"

“Tell youwhat, I'll just ride dong with you alittle bit, just—"

Pear-shaped notes of laughter lifted the young woman’s bosom. “ Oh, you couldn’t keep up with me! My
mechineisaracer!”



The moment he saw Oscar’ s eyeflit to the corner, Ferd knew what he had in mind. He stepped forward.
Hiscry of “No” was drowned out by his partner’sloud, “Wdll, | guessthisracer here can keep up with
yourdl”

The young woman giggled richly, said, well, they would see about that, and was off. Oscar, ignoring
Ferd' s outstretched hand, jumped on the French bike and was gone. Ferd stood in the doorway,
watching the two figures, hunched over their handlebars, vanish down the road into the park. He went
dowly back ingde.

It was dmost evening before Oscar returned, sweaty but smiling. Smiling broadly. “Hey, what a babel”

he cried. He wagged his head, he whistled, he made gestures, noises like escaping steam. “Boy, oh, boy,
what an afternoon!”

“Givemethebike,” Ferd demanded.

Oscar said, yeah, sure; turned it over to him and went to wash. Ferd looked at the machine. Thered
enamel was covered with dust; there was mud spattered and dirt and bits of dried grass. It seemed
soiled-degraded. He had felt like a swift bird when herodeit...

Oscar came out wet and beaming. He gave acry of dismay, ran over.

“Stand away,” said Ferd, gesturing with the knife. He dashed thetires, the seat and seat cover, again and
agan.

“You crazy?" Oscar yelled. *Y ou outayour mind? Ferd, no, don't, Ferd—"

Ferd cut the spokes, bent them, twisted them. He took the heaviest hammer and pounded the frame into
shapel essness, and then he kept on pounding till his bresth was gasping.

“You'renot only crazy,” Oscar said bitterly, “you' rerotten jealous. Y ou can go to hell.” He sscomped
avay.

Ferd, feeling sick and tiff, locked up, went dowly home. He had no taste for reading, turned out the light
and fdl into bed, where helay awake for hours, listening to the rustling noises of the night and thinking
hot, twisted thoughts.

They didn’t speak to each other for days after that, except for the necessities of the work. The wreckage
of the French racer lay behind the shop. For about two weeks, neither wanted to go out back where
he' d haveto seeit.

One morning Ferd arrived to be greeted by his partner, who began to shake his head in astonishment
even before he started speaking. “How did you do it, how did you do it, Ferd? Jeez, what abeautiful
job—I gotta hand it to you—no more hard fedlings, huh, Ferd?’

Ferd took his hand. “ Sure, sure. But what are you talking about?’

Oscar led him out back. There was the red racer, dl in one piece, not amark or scratch on it its enamel
bright as ever. Ferd gaped. He squatted down and examined it. It was hismachine. Every change, every
improvement he had made, wasthere.

He sraightened up dowly. “ Regeneration...”



“Huh?What say?” Oscar asked. Then, “Hey, kiddo, you' re dl white. Whad you do, stay up al night and
didn’t get no degp? Come onin and sddown. But | ill don’t see how you doneit.”

Inside, Ferd sat down. Hewet hislips. He said, “Oscar—listen—"
“Yeah?

“Oscar. Y ou know what regeneration is? No? Listen. Some kinds of lizards, you grab them by thetall,
thetail breaks off and they grow anew one. If alobster loses a claw, it regenerates another one. Some
kinds of worms—and hydras and starfish—you cut them into pieces, each piece will grow back the
missing parts. Salamanders can regenerate lost hands, and frogs can grow legs back.”

“No kidding, Ferd. But, uh, I mean: Nature. Very interesting. But to get back to the bike now—how’ d
you manageto fix it o good?’

“I never touched it. It regenerated. Like anewt. Or alobster.”

Oscar consdered this. He lowered his head, looked up at Ferd from under his eyebrows. “Well, now,
Ferd... Look... How come all broke bikesdon't do that?’

“Thisisn't an ordinary bike. | meanitisn't ared bike.” Catching Oscar’ slook, he shouted, “Well, it's
true!”

The shout changed Oscar’ s attitude from bafflement to incredulity. He got up. “So for the sake of
argument, let’ ssay all that stuff about the bugs and the eels or whatever the hell you were talking about is
true. But they'redive. A bikeain't.” Helooked down triumphantly.

Ferd shook hisleg from sideto side, looked at it. “ A crystal isn't, either, but abroken crystal can
regenerate itself if the conditions areright. Oscar, go seeif the safety pinsare il in the desk. Please,
Oscar?’

He listened as Oscar, muttering, pulled the desk drawers out, rummaged in them, dammed them shut,
tramped back.

“Naa,” hesaid. “All gone. Likethat lady said that time, and you said, there never are any safety pins
when you want ‘ em. They disap—Ferd? What' re—"

Ferd jerked open the closet door, jumped back as ashod of clothes hangers clattered out.

“And like you say,” Ferd said with atwist of hismouth, “on the other hand, there are dways plenty of
clothes hangers. There weren't any here before.”

Oscar shrugged. “1 don’'t see what you' re getting at. But anybody could of got in here and took the pins
and left the hangers. | could of— but | didn’t. Or you could of. Maybe—" He narrowed his eyes.
“Maybe you walked in your deep and doneit. Y ou better see a doctor. Jeez, you look rotten.”

Ferd went back and sat down, put hishead in hishands. “I fedl rotten. I'm scared, Oscar. Scared of
what?” He breathed noigly. “I’ll tell you. Like | explained before, about how thingsthet livein thewild
places, they mimic other thingsthere. Twigs, leaves... toadsthat look like rocks. Well, suppose there
are... things... that livein people places. Cities. Houses. These things could imitate—well, other kinds of
things you find in people places—*

“People places, for crise sakel”



“Maybethey’readifferent kind of life-form. Maybe they get their nourishment out of the el ementsin the
air. You know what safety pins are—these other kinds of them? Oscar, the safety pinsare the
pupa-forms and then they, like, hatch. Into the larval-forms. Which look just like coat hangers. They fedl
like them, even, but they’ re not. Oscar, they’ re not, not redlly, not redly, not...”

He began to cry into his hands. Oscar looked at him. He shook his head.

After aminute, Ferd controlled himsdf somewhat. He snuffled. “ All these bicycles the cops find, and they
hold them waiting for owners to show up, and then we buy them at the sale because no owners show up
because there aren’t any, and the same with the ones the kids are waystrying to sdll us, and they say
they just found them, and they redlly did because they were never made in afactory. They grew. They
grow. Y ou smash them and throw them away, they regenerate.”

Oscar turned to someone who wasn't there and waggled his head. “Hoo, boy,” he said. Then, to Ferd:
“Y ou mean one day there’ s a safety pin and the next day instead there’ sa coat hanger?”’

* % *

Ferd said, “ One day there’' s a cocoon; the next day there’' samoth. One day there' s an egg; the next day
there' sachicken. But with... theseit doesn't happen in the open daytime where you can seeit. But at
night, Oscar—at night you can hear it hgppening. All thelittle noisesin the nighttime, Oscar—"

Oscar sad, “Then how comewe ain't up to our bely-button in bikes? If | had abike for every coat
hanger—’

But Ferd had considered that, too. If every codfish egg, he explained, or every oyster spawn grew to
maturity, aman could walk across the ocean on the backs of al the codfish or oystersthere’d be. So
many died, so many were eaten by predatory creatures, that Nature had to produce amaximum in order
to dlow aminimum to arrive at maturity. And Oscar’ s question was. then who, uh, eatsthe, uh, coat
hangers?

Ferd'seyesfocused through wall, buildings, park, more buildings, to the horizon. “Y ou got to get the
picture. I'm not talking about red pinsor hangers. | got anamefor the others—' fasefriends; | cdl
them. In high school French, we had to watch out for French words that |ooked like English words, but
redlly were different. * Faux amis,” they call them. False friends. Pseudo-pins. Pseudo-hangers... Who
eatsthem?| don’t know for sure. Pseudo-vacuum cleaners, maybe?

His partner, with aloud groan, dapped his hands againgt histhighs. He said, “ Ferd, Ferd, for crise sake.
Y ou know what’ s the trouble with you?Y ou talk about oysters, but you forgot what they’ re good for.

Y ou forgot there' stwo kinds of people in the world. Close up them books, them bug books and French
books. Get out, mingle, meet people. Soak up some brew. Y ou know what? The next time
Norma—that’ s this broad’ s name with the racing bike—the next time she comes here, you take the red
racer and you go out in the woodswith her. I won't mind. And | don’t think she will, either. Not too

But Ferd said no. “I never want to touch the red racer again. I'm afraid of it.”

At this, Oscar pulled him to hisfeet, dragged him protestingly out to the back and forced him to get on
the French machine. “Only way to conquer your fear of it!”

Ferd tarted off, white-faced, wobbling. And in amoment was on the ground, rolling and thrashing,
screaming.



Oscar pulled him away from the machine,
“It threw mel” Ferd yelled. “It tried to kill me! Look-blood!”

His partner said it was abump that threw him—it was his own fear. The blood? A broken spoke.
Grazed his cheek. And heinssted Ferd get on the bicycle again, to conquer hisfear.

But Ferd had grown hysterical. He shouted that no man was safe— that mankind had to be warned. It
took Oscar along time to pacify him and to get him to go home and into bed.

* % %

Hedidn't tdl al thisto Mr. Whatney, of course. He merdly said that his partner had gotten fed up with
the bicycle business.

“It don't pay to worry and try to change theworld,” he pointed out. 1 aways say take things the way
they are. If you can't lick ‘em, join’em.”

Mr. Whatney said that was his philosophy, exactly. He asked how things were, since.

“Wadll... not too bad. I'm engaged, you know. Name' s Norma. Crazy about bicycles. Everything
consdered, thingsaren't bad at al. More work, yes, but | can do thingsall my ownway, s0...”

Mr. Whatney nodded. He glanced around the shop. “1 see they’re still making drop-frame bikes,” he
sad, “though, with so many women wearing dacks, | wonder they bother.”

Oscar said, “Wel, | dunno. | kindalikeit that way. Ever stop to think that bicycles are like people? |
mean, of dl the machinesin theworld, only bikes come mae and femde.”

Mr. Whatney gave alittle giggle, said that was right, he had never thought of it like that before. Then
Oscar asked if Mr. Whatney had anything in particular in mind—not that he wasn't aways welcome.

“Wéll, | wanted to look over what you' ve got. My boy’ s birthday is coming up—"

Oscar nodded sagely. “Now here' sajob,” he said, “which you can't get it in any other place but here.
Specidty of the house. Combines the best features of the French racer and the American standard, but
it smaderight here, and it comesin three models—Junior, Intermediate and Regular. Beautiful, an't it?’

Mr. Whatney observed that, say, that might be just the ticket. “By theway,” he asked, “what’ s become
of the French racer, the red one, used to be here?’

Oscar’ sface twitched. Then it grew bland and innocent and he leaned over and nudged his customer.
“Oh, that one. Old Frenchy? Why, | put him out to stud!”

And they laughed and they laughed, and after they told afew more stories they concluded the sde, and
they had afew beers and they laughed some more. And then they said what a shame it was about poor
Ferd, poor old Ferd, who had been found in his own closet with an unraveled coat hanger coiled tightly
around his neck.



