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one

Fromthe col d-storage | ocker at the rear of the store, Victor N el son wheeled a cart of
Wi nter potatoes to the vegetable section of the produce departnment. In the al nost enpty bin he
began droppi ng the new spuds, inspecting every tenth one for split skin and rot. One big spud
dropped to the floor and he bent to pick it up; as he did so he saw past the check-out stands, the
regi sters and di splays of cigars and candy bars, through the wi de glass doors and on to the
street. A few pedestrians wal ked al ong the sidewal k, and along the street itself he caught the
flash of sunlight fromthe fender of a Vol kswagen as it left the store's parking |ot.

"Was that ny wife?" he asked Liz, the form dable Texas girl who was the checker on duty.

"Not that | know of," Liz said, ringing up two cartons of mlk and a package of ground | ean
beef. The elderly custoner at the check-out stand reached into his coat pocket for his wallet.

“I'mexpecting her to drop by," Vic said. "Let ne know when she does." Margo was supposed to
take Sammy, their ten-year-old, to the dentist for x-rays. Since this was April -- inconme tax tine
-- the savings account was unusually |low, and he dreaded the results of the x-rays.

Unabl e to endure the waiting, he wal ked over to the pay phone by the canned-soup shelf,
dropped a dine in, dialed.

"Hello," Margo's voi ce cane.

"Did you take hi mdown?"

Margo said hectically, "I had to phone Dr. Mles and postpone it. About |unchtine |
remenbered that this is the day Anne Rubenstein and | have to take that petition over to the Board
of Health; it has to be filed with them today, because the contracts are being | et now, according
to what we hear."

"What petition?" he said.

"To force the city to clear away those three enpty lots of old house foundations," Margo
said. "Were the kids play after school. It's a hazard. There's rusty wire and broken concrete
sl abs and--"

"Coul dn't you have mmiled it?" he broke in. But secretly he was relieved. Sammy's teeth
woul dn't fall out before next nonth; there was no urgency about taking him "How long will you be
there? Does that nean | don't get a ride hone?"

"I just don't know," Margo said. "Listen, dear; there's a whole flock of ladies in the living
room-- we're figuring out last-mnute itens we want to bring up when we present the petition. If
I can't drive you home |I'Il phone you at five or so. Ckay?"

After he had hung up he wandered over to the check-out stand. No custonmers were in need of
bei ng checked, and Liz had Iit a cigarette for a few noments. She smiled at himsynpathetically, a
lantern-like effect. "How s your little boy?" she asked.

"Ckay," he said. "Probably relieved he's not going."

"I have the sweetest little old dentist | go to," Liz chirruped. "Miust be nearly a hundred
years old. He don't hurt ne a bit; he just scrapes away and it's done." Holding aside her lip with

her red-enanel ed thunmbnail, she showed hima gold inlay in one of her upper nolars. A breath of
cigarette snoke and ci nnanon whi sked around himas he | eaned to see. "See?" she said. "Big as al
get out, and it didn't hurt! No, it never did!'" | wonder what Margo woul d say, he wondered. If she

wal ked in here through the nagi c-eye glass door that sw ngs open when you approach it and saw ne
gazing into Liz's nmouth. Caught in sone fashionable new eroticismnot yet recorded in the Kinsey
reports.

The store had during the afternoon becone al nost deserted. Usually a flow of customers passed
t hrough the check-out stands, but not today. The recession, Vic decided. Five mllion unenpl oyed
as of February of this year. It's getting at our business. Going to the front doors he stood
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wat chi ng the sidewal k traffic. No doubt about it. Fewer people than usual. Al home counting their
savi ngs.

"We're in for a bad business year," he said to Liz.

"Ch what do you care?" Liz said. "You don't own the store; you just work here, |ike the rest
of us. Means not so nuch work." A worman custoner had begun unl oading itenms of food onto the
counter; Liz rang themup, still talking over her shoulder to Vic. "Anyhow | don't think there's
going to be any depression; that's just Denocratic talk. I'mso tired of those old Denocrats
trying to make out like the econony's going to bust down or sonething."

"Aren't you a Denocrat?" he asked. "Fromthe South?"

"Not any nore. Not since | noved up here. This is a Republican state, so |I'ma Republican."
The cash register clattered and cl anged and the cash drawer flew open. Liz packed the groceries
into a paper bag.

Across the street fromthe store the sign of the Anerican Diner Café started himthinking
about afternoon coffee. Maybe this was the best tinme. To Liz he said, "I'll be back in ten or so
m nutes. You think you can hold the fort al one?”

"Ch sholly,"” Liz said nerrily, her hands maki ng change. "You go ahead on, so | can get out
| ater and do sonme shopping | have to do. Go on, now "

Hands in his pockets, he left the store, halting at the curb to seek out a break in the
traffic. He never went down to the crosswal k; he always crossed in the mnmiddle of the block
directly to the café, even if he had to wait at the curb mnute after mnute. A point of honor was
i nvol ved, an el enent of manli ness.

In the booth at the café he sat before his cup of coffee, stirring idly.

"Slow day," Jack Barnes the shoe sal esman from Sanuel's Men's Apparel said, bringing over his
cup of coffee to join him As always, Jack had a wilted | ook, as if he had steaned and baked al
day in his nylon shirt and slacks. "Mist be the weather,"” he said. "A few nice spring days and
everybody starts buying tennis rackets and canp stoves."

In Vic's pocket was the nost recent brochure fromthe Book-of-the-Mnth Cub. He and Margo
had j oi ned several years ago, at the tinme they had put a down paynent on a house and noved into
the kind of neighborhood that set great stock by such things. Producing the brochure he spread it
flat on the table, swiveling it so Jack could read it. The shoe sal esman expressed no interest.

"Join a book club,” Vic said. "Inprove your mnd."

"l read books," Jack said.

"Yeah. Those paperback books you get at Becker's Drugs." Jack said, "It's science this
country needs, not novels. You know darn well that those book clubs peddl e those sex novel s about
small towns in which sex crimes are comrmitted, and all the dirt comes to the surface. | don't cal

that hel pi ng Anerican science."

"The Book-of-the-Month Club also distributed Toynbee's History ," Vic said. "You could stand
reading that." He had got that as a dividend; although he hadn't quite finished it he recognized
that it was a major literary and historical work, worth having in his library. "Anyhow," he said,
"bad as sone books are, they're not as bad as those teen-age sex elns, those drag-race filns that
Janmes Dean and that bunch do."

His lips noving, Jack read the title of the current Book-of-the-Mnth selection "A historica
novel ," he said. "About the South. Cvil War tines. They always push that stuff. Don't those old
| adi es who belong to the club get tired of reading that over and over agai n?"

As yet, Vic hadn't had a chance to inspect the brochure. "I don't always get what they have,"
he expl ai ned. The current book was called _Uncle Tomls Cabin_. By an author he had never heard of:
Harri et Beecher Stowe. The brochure praised the book as a daring exposé of the slave trade in pre-
G vil War Kentucky. An honest document of the sordid, outrageous practices conmitted against
hapl ess Negro girls.

"Ww, " Jack said. "Hey, naybe 1'd like that."

"You can't tell anything by the blurb,"” Vic said. "Every book that's witten these days is
advertised |like that."

"True," Jack said. "There's sure no principles left in the world any nore. You | ook back to
before Wrld War Two, and conpare it to now. What a difference. There wasn't this di shonesty and
del i nquency and smut and dope that's going around. Kids smashing up cars, these freeways and
hydrogen bonbs... and prices going up. Like the price you grocery guys charge for coffee. It's
terrible. Wwo's getting the |oot?"

They argued about it. The afternoon wore on, slowy, sleepily, with little or nothing
happeni ng.

file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K%20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f%20Joint%20v1.1.txt (2 of 89) [1/19/03 8:01:16 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K %20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f %20Joint%20v1.1.txt

At five, when Margo Niel son snatched up her coat and car keys and started out of the house,
Sanmy was nowhere in sight. Of playing, no doubt. But she couldn't take tinme to round hi mup; she
had to pick up Vic right away or he'd conclude she wasn't comng and so take the bus hone.

She hurried back into the house. In the living roomher brother, sipping fromhis can of
beer, raised his head and murnured, "Back already?"

"I haven't left," she said. "I can't find Sammy. Wul d you keep your eye open for himwhile
I' mgone?"

"Certainly," Ragle said. But his face showed such weariness that at once she forgot about
|l eaving. H's eyes, red-rinmred and swollen, fastened on her conpellingly; he had taken off his tie,
rolled up his shirt-sleeves, and as he drank his beer his armtrenbl ed. Spread out everywhere in
the living roomthe papers and notes for his work forned a circle of which he was the center. He
coul d not even get out; he was surrounded. "Renenber, | have to get this in the mail and
post marked by six," he said.

In front of himhis files made up a | eani ng, creaking stack. He had been collecting materi al
for years. Reference books, charts, graphs, and all the contest entries that he had nailed in
before, nonth after nonth of them.. in several ways he had reduced his entries so that he could
study them At this nonent, he was using what he called his "sequence" scanner; it involved opaque
replicas of entries, in which the point admitted light to flash in the formof a dot. By having
the entries fly by in order, he could viewthe dot in notion. The dot of I|ight bounced in and out,
up and down, and to himits notions formed a pattern. To her it never formed a pattern of any
sort. But that was why he was able to win. She had entered the contest a couple of times and won
not hi ng.

"How far along are you?" she asked.

Ragl e said, "Well, 1've got it placed in tinme. Four o'clock, P.M Now all | have to do--" he
grimaced, "is get it in space.”

Tacked up on the |long plywood board was today's entry on the official formsupplied by the
newspaper. Hundreds of tiny squares, each of them nunbered by rank and file. Ragle had marked off
the file, the tine elenent. It was file 344; she saw the red pin stuck in at that point. But the
_place_. That was harder, apparently.

"Drop out for a few days," she urged. "Rest. You've been going at it too hard the | ast couple
of nonths."

“I'f I drop out," Ragle said, scratching away with his ballpoint pen, "I have to drop back a
flock of notches. 1'd lose--" He shrugged. "Lose everything |I've won since January 15." Using a
slide rule, he plotted a junction of |ines.

Each entry that he subnmitted becanme a further datumfor his files. And so, he had told her
his chances of being correct inproved each tinme. The nore he had to go on, the easier it was for
him But instead, it seened to her, he was having nore and nore trouble. Wiy? she had asked him
one day. "Because | can't afford to |lose," he explained. "The nore times |I'mcorrect, the nore
have invested." The contest dragged on. Perhaps he had even |ost track of his investnment, the
mounting plateau of his wi nnings. He always won. It was a talent, and he had nade good use of it.
But it was a vicious burden to him this daily chore that had started out as a joke, or at best a
way of picking up a couple of dollars for a good guess. And now he couldn't quit.

| guess that's what they want, she thought. They get you involved, and rmaybe you never live
I ong enough to collect. But he had collected; the Gazette_ paid himregularly for his correct
entries. She did not know how much it cane to, but apparently it ran close to a hundred dollars a
week. Anyhow it supported him But he worked as hard -- harder -- than if he had a regul ar job.
From eight in the norning, when the paper was tossed on the porch, to nine or ten at night. The
constant research. Refining of his nmethods. And, over everything el se, the abiding dread of making
an error. O turning in a wong entry and being disqualified.

Sooner or later, they both knew, it had to happen

"Can | get you some coffee?" Margo said. "I'Il fix you a sandwi ch or sonething before | go.
know you didn't have any |unch.”

Pr eoccupi ed, he nodded.

Putting down her coat and purse, she went into the kitchen and searched in the refrigerator
for sonething to feed him Wiile she was carrying the dishes out to the table, the back door flew
open and Sammy and a nei ghbor hood dog appeared, both of them fluffed up and breathl ess.

"You heard the refrigerator door," she said, "didn't you?"

"I"'mreal hungry," Sanmy said, gasping. "Can | have one of those frozen hanmburgers? You don't
have to cook it; I'Il eat it like it is. It's better that way -- it lasts |onger!"

She said, "You go get into the car. As soon as |'ve fixed Uncle Ragle a sandwi ch we're
driving down to the store and pick up Dad. And take that old dog back out; he doesn't live here."
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"Ckay," Sanmy said. "I bet | can get sonmething to eat at the store." The back door slammed as
he and the dog depart ed.

"I found him" she said to Ragle when she brought in the sandwi ch and gl ass of apple cider
"So you don't have to worry about what he's doing; I'll take himdowntown with ne."

Accepting the sandw ch, Ragle said, "You know, maybe |'d have been better off if I'd got
nm xed up playing the ponies."

She | aughed. "You woul dn't have won anything."

"Maybe so." He began reflexively to eat. But he did not touch the apple cider; he preferred
the warm beer fromthe can that he had been nursing for an hour or so. How can he do that
intricate math and drink warm beer? she asked herself as she found her coat and purse and rushed
out of the house to the car. You'd think it would nuddle up his brain. But he's used to it. During
his stint in the service he had got the habit of swilling warm beer day in, day out. For two years
he and a buddy had been stationed on a nminuscule atoll in the Pacific, manning a weather station
and radio transmtter.

Late-afternoon traffic, as always, was intense. But the Vol kswagen sneaked through the
openi ngs, and she nade good tine. Larger, clunsier cars seened bogged down, |ike stranded | and
turtles.

The smartest investnent we ever nade, she said to herself. Buying a small foreign car. And
it'll never wear out; those Germans build with such precision. Except that they had had ni nor
clutch trouble, and in only fifteen thousand mles... but nothing was perfect. In all the world.
Certainly not in this day and age, with H bonbs and Russia and rising prices.

Pressed to the wi ndow, Samry said, "Wy can't we have one of those Mercs? Wiy do we have to
have a dinky little car that |ooks |ike a beetle?" H s disgust was manifest.

Feeling outraged -- her son a traitor right here at her bosom-- she said, "Listen, young
man; you know absol utely nothing about cars. You don't have to nake paynents or steer through this
darn traffic, or wax them So you keep your opinions to yourself."

Gunpily, Samy said, "It's like a kid"'s car."

"You tell your father that," she said. "Wen we get down to the store.”

"I"'mscared to," Sammy said.

She nmade a left turn against traffic, forgetting to signal, and a bus beeped at her. Damm big
buses, she thought. Ahead was the entrance to the store's parking lot; she shifted down into
second and drove up across the sidewal k, past the vast neon sign that read

LUCKY PENNY SUPERMARKET

"Here we are,"” she said to Sanmy. "I hope we didn't mss him"

"Let' go in," Sammy cried.

"No," she said. "We'll wait here."

They waited. Inside the store, the checkers finished up with a long |line of mscellaneous
persons, nost of whom pushed the stainless-wire baskets. The automatic doors flew open and shut,
open and shut. In the lot, cars started up

A lovely shiny red Tucker sedan sailed majestically by her. Both she and Sammy gazed after
it.

"I do envy that wonman," she murnmured. The Tucker was as radical a car as the VW and at the
same tine wonderfully styled. But of course it was too large to be practical. Still...

Maybe next year, she thought. Wen it's tinme to trade in this car. But you don't trade in
VWé; you keep them forever.

At least the trade-in is high on VW&. W can get back our equity. At the street, the red
Tucker steered out into traffic.

"Ww " Samy sai d.

She sai d not hi ng.

t wo

At seven-thirty that evening Ragl e Gunm gl anced out the living roomw ndow and spied their
nei ghbors, the Bl acks, groping through the darkness, up the path, obviously over to visit. The
street |ight behind themoutlined some object that Junie Black carried, a box or a carton. He
gr oaned.

"What's the matter?" Margo asked. Across the roomfromhim she and Vic watched Sid Caesar on
tel evi si on.

"Visitors," Ragle said, standing up. The doorbell rang at that nonent. "CQur nei ghbors," he
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said. "l guess we can't pretend we're not here."

Vic said, "Maybe they'll go when they see the TV set on." The Bl acks, anbitious to hop up to
the next crotch of the social tree, affected a loathing for TV, for anything that m ght appear on
the screen, fromclowns to the Vienna Opera performance of Beethoven's Fidelio_. Once Vic had
said that if the Second Comi ng of Christ were announced in the formof a plug on TV, the Bl acks
woul d not care to be involved. To that, Ragle had said that when World War Three began and the H

bonbs started falling, their first warning would be the conelrad signal on the TV set... to which
the Bl acks would respond with jeers and indifference. A law of survival, Ragle had said. Those who
refused to respond to the new stimulus would perish. Adapt or perish... version of a tineless

rul e.

"I"'l'l golet themin," Margo said. "Since neither of you are willing to bestir yourselves."
Scranbling up fromthe couch she hurried to the front door and opened it. "Hello!" Ragle heard her
exclaim "What's this? Wiat is it? Ch -- it's hot."

Bill Black's youthful, assured voice: "Lasagne. Put on sone hot water--"

"I'"ll fix café espresso," Junie said, passing through the house to the kitchen with the
carton of Italian food.

Hel |, Ragle thought. No nore work for tonight. Wiy, when they get on sone new ki ck, do they
have to trot it over here? Don't they know anybody el se?

This week it's café espresso. To go with |ast week's fad: |asagne. Anyhow, it dovetails. In
fact it probably tastes very good... although he had not gotten used to the bitter, heavy Italian
coffee; to himit tasted burned.

Appearing, Bill Black said pleasantly, "H, Ragle. H, Vic." He had on the ivy-Ieague clothes
customary with himthese days. Button-down collar, tight pants... and of course his haircut. The
styl el ess cropping that rem nded Ragle of nothing so much as the army haircuts. Maybe that was it:
an attenpt on the part of sedul ous young sprinters like Bill Black to appear reginented, part of
some col ossal machine. And in a sense they were. They all occupied m nor status posts as
functionaries of organizations. Bill Black, a case in point, worked for the city, for its water
departnent. Every clear day he set off on foot, not in his car, striding optinmistically along in
his single-breasted suit, beanpole in shape because the coat and trousers were so unnaturally and
sensel essly tight. And, Ragle thought, so obsolete. Brief renai ssance of an archaic style in nen's
clothing... seeing Bill Black legging it by the house in the norning and eveni ng nade him feel as
if he were watching an old novie. And Black's jerky, too-swift stride added to the inpression
Even his voice, Ragle thought. Speeded up. Too high-pitched. Shrill

But he'll get sonewhere, he realized. The odd thing in this world is that an eager-beaver
type, with no original ideas, who nmines those in authority above himright to the last tw st of
neckti e and scrape of chin, always gets noticed. Gets selected. Rises. In the banks, in insurance
conpani es, big electric conpanies, nmissile-building firns, universities. He had seen them as
assi stant professors teaching sone recondite subject -- survey of heretical Christian sects of the
fifth century -- and sinultaneously inching their path up with all their might and main.
Everything but sending their w ves over to the administration building as bait..

And yet, Ragle rather liked Bill Black. The man -- he seenmed young to him Ragle was forty-
six, Black no nore than twenty-five -- had a rational, viable outlook. He | earned, took in new
facts and assinilated them He could be talked to; he had no fixed store of norals, no verities.
He coul d be affected by what happened.

For instance, Ragle thought, if TV should becone acceptable in the top circles, Bill Black
woul d have a color TV set the next norning. There's sonething to be said for that. Let's not call
hi m "non-adaptive," just because he refuses to watch Sid Caesar. \Wen the H bonbs start falling,
conelrad won't save us. W'll all perish alike.

"How s it going, Ragle?" Black asked, seating hinself handily on the edge of the couch. Margo
had gone into the kitchen with Junie. At the TV set, Vic was scowing, resentful of the
interruption, trying to catch the last of a scene between Caesar and Carl Reiner

"Clued to the idiot box," Ragle said to Black, neaning it as a parody of Black's utterances.
But Bl ack chose to accept it on face val ue.

"The great national pastine," he nurrmured, sitting so that he did not have to | ook at the
screen. "I'd think it would bother you, in what you' re doing."

"I get ny work done," Ragle said. He had got his entry off by six.

On the TV set, the scene ended; a commercial appeared. Vic shut off the set. Now his
resentnment turned toward advertisers. "Those miserable ads," he declared. "Wiy's the volune |eve
al ways hi gher on ads than on the progranf? You always have to turn it down."

Ragl e said, "The ads usually enmanate locally. The program s piped in over the co-ax, fromthe
East."
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"There's one solution to the problem" Bl ack said.

Ragl e said, "Black, why do you wear those ridicul ous-1ooking tight pants? Makes you | ook |ike
a swabbie."

Bl ack smiled and said, "Don't you ever dip into the _New Yorker_? | didn't invent them you
know. | don't control nmen's fashions; don't blane ne. Men's fashions have al ways been | udicrous."”

"But you don't have to encourage them" Ragle said.

"When you have to neet the public," Black said, "you' re not your own toss. You wear what's
being worn. Isn't that right, Victor? You' re out where you neet people; you agree with ne."

Vic said, "I wear a plain white shirt as | have for ten years, and an ordinary pair of woo
slacks. It's good enough for the retail -produce business."

"You al so wear an apron," Bl ack said.

"Only when I'mstripping lettuce,” Vic said.

"Incidentally," Black said, "how s the retail sales index this nonth? Business still off?"

"Sonme," Vic said. "Not enough to matter, though. We expect it to pick up in another nonth or
so. It's cyclic. Seasonal."

To Ragle, his brother-in-law s change of tone was clear; as soon as business was involved --
hi s business -- he becane professional, close-nouthed, tactical in his responses. Business was
never really off, and always on the verge of inproving. And no natter how | ow the national index
dropped, a man's personal individual business was unaffected. Like asking a nan how he feels,
Ragl e thought. He has to say he feels fine. Ask himhow business is, and he either autonatically
says terrible or inproving. And neither means anything; it's just a phrase.

To Black, Ragle said, "How s the retail sale of water? Market holding firnP"

Bl ack | aughed appreciatively. "Yes, people are still bathing and washi ng di shes."

Entering the living room Margo said, "Ragle, do you want café espresso? You, darling?"

"None for ne," Ragle said. "I had all the coffee | can drink for dinner. Keeps ne awake as it
is."”

Vic said, "I'll take a cup."

"Lasagne?" Margo asked the three of them

"No thanks," Ragle said.

"I"l'l try some," Vic said, and Bill Black wagged his head along with him "Need any hel p?"

"No," Margo said, and departed.

"Don't tank up too heavily on that Italian stuff,"” Ragle said to Vic. "lIt's rich. Alot of
dough and spices. And you know what that does to you."

Bl ack chimed in, "Yeah, you're getting a little bulgy around the mddle, there, Victor."

Jokingly, Ragle said, "Well what do you expect froma bird who works in a grocery store?"

That seened to nettle Vic. He glared at Ragle and nurmured, "At least it's a real job."

"Meani ng what?" Ragl e said. But he knew what Vic neant. At least it was a salaried job, to
whi ch he set out every norning and returned hone fromevery night. Not something he did in the
living room Not a puttering about with sonmething in the daily newspaper... like a kid, Vic had
sai d one day during an argunment between them Miiling in boxtops from cereal packages and a dine
for his Magi c Decoder Badge.

Shrugging, Vic said, "lI'mnot ashamed to work in a supermarket."

"That's not what you neant," Ragle said. For sone obscure reason he savored these insults
directed toward his preoccupation with the Gazette_ contest. Probably because of an inner guilt
at frittering his tinme and energies away, a wanting to be punished. So he could continue. Better
to have an external source berating himthan to feel the deep internal gnaw ng pangs of doubt and
sel f-accusati on.

And then, too, it gave hima kick that his daily entries earned hima hi gher net inconme than
Vic's slavery at the supernmarket. And he didn't have to spend tine riding downtown on the bus.

Wal ki ng over beside him Bill Black |owered hinself, pulled up a chair, and said, "I wondered
if you saw this, Ragle." He unfolded, in a confidential manner, a copy of the day's Gazette .

Al nost reverently he opened it to page fourteen. There, at the top, was a line of photos of nen
and worren. I n the center was a photo of Ragle Gunm hinsel f, and under it the caption:

~Grand all-tine winner in the Where WIIl the Little Green Man Be Next? contest, Ragle Gunm
Nati onal chanpion leading for two straight years, an all-time record_

The ot her persons shown were | esser greats. The contest was national, w th newspapers
participating in strings. No |ocal paper could afford to pay the tab. Costs ran higher -- he had
figured one day -- than the famous A d Cold contest of the mid-"thirties or the perennial "I use
Oxydol soap _because_in twenty-five words or |ess" contests. But evidently it built circulation
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in these times when the average nman read com ¢ books and wat ched. .
I"mogetting like Bill Black, Ragle thought. Knocking TV. It's a national pastine in itself.
Think in your mnd of all the hones, people sitting around saying, "Wuat's happened to this

country? Where's the I evel of education gone? The norality? Wiy rock-and-roll instead of the
| ovely Jeanette MacDonal d and Nel son Eddy Maytinme_ nusic that we |listened to when we were their
age?"

Sitting close by him Bill Black held on to the paper, jabbing at the picture with his
finger. Cbviously he was stirred by the sight of it. By golly, old Ragle Gunm s picture in
newspapers coast to coast! \Wat honor! A celebrity living next door to him

"Listen, Ragle," Black said. "You're really nmaking a mint out of this 'green nman' contest,
aren't you?" Envy was ranpant on his face. "Couple of hours at it, and you' ve got a week's pay

right there."”

Wth irony Ragle said, "A real soft berth.”

"No, | know you put in plenty of work at it," Black said. "But it's creative work; you're
your own boss. You can't call that "work' |ike working at a desk somewhere.”

"I work at a desk," Ragle said.

"But," Black persisted, "it's nore |ike a hobby. | don't nmean to knock it. A man can work
harder on a hobby than down at the office. | know when I'mout in the garage using nmy power saw, |
really sweat at it. But -- there's a difference." Turning to Vic, he said, "You know what | mnean

It's not drudgery. It's what | said; it's creative."

"I never thought of it like that,"” Vic answered.

"Don't you think what Ragle's doing is creative?" Black demanded.

Vic said, "No. Not necessarily."

"What do you call it, then, when a man carves his own future out by his own efforts?"

"I sinmply think," Vic said, "that Ragle has an ability to nmake one good guess after another.'

"Quess!" Ragle said, feeling insulted. "You can say that, after watching ne doing research?
Goi ng over previous entries?" As far as he was concerned, the last thing to call it was
"guessing." If it were a guess he would nerely seat hinmself at the entry form close his eyes,
wave his hand around, bring it down to cover one square out of all the squares. Then nmark it and
mail it. And wait for the results. "Do you guess when you fill out your incone tax return?" That
was his favorite analogy for his work on the contest. "You only have to do it once a year; | do it
every day." To Bill Black he said, "lInmagine you had to make out a new return every day. It's the
same thing. You go over all your old forns; you keep records, tons of them-- every day. And no
guessing. It's exact. Figures. Addition and subtraction. Gaphs."

There was sil ence.

"But you enjoy it, don't you?" Black said finally.

"I guess so," he said.

"How about teaching me?" Black said, with tension

"No," he said. Black had brought it up before, a nunber of tinmes.

"I don't nean so | can conpete with you,"” Bl ack said.

Ragl e | aughed.

"I mean just so | can pick up a few bucks now and then. For instance, |I'd like to build a
retaining wall in the back, so in the winter that wet dirt doesn't keep sl opping down into our
yard. It would cost me about sixty dollars for the materials. Suppose | won -- how many tinmes?

Four times?"

"Four times," Ragle said. "You' d get a flat twenty bucks. And your nane would go on the
board. You'd be conpeting.”

Vi c spoke up. "Conpeting with the Charles Van Doren of the newspaper contests."

"I consider that a conplinment," Ragle said. But the enmty made hi m unconfortabl e.

The | asagne did not last long. They all dipped into it. Because of Bill Black's and Ragle's
remarks, Vic felt inpelled to eat as nmuch as possible. Hs wife watched himcritically as he
fini shed.

"You never eat what | cook the way you ate that," Margo said.

Now he wi shed he hadn't eaten so nuch. "It was good," he said ganely.

Wth a giggle, Junie Black said, "Maybe he'd like to live with us for a while." Her pert,
mniature face took on a famliar knowi ng expression, one that was sure to annoy Margo. For a
wonman who wore gl asses, Vic thought, Junie Black could | ook astonishingly depraved. Actually, she
was not unattractive. But her hair, black, hung down in two twi sted thick braids, and he did not
like that. In fact he was not drawn to her at all. He did not like tiny, dark, active wonen,
especi ally those who giggled, and, |ike Junie, who insisted on pressing agai nst other wonen's

file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K%20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f%20Joint%20v1.1.txt (7 of 89) [1/19/03 8:01:16 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K %20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f %20Joint%20v1.1.txt

husbands on the strength of a single gulp of sherry.

It was his brother-in-law who responded to Junie Bl ack, according to Margo's gossip. Both
Ragl e and Junie, being honme all day, had plenty of free tine on their hands. That was a bad
busi ness, Margo said now and again. A nan being hone all day in a residential neighborhood, where
all the other husbands were away at the office and only the w ves renai ned behind. So to speak

Bill Black said, "To confess, Margo -- she didn't whip this stuff up. W got it on the way
home. At some catering place on Plum Street."

"I see," Margo said. "Well, how nice."

Juni e Bl ack, not enbarrassed, | aughed.

After the two wonen had cleared the table, Bill suggested a few hands of poker. They haggl ed
for a while, and then the chips were brought out, and the deck of cards, and presently they were
playing for a penny a chip, all colors worth the sane. It was a tw ce-weekly matter between them
Nobody coul d remenber how it had gotten started. The wonen, nost |ikely, had originated it; both
Juni e and Margo loved to play.

Wil e they were playing, Sammy appeared. "Dad," he said, "can | show you sonet hi ng?"

"I wondered where you were," Vic said. "You ve been pretty quiet this evening." Having fol ded
for the round, he could take a moment off. "What is it?" he asked. H s son wanted advi ce nost
likely.

"Now keep your voice down," Margo warned Sammy. "You can see we're playing cards." The
i ntense | ook on her face and the trenmor in her voice indicated that she held a reasonably good
hand.

Samy said, "Dad, | can't figure out howto wire up the antenna." Beside Vic's stack of chips
he set down a netal frame with wires and el ectronic-looking parts visible on it.

"What's this?" Vic said, puzzled.

"My crystal set," Samy said.

"What's a crystal set?" he said.

Ragl e spoke up. "It's sonething | got himdoing," he explained. "One afternoon | was telling
hi m about World War Two and | got to tal king about the radio rig we operated.”

"Radi o," Margo said. "Doesn't that take you back?"

Juni e Black said, "Is that what he's got there, a radio?"

"Aprimtive formof radio," Ragle said. "The earliest."

"There's no danger he'll get a shock, is there?" Margo said.

"None whatever," Ragle said. "It doesn't use any power."

"Let's have a look at it,"” Vic said. Hoisting the nmetal frane he examined it, w shing he knew
enough to assist his son. But the plain truth was that he knew nothing at all about el ectronics,
and it certainly was obvious. "Wll," he said haltingly, "maybe you have a short-circuit
sonewhere. "

Juni e said, "Renenber those radio prograns we used to listen to before Wrld War Two? ' The
Road of Life.' Those soap operas. 'Mary Martin.'"

"*Mary Marlin,'" Margo corrected. "That was -- good lord. Twenty years ago! | blush."

Hummng Cdair de Lune_, the thene for "Mary Marlin," Junie net the |ast round of raises.
"Sonetines | niss radio," she said.

"You' ve got radio plus vision," Bill Black said. "Radio was just the sound part of TV."

"What woul d you get on your crystal set?" Vic asked his son. "Are there any stations stil
transmitting?" It had been his inpression that radio stations had fol ded up several years ago.

Ragl e said, "He can probably nonitor ship-to-shore signals. Arcraft landing instructions.”

"Police calls," Sammy decl ared

"That's right," Ragle said. "The police still use radio for their cars." Holding out his hand
he accepted the crystal set fromVic. "I can trace the circuit later, Sammy," he said. "But |'ve
got too good a hand right now How about tonorrow?"

Juni e said, "Maybe he can pick up flying saucers."

"Yes," Marge agreed. "That's what you ought to aimfor."

"I never thought of that," Samry said.

"There's no such thing as flying saucers,” Bill Black said testily. He fiddled with his
cards.

"Ch no?" Junie said. "Don't kid yourself. Too nany peopl e have seen themfor you to dismss
it. O don't you accept their docunmented testinony?"

"Weat her balloons,"” Bill Blake said. Vic was inclined to agree with him and he saw Ragl e
noddi ng. "Meteors. Meteorol ogi cal phenonena.™

"Absol utely," Ragle said.

"But | read that people had actually ridden in them" Mrgo said.
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They all | aughed, except Junie.
"It's true," Margo said. "I heard it over TV."
Vic said, "I'll go as far as admtting that there seens to be sone sort of odd-ball stuff

going on up there." He renenbered one experience of his own. The sumrer before, during a canping
trip, he had watched a bright object flash across the sky at such velocity that no plane, even a
jet-propelled plane, could have matched it. The thing had nore the manner of a projectile. In an
instant it had whi sked of f over the horizon. And occasionally, at night, he had heard runblings,
as if heavy vehicles were passing at reduced velocity across the sky. Wndows had vibrated, so it
had not been head-noi ses, as Margo had decided. In an article in a digest nedical magazi ne she had
read t hat head-noi ses indicate high blood pressure, and after that she had wanted himto visit
their health-plan doctor for a checkup

He gave the half-finished radio back to his son and resuned playi ng cards; the next hand had
al ready been dealt and it was tinme for himto ante up

"We're going to install this crystal set as our official club equiprment,” Samry infornmed him
"It'1l be locked up in the clubhouse, and nobody can use it but authorized personnel." In the back
yard the nei ghborhood ki ds, banding together in response to the herd instinct, had built a sturdy
but ugly building out of boards and chickenwire and tarpaper. M ghty doings were conducted severa
times a week.

"Fine," Vic said, studying his hand.

"When he says 'fine,'" Ragle said, "it means he's got not hing.

"I"ve noticed that," Junie said. "And when he throws down his cards and wal ks away fromthe
table, it neans he's got four of a kind."

At the nonent he felt a little like leaving the table; the | asagne and café espresso had been
too nmuch for him and inside himthe conmpound -- that and his dinner -- had begun to act up
"Maybe | have four of a kind now, " he said.

"You | ook pale," Margo said. To Ragle she said, "Maybe he does have sonething."

"More like the Asian flu," Vic said. Pushing his chair back he got to his feet. "I'Il be
right back. I'mnot out. Just getting sonmething to calmmy stomach.”

"Ch dear," Junie said. "He did eat too much; you were right, Margo. If he dies it's ny
fault."

"I won't die," Vic said. "What'll | take?" he asked his wife. As nmother of the household she
was in charge of the medicines.

"There's some Dramami ne in the nedici ne cabinet,’

she answered, preoccupied, discarding two

cards. "In the bathroom™
"You don't take tranquilizers for _indigestion_, do you?" Bill Black denanded, as he left the
roomand started down the hall. "Boy, that is carrying it too far."
"Dramanmine isn't a tranquilizer," Vic answered, half to hinself. "It's an anti-notion pill."
"Sanme thing," Black's voice came to him along the hall, following after himas he entered

t he bat hr oom
"Sane thing hell,

Vic said, his indigestion naking himsurly. He groped above himfor the

light cord.

Margo called, "Hurry on back, dear. How many cards for you? W want to play; you' re hol ding
us up."

"All right," he nuttered, still groping for the light cord. "I want three cards," he called.
"It's the top three on ny hand."

"No," Ragle called. "You cone back and pick them Qherw se you'll claimwe got the wong
ones. "

He still had not found the light cord that dangled in the darkness of the bathroom His

nausea and irritation grew, and he began thrashing around in the dark, holding up both arns, hands
together with thunbs extended and touching; he rotated his hands in a wide circle. H s head
smacked agai nst the corner of the nedicine cabinet and he cursed.

"Are you okay?" Margo called. "Wat happened?”

"I can't find the light cord," he said, furious now, wanting to get his pill and get back to
play his hand. The innate propensity of objects to be evasive... and then suddenly it cane to him
that there was no light cord. There was a switch on the wall, at shoulder level, by the door. At
once he found it, snapped it on, and got his bottle of pills fromthe cabinet. A second |later he
had filled a tunbler with water, taken the pill, and cone hurrying out of the bathroom

Wiy did | renenber a light cord? he asked hinself. A specific cord, hanging a specific
di stance down, at a specific place.

I wasn't groping around randomy. As | would in a strange bathroom | was hunting for a |ight
cord | had pulled nany tinmes. Pulled enough to set up a reflex response in ny involuntary nervous
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system
"Ever had that happen to you?" he said, as he seated hinmself at the table.
"Play," Margo said

He drew three new cards, bet, net the raises that went around, |ost, and then | eaned back
lighting a cigarette. Junie Black raked in the winnings, smling in her inane fashion

"Ever had what happen?" Bill Bl ack said.

"Reached for a switch that didn't exist."

"I's that what you were doing that took so long?" Margo said, irked at having | ost the hand.

"Where would | be used to a light cord hanging from above?" he said to her

"I don't know," she said.

In his nmind he chronicled all the Iights he could think of. In his house, at the store, at
friends' houses. Al were wall swtches.

"You hardly ever run into a cord hangi ng down any nore," he said aloud. "That suggests an ol d-
fashi oned overhead light with a string."

"Easy enough," Junie said. "Wen you were a child. Many, nany years ago. Back in the
"thirties when everybody lived in ol d-fashi oned houses that weren't ol d-fashioned yet."

"But why should it crop up now?" he said.

Bill said, "That is interesting."

"Yes," he agreed.

They all seened interested.

"What about this?" Bill said. He had an interest in psychoanal ysis; Freudian jargon cropped
up in his conversation, a sign of his being famliar with cultural questions. "A reversion to
i nfancy due to stress. Your feeling ill. The tension of the subconscious inpulses to your brain
war ni ng you that something was amiss internally. Many adults revert to infancy during illness."

"What rubbish," Vic said.

"There's just sonme light switch you don't remenber consciously,” Junie said. "Some gas
station where you used to go when you had that ol d Dodge that used so nuch gas. Or some place you
visit a fewtines a week, year after year, like a laundry or a bar, but outside your inportant
visits, like your hone and store."

"It bothers ne," he said. He did not feel like going on with the poker playing, and he
remai ned away fromthe table.

"How does your innard feel?" Margo asked.

"Il live," he said.

They all seened to have lost interest in his experience. Al except Ragle, perhaps. Ragle
eyed himwi th what mi ght have been cautious curiosity. As if he wanted to ask Vic nore, but for
sone obscure reason refrained from doing so.

"Play," Junie urged. "Wose deal is it?"

Bill Black dealt. The nobney was tossed into the pot. In the other roomthe TV set gave off
dance nmusic, its screen turned down to dark

Upstairs, in his room Samry |abored over his crystal set.

The house was warm and peacef ul

_What's wong?_ Vic wondered. What did | stunble on, in there? Wiere have | been that |
don't remenber?_

t hree

THUMP!

Shavi ng hi nsel f before the bathroomnmirror, Ragle Gumm heard the norning paper |and on the
porch. A muscul ar spasm shook his arm at his chin his safety razor burred across his flesh and he
drew it away. Then he took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a monment, and, opening his eyes,
conti nued shavi ng.

"Are you al nost done in there?" his sister called through the cl osed door

"Yes," he said. He washed his face, patted on after-shave lotion, dried his neck and arns,
and opened the bat hr oom door.

In her bathrobe, Margo materialized and went i mediately past himinto the bathroom "I think
| heard your paper,"” she said over her shoul der as she shut the door. "I have to drive Vic down to
the store; could you push Sanmy out the front door? He's in the kitchen--" Her voice was cut off
by the sound of water in the washbow .

Entering his bedroom Ragle finished buttoning his shirt. He passed judgnent on his various
ties, discrininated fromthe group a dark green knit tie, put it on, put his coat on, and then
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said to hinself,

Now t he newspaper

Before he went to get it he began draggi ng out his reference books, files, graphs, charts,
scanni ng machi nery. Today, by dealing with themfirst, he nmanaged to delay contact with the paper
by el even mnutes. He set up the table in the living room-- the roomwas cool and danp fromthe
night, and snelled of cigarettes -- and then he opened the front door

There, on the concrete porch, lay the _Gazette_. Rolled up, held by a rubber band.

He picked it up and slid the rubber band off. The rubber band sprang away and vani shed into
the bushes by the porch

For several minutes he read the news itens on the front page. He read about President
Ei senhower's health, the national debt, noves by cunning |leaders in the Mddle East. Then he
fol ded the paper back and read the conics page. Then he read the letters to the editor. Wile he
was doing that, Sammy pushed by hi m and out si de

"Good- bye," Sammy said. "See you this afternoon.”

"Ckay," he said, hardly aware of the boy.

Mar go appeared next; she hurried by himand to the sidewal k, her key extended. Unlocking the
Vol kswagen she slid inside and started up the notor. Wile it heated she w ped npoisture fromthe
wi ndshi el d. The norning air was crisp. Along the street a few children trotted in the direction of
the grammar school. Cars started up

"I forgot about Sammy," Ragle said, when Vic stepped out of the house and onto the porch
beside him "But he left on his own power."

"Take it easy," Vic said. "Don't work too hard on your contest.” Hi s coat over his shoul der
he descended the steps to the path. A nonent |ater Margo put the Vol kswagen into gear, and she and
Vic thundered off toward the through-street |eadi ng downt own.

Those little cars nmake a | ot of noise, Ragle thought to hinself. He renained on the porch
readi ng the newspaper as long as he could; then the cold norning air got the better of himand he
turned and went back inside, to the kitchen

As yet he had not | ooked at page 16, the page on which the Were-WIIl-the-Little-G een-Mn-
Be- Next ?_ entry form appeared. Mst of the page belonged to the form beyond it there was little
but instructions and conments on the contest, news of previous winners. The tally-sheet of
standi ngs; everybody who was still conpeting was there, represented in the snallest typeface the
newspaper could obtain. H's nanme, of course, was huge. Unique. In a box by itself. Every day he
saw it there. Bel ow his nane, other names had a transient existence, not quite at the threshold of
consci ousness.

For each day's contest the newspaper presented a series of clues, and these al ways got read
by himas a prelinmnary to the task of solving the problemitself. The problem of course, was to
sel ect the proper square fromthe 1,208 in the form The clues did not give any hel p, but he
assuned that in sone peripheral fashion they contained data, and he nenorized themas a matter of

habi ts hoping that their nmessage would reach himsublimnally -- since it never did literally.
"Aswallowis as great as a mle."
Sone oblique stream of association process, perhaps... he let the crypticismlie about in his

m nd, sinking down |ayer by layer. To trip reflexes or whatever. Swallow suggested the process of
eating. And of course flying. Wasn't flying a synbol of sex? And swallows returned to Capistrano,
which was in California. The rest of the phrase reninded himof, "A nmiss is as good as a nile."
Why great then, instead of good? G eat suggested whales... the great white whale. Ah, association
at work. Flying over the water, possibly toward California. Then he thought of the ark and the

dove. dive branch. Geece. That neant cooking... Geeks operate restaurants. Eating, again!
Sensi ble... and doves were a gournet's delight.

"The bell told on tee-hee."

That stuck in his craw. G bberish, certainly. But it suggested honosexuality. "Bell." And the
"tee-bee," the effem nate | augh of the queer, the belle. And the John Donne sernmon with the |ine,
"For whomthe bell tolls."” Also a Hem ngway book. Tee mght be tea. Ring bell, get tea served.
Tiny silver bell. Mssion! The m ssion at Capistrano, where the swallows returned to! It fitted.

Wi | e he was pondering the clues, he heard steps on the front wal k. Setting down the paper
he slipped into the living roomto see who it was.

Appr oachi ng the house was a tall, slim mddle-aged nman wearing a baggy, tweedy suit, and
snoking a cigar. He had a kindly look, like a nminister or a drain-inspector. Under his arm he
carried a manila folder. Ragle recognized him The nman represented the _Gazette_ ; he had cone
visiting a nunber of tinmes before, sonetimes to bring Ragle' s check -- which ordinarily was mail ed
-- and sonetinmes to clear up nmsunderstandi ngs about entries. Ragle felt disnmay; what did Lowery
want ?
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Wth no haste, Lowery stepped up onto the porch, raised his hand and touched the bell

Bel |, Ragle thought. Mnister. Maybe the clues were there to tell himthat the newspaper
woul d be sending Lowery to visit him

"H, M. Lowery," he said, opening the door

"Hello, M. Gumm " Lowery beaned i ngenuously; there was no gravity in his manner, nothing to
suggest that any bad news was to be conveyed, or that anything had gone wrong.

"What's the visit for?" Ragle asked, sacrificing manners in the nanme of need.

Lowery, chewing on his Dutch Master, gazed at himand then said, "I have a couple of checks
for you... the paper thought | mght as well deliver themin person, since they knew |I'd be
driving out this way today." He wandered about the living room "And | have a few things to ask
you. Just to be on the safe side. About your entries for yesterday's contest."

"I mailed in six," he said.

"Yes, we got all six." Lowery winked at him "But you failed to indicate the order of value."
Opening the manil a envel ope, he laid out the six entry fornms; they had al ready been phot ographed,
reduced to nore conveni ent size. Handing Ragle a pencil, Lowery said, "I knowit's just an
oversi ght on your part... but we have to have t hem nunbered."

"God damm, " he said. How could he have been in such a hurry? Swiftly, he marked themin
order, fromone to six. "There," he said, returning them What a stupid oversight. It night have
cost himthe contest then and there.

Lowery seated hinself, selected the entry marked one, and for a surprisingly long tine
studied it.

"Is it right?" Ragle denanded, although he knew that Lowery would not know, the entries had
to be sent on to puzzle headquarters in New York or Chicago, wherever it all was done

"Well," Lowery said, "tinme will tell. But this _is_ the one you nean as your first entry.
Your primary entry."

"Yes," he said. This was the secret conpact between hinself and the contest people; he was
permtted to subnit nore than one entry for each day's puzzle. They allowed himup to ten, with
the stipulation that they be nunbered in order of preference. If the nunber one entry was
incorrect, it was destroyed -- as if it had never reached them-- and the second was consi dered,
and so on down to the last. Usually, he felt sure enough of the solution to limt his subm ssions
to three or four. The fewer, of course, the better the contest people felt about it. No one el se,
to his know edge, had this privilege. It was for the one sinple purpose of keeping himin the
cont est.

They had proposed it, after he had m ssed the correct solution by only a few squares. H s
entries generally grouped about tangent squares, but once in a while he was unable to decide
bet ween squares quite far apart on the entry form In those cases, he took a risk; his intuition
was not strong. But when he felt the solution to lie in an approxi nate regi on, he was safe. One or
anot her of the entries proved correct. In his two and a half years of subm ssions, he had nissed
ei ght times. On those days none of his entries had been correct. But the contest people had
allowed himto continue. There was a clause in the rules that permtted himto "borrow' agai nst
past correct entries. For every thirty correct entries he coul d nake one mistake. And so it went.
By the use of |oopholes he had remained in the contest. No one outside the contest knew that he
had ever missed; it was his secret and the contest people's secret. And neither of them had any
notive to air it publicly.

Evi dently he had becone val uable fromthe standpoint of publicity. Wiy the public would want
the sane person to win over and over again he did not know. Cbviously, if he won he won over the
other contenders. But that was the manner of the public mind. They recognized his nane. As it was
explained to him the theory went that the public liked to see a nane they could identify. They
resisted change. A law of inertia was involved; as long as he was out, the public wanted him--
and everyone else -- out; as soon as he was in, well, that nade it self-perpetuating. The forces
of stasis worked on his side. The vast reactionary pressures now ran with him not against him
"Swiming with the tide," as Bill Black would put it.

Lowery, seated with his | egs crossed, snoking and blinking, said, "Have you | ooked at today's
puzzl e?"

"No," he said. "Just the clues. Do they nean anythi ng?"

"Not literally."

"I know that. | nean, do they nmean anything at all, in any way, shape, or forn? O is it just
to convince us that sonebody up at the top knows the answer?”

"What does that mean?" Lowery said, with a shade of annoyance.

"I have a theory," Ragle said. "Not a very serious theory, but it's fun to toy with. Maybe
there's no correct answer."
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Lowery rai sed an eyebrow. "Then on what basis do we declare one answer a w nner and al
ot hers incorrect?"

"Maybe you read over the entries and decide on the strength of them which appeals to you the
nost. Esthetically.”

Lowery said, "You're projecting your technique on us."

"My techni que?" He was puzzl ed.

"Yes," Lowery said. "You work froman esthetic, not a rational, standpoint. Those scanners
you constructed. You view a pattern in space, a pattern in tine. You try to fill. Conplete the
pattern. Anticipate where it goes if extended one nore point. That's not rational; not an
intellectual process. That's how -- well, vase-makers work. |'m not disapproving. How you go about
it is your business. But you don't dope it out; | doubt if you' ve ever solved the content of the
clues. If you had you woul dn't have asked, natter of fact."

No, he realized. | never have doped out the clues. In fact, it had never occurred to himthat

anybody did, that anyone read them and got concrete meanings fromthem Such as lining up the
first letters of each third word, adding ten, and comi ng out with the nunber of a specific square.
Thi nking that, he | aughed.

"Why | augh?" Lowery said, with great soberness. "This is a serious business. A lot of noney
is at stake."

"l was just thinking about Bill Black."

"Who' s that ?"

"A neighbor. He wants nme to teach himhow | do it."

"Well, if it's done on an esthetic basis--"

"Then | can't," Ragle finished for him "He's out of luck. That's why | |aughed. He'll be
di sappoi nted; he wanted to pick up a couple of bucks."

Wth a suggestion of noral indignation, Lowery said, "Does it please you to know that your
talent can't be taught? That it isn't a technique in the usual sense... it's nore a--" He searched
for the word. "God knows. Obviously, chance plays no role.”

"I"'mglad to hear sonebody say that."

Lowery said, "Can anybody inagine in good faith that you could guess_correctly, day after
day? That's ridiculous. The odds are beyond calculation. O at |east, alnost beyond. Yes, we did
calculate it. A stack of beans reaching to Betel geuse."

"What' s Bet el geuse?"

"A distant star. | use it as a netaphor. In any case, we know there's no guesswork
i nvol ved... except perhaps in the final stage. Wien it's a choice between two or three squares.”

"Then | can flip a coin," Ragle agreed.

"But then," Lowery said thoughtfully, rubbing his chin and waggling his cigar up and down,
"when it's a question of two or three squares out of over a thousand, it doesn't matter. Any of us
could guess it, at that point."

Ragl e agr eed.

In the garage of their hone, Junie Black crouched before the automatic washer, stuffing
clothes into it. Under her bare feet the concrete was col d; shivering, she straightened up, poured
a stream of granules fromthe box of detergent into the washer, shut the little glass door, and
turned on the machinery. The cl othes, behind the glass, proceeded to swirl about. She set down the
box, | ooked at her wristwatch, and started out of the garage.

"Ch," she said, startled. Ragle was standing in the driveway.

"I thought I'd drop by," he said. "Sis is ironing. You can snell that fine burned-starch
snell all over the house. Like duck feathers and phonograph records roasted together at the bottom
of an old oil drum"

She saw that he was peering at her fromthe corner of his eye. H's strawcol ored, shaggy
eyebrows drew together and his big shoul ders hunched as he clasped his arns together. In the m d-
afternoon sunlight his skin had a deep underlying tan, and she wondered how it was achi eved. She
had never been able to tan that well, try as she m ght.

"What's that you have on?" he asked.

"Slimjimnms," she said.

"Pants," he said. "The other day | asked myself, Wat's the psychol ogi cal reason for ny
admring wonen in pants? And then | said to nyself, Wiy the hell not?"

"Thank you," she said. "I guess."

"You | ook very good," he said. "Especially with your feet bare. Like one of those novies
wher e the heroi ne pads over the sand dunes, her arns to the sky."

Juni e said, "How s the contest today?"
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He shrugged. Obviously he wanted to get away fromit. "I thought I'd take a stroll," he said.
And agai n he peered at her sideways. It was a conplinment to her, but it always nmade her wonder if
she had left a button undone; she could scarcely resist glancing furtively down. But except for
her feet and midriff she was well covered.

"Open mdriff," she said.

"Yes, so | see," Ragle said.

"You like-e?" Wth her, that passed as hunor.

Ragl e said, al nost brusquely, "I thought 1'd see if you'd like to go for a swim It's a nice
day, not too cold."

"I have all this housework to do," she said. But the idea appealed to her; at the public
park, on the north end of town, where the uncultivated hills began, were a playground and sw nmm ng
pool. Naturally the kids used it nostly, but adults showed up, too, and quite often gangs of teen-
agers. It always made her feel good to be where teen-agers were; she had been out of school --
hi gh school -- only a few years, and for her the transition had been inperfect. In her mnd she
still belonged to that bunch which showed up in hot rods, with radios blaring pop tunes... the
girls in sweaters and bobby socks, the boys in blue jeans and cashnere sweaters.

"Get your swinsuit," Ragle said

"Ckay," she agreed. "For an hour or so; but then | have to get back." Hesitating, she said,
"Margo didn't -- see you come over here, did she?" As she had found out, Margo | oved to blab

"No," he said. "Margo's off on some--" He gestured. "She's busy ironing," he concl uded.

"l nvol ved, you know. "

She shut off the washer, got her swinsuit and a towel, and shortly she and Ragle were
striding along across town to the sw nmi ng pool

Havi ng Ragl e besi de her nade her feel peaceful. She had al ways been attracted to big burly
men, especially older ones. To her, Ragle was exactly the right age. And | ook at the things he had
done, his nmilitary career in the Pacific, for instance. And his national fame in the newspaper
contest. She liked his bony, grim scarred face; it was a real man's face, with no trace of double
chin, no fleshiness. H s hair had a bl eached quality, white and curled, never conbed. It had

al ways struck her that a man who conbed his hair was a sissy. Bill spent half an hour in the
nor ni ngs, fussing with his hair; although now that he had a crewcut he fussed sonmewhat |ess. She
| oat hed touching crewcut hair; the stiff bristles renminded her of a toothbrush. And Bill fitted
perfectly into his narrow shoul dered ivy-Ileague coat... he had virtually no shoul ders. The only
sport he played was tennis, and that really aroused her aninosity. A man wearing white shorts,
bobby socks, tennis shoes! A college student at best... as Bill had been when she nmet him

"Don't you get |onely?" she asked Ragl e.

"Eh?"

"Not being married." Mst of the kids she had known in high school were now narried, all but
the inpossible ones. "I mean, it's fine your living with your sister and brother-in-Ilaw but

woul dn't you like to have a little home of your own for you and your wi fe?" She put the enphasis
on _wfe

Consi dering, Ragle said, "Utimately I'lIl do that. But the truth of the matter is I'ma bum"”

"A bum" she echoed, thinking of all the noney he had won in the contest. Heaven knew how
much it added up to in all

"I don't like a permanent thing," he explained. "Probably | picked up a nomadic outl ook in
the war... and before that, ny famly noved around a lot. My father and nother were divorced.
There's a real resistance in nmy personality toward settling down... being defined in terns of one
house, one wife, one famly of kids. Slippers and pipe."

"What's wwong with that? It means security."”

Ragl e said, "But |'d get doubts." Presently he said, "I did get doubts. Wen | was narried
before.”

"Ch," she said, interested. "Wen was that?"

"Years ago. Before the war. Wien | was in ny early twenties. | net a girl; she was a

secretary for a trucking firm Very nice girl. Polish parents. Very bright, alert girl. Too
anbitious for nme. She wanted nothing but to get up in the class where she'd be giving garden
parties. Barbecues in the patio."

"l don't see anything wong with that," Junie said. "It's natural to want to live
graciously." She had got that termout of _Better Homes and Gardens_, one of the nagazi nes she and
Bill subscribed to.

"Well, | told you | was a bum" Ragle grunted, and dropped the subject.

The ground had becone hilly, and they had to clinb. Here, the houses had | arger |awns,
terraces of flowers; fat inposing mansions, the homes of the well-to-do. The streets were
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irregular. Thick groves of trees appeared. And above themthey could see the woods itself, beyond
the final street, A ynpus Drive.

"I wouldn't mnd living up here,” Junie said. Better, she thought, than those one-story tract
houses with no foundations. That | ose their roofs on the first windy day. That if you |l eave the
hose running all night the water fills up the garage.

Among the clouds in the sky a rapidly moving glittery dot shot by and was gone. Mnents |ater
she and Ragle heard the faint, alnost absurdly renote roar

"Ajet," she said.

Scow i ng upward, Ragle shaded his eyes and peered at the sky, not wal king but standing in the
m ddl e of the sidewalk with his feet planted apart.

"You think it's perhaps a Russian jet?" she asked mi schi evously.

Ragl e said, "I wish | knew what went on up there."
"You mean what God is doing?"
"No," he said. "Not God at all. | nean that stuff that floats by every now and then."

Junie said, "Vic was tal king | ast night about groping around for the light cord in the
bat hroom you renenber?"

"Yes," he said, as they trudged on uphill once nore.

"I got to thinking. That never happened to ne."

"Good," Ragle said.

"Except | did renmenber one thing like that. One day | was out on the sidewal k, sweeping.

heard the phone ring inside the house. This was about a year ago. Anyhow, | had been expecting a
real inmportant call.” It had been froma young nman whom she had known in school, but she did not
include that detail. "Well, | dropped the broomand | ran in. You know, we have two steps up to

t he porch?"

"Yes," he said, paying attention to her

“I ran up. And | ran up three. | mean, | thought there was one nmore. No, | didn't _think_
there was in so many words. | didn't nentally say, | have to clinb three steps...."

"You nean you stepped up three steps w thout thinking."

"Yes," she said.

"Did you fall?"

"No," she said. "It's not |ike when there's three and you think there's only twd. That's when
you fall on your face and break off a tooth. Wen there's two and you think there's three -- it's
real weird. You try to step up once nore. And your foot conmes down -- bang! Not hard, just --
well, as if it tried to stick itself into sonething that isn't there."” She becane silent. Al ways,

when she tried to explain anything theoretical, she got bogged down.

"Umm " Ragl e said.

"That's what Vic neant, isn't it?"

"Umm " Ragle said again, and she let the subject drop. He did not seemin the nood to
discuss it.

Beside himin the warm sunlight Junie Black stretched out with her arns at her sides, on her
back, her eyes shut. She had brought a blanket along with her, a striped blue and white towel -1ike
wr apper on which she lay. Her swinsuit, a blackwol two-piece affair, rem nded himof days gone
by, cars with runble seats, football ganes, denn MIller's orchestra. The funny heavy old fabric
and wooden portable radios that they had |lugged to the beach... Coca-Cola bottles stuck in the
sand, girls with long blond hair, lying stonach-down, [eaning on their elbows like girls in "l was
a ninety-eight pound scarecrow' ads.

He contenpl ated her until she opened her eyes. She had ditched her gl asses, as she always did
with him "Hi," she said.

Ragl e said, "You're a very attractive-Ilooki ng woman, June."

"Thank you," she said, snmling up at him And then she shut her eyes once nore.

Attractive, he thought, albeit immture. Not dumb so nuch as sheer retarded. Dwelling back in
hi gh school days... Across the grass a bunch of snmall kids scanpered, shrieking and pummeling one
another. In the pool itself, youths splashed about, girls and boys wet and m xed together so that
all of them appeared about the same. Except that when the girls crawl ed out onto the tile deck,
they had on two-piece suits. And the boys had only trunks.

O f by the gravel road, an ice cream vendor roaned about pushing his white-enanel truck. The
tiny bells rang, inviting the Kkids.

Bel | s again, Ragle thought. Maybe the clue was that | was going to wander up here with June
Black -- _Junie_, as her corrupt taste persuades her to call herself.

Could | fall inlove with a little trollopy, giggly ex-high school girl who's married to an
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eager - beaver type, and who still prefers a banana split with all the trimings to a good wine or a
good whi skey or even a good dark beer?

The great m nd, he thought, bends when it nears this kind of fellow creature. Meeting and
mati ng of opposites. Yin and yang. The ol d Doctor Faust sees the peasant girl sweeping off the
front wal k, and there go his books, his know edge, his phil osophies..

In the beginning, he reflected, was the word.

O, in the beginning was the _deed_. If you were Faust.

Watch this, he said to himself. Bending over the apparently sleeping girl, he said, "'Im
Anfang war die Tat.'"

"Go to hell," she nurnmnured.

"Do you know what that nmeans?"

"No.

"Do you care?"

Rousi ng hersel f, she opened her eyes and said, "You know the only | anguage | ever took was
two years of Spanish in high school. So don't rub it in." Crossly, she flopped over on her side,
away fromhim

"That was poetry," he said. "I was trying to nake |l ove to you."

Rol | i ng back, she stared at him

"Do you want ne to?" he said.

"Let me think about it," she said. "No," she said, "it would never work out. Bill or Margo
woul d catch on, and then there'd be a lot of grief, and maybe you'd get bounced out of your
contest."

"All the world loves a lover," he said, and bendi ng over her he took hold of her by the
throat and ki ssed her on the nmouth. Her nouth was dry, small, and it noved to escape him he had
to grab her neck with his hands.

"Hel p," she said faintly.

"I love you," he told her

She stared at himw ldly, her pupils hot and dark, as if she thought -- god knew what she
t hought. Probably nothing. It was as if he had clutched hold of a little thin-arned crazed ani nal .
It had alert sense and fast reflexes -- under himit struggled, and its nails dug into his arnms --

but it did not reason or plan or | ook ahead. If he let go of it, it would bound away a few yards,
snooth its pelt, and then forget. Lose its fear, cal mdown. And not renenber that anything had
happened.

I"I'l bet, he thought, she's astonished every first of the nonth when the paper boy cones to
coll ect. What paper? Wat paper boy? Wiat two-fifty?

"You want to get us thrown out of the park?" she said, close to his ear. Her face,
uncooperative and winkl ed, glowered directly beneath his.

A coupl e of people, wal king by, had gl anced back to grin. The mind of a virgin, he thought.

There was sonet hing touching about her... the capacity to forget made her innocent all over again,
each tine. No matter how deeply she got involved with men, he conjectured, she probably remined
psychically untouched. Still as she had been. Sweater and saddl e-shoes. Even when she got to be

thirty, thirty-five, forty. Her hair-style would alter through the years; she woul d use nore nake-
up, probably diet. But otherw se, eternal

"You don't drink, do you?" he said. The hot sun and the situation nmade himyearn for a beer.
"Coul d you be talked into stopping off at a bar sonmewhere?"

"No," she said. "I want to get sone sun."

He | et her up. At once she sat up, rising forward to fix her straps and dust bits of grass
from her knees.

"What woul d Margo say?" she said. "She's already snooping around seeing what dirt she can dig

up. "

"Margo is probably off getting her petition presented,” he said. "To force the city to clear
the ruins fromits lots."

"That's very neritorious. A lot better than forcing your attentions on sonebody el se's
spouse." From her purse she took a bottle of suntan |otion and began rubbing it into her
shoul ders, ignoring himpointedly.

He knew that one day he coul d have her. Chance circunstances, a certain nood; and it woul d be
worth it, he decided. Wrth arranging all the various little props.

That fool Black, he thought to hinself.

Of past the park, in the direction of town, a flat irregular patch of green and white nade
hi mt hi nk again about Margo. The ruins. Visible fromup here. Three city lots of cenent
foundati ons that had never been pried up by bulldozers. The houses thensel ves -- or whatever
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bui | di ngs there had been -- had | ong since been torn down. Years ago, fromthe weat hered, cracked,
yel | oned bl ocks of concrete. Fromhere, it |ooked pleasant. The col ors were nice.
He coul d see kids weaving in and out of the ruins. A favorite place to play... Samy pl ayed

there occasionally. The cellars forned caves. Vaults. Margo was probably right; one day a child
woul d suffocate or die of tetanus from being scratched on rusty wire.

And here we sit, he thought. Basking in the sun. Wile Margo struggles away at city hall,
doing civic good for all of us.

"Maybe we ought to go back," he said to Junie. "I ought to get my entry whipped into shape."
My job, he thought ironically. Wiile Vic plugs away at the supernarket and Bill at the water
conpany. | idle away the day in dalliances.

That nmade himcrave a beer nore than ever. As long as he had a beer in his hand he could be
untroubl ed. The gnawi ng unease did not quite get through to him

"Look," he said to Junie, getting to his feet. "I'mgoing up the hill to that soft-drink
stand and see if by any chance they've got any beer. It could be."

"Suit yourself."

"Do you want anything? Root beer? A Coke?"

"No thank you," she said in a fornal tone.

As he pl odded up the grassy slope toward the soft-drink stand he thought, I'd have to take
Bill Black on, sooner or later. In conbat.

No telling what color the man would turn if he found out. Is he the kind that gets down his
hunting .22 and without a word sets off and shoots the trespasser of that nost sacred of all a
man' s preserves, that Elysian field where only the lord and nmaster dares to graze?

Tal k about baggi ng the royal deer

He reached a cenent path al ong which grew green wooden benches. On the benches assorted
peopl e, nostly older, sat watching the slope and pool bel ow. One heavy-set elderly |ady sniled at
hi m

Does she know? he asked hinsel f. That what she saw goi ng on down there was not happy
springtide youthful frolic at all, but sin? Near-adultery?

"Afternoon," he said to her genially.

She nodded back genially.

Reaching around in his pockets, he found some change. A line of kids waited at the soft-drink
stand; the kids were buying hot dogs and popsicles and Eskino Pies and orange drink. He joined
t hem

How qui et everythi ng was.

St unni ng desol ati on washed over him Wat a waste his |ife had been. Here he was, forty-six,
fiddling around in the living roomw th a newspaper contest. No gainful, legitinmte enploynent. No
kids. No wife. No honme of his own. Fooling around with a neighbor's wife.

A wrthless life. Vic was right.

| mght as well give up, he decided. The contest. Everything. Wander on somewhere el se. Do
sonmething else. Sweat in the oil fields with a tin helnmet. Rake | eaves. Tote up figures at a desk
in sone insurance conpany office. Peddle real estate.

Anyt hi ng woul d be nore nature. Responsible. |'mdragging away in a protracted chil dhood..
hobby, |ike glueing together nodel Spads.

The child ahead of himreceived its candy bar and raced off. Ragle laid down his fifty-cent
pi ece on the counter

"Got any beer?" he said. Hi s voice sounded funny. Thin and renpte. The counter man in white
apron and cap stared at him stared and did not nove. Nothing happened. No sound, anywhere. Kids,
cars, the wind; it all shut off.

The fifty-cent piece fell away, down through the wood, sinking. It vani shed.

' mdying, Ragle thought. O sonething.

Fright seized him He tried to speak, but his lips did not nmove for himcaught up in the
si |l ence.

Not agai n, he thought.

Not agai n!

It's happening to nme again.

The soft-drink stand fell into bits. Ml ecules. He saw the nol ecul es, col orless, w thout
qualities, that made it up. Then he saw through, into the space beyond it; he saw the hill behind,

the trees and sky. He saw the soft-drink stand go out of existence, along with the counter man,
the cash register, the big dispenser of orange drink, the taps for Coke and root beer, the ice-
chests of bottles, the hot dog broiler, the jars of nustard, the shelves of cones, the row of
heavy round netal |ids under which were the different ice creans.
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Inits place was a slip of paper. He reached out his hand and took hold of the slip of paper
On it was printing, block letters.

SOFT- DRI NK STAND

Turni ng away, he unsteadily wal ked back, past children playing, past the benches and the old
peopl e. As he wal ked he put his hand into his coat pocket and found the netal box he kept there.

He hal ted, opened the box, |ooked down at the slips of paper already in it. Then he added the
new one.

Six inall. Six tines.

Hi s | egs wobbl ed under himand on his face particles of cold seemed to form Ice slid down
into his collar, past his green knit tie.

He made his way down the slope, to Junie.

f our

At sunset, Sammy Ni el son put in a last tardy hour galloping around the Ruins. Together with
Butch Cline and Leo Tarski he had dragged a nass of roofing slats into a heap to forma real swell
defensi ve position. They could probably hold the position indefinitely. Next cane the gathering of
dirt clods, those with |long grass attached, for superior throw ng.

Col d evening wi nd bl ew about him He crouched behind the breastwork, shivering.

The trench needed to be deeper. Taking hold of a board that stuck up fromthe soil, he pried
and tugged. A mass of brick, ash, roofing, weeds and dirt broke away and rolled down at his feet.
Bet ween two split slabs of concrete an opening could be seen, nore of the old basenent, or naybe a
dr ai nage pi pe.

No telling what m ght be discovered. Lying down, he scooped up handfuls of plaster and
chickenwire. Bits covered himas he | abored.

In the half-light, straining to see, he found a soggy yell ow bl ob of paper. A phone book
After that, rain-soaked nmagazi nes.

Feverishly, he clawed on and on

In the living room before dinner, Vic |ounged across fromhis brother-in-law. Ragle had
asked himif he could spare a couple of minutes. He wanted to talk to him Seeing the sonber
expression on his brother-in-law s face, Vic said,

"You want ne to close the door?" In the dining room Mrgo had started setting the table; the
noi se of dishes nmixed with the six o' clock news issuing out of the TV set.

"No," Ragle said.

"I's it about the contest?"

Ragl e said, "I'm considering dropping out of the contest voluntarily. It's getting too much
for nme. The strain. Listen." He leaned toward Vic. H s eyes were red-rimed. "Vic," he said, "I'm
havi ng a nervous breakdown. Don't say anything to Margo." H's voice wavered and sank. "I felt |
shoul d discuss it with you."

It was hard to know what to say to him "Is it the contest?" Vic said finally.

"Probably." Ragle gestured

"How | ong?"

"Weeks, now. Two nonths. | forget." He |apsed into silence, staring past Vic at the floor
"Have you told the newspaper people?"

"No. "

"Wn't they kick up a fuss?"

Ragle said, "I don't care what they do. | can't go on. | may take a long trip sonmewhere. Even

| eave the country.”
"My gosh," Vic said.

"I'"mworn out. Maybe after | take a rest, six nonths of it, I'lIl feel better. | mght tackle
some nmanual |abor. On an assenbly line. Or outdoors. What | want to clear up with you is the
financial business. |'ve been contributing about two hundred fifty a nonth to the househol d;

that's what it averages over the |ast year."

"Yes," Vic said. "That sounds right."

"Can you and Margo nake out without it? On the house paynents and car paynents, that sort of
busi ness?"

"Sure," he said. "I guess we can."

"I want to wite you out a check for six hundred bucks," Ragle said. "Just in case. If you
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need it, cash it. If not, don't. Better put it in an account... checks are good only for a nonth
or so, aren't they? Start a savings account, get your four-percent interest."
"You haven't said anything to Margo?"

"Not yet."

At the doorway, Margo said, "Dinner's al nost ready. Wiy are you two men sitting there so
sol erml y?"

"Busi ness," Vic said.

"Can | sit and |isten?" she asked.
"No," both nen said together. Wthout a word she went off.

"To continue," Ragle said, "if you don't mnd hearing about it. | thought about going to the
VA hospital... | can use ny veteran's status and get sonme kind of medical assistance. But | have
doubts as to whether it lies in their province. | also thought of using the A Bill and going up
to the university and taking a few courses."

"I n what ?"

"Ch, say, philosophy."

That sounded bizarre to him "Wy?" he said.

"I'sn't philosophy a refuge and a sol ace?"

"I didn't know that. Maybe it was once. My inpression of philosophy is sonething having to do
with theories of ultimate reality and What is the purpose of |ife?"

Stolidly, Ragle said, "What's wong with that?"

"Nothing, if you think it would help you."

Ragl e said, "I've read sone, in nmy tinme. | was thinking of Bishop Berkeley. The Ildealists.
For instance--" He waved his hand at the piano over in its corner of the living room "How do we
know t hat piano exi sts?"

"We don't," Vic said.

"Maybe it doesn't.”

Vic said, "I'msorry, but as far as |I'mconcerned, that's just a bunch of words."

At that, Ragle's face lost its color entirely. His nmouth dropped open. Staring at Vic, he
drew hinself up in his chair.

"Are you okay?" Vic said.

"I have to think about this," Ragle said, speaking with effort. He got to his feet. "Excuse
me," he said. "I'Il talk to you again sone time later. Dinner's ready... or something." He
di sappeared through the doorway, into the dining room

The poor guy, Vic thought. It certainly has got himdown. The |oneliness and isolation of
sitting around all day... the futility.

"Can | help set the table?" he asked his wife.

"Al'l done," Margo said. Ragle had gone on by, down the hall to the bathroom "What is it?"
Margo said. "What's wong with Ragle tonight? He's so miserable... he didn't flunk out of the
contest, did he? I know he would have told ne, but--"

"I"l'l tell you later,"” he said. He put his armaround her and ki ssed her; she | eaned warmy
agai nst him

If he had this, he thought, naybe he'd feel better. A famly. Nothing in the world is equa
to it. And nobody can take it away.

At the dinner table, as they all ate, Ragle Gunmm sat deep in thought. Across fromhim Samy
yamered on about his club and its powerful machinery of war. He did not listen
Wirds, he thought.

Central problemin philosophy. Relation of word to object... what is a word? Arbitrary sign.
But we live in words. Qur reality, anpbng words not things. No such thing as a thing anyhow, a
gestalt in the mnd. Thingness... sense of substance. An illusion. Wrd is nore real than the

object it represents.

Word doesn't represent reality. Wrd is_ reality. For us, anyhow. Maybe God gets to objects.
Not us, though

In his coat, hanging up in the hall closet, was the metal box with the six words init.

SCFT- DRI NK STAND
DOCR

FACTORY BU LDI NG
H GHWAY

DRI NKI NG FOUNTAI N
BOAL OF FLOWERS
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Margo's voice roused him "I told you not to play there." Her tone, sharp and | oud, caused
himto lose his Iine of thought. "Now don't play there. Mnd ne, Samy. |'m serious."

"How did it go with the petition?" Vic asked.

"I got to see sonme mnor clerk. He said sonething about the city not having funds at the
present tinme. The infuriating thing is that when | phoned | ast week they said contracts were being
let, and work ought to start any day. That just goes to show you. You can't get themto do
anything. You're hel pl ess; one person is hel pless.”

"Maybe Bill Black could flood the lots," Vic said.

"Yes," she said, "and then all the children could drown instead of fall and crack their
skul I's. ™

After dinner, while Margo washed the dishes in the kitchen and Sammy lay in the living room
in front of the TV set, he and Vic tal ked sone nore.

"Ask the contest people for a | eave of absence," Vic suggested.

"I doubt if they would." He was fairly famliar with the pack of rules and he recalled no
such provision

"Try them"

"Maybe," he said, scratching at a spot on the table top

Vic said, "That business |ast night gave nme a real turn. | hope |I didn't get you upset.
hope I'm not responsible for your feeling depressed.™

"No," he said. "If any one thing's responsible, it's probably the contest. And June Bl ack."

"Now listen," Vic said. "You can do a lot better for yourself than Junie Black. And anyhow,
she's spoken for."

"By a nitwit."
"That doesn't matter. It's the institution. Not the individual."
Ragle said, "It's hard to think of Bill and June Black as an institution. Anyhow, |I'mnot in

the nood for discussing institutions."
"Tell me what happened,” Vic said.

"Not hi ng. "

"Tell me."

Ragl e said, "Hallucination. That's all. Recurrent."
"Want to describe it?"

"No. "

"I's it anything like ny experience last night? I'"'mnot trying to pry. That bothered ne. |
t hi nk sonmething's wong."
"Sonething is wong," Ragle said.

"I don't mean with you or with me or with any one person. | nean in general."

"*The tinme,"'" Ragle said, "'is out of joint.""

"I think we should conpare notes."

Ragle said, "I'mnot going to tell you what happened to ne. You'll nod gravely right now But
tonorrow or the next day, while you' re standing around down at your supermarket chew ng the rag
with the checkers... you'll run out of conversation and you'll hit on nme. And you'll convul se
everybody with titillating gossip. |I've had enough gossip. Renenber, |I'ma national hero."

"Suit yourself," Vic said. "But we nmight -- get somewhere. | nean it. |'mworried.”

Ragl e sai d not hi ng.

"You can't clamup,” Vic said. "I have a responsibility to ny wife and ny son. Are you no

I onger in control of yourself? Do you know what you nay or may not do?"

"I won't run amuck," Ragle said. "Or at least | have no reason to think | will."

"We all have to live together in the same house,"” Vic pointed out. "Suppose | told you I--"

Ragle interrupted, "If | feel I'"'ma nenace, 1'Il leave. I'Il be |eaving anyhow, probably in
the next couple of days. So if you can last that |long, everything will be okay."

"Margo won't let you go."

At that, he laughed. "Margo," he said, "will just have to let ne go."

"Are you sure you're not just feeling sorry for yourself because your love-life is foul ed
up?"

Ragl e didn't answer that. Getting up fromthe table he walked into the living room where
Sammy | ay wat ching "Gunsnoke." Throw ng hinmsel f down on the couch, he watched too.

| can't talk to him he realized

Too bad. Too darn bad.

"How s the Western?" he said to Samy, during the midpoint conmmrerci al

"Fine," Sanmy said. Fromthe boy's shirt pocket, crunpled white paper stuck up. The paper had
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a stai ned, weathered appearance, and Ragle | eaned over to see. Sanmy paid no attention

"What's that in your pocket?" Ragle asked.

"Ch," Samy said, "I was setting up defense bastions over at the Ruins. And | dug up a board,
and | found a bunch of old tel ephone books and magazi nes and stuff."

Reachi ng down, Ragle pulled the paper fromthe boy's pocket. The paper fell apart in his
hands. Stringy slips of paper, and on each was a bl ock-printed word, smeared by rain and decay.

GAS STATI ON
cow
BRI DGE

"You got these' at those city lots?" he demanded, unable to think clearly. "You dug them up?"

"Yes," Samy said.

"Can | have thenP"

"No," Sammy said.

He experienced a maniacal wath. "Al right,"'
you sonething for them O buy them"”

"What do you want them for?" Sanmy said, ceasing to watch the TV set. "Are they val uable or
sonet hi ng?"

He answered, truthfully, "lI'mcollecting them" Going to the hall closet he reached into his
coat, got out the box, and carried it back to the living room Sitting down beside Sammy, he
opened the box and showed the boy the six slips that he had al ready acquired.

"A di me apiece,” Sammy said.

The boy had five slips in all, but two were so badly weat herdamaged that he couldn't read the
word on them But he paid himfifty cents anyhow, took the slips, and went off by hinself to
t hi nk.

Maybe it's a gag, he thought. I"'mthe victimof a hoax. Because |'ma Hero Contest W nner
First C ass.

Publicity by the paper.

But that made no sense. No sense at all.

Baffl ed, he snoothed the five slips out as best he could, and then added themto the box. In
sonme respects he felt worse than before.

he said, as reasonably as possible. "I'Il trade

Later that evening he located a flashlight, put on a heavy coat, and set off in the direction
of the Ruins.

His | egs ached already fromthe hike with Junie, and by the tinme he reached the enpty lots he
wondered if it was worth it. At first his flashlight beam pi cked up only the shape of broken
concrete, pits half-filled with spring rain, heaps of boards and plaster. For sone time he prow ed
about, flashing his light here and there. At last, after stunmbling and falling over a tangle of
rusted wire, he cane upon a crude shelter of rubble, obviously nade by the boys.

Getting down, he turned his light on the ground near the shelter. And by golly, there in the
Iight the edge of yellowed paper gleaned back at him He wedged his flashlight under his arm and
with both hands rooted until he had dislodged the paper. It came |oose in a thick pack. Samy had
been right; it seemed to be a tel ephone book, or at |east part of one.

Along with the tel ephone book he nanaged to dig | oose the remains of large, slick fanmly
magazi nes. But after that he found hinmself shining his Iight down into a cistern or drainage
system Too risky, he decided. Better wait until day.

Carrying the tel ephone book and nagazines fromthe lot, he started back to the house.

What a desol ate place, he thought to hinself. No wonder Margo wants the city to clear it.
They must be out of their nminds. One broken armand they'd have a lawsuit on their hands.

Even the houses near the | ots seened dark, uninhabited. And ahead of himthe sidewal k was
cracked, littered with debris.

Fi ne place for Kkids.

When he got back to the house he carried the phone book and magazines into the kitchen. Both
Vic and Margo were in the living room and neither of themnoticed that he had anything with him
Sanmy had gone to bed. He spread wrapping paper on the kitchen table, and then, with care, he laid
out what he had got.

The magazi nes were too danp to handle. So he left themnear the circulating heater to dry. At
the kitchen table, he began to exam ne the phone book

As soon as he opened it he realized that he did not have either the covers or the first and
| ast pages. Only the mddle part.
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It was not the phone book he was used to. The print had a darker quality; the typeface was
| arger. The margins were greater, too. He guessed that it represented a smaller conmunity.

The exchanges were unfamiliar to him Florian. Edwards. Lakeside. Walnut. He turned the
pages, not searching for anything in particular; what was there to search for? Anything, he
thought. Qut of the ordinary. Sonmething that would I eap up and hit himin the eye. For instance,
he could not tell how old the book was. Last year's? Ten years ago? How | ong had there been
printed phone books?

Entering the kitchen, Vic said, "Wat have you got?"

He said, "An old phone book."

Vic bent over his shoulder to see. Then he went to the refrigerator and opened it. "Want sone
pi e?" he said.

"No thanks," Ragle said.

"Are these yours?" Vic pointed to the drying nagazi nes.

"Yes," he said.

Vi ¢ di sappeared back into the living room taking two pieces of berry pie with him

Pi cking up the phone book, Ragle carried it into the hall, to the phone. He seated hinself on
the stool, chose a nunber at random Ilifted the receiver and dialed. After a nonent he heard a
series of clicks and then the operator's voi ce.

"What nunber are you cal ling?"

He read off the number. "Bridgel and 3-4465."

Then a pause. "Wul d you pl ease hang up and dial that nunber again?" the operator said, in
her | ofty, no-nonsense voice.

He hung up, waited a nonent, and di al ed the nunber again.

Imredi ately the circuit was broken. "Wat nunber are you calling?" an operator's voice -- not
the sane one -- sounded in his ear

"Bridgel and 3-4465," he said.

"Just a monent, sir," the operator said.

He wait ed.

"I"'msorry, sir,

"Why?" he said.

"Just a nmonent, sir," the operator said, and at that point the Iine went dead. No one was on
the other end; he heard the absence of a living substance there. He waited, but nothing happened.

After a time he hung up, waited, and dial ed the nunber again.

This time he got the squalling siren-sound, up and down in his ear, deafening him The racket
that indicated that he had m sdial ed.

Choosi ng ot her nunbers he dialed. Each time he got the racket. Msdial. Finally he closed the
phone book, hesitated, and dialed for the operator

the operator said. "Wuld you please | ook up that nunber agai n?"

"Operator."
"I"'mtrying to call Bridgeland 3-4465," he said. He could not tell if she was the sane
operator as before. "Wuld you get it for me? All | get is the nisdial signal."

"Yes sir. Just a nonment sir.

He repeated it.

"That nunmber has been di sconnected," the operator said.

"Wul d you check on sonme others for nme?" he asked.

"Yes sir."

He read of f other nunmbers fromthe page. Each one had been di sconnected.

O course. An old phone book. Qoviously. It was true; probably it was a discarded series in
its entirety.

He thanked her and hung up.

So not hi ng had been proved or | earned.

An expl anation m ght be that these nunbers had been assigned to several towns nearby. The
towns had incorporated, and a new nunber systeminstalled. Perhaps when the switch to dial phones
was nmade, only recently, a year or so ago.

Feeling foolish, he wal ked back into the kitchen

The nmagazi nes had begun to dry, and he seated hinself with one of themon his |ap. Fragnents
broke away as he turned the first page. A famly magazine, first an article on cigarettes and |ung
cancer... then an article on Secretary Dulles and France. Then an article by a man who had trekked
up the Amazon with his children. Then stories, Wsterns and detectives and adventure in the South
Seas. Ads, cartoons. He read the cartoons and put the nmagazi ne down.

The next nmgazine had nore pictures init; sonething like Life . But the paper was not as
hi gh-quality as the Luce publications' paper. Still, it was a first-line nagazine. The cover was

A long pause. And then, "Wat was that nunber again, sir?"
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gone, so he could not tell if it was _Look ; he guessed that it was _Look_ or one he had seen a
couple of tines called _Ken_.

The first picture-story dealt with a hideous train-weck in Pennsylvania. The next picture-
story--

A lovely bl ond Norse-I|ooking actress. Reaching up, he noved the lanp so that it cast nore
Iight on the page.

The girl had heavy hair, well-groomed and quite long. She snmiled in an amazingly sweet
manner, a jejune but intimate smile that held him Her face was as pretty as any he had seen, and
in addition she had a deep, full, sensual chin and neck, not the rather ordinary neck of nost
starlets but an adult, ripe neck, and excellent shoulders. No hint of boniness, nor of fleshiness.
A mxture of races, he decided. Gernman hair. Swi ss or Norwegi an shoul ders.

But what really held him held himin a state of near-incredulity, was the sight of the
girl's figure. Good grief, he said to hinself. And what a pure-looking girl. How could she be so
devel oped?

And she seemned happy to showit. The girl |eaned forward, and nost of her bosom spilled out
and displayed itself. It |ooked to be the snpbothest, firnest, nost natural bosomin the world. And
very warm | ooki ng, too.

He did not recognize the girl's nane. But he thought, There's the answer to our need of a
not her. Look at that.

"Vic," he said, getting up with the nmagazine and carrying it into the living room "Take a
|l ook at this," he said, putting it down in Vic's |ap.

"What is it?" Margo said, fromthe other side of the room

"You'd be bored," Vic said, setting aside his piece of berry pie. "lIt's real, isn't it?" he
said. "Yes, you can see under it. No supports. It holds itself out like that."

"She's | eaning forward," Ragle said.

"Agirl, is it?" Margo said. "Let me look; | won't carp." She came over and stood beside
Ragle, and all three of themstudied the picture. It was full-page, in color. O course the rain
had stained and faded it, but there was no doubt; the woman was uni que.

"And she has such a gentle face," Margo said. "So refined and civilized.

"But sensual ," Ragle said.

Under the picture was the caption, _Marilyn Mnroe during her visit to England, in connection
with the filmng of her picture with Sir Laurence Aivier._

"Have you heard of her?" Margo said.

"No," Ragl e said.

"She nmust be an English starlet,"” Vic said.

"No," Margo said, "it says she's on a visit to England. It sounds |ike an Anerican nane."
They turned to the article itself.

The three of themread what remnai ned of the article.

"It talks about her as if she's very fanous,” Margo said. "All the crowds. People lining the
Streets.”

"Over there," Vic said. "Maybe in England; not in Anerica."

"No, it says sonething about her fan clubs in America."

"Where did you get this?" Vic said to Ragle.

He said, "In the lots. Those ruins. That you're trying to get the city to clear."

"Maybe it's a very old magazine," Margo said. "But Laurence Aivier is still alive... |
remenber seeing _Richard the Third_on TV, just last year."

They | ooked at one anot her.

Vic said, "Do you want to tell me what your hallucination is now?"

"What hal l uci nati on?" Margo said instantly, glancing fromhimto Ragle. "Was that what you
two were tal king about, that you didn't want ne to hear?"

After a pause, Ragle said, "lI've been having an hallucination, dear." He tried to snile at
his sister encouragingly, but her face remained cruel with concern. "Don't | ook so anxious," he
said. "It's not that bad."

"What is it?" she denmanded.

He said, "I'mhaving trouble with words."

At once she said, "Trouble speaking? Oh ny god... that's how President Ei senhower was after
his stroke."

"No," he said. "That's not what | nmean." They both waited, but now that he tried to explain
he found it al nost inpossible. "I nmean," he said, "things aren't what they seem™

Then he was silent.

"Sounds like Glbert and Sullivan," Mrgo said.
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"That's all," Ragle said. "I can't explain it any better."

"Then you don't think you're losing your mnd," Vic said. "You don't think it's in you; it's
outside. In the things thenselves. Like ny experience with the Iight cord.”

After hesitating he at |ast nodded. "I suppose," he said. For sone obscure reason he had an
aversion toward tying in Vic's experience with his own. They did not appear to himto be sinilar.

Probably just snobbery on nmy part, he thought. Margo, in a slow, dreadful voice, said, "Do
you think we're being duped?”

"What a strange thing to say," he said.

"What do you nean by that?" Vic said.

"I don't know," Margo said. "But in _Consunmer's Digest_ they're always telling you to watch
out for frauds and mi sl eadi ng advertising; you know, short weight and that sort of thing. Maybe
this magazine, this publicity about this Marilyn Monroe, is all just a big bunch of hot air.
They're trying to build up some trivial starlet, pretend everybody has heard of her, so when
peopl e hear about her for the first tine they'|ll say, Ch yes, that fampus actress. Personally I
don't think she's much nore than a gl andul ar case." She ceased tal king and stood silently,
pl ucking at her ear in a repetitious nervous tic. Her forehead webbed with worry-1lines.

"You mean naybe sonebody nade her up?" Vic said, and | aughed.

"Duped, " Ragl e repeated.

It rang a bell deep inside him On sonme sub-verbal |evel

"Maybe | won't go away," he said.

"Were you goi ng away?" Margo said. "Nobody feels obliged to et me in on anything; | suppose
you were going to | eave tonorrow and never come back. Wite us a post card from Al aska. "

Her bitterness made hi munconfortable. "No," he said. "lI'"msorry, dear. Anyhow |'mgoing to

stay. So don't brood about it."

"Were you intending to drop out of your contest?"

"I hadn't decided," he said.

Vi ¢ sai d not hi ng.

To Vic, he said, "What do you suppose we can do? How do we go about -- whatever we ought to
go about ?"

"Beats ne," Vic said. "You're experienced with research. Files and data and graphs. Start
keeping a record of all this. Aren't you the man who can see patterns?"

"Patterns," he said. "Yes, | suppose | am" He hadn't thought about his talent in this
connection. "Maybe so," he said.

"String it all together. Collect all the information, get it down in black and white -- hell
buil d one of your scanners and run it through so you can viewit, the way you do."

"It's inpossible," he said. "W have no point of reference. Nothing to judge by."

"Sinple contradictions," Vic disagreed. "This nagazine with an article about a world-fanous
movi e star we haven't heard of; that's a contradiction. W ought to conb the nagazine, read every
word and |ine. See how many other contradictions there are, with what we know outside the
magazi ne. "

"And the phone book," he said. The yell ow section, the business listings. And perhaps, at the
Ruins, there was other materi al

The point of reference. The Ruins.

five

Bill Black parked his '57 Ford in the reserved slot in the enployees' |ot of the MJDO --
Municipal Uility District Ofice -- building. He neandered up the path to the door and inside the
buil di ng, past the receptionist's desk, to his office.

First he opened the w ndow, and then he renmoved his coat and hung it up in the closet. Coo
morning air billowed into the office. He inhaled deeply, stretched his arms a couple of tines, and
then he dropped hinself into his swivel chair and wheeled it around to face his desk. In the wire
basket lay two notes. The first turned out to be a gag, a recipe clipped fromsonme househol d
col umm describing a way to fix a casserole of chicken and peanut butter. He tossed the recipe into
t he wast ebasket and lifted out the second note; with a flourish he unfolded it and read it.

_Man at the house tried to call Bridgel and, Sherman, Devonshire, Walnut, and Kent field
nunbers. _

| can't believe it, Black thought to hinmself. He stuck the note in his pocket, got up from
his desk and went to the closet for his coat, closed the window, left his office and wal ked down
the corridor and past the receptionist's desk, outside onto the path, and then across the parking
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lot to his car. A nmonment |ater he had backed out onto the street and was driving downtown.

Well, you can't have everything in life perfect, he said to hinself as he drove through the
morning traffic. | wonder what it means. | wonder how it coul d have happened.

Sone stranger could have stepped in off the street and asked to use the phone. Ch? Wat a
| augh that was.

| give up, he said to himself. It's just one of those deadly things that defies analysis.
Not hing to do but wait and see what took place. Who nmade the call, why, and how

What a nmess, he said to hinself.

Across the street fromthe back entrance of the _Gazette_ building he parked and got out of
his car, stuck a dinme in the parking neter, and then entered the Gazette_ offices by the back
stairs.

"I's M. Lowery around?" he asked the girl at the counter. "I don't think he is, sir," the
girl said. She noved toward the switchboard. "If you want to wait, I'lIl call around and see if
they can locate him™"

"Thanks," he said. "Tell himit's Bill Black."

The girl tried various offices and then said to him "lI'msorry, M. Black. They say he
hasn't conme in yet, but he ought to be in soon. Do you want to wait?"
"COkay," he said, feeling glum He threw hinmself down on a bench, |it a cigarette, and sat
with his hands fol ded.
After fifteen m nutes he heard voices along the hall. A door opened and the tall, |ean, baggy-

tweed figure of Stuart Lowery put in its appearance. "Ch, hello M. Black," he said in his
reasonabl e fashi on.

"Quess what was waiting for nme in ny office,"” Bill Black said. He handed Lowery the note.
Lowery read it carefully.

"I"msurprised,” Lowery said.

"Just a freak accident," Black said. "One chance in a billion. Sonebody printed up a list of
good restaurants and stuck it in his hat, and then he got into one of the supply trucks and rode
on in, and while he was unloading stuff fromthe truck the list fell out of his hat." A notion
struck him "Unl oadi ng cabbages, for instance. And when Vic Nielson started to carry the cabbages
into the storage |ocker, he saw the list and said to hinmself, Just what | need; a |list of good
restaurants. So he picked it up, carried it hone, and pasted it on the wall by the phone."

Lowery sniled uncertainly.

"I wonder if anyone wote down the nunbers he called,"” Black said. "That m ght be inportant.”

"Seenms to nme that one of us will have to go over to the house,” Lowery said. "I wasn't
pl anning to go again until the end of the week. You could go this evening."

"Do you suppose we coul d have been infiltrated by some traitor?"

"Successful approach," Lowery said.

"Yes," he said.

"Let's see if we can find out."

"I"l'l drop over tonight," Black said. "After dinner. 1'll take over sonmething to show Ragle
and Vic. By then | can whip up sone sort of thing." He started to | eave and then he said, "How d
he do on his entries for yesterday?"

"Seemed to be all right."

"He's getting distraught again. The signs are all there. More enpty beer cans on the back
porch, a whol e bagful of them How can he guzzle beer and work at the same tinme? |'ve watched him
at it for three years, and | don't understand it."

Dead- pan, Lowery said, "I'lIl bet that's the secret. It's not in Ragle; it's in the beer."

Noddi ng good-bye, Black |left the Gazette_ building.

On the drive back to the MJDO buil di ng, one thought kept returning to him There was just
that one possibility that he could not face. Everything else could be handl ed. Arrangenents coul d
be made. But--

Suppose Ragl e was becom ng sane agai n?

That evening, after he left the MJDO buil ding, he stopped by a drugstore and searched for
sonmething to buy. At last his attention touched on a rack of ball-point pens. He tore several of
the pens | oose and started out of the store with them

"Hey, mster!"” the clerk said, with indignation

"I"'msorry," Black said. "I forgot." That certainly was true; it had slipped his mnd, for a
nmorment, that he had to go through the notions. Fromhis wallet he took sone bills, accepted
change, and then hurried out to his car

It was his scheme to show up at the house with the pens, telling Vic and Ragle that they had

file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K%20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f%20Joint%20v1.1.txt (25 of 89) [1/19/03 8:01:17 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K %20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f %20Joint%20v1.1.txt

been nailed to the waterworks as free sanples but that city enployees weren't allowed to accept
them You fellows want thenf? He practiced to hinself as he drove hone.

The best nethod was al ways the sinple method.

Parking in the driveway he hopped up the steps to the porch and inside. Curled up on the
couch, Junie was sewing a button on a blouse; she ceased working at once and | ooked up furtively,
with such a flutter of guilt that he knew she had been out strolling with Ragle, holding hands and
exchangi ng vows.

"Hi," he said.

"H ," Junie said. "Howd it go at work today?"

"About the sane."

"Quess what happened today."

"What happened today?"

Junie said, "I was down at the | aunderette picking up your clothes and | ran into Bernice
Wl ks, and we got to tal ki ng about school -- she and | went to Cortez High together -- and we
drove downtown in her car and had |lunch, and then we took in a show. And | just got back. So

dinner is four frozen beef pies." She eyed hi m apprehensively.

"I love beef pies," he said.

She got up fromthe couch. In her long quilted skirt and sandals and wi de-col | ared bl ouse
with the nedal -sized buttons she | ooked quite charming. Her hair had been put up artfully, a coil
tied at the back in a classical knot. "You're real sterling," she said, with relief. "I thought
you'd be nmad and start yelling."

"How s Ragl e?" he said.

"I didn't see Ragle today."

"Well," he said reasonably, "how was he |last tine you saw hi n?"

"I'mtrying to remenber when | last saw him"

"You saw hi m yesterday," he said.

She blinked. "No," she said.

"That's what you said last night."

Doubt fully, she said, "Are you sure?"

This was the part that annoyed him not her slipping off into the hay with Ragle, but her
maki ng up sloppy tales that never hung together and which only served to create nore confusion
Especially in view of the fact that he needed very badly to hear about Ragle's condition. The
folly of living with a woman picked for her affability. She could be counted on to bl under about
and do the right thing, but when it cane tine to ask her what had happened, her innate tendency to
lie for her own protection slowed everything to a halt. Wat was needed was a wonan who coul d

comit an indiscretion and then talk about it. But too late to reshape it all, now

"Tell me about old Ragle Gunm " he said.

Junie said, "I know you have your evil suspicions, but they only reflect projections of your
own war ped psyche. Freud showed how neurotic people do that all the tine."

"Just tell ne, will you," he said, "how Ragle is feeling these days. | don't care what you' ve

been up to."

That did the trick.

"Look," Junie said, in a thin, deranged voice that carried throughout the house. "Wat do you
want ne to do, say |'ve been having an affair with Ragle, is that it? Al day long |'ve been
sitting here thinking; you know what about ?"

"No," he said.

"I possibly mght |eave you, Bill. Ragle and | nmay go sonewhere together."

"Just the two of you? O along with the Little Green Man?"

"I suppose that's a slur on Ragle's earning capacity. You want to insinuate that he can't
support both hinself and I|."

"The hell with it," Bill Black said, and went into the other room by hinself.

Instantly Junie nmaterialized in front of him "You really have contenpt because | don't have
your educational background," she said. Her face, stained with tears, seenmed to blur and swell.
She did not | ook so charm ng, now.

Bef ore he could phrase an answer, the door chimes sounded.

"The door," he said.

Junie stared at himand then she turned and left the room He heard her open the front door
and then he heard her voice, brisk and only partially under control, and another woman's voi ce.

Curiosity nade himtag al ong after her

On the porch stood a large, timd-I1ooking, mddle-aged wonan in a cloth coat. The wonan
carried a clipboard, a |eather binder, and on her armwas an arnband with an insigne. The woman

file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K%20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f%20Joint%20v1.1.txt (26 of 89) [1/19/03 8:01:17 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K %20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f %20Joint%20v1.1.txt

droned on to Junie in a nonotone, and at the same tinme she funbled in the binder

Juni e turned her head. "Civil Defense," she said.

Seeing that she was too upset to talk, Black stepped up to the door and took her place.
"What's this?" he said.

The timdity on the m ddl e-aged wonan's face increased; she cleared her throat and in a | ow
voice said, "lI'msorry to bother you during the dinner hour, but I'ma neighbor of yours, | live
down the street, and |I'm conducting a door-to-door canpaign for CD, Cvil Defense. W're badly in
need of daytine volunteers, and we wondered if there nmight be anyone at hone at your house during
the day who could volunteer an hour or so during the week of his or her tine...."

Bl ack said, "I don't think so. My wife's hone, but she has other comm tnents."

"I see," the niddle-aged woman sai d. She recorded a few notes on a pad, and then sniled at
hi m hunbly. Evidently she took no for an answer the first tine around. "Thank you anyhow," she
said. Lingering, clearly not knowing how to nmake her exit, she said, "My nane is Ms. Keitelbein,
Kay Keitelbein. I live in the house on the corner. The two-story ol der house."

"Yes," he said, closing the door slightly.

Returning, this time with a handkerchi ef to hold against her cheek, Junie said in a wavering
voi ce, "Maybe the people next door can volunteer. He's honme during the day. M. Gumm Ragle Gumm "

"Thank you, Ms.--" the woman said, with gratitude.

"Black," Bill Black said. "Good night, Ms. Keitelbein." He shut the door and sw tched on the
porch 1ight.

"Al'l day," Junie said. "Siding salesnmen, brush sal esmen, hone reduci ng systens.
hi m bl eakl y, making first one shape and then another from her handkerchi ef.

"I"'msorry we quarreled,"” he said. But he still had not gotten any dope out of her. The ins
and outs of residential daytine intrigues... wives were worse than politicians.

"I'I'l go look at the beef pies,"” Junie said. She went off in the direction of the kitchen

Hands in his pockets he trailed after her, still determned to pick up what information he
coul d.

She gazed at

Stepping fromthe sidewal k onto the path of the next house, Kay Keitelbein felt her way to
the porch and rang the bell.

The door opened and a plunp, good-natured nman in a white shirt and dark, unpressed sl acks
greeted her.

She said, "Are... you M. GumP"

"No," he said. "I'mVictor Nielson. Ragle is here, though. Conme on inside." He held the door
open for her and she entered the house. "Sit down," he said, "if you want. |I'Il go get him"

"Thank you very much, M. N elson," she said. She seated herself near the door, on a straight-
backed chair, her binder and literature on her |ap. The house, warm and pl easant, smelled of
di nner. Not such a good tinme to drop by, she told herself. Too close to the dinner hour. But she
could see the table in the dining room they had not sat down yet. An attractive worman with brown
hair was setting the table. The worman gl anced at her questioningly. Ms. Keitel bein nodded back

And then Ragle Gunm cane al ong the hall toward her

A charity drive, he decided as soon as he saw her. "Yes?" he said, steeling hinself.

The drab, earnest-faced wonan arose fromthe chair. "M. Gumm" she said, "I'msorry to
bot her you, but |I'mhere for CD. Civil Defense."
"I see," he said.

She expl ai ned that she |lived down the street. Listening, he wondered why she had sel ected
him not Vic. Probably because of his fane. He had got a number of proposals in the mail
proposal s that he contribute his winnings to causes that would survive him

"I amat hone during the day," he adnmitted, when she had finished. "But I'mworking. |I'mself-
enpl oyed. "

"Just an hour or two a week," Ms. Keitel bein said.

That didn't seemlike rmuch. "Doing what?" he said. "I don't have a car, if you' re thinking of

drivers."” Once the Red Cross had come by appealing for volunteer drivers.

Ms. Keitelbein said, "No, M. GQumm it's a class in instruction for disaster."

That struck himas being apt. "Wat a good idea," he said.

"Pardon me?"

He said, "Instruction for disaster. Sounds fine. Any special kind of disaster?"

"CD wor ks whenever there's a disaster fromfloods or windstorms. OF course, it's the hydrogen
bonb that we're all so concerned about, especially now that the Soviet Union has those new | CBM
mssiles. Wiat we want to do is train individuals in each part of the city to know what to do when
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di saster strikes. Administer first aid, speed the evacuation, know what food is probably
cont am nated and what food isn't. For instance, M. Gumm each fanily should lay in a seven-day
store of food, including a seven-day store of fresh water."

Dubi ous still, he said, "Well, |leave me your nunber and |I'Il give it sone thought."

Wth her pencil Ms. Keitelbein wote out her name, address, and phone nunber at the bottom
of a panphlet. "Ms. Black next door suggested your nane," she said.

"Ch," he said. And it occurred to himinstantly that Junie saw it as a means by which they

could meet. "A number of individuals fromthis nei ghborhood will be attending instruction, | take
it," he said.

"Yes," Ms. Keitelbein said. "At | east we hope they will."

"Put me down," he said. "I'"'msure | can make it to class one or two hours a week."

Thanking him Ms. Keitel bein departed. The door closed after her

Good for Junie, he said to hinself.

And now di nner .

"You nean you signed up?" Margo dermanded, as they seated thenselves at the table.

"Way not?" he said. "It's common sense and patriotic."

"But you're over your head in your contest."

"Coupl e hours a week won't make any difference," he said. "You nmake ne feel guilty," Margo
sighed. "I've got nothing to do all day, and you have. | should go. Maybe | wll."

"No," he said, not wanting her along. Not if it was going to work out as a means of seeing
Junie. "You're not invited. Just nme."

"That seens unfair,” Vic said. "Can't wonmen be patriots?" Sammy spoke up, "I'ma patriot.
Back in the clubhouse we've got the best atomic cannon in the United States, and it's trained on
Moscow. " He created expl osi on-noises in the back of his nouth.

"How s the crystal set coning?" Ragle said.

"Swell," Samy said. "It's finished."

"\What have you pi cked up?"

"Not hing so far,"” Sammy said, "but |I'mjust about to."

"You | et us know when you do," Vic said.

"I just have a few adjustnents to conplete," Samy said.

After Margo had cleared the dinner dishes away and brought in the dessert, Vic said to Ragle
"Make any progress today?"

"I got it off at six," he answered. "As usual."

"I mean the other business,"” Vic said.

Actual ly he had done very little. The contest work had tied himup. "I started listing the
separate facts in the nmagazines," he said. "Under different categories. Until | get it broken down
and listed there's not nuch | can say." He had set up twelve categories: polities, econonics,
novi es, art, crine, fashions, science, etc. "I got to looking up the different auto dealers in the
white section, under their brand names. Chevrolet, Plymuth, DeSoto. They're all |isted except
one."

"Which one?" Vic said.

"Tucker."

"That's strange," Vic said.

"Maybe the deal er has sone personal title," Ragle said. "Such as 'Norman G Sel kirk, Tucker
Deal er.' But anyhow, | pass it along to you for what it's worth."

Margo said, "Wy do you use the nanme ' Sel kirk'?"

"l don't know," he said. "Just selected at random"

"There's no random " Margo said. "Freud has shown that there's always a psychol ogi cal reason
Thi nk about the name 'Selkirk.' Wat does it suggest to you?"

Ragl e thought about it. "Maybe | saw the name when | was goi ng through the phone book." These
damm associ ations, he thought. As in the puzzle clues. No matter how hard a person tried, he never
got them under control. They continued to run him "I have it," he said finally. "The man that the
book _Robinson Crusoe_ was based on. Al exander Sel kirk."

"I didn't know it was based on anything," Vic said.

"Yes," he said. "There was a real castaway."

"l wonder why you thought of that," Margo said. "A nman living alone on a tiny island,
creating his own society around him his own world. Al his utensils, clothes--"

"Because," Ragle said, "I spent a couple of years on such an island during World War Two."

Vic said, "Do you have any theory yet?"

"About what's wong?" Ragle inclined his head toward Sammy, who was |i stening.

"It's okay," Vic said. "He's been follow ng the whole thing. Haven't you, MBoy?"
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"Yes," Sammy said.

Wth a wink to Ragle, Vic said to his son, "Tell us what's wong, then."

Samy said, "They're trying to dupe us."

"He heard ne say that," Margo said.

"Who's trying to dupe us?" Vic said.

"The -- eneny," Samry said, after hesitating.

"What eneny?" Ragl e said.

Sanmy considered and finally said, "The eneny that's everywhere around us. | don't know their
nanmes. But they're everywhere. | guess they're the Reds."

To the boy, Ragle said, "And how are they duping us?"

Wth confidence, Samy said, "They've got their dupe-guns trained on us dead center."”

They all | aughed. Samry col ored and began playing with his enpty dessert dish.

"Their atom c dupe-guns?" Vic said.

Sammy muttered, "I forget if they're atomic or not."

"He's way ahead of us," Ragle said.

After dinner Sanmmy went off to his room Margo did the dishes in the kitchen, and the two nen
adjourned to the living room Al nost at once the doorbell rang.

"Maybe it's your pal Ms. Keitel bein back," Vic said, going to the door

Standi ng on the porch was Bill Black. "Hi," he said, entering the house. "l|'ve got sonething
for you fellows." He tossed Ragle a couple of objects, which Ragle caught. Ball-point pens, and
good ones by their |ook. "Couple for you, too," Black said to Vic. "Sone firmup north mailed them
to us, but we can't keep them Against a city ruling involving gifts. You have to either eat it
up, snoke it up, or drink it up the day you got it, or you can't keep it."

"But it's all right to give themto us," Vic said, exam ning the pens. "Wl l thanks, Black. I
can use these down at the store.”

I wonder, Ragle wondered. Should we say anything to Black? He managed to catch his brother-in-
| aw s eye. There seened to be a nod of approval there, so he said, "You got a mnute?"

"l guess so," Black said.

"There's sonething we want to show you," Vic said.

"Sure," Black said. "Let's see it."

Vic started off to get the nmmgazi nes, but Ragle suddenly said, "Wait a minute." To Black he
said, "Have you ever heard of sonebody named Marilyn Nonroe?"

Bl ack, at that, got an odd, secretive |look on his face. "Wiat is this?" he draw ed.

"Have you or haven't you?"

"Sure | have," he said.

"He's a phony," Vic said. "He thinks it's sonme gag and he doesn't want to bite."

"G ve us an honest answer," Ragle said. "There's no gag."

"Of course |'ve heard of her," Black said.

"Who is she?"

" She-" Black glanced into the other roomto see if either Margo or Sanmy could hear. "She has
about the biggest build there is." He added, "She's a Hol | ywood actress."

"Il be darned, Ragle thought.

"Stay here," Vic said. He went off and returned with the picture nagazine. Holding it so
Bl ack couldn't see it, he said, "Wat picture has she made that's supposed to be her best?"

"That's a matter of opinion," Black said.

"Just name one, then."

Bl ack said, " _The Taming of the Shrew ."

Both Ragle and Vic exanmined the article, but there was no nention of her having done the
Shakespeare conedy.

"Nane another," Vic said. "That one isn't listed."

Bl ack gestured irritably. "Wat is this? | don't get to the novies very much."

Ragl e said, "According to this article, she's married to an inportant playwight. Wiat's his
name?"

Wthout hesitation, Black said, "Arthur MIler." Wll, Ragle decided, there goes all of that.

"Why haven't we heard of her, then?" he asked Bl ack

Snorting with derision, Black said, "Don't blane ne."

"Has she been famous | ong?"

"No. Not particularly. You renenber Jane Russell. That big build-up about _The Qutlaw ."

"No," Vic said. Ragle al so shook his head.

"Anyhow, " Bl ack said, clearly perturbed but trying not to showit, "they've got the nachinery
goi ng. Making a star out of her overnight." He stopped tal king and cane over to see the magazine
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"What is this?" he asked. "Can | look at it, or is it secret?"
"Let himsee it," Ragle said.
After he had studied the magazi ne Black said, "Well, it's been a few years. Maybe she's

dropped out of sight already. But when Junie and | were going together, before we were narried, we
used to go to the drive-in novies, and | renenber seeing this _Gentlenen Prefer Blondes_ that the
article mentions."

In the direction of the kitchen, Vic shouted, "Hey honey -- Bill Black's heard of her."

Mar go appeared, drying a blue willow plate. "Has he? Well then | guess that clears that up."

"Clears what up?" Bl ack asked.

"W had a theory we were experinenting with," Margo said.

"What theory?"

Ragle said, "It seenmed to the three of us that something had gone wong."

"Where?" Black said. "I don't get what you nean."

None of them said anything, then

"What el se have you got to show ne?" Bl ack said.

"Not hi ng," Ragl e said.

"They found a phone book," Margo said. "Along with the magazi nes. Part of a phone book."

"Where did you find all these?"

Ragl e said, "Wat the hell do you care?"

"I don't care," Black said. "I just think you' re out of your mind." He sounded nore and nore
angry. "Let's have a | ook at the phone book."

Vic got the book and handed it to him Black sat down and | eafed through it, with the sane
frenetic expression on his face. "What's there about this?" he said. "It's fromupstate. They
don't use these nunbers any nore." He slapped the book shut and tossed it on the table; it started
to slide off, to the floor, and Vic rescued it. "I'msurprised at the three of you," Black said.
"Especially you, Margo." Reaching out his hand he grabbed the phone book away fromVic, got to his
feet, and started to the front door. "I'Il bring this back to you in a day or so. | want to go
through it and see if I can track down sonme kids Junie went to Cortez Hi gh with. There's a whol e
flock of themshe can't find; they're probably married by now Mbstly girls." The front door
cl osed after himand he was gone.

"He certainly got upset," Margo said after a pause

"Hard to know what to make of that," Vic said

Ragl e wondered if he ought to go after Bill Black and get the tel ephone book back. But
apparently it was worthless. So he did not.

Hoppi ng nmad, Bill Black flung open the front door of his house and ran past his wife to the
phone.

"What's wong?" Junie asked. "Did you have a fight with then? Wth Ragl e?" She cane up cl ose
besi de himas he dialed Lowery's nunber. "Tell me what happened. Did you have it out with Ragle? |
want to know what he said. If he said there had ever been anything between us, he's a liar."

"Beat it," he said to her. "Please, Junie. For Christ's sake. This is business." He glared at
her until she gave up and went off.

"Hell o," Lowery's voice sounded in his ear.

Bl ack squatted on his haunches, holding the receiver close to his nmouth so that Junie
couldn't hear. "I was over there," he said. "They got their hands on a phone book, a current or
nearly current one. |'ve got it, now | managed to wangle it away fromthenm | still don't know
how. "

"Did you find out where they got it?"

"No," he admitted, "I got sore and left. It really threw ne, walking in there and havi ng t hem
say, 'Hey Black -- you ever heard of a wonan naned Marilyn Monroe,' and then trotting out a couple
of battered, weather-beaten old nagazines and flashing themin nmy face. That was a m serable few
mnutes." He was still trenbling and perspiring; holding the phone with his shoul der he succeeded
in getting his cigarettes and lighter fromhis pocket. The lighter slipped fromhis hand and
roll ed out of reach; he gazed after it resignedly.

"Ch | see," Lowery said. "They don't have Marilyn Monroe. It didn't get fitted in."

"No," he said.

"You say the nagazi nes and phone book were weat herbeaten.”

"Yes," he said. "Very."

"Then they nust have found themin a garage or outdoors. | think probably in that old bonbed-
out arnory the county used to maintain. The rubble is still there; you people never cleared it."

"We can't!" Black said. "It's county property; it's up to them And anyhow there's not hing
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there. Just cenent blocks and the drainage systemthat carried off the r.a. wastes."

"You better get a city work truck and a few men and pave those lots. Put a fence up."

"We've been trying to get permission fromthe county,” he said. "Anyhow | don't think they
found the stuff there. If they did -- and | say if -- it's because sonebody salted the ground,
there. "

"Enriched, you nean," Lowery said.

"Yes, a few nuggets."

"Maybe so."

"So if we pave over the lots, whoever they are will just enrich a little closer honme. And why
woul d Vic or Margo or Ragle be poking around those lots? They're half a nmle across town, and--"
Then he recalled Margo's petition. That possibly explained it. "Maybe you're right," he said.
"Forget it." O the boy Samry. Well, it didn't matter. He had the phone book back

"You don't think they | ooked up anything in it while they had it, do you?" Lowery said.
"Besides the nunbers they tried to call."

Bl ack knew what he neant. "Nobody | ooks thenselves up," he said. "That's the one thing nobody
ever turns to, his own nunber."

"You have the book there?"

"Yes."
"Read ne what he woul d have found."
Bal anci ng the phone, Bill Black turned the tattered, watercrunbled pages of the phone book

until he got to the Rs. There it was, all right.

Ragl e Gunm I nc., Branch 25 Kent wood 6 0457
Between 5 PPM and 8 A M Wal nut 4 3965
Shi ppi ng dept . Roosevel t 2 1181

Fl oor One Bridgefield 8 4290

Fl oor Two Bridgefield 8 4291

Fl oor Three Bridgefield 8 4292

Recei vi ng dept . Wal nut 4 3882

Ener gency Sherman 1 9000

"I wonder what he would have done if he had happened to turn to it," Black said.

"God only knows. CGone into a catatonic coma, nost likely." Black tried to i magi ne the
conversation, if Ragle Gunm had found the nunber and called it -- any of the nunbers |isted under
Ragl e Gunm Inc. Branch 25. What a weird conversation that would be, he thought. Al nost inpossible
to i magi ne.

Si X

The next day, after he arrived home from school, Sanmy Nielson carried his still-
mal functioning crystal set fromthe house, through the back yard, to the | ocked cl ubhouse.

Over the door of the clubhouse was a sign his dad had got for himdown at the store. The nan
who did the lettering for the store had nade it.

NO FASCI STS, NAZI'S, COVMUNI STS,
FALANG STS, PERONI STS, FOLLOWERS
OF HLI NKA ANDY OR BELA KUN ALLOWED

Both his father and his uncle insisted that it was the best sign to have, so he had nailed it
up.

Wth his key he unl ocked the padl ock on the door and carried the crystal set inside. After he
was in he bolted the door after him and, with a match, lit the kerosene |lantern. Then he renpved
the plugs fromthe peep-sliots in the walls and watched for a time to see if any of the eneny was
sneaking up on him

Nobody coul d be seen. Only the enpty back yard. Washing hanging fromthe |line next door. Dul
gray smoke from an incinerator.

He placed hinself at the table, strapped the set of earphones over his head, and began
di pping the cat's whi sker against the crystal. Each tine, he heard static. Again and again he
dipped it, and at last he heard -- or imagined he heard -- faint tinny scratchy voices. So he |eft
the cat's whisker where it was and began slowy running the bead along the tuning coil. One voice
separated itself fromthe others, a man's voice, but too faint for the words to be rmade out.
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Maybe | need nore antenna, he thought.

More wire.

Leavi ng the cl ubhouse -- |ocked -- he roaned about the yard, searching for wire. He poked his
head into the garage. At the far end was his dad's workbench. He started at one end of the bench
and by the time he reached the other he had found a great roll of uninsulated steelish-1looking
wire that probably was for hanging up pictures or for a wire clothesline if his dad ever got
around to putting it up.

They won't mnd, he decided.

He carried the picture wire to the clubhouse, clinbed the side of the clubhouse to the roof,
and attached the wire to the antenna that canme up fromthe crystal set. Qut of the two wires he
made one vast antenna which trailed the | ength of the yard.

Maybe it ought to be high, he decided.

Fi nding a heavy spike he tied the free end of the antenna to it, got his throwi ng arm
I i nbered up, and then heaved the spike up on to the roof of the house. The antenna drooped. That
won't do, he thought. It should be tight.

Returning to the house he clinbed the stairs to the top floor. One w ndow opened on to the
flat part of the roof; he unlatched that wi ndow and in a nonent he was scranbling out onto the
roof .

From downstairs his nother called, "Samry, you're not going out on the roof, are you?"

"No," he yelled back. I _am out, he told himself, nmaking in his mnd a fine distinction. The
spi ke with the antenna dangling fromit lay on the sloping part of the roof, but by lying flat and
i nching along he was able to grab hold of it. Were to tie it?

Only place was the TV antenna.

He tied the end of his antenna to the netal pipe of the TV nmast, and that was that. Quickly
he craw ed back inside the house, through the wi ndow, and ran downstairs and out into the yard to
t he cl ubhouse.

Shortly he had seated hinself at the table, before the crystal set, and was running the bead
al ong the tuning coil

This time, in his earphones, the man's voice could be heard clearly. And a whole raft of
ot her voi ces babbled in; his hands shook with excitement as he tuned them apart. Fromthem he
pi cked the | oudest.

A conversation of some kind was in progress. He had got it part way through

"...those long kind that | ook |ike sticks of bread. Practically break your front teeth when
you bite on them | don't know what they're for. Weddi ngs maybe, where there's a | ot of people you
don't know and you want the refreshnments to last..."

The man tal ked leisurely, the words spaced far apart.

"...not the hardness but the anise. It's in everything, even in the chocol ate ones. There's
one kind, white, with walnuts. A ways makes nme think of those bl eached skulls you find out on the

desert... rattlesnake skulls, jackrabbit skulls... small mammals. Wiat a picture, right? Sink your
teeth into a fifty-year-old rattlesnake skull..." The nman | aughed, still leisurely, alnbst an
actual ha-ha-ha-ha. "Well, that's about all, Leon. Ch, one nore thing. You know that thing your
brother Jim said about ants going faster on hot days? | |ooked that up and | can't find anything

about that. You ask himif he's sure, because |I went out back and | ooked at ants for a couple of
hours since | talked to you last, and when it got good and hot they |ooked to be wal ki ng around at
about the sane speed." | don't get it, Sammy thought.

He tuned the coil to another voice. This one tal ked briskly.

"...CQ calling CQ this is WB840-Y calling CQ calling CQ this is WB840-Y asking is there a
CQ is there a CQ anybody; WB840-Y asking for a CQ CQ CQ this is WB840-Y calling CQ CQ cone

in CQ is there a CQ this is WB840-Y calling CQ CQ.." It continued on and on. So he tuned
further.

The next voice droned so slowy that he gave up al nbst at once.

"...no... no... again... what?... to... the... no, | don't believe so..."

This is just crud, he thought in disappointnment. But anyhow he had gotten it to work.

He tried further.

Squeaks and hi ssing made himwi nce. Then frantic dot-dot noi ses. Code, he knew. Morse code
Probably froma sinking ship in the Atlantic, with the crewtrying to row through the flami ng oil

The next one was better.

"...at 3:36 exactly. I'll track it for you." A long silence.

"Yes, I'll track it fromthis end. You just sit tight." Silence. "Yes, you sit tight. Cot
me?" Silence. "Okay, wait for it. Wiat?" Long, long silence. "No, nore like 2.8. 2.8. You got
that? North East. Okay, Okay. Right."
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He | ooked at his M ckey Muse wistwatch. The tine was just about 8:36; his watch ran a
little off, so he couldn't be sure.

Just then, in the sky above the cl ubhouse, a renpte runble nade the objects around him
shudder. And at the sane tinme the voice in his earphones said,

"Did you get it? Yes, | see it changing direction. Ckay, that's all for this afternoon. Up to
full, now. Yes. Okay. Signing off."

The voi ce ceased.

Hot dog, Sammy said to hinmself. Wait'll Dad and Uncl e Ragl e hear this.

Removi ng hi s earphones he ran fromthe cl ubhouse, across the yard, into the house.

"Mom " he shouted, "where's Uncle Ragle? Is he in the |iving room worki ng?"

His mother was in the kitchen scrubbing the drainboard. "Ragle went to nail off his entry,"”
she said. "He finished up early."

"Ch stunk!" Sammy shout ed, devast at ed.

"Al'l right, young man," his nother said.

"Aw," he nuttered. "I got a rocket ship or sonething on ny crystal set; | wanted himto hear
it." He whirled about in a circle, not know ng what to do.

"Do you want ne to listen?" his nother said.

"Ckay," he said grudgingly. He started fromthe house and his nother followed along with him

"I can only listen for a couple of minutes," she said. "And then | have to get back in the
house; | have a lot to do before dinner."

At four o'clock Ragle Gumm nmil ed his regi stered package of entries at the main post office
Two hours ahead of the deadline, he told hinself. Shows what | can do when | have to.

He took a cab back to the block in which he Iived, but he did not get off in front of the
house; he got off at the corner, by the rather old two-story house, painted gray, with a | eaning
front porch.

No chance of Margo stunbling in on us, he realized. It's all she can do to run next door

Cinmbing the steep flight of steps to the porch he rang one of the three brass doorbells. Far
of f, past the lace curtains on the door, down the long, high-ceiling corridor, a chine rang.

A shape approached. The door opened.

"Ch, M. Gumm" Ms. Keitelbein said. "I forgot to tell you what day the class neets."

"That's right," he said. "I was wal king by and | thought 1'd go up the steps and ask you."

Ms. Keitelbein said, "The class neets twice a week. At two on Tuesday and three on Thursday.
That's easy to renenber."

Wth caution, he said, "Have you had good | uck signing people up?"

"Not too awfully good," she said, with a wy snile. Today she did not seemso tired; she wore
a blue-gray snmock, flat heels, and she | acked the frailness, the aura of the aging spinster |ady
who kept an altered cat and read detective novels. Today she remnmi nded himnore of active
churchwonen who put on charity bazaars. The size of the house, the number of doorbells and
mai | boxes, suggested that she earned at |east part of her livelihood as a | andl ady. Apparently she
had divided up her old house into separate apartnents.

"Off hand," he said, "can you recall anybody | night know who's signed up? It would give e
confidence if | knew sonebody in the class."

"I"d have to ook in ny book," she said. "Do you want to step inside and wait while | |ook?"

"Surely," he said.

M's. Keitel bein passed down the corridor, into the roomat the end. Wen she did not reappear
he fol |l owed.

The size of the roomsurprised him it was a great drafty enpty auditoriumlike place, with a
fireplace that had been converted to a gas heater, an overhead chandelier, chairs pushed together
in a group at one end, and a nunber of yell ow painted doors on one side and high w de w ndows on
the other. At a bookshelf, Ms. Keitel bein stood holding a | edger, the kind bookkeepers usually
used.

"I can't find it," she said disarmngly, closing the ledger. "I have it witten down, but in
all the confusion--" She gestured at the disorderly room "W're trying to get it set up for the
first neeting. Chairs, for instance. We're short on chairs. And we need a bl ackboard... but the
grammar school has promised us one." Suddenly she caught hold of his arm "Listen, M. Gumm" she
said. "There's a heavy oak desk | want to get upstairs fromthe basenent. |'ve been trying to get
sonebody all day long to cone in and help Walter -- ny son -- get it upstairs. Do you think you
could take one end? Walter thinks that two nen could get it up here in a fewmnutes. | tried to

lift one end, but | couldn't."
"I'd be glad to," he said. He took off his coat and laid it over the back of a chair.
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A gangling, grinning teen-ager anbled into the room he wore a white cheer-I|eader sweater,
bl ue jeans, and shiny black oxfords. "H ," he said shyly.

After she had introduced them Ms. Keitel bein herded them down a flight of dishearteningly
steep, narrow stairs, to a basenent of danp concrete and exposed wiring, enpty fruit jars matted
with cobwebs, discarded furniture and mattresses, and an ol d-fashi oned washt ub.

The oak desk had been dragged al nmbst to the stairs.

"It's a wonderful old desk," Ms. Keitelbein said, hovering critically about. "I want to sit
at it when |'mnot at the bl ackboard. This was ny father's desk -- Walter's grandfather."

Walter said, in a croaking tenor voice, "It weighs around one-fifty. Pretty evenly
di stributed, except the back's heavier, | think. We can probably tip it, so we can clear the
overhead. W can get our hands under it okay; I'll get hold first with ny back to it, and then
when | get ny end up, you can get your hands under it. Okay?" He already had knelt down at his
end, reaching behind himto take hold. "Then when it's up, 1'lIl get ny grip."

From his years of active nmilitary life, Ragle prided hinself on his physical agility. But by
the tinme he had raised his end of the desk wai st-high, he was red-faced and panting. The desk
swayed as Walter got his grip. At once Walter set off for the stairs; the desk twisted in Ragle's
hands as Valter clinbed the stairs.

Three times they had to set the desk down on the stairs, once for Ragle to rest, twce
because the desk failed to clear the top and had to be taken in a different grip. At last they had
it up and into the big drafty room wth a thunp the desk dropped fromtheir stiff fingers, and
that was that.

"I certainly do appreciate your kindness," Ms. Keitelbein said, enmerging fromthe basenent
and switching off the stairlight. "I hope you didn't hurt yourself or anything. It's heavier than
| thought."

Her son was contenplating himw th the sane shyness as before. "You're the M. Gumm who's the
contest w nner?" he asked.

"Yes," Ragl e said.
The boy's kindly face cl ouded over with enbarrassnent. "Maybe | shouldn't ask you this, but I
al ways wanted to ask sone guy who wins a lot of nobney in a contest... do you think of it as luck

or do you think of it like earning a big fee, the way a | awer gets a big fee if he's got
sonething on the ball no other |lawer has? O |ike sonme old painters whose paintings are worth
mllions."

"It's a lot of hard work," Ragle said. "That's how | think of it. | put in eight to ten hours
a day."

The boy nodded. "Ch yeah. | see what you nean.”

"How di d you get started?" Ms. Keitel bein asked him

Ragl e said, "I don't know. | saw it in the paper and | sent in an entry. That was close to
three years ago. | just drifted intoit. My entries won right fromthe start."”
"Mne didn't," Walter said. "I never won once; | entered around fifteen tinmes."

Ms. Keitelbein said, "M. Gumm before you go | have sonething I want to give you. You wait
here." She hurried off into a side room "For helping."

He thought, Probably a cookie or two.

But when she returned she had a brightly-colored decal. "For your car," she said, holding it
out to him "It goes on the back wi ndow. A CD sticker; you dip it in warmwater, and then the
paper slides off and you slide the enmblemon the car wi ndow. " She beamed at him

"I don't currently have a car," he said.

Her face showed di smay. "Ch," she said.

Wth a braying, but good-natured, |augh, Walter said, "Hey, maybe he could paste it onto the
back of his coat."

"I"'mso sorry," Ms. Keitelbein said, in confusion. "Wll, thank you anyhow, | wish I could
reward you, but | can't think how I'Il try to make the classes as interesting as | can; how s
t hat ?"

"Swell," he said. Picking up his coat he noved toward the hall. "I have to be going," he
said. "I'll see you Tuesday, then. At two."

In a corner of the room on a wi ndow seat, sonebody had built a nodel of sone sort. Ragle
stopped to inspect it.

"We'| | be using that," Ms. Keitel bein said.

"What is it?" he said. It appeared to be a representation of a mlitary fort: a hollow square
in which tiny soldiers could be viewed at their duties. The colors were greeni sh brown and gray.
Touching the nminiature gun-barrel that stuck up fromthe top of it, he discovered that it was
carved wood. "Quite real," he said.
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Walter said, "W built a bunch of those. The earlier classes, | nean. CD classes |ast year
when we lived in d evel and. Mom brought them al ong; | guess nobody el se wanted them" He | aughed
his braying | augh again. It was nore nervous than unkind.

"That's a replica of a Mornon fort," Ms. Keitelbein said. "I'll be darned," Ragle said. "I'm
interested in this. You know, | was in Wrld War Two; | was over in the Pacific."

"I dimy renenber reading that about you," Ms. Keitelbein said. "You being such a
celebrity... every once in a while | conme across a little article about you in one of the

magazi nes. Don't you hold some sort of record as the | ongest contest w nner of any of the
newspaper or TV contests?"

"l suppose so," he said.

Walter said, "Did you see heavy fighting in the Pacific?"

"No," he said candidly. "Another fellow and | were stuck on a hunk of dirt with a few palm
trees and a corrugated-iron shack and a radio transmtter and weather-measuring instruments. He
measured the weather and | transmtted the information to a Navy installation a couple hundred
mles to the south of us. That took about an hour a day. The rest of the day |I lay around trying
to figure out the weather. | used to try to predict what it would be |like. That wasn't our job;
all we did was send themthe readings and they did the predicting. But | got pretty good. | could
| ook up at the sky and that plus the readi ngs gave ne enough to go on, so ny guesses worked out
nore tines than not."

"I imagi ne weather conditions were of prime inportance to the Navy and Arny," Ms. Keitel bein
sai d.

He answered, "A stormcould weck a | andi ng operation, scatter a convoy of supply carriers.
Change the course of the war."

"Maybe that's where you got your practice," Walter said. "For the contest. Making book on the
weat her. "

At that, Ragle |laughed. "Yes," he said. "That's what he and | did; we nmade book onit. I'd
say it was going to rain at ten o' clock and he'd bet me it wouldn't. We nmanaged to fritter away a
coupl e of years doing that. That, and drinking beer. Wen they brought in our supplies once a
month they left off a standard ration of beer -- standard, we figured, for a platoon. Only trouble
was, we had no way to cool it. Warm beer, day after day." How it took himback to remenber al
that. Twelve, thirteen years ago... He had been thirty-three years old. An enployee in a steam
| aundry when the draft-notice showed up in the mail box.

"Hey, Mom" Walter said excitedly. "I got a real good idea; what about M. Gummtalking to
the class about his mlitary experiences? He could give thema sense of participation; you know,
the i medi acy of the danger and all that. He probably renenbers a whol e bunch of training they
gave the G's about safety and what to do under fire and enmergency situations."

Ragl e said, "That's about all there is; what | told you."

"But you remenber stories the other guys swapped, about air-raids and bonbi ngs," Walter
persisted. "They don't have to actually have happened to you."

Kids are all about the same, Ragle thought. This boy tal ked along the Iines Sanmmy tal ked.
Sammy was ten; this boy was, say, sixteen. But he liked both of them And he took it as a

conpl i ment .

Fanme, he thought. This is nmy reward for being the greatest -- or longest -- winner in the
hi story of puzzle contests. Boys between the ages of ten and sixteen think |I'm sonebody.

It amused him And he said, "I'Il wear ny full general's uniformwhen | show up Tuesday."

The boy's eyes wi dened; then he tried to stiffen and appear blasé. "No kidding?" he said. "A
full general ? Four star?"

"Absolutely," he said, as solemly as possible. Ms. Keitelbein smled, and he sm|ed across
at her.

At five-thirty, when the store had been closed and | ocked up, Vic N elson called the three or
four checkers over together

"Listen," he said. Al day he had been planning this out. The wi ndow shades were down; the
custoners had left. At the registers one of the store's assistant managers had started counting
the nmoney and setting the tapes for tonorrow. "I want you people to do me a favor. It's a
psychol ogi cal experinment. It'll only take thirty seconds. Okay?" Especially he appealed to Liz
she was the power anong the checkers, and if she said okay the others probably woul d.

"Can't it be done tonorrow?" Liz said. She already had her coat on, and she had changed from
| ow heels to high heels. In them she seened |ike sone ngjestic three-di nensional pineapple juice
di spl ay poster.

Vic said, "My wife's parked out in the lot waiting. If | don't get out there in a mnute or
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so, she'll start honking. So you know this won't take l[ong."

The ot her checkers, nale, small, watched Liz for her reaction. They still had on their white
aprons, and their pencils behind their ears.

"Al'l right," she said. Waggling her finger at himshe said, "But you better be telling the
truth; we better be right out of here.”

He wal ked over to the produce departnent, shook a paper bag | oose fromone of the bins, and
began blowing it up. Liz and the other checkers gazed at himdully.

"What | want you to do is this," he said, throttling the full bag of air. "I'mgoing to pop
this bag and then I"'mgoing to yell a command at you. | want you to do exactly what | say; don't
think about it -- just do it when you hear nme yell it. | want you to react without giving it any

time. You understand what | nean?"

Chewi ng on a piece of gumthat she had pilfered fromthe candy and gumrack, Liz said, "Yeah
we understand. Go on, pop and yell."

"Face nme," he said. The four of themstood with their backs to the wi de glass exit door. It
was the only door through which any of them passed to get into and out of the store. "Ckay," he
said, and, lifting up the bag, yelled, "Run!" And then he popped it. As he yelled, the four of
them junped slightly, startled. Wen the bag popped -- its noise in the enpty store was terrific --
the four of thembolted Iike hares.

None of themran toward the door. As a group they ran directly left, toward an upri ght
support pillar. Six, seven, eight steps at it... and then they halted, wheezing and di sconcerted

"Now what's this?" Liz demanded. "What's this about? You said you were going to pop the bag
first, and then you went ahead and you yelled first."

"Thanks, Liz," he said. "That's fine. You can go neet your boy friend."

As they filed out of the store, the checkers gave hima | ook of scorn

The assi stant manager, counting nmoney and setting tape, said to him "Did you nean for nme to
run, too?"

"No," he said, only half-hearing hinm his mnd was on his experinent.

"I tried to duck down under the register,” the assistant nanager said.

"Thanks," he said. Going out of the store, he |ocked the door after him and then he crossed
the lot toward the Vol kswagen

But in the Vol kswagen was a heavy-set, black German shepherd which eyed hi mas he approached.
And the front bunper of the car had a deep dent in it. And the car needed a wash.

Tal k about psychol ogi cal experinents, he said to hinself. It wasn't his car. It wasn't Margo.
He had glinpsed the VWdrive onto the ot at about the time she usually cane for him The rest had
been supplied by his mnd

He started back in the direction of the store. As he got near, the glass door opened and the
assi stant manager stuck his head out and said, "Victor, your wife's on the phone. She wants you."

"Thanks, " he said, catching the door and passing on inside and over to the wall phone.

"Honey," Margo said, when he said hello, "I'msorry | didn't get down to pick you up; do you
still want ne to cone, or do you want to go ahead on the bus? If you're tired I can get you, but
probably it would be faster just to catch the bus."

“I'I'l catch the bus," he said.

Margo said, "I've been out in Samy's clubhouse, listening on his crystal set. It's
fasci nating!"

"Fine," he said, starting to hang up. "I'll see you later."

"We |istened to all sorts of broadcasts.”

After saying good night to the assistant manager he wal ked down to the corner and caught a
bus. Soon he was riding hone, along with shoppers and enpl oyees, old | adies and school children

A city ordinance forbade snmoking in a public conveyance, but he felt disturbed enough to
light a cigarette. By opening the wi ndow next to himhe nanaged to get the snoke to go out, and
not into the face of the woman next to him

My experinment was a whizzer, he said to hinself. It worked better than | want ed.

He had assunmed that the checkers would scatter in various directions, one toward the door
one toward the wall, one away fromthe door. That woul d have supported his theory that this
situation, in which they found themsel ves, was in some nanner episodic. That a good part of their
Iives had been spent el sewhere, and in an el sewhere that none of themrenmenbered.

But -- each should have had his own refl exes. Not the same for all four of them They had al
bolted in the sanme direction. It had been the wong direction, but it had been uniform They had
acted as a group, not as individuals.

That neant, sinply, that the prior and substantial experiences of the four had been simlar.

How coul d that be?
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His theory didn't cover that.

And, snoking his cigarette and maneuvering the snoke out the bus w ndow, he coul d not
i mredi atel y concoct anot her theory.

Except, he realized, sone nmedi ocre explanation; for instance, that the four checkers had
attended sone sort of function together. They m ght have lived in a boardi nghouse together, or
eaten in the sane café over a period of years, been in school together

W have a hodge-podge of leaks in our reality, he said to hinmself. A drop here, a couple of
drops over in that corner. A noist spot forming on the ceiling. But where's it getting in? Wiat's
it mean?

He put his mind into rational order. Let's see how | cane across it, he said to hinself. |
ate too nuch | asagne, and | hurried away froma poker gane, in which | held a nediumfair hand, to
take a pill in a dark bathroom

I's there anything previous to that?

No, he decided. Previous to that it's a sunny universe. Kids ronping, cows nmpoi ng, dogs
waggi ng. Men clipping | awns on Sunday afternoon, while listening to the ball game on TV. W could
have gone on forever. Noticed nothing.

Except, he realized, Ragle's hallucination.

And what, he wondered, is the hallucination? Ragle had never quite got around to telling him

But it goes something along the lines of ny experience, he said to hinself. Sonehow, in sone
manner, Ragle found hinself poking through reality. Enlarging the hole. O been faced with its
enl argenent, perhaps a splitting rent opening up, a great gash

We can put everything we know together, he realized, but it doesn't tell us anything, except
that sonmething is wong. And we knew that to start with. The clues we are getting don't give us a
solution; they only show us how far-reaching the wongness is.

I think, though, he thought, we made a nmistake in letting Bill Black wal k off with that phone
book.

And what should we do now? he asked hinmsel f. Conduct nore psychol ogi cal experinents?

No. One told himenough. The one he had conducted involuntarily in his bathroom Even this
| ast one had done nobre harmthan good, had introduced confusion rather than verification

Don't confuse me any nore, he thought. |I'm bew | dered enough now to |last nme the rest of ny
life. What do | know for sure? Maybe Ragle is right; we ought to pull out the big phil osophy books
and start boning up on Bishop Berkel ey and whoever the rest of themare -- he did not renmenber any

phi | osophy wel |l enough even to know t he names.

Maybe, he thought, if | squeeze nmy eyes darn near shut, so just a crack of |ight shows, and
concentrate like hell on this bus, on the weary, hefty old wonen shoppers with their bul ging
shoppi ng bags, and the chattering schoolgirls, and the clerks reading the evening paper, and the

red- necked driver, maybe they'll all go away. The squeaki ng seat under ne. The snelly funes every
time the bus starts up. The jolting. The swaying. The ads over the wi ndows. Maybe it'll just fade
awnay. . .

Squeezing his eyes together he tried to dislodge the presence of the bus and passengers. For
ten mnutes he tried. His mind fell into a stupor. The navel, he thought blearily. Concentration

on one point. He picked out the buzzer on the side of the bus opposite him The round, white
buzzer. Go, he thought. Fade away.

Fade away.

Fade

Fa

F

Wth a start, he awoke. He had drifted off.

Sel f-hypnosi s, he declared. Nodding off into a doze, like the other passengers around him
Heads lolling together, intime to the notion of the bus. Left, right. Forward. Sideways. Right.
Left. The bus stopped at a light. The heads renai ned on an even angl e.

Back, as the bus started.

Forward, as the bus stopped.

Fade away.

Fade

Fa

And then, through his half-closed eyes, he saw the passengers fade away.

Lo and behol d! he thought. How pleasant it was.

No. It wasn't fading at all.

The bus and its passengers hadn't faded a bit. Throughout the bus a deep change had begun
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taking place, and like his experinment in the store it did not fit; it was not what he wanted.

Damm you, he thought. Fade away!

The sides of the bus becanme transparent. He saw out into the street, the sidewal k and st ores.
Thin support struts, the skeleton of the bus. Metal girders, an enpty holl ow box. No ot her seats.
Only a strip, a length of planking, on which upright featurel ess shapes |ike scarecrows had been
propped. They were not alive. The scarecrows lolled forward, back, forward, back. Ahead of him he
saw the driver; the driver had not changed. The red neck. Strong, w de back. Driving a hollow bus.

The hol I ow men, he thought. W shoul d have | ooked up poetry.

He was the only person on the bus, outside of the driver. The bus actually nmoved. It noved
through town, fromthe business section to the residential section. The driver was driving him
hore.

When he opened his eyes wide again, all the noddi ng people had returned. The shoppers. The
clerks. The school children. The noise and snells and chatter

Not hi ng works right, he thought to hinself.

The bus honked at a car pulling froma parking slot. Al had becorme normal

Experiments, he thought. Suppose | had fallen through to the street? Wth fear he thought,
Suppose | had ceased to exist, too?

_Is this what Ragle saw?_

seven

When he got hone, there was not a soul in the house.

For an instant he was overcome by panic. No, he thought.

"Margo!" he call ed.

Al the roons were deserted. He wandered about, trying to keep control of hinself.

And then he noticed that the back door was open. Going out into the back yard he | ooked
around. Still no sign of them Ragle or Margo or Sanmy; none of them

He wal ked down the path, past the clothesline, past the rose arbor, to Samy's cl ubhouse
bui It agai nst the back fence.

As soon as he rapped on the door a peep-slot slid open and his son's eye appeared. "Oh,
hell o, Dad," Sammy said. At once the door was unbolted and held open for him

I nside the clubhouse, Ragle sat at the table, the earphones on his head. Margo sat beside
him at a great sheaf of paper. Both of them had been witing; sheet after sheet was covered with
rapid jottings.

"What's going on?" Vic said.

Margo said, "W're nonitoring."

"So | see," he said. "But what are you bringing in?"

Ragle, with the earphones still on his head, turned and with a gleamin his eye said, "W're
pi cki ng them up."

"Who?" Vic said. "Who's 'them ?"

"Ragle says it may take years to find out," Margo said, her face ani nated, her eyes bright.
Sanmmy stood stock-still, in a trance of ecstasy; the three of themwere in a state he had never
wi t nessed before. "But we have a way of overhearing them" she said. "And we've already started
keepi ng notes. Look." She pushed the sheaf of paper at him "Everything they say; we're witing it
all down."

"Ham operators?" Vic said.

"That," Ragle said. "And communi cati on between ships and their field; evidently there's a
field very close to here."

"Ships," Vic echoed. "You mean ocean shi ps?"

Ragl e pointed up

Christ, Vic thought. And he felt, then, the sane tension and w | dness. The frenzy.

"When they go over," Margo said, "they cone in strong and clear. For about a minute. Then
they fade out. We can hear themtal king, not just signals but conversation. They kid a lot."

"Great kidders," Ragle said. "Jokes all the tine."

"Let nme listen," Vic said.

Wien he had seated hinself at the table, Ragle passed the earphones to himand fitted them
over his head. "You want nme to tune it?" Ragle said. "I'll tune, and you just listen. Wen a
signal cones in good and clear, tell nme. I'll |leave the bead at that point."

A signal came in presently. Sone man giving infornmati on about sone industrial process. He
listened, and then he said, "Tell nme what you' ve figured out." He felt too inpatient to listen
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the voice droned on. "What can you tell?"

"Not hi ng yet," Ragle said, with no | oss of satisfaction. "But don't you see? _\W know they're
there_."

"W knew that already,"” Vic said. "Every tine they flew over."

Both Ragle and Margo -- and Sanmy, too -- seened a little taken aback. After a pause, Margo
gl anced at her brother. Ragle said, "It's a hard concept to explain."

From out si de the cl ubhouse a voice called, "...hayfeloz. Wirya."

Margo rai sed her hand warningly. They |istened.

Sorreone, in the yard, was | ooking for them Vic heard footsteps on the path. And then the
voi ce again, this tine closer

" Peopl e?"

Softly, Margo said, "It's Bill Black."

Sanmy slid back a peep-slot. "Yeah," he whispered. "It's M. Black."

Lifting his son aside, Vic got down and peeped through the peep-slot. Bill Black stood in the
center of the wal k, obviously searching for them On his face was an expression of aggravation and
puzzl enment. No doubt he had gone inside the house, finding it unlocked and nobody there.

"I wonder what he wants," Margo said. "Maybe if we keep quiet he'll go away. Probably wants
us all to have dinner with them or go out somewhere."”

They wai t ed.

Bill Black strolled about aimessly, kicking at the grass. "Hey fellows!" he called. "Were
the heck are you?"

Si | ence.

"I'd sure feel silly if he caught us hiding in here," Margo said, with a nervous laugh. "It's

as if we were children or sonething. He certainly | ooks funny, craning his neck like that, trying
to spot us. As if he thought we were hiding in the tall grass."

Mounted on the wall of the clubhouse was a toy gun that Vic had given his son one Christnas.
It had fins and coils sticking up fromit, and the box had described it as a "Robot Rocket Bl aster
fromthe 23rd Century, Capable of Destroying Muwuntains.” Sammy had scanpered about clicking it for
a few weeks, and then the spring had broken and the gun had gone up on the wall, trophy-like, to
scare by its presence al one.

Vic lifted the gun down. He unl ocked t he clubhouse door, pushed it open, and stepped out.

Standing with his back to him Bill Black called. "Hey, people! Were are you?"

Vi c crouched down and held the gun up, pointed at Black. "You' re a dead man," he said.

Spinning to face him Black saw the gun. He blanched and half-raised his arns. Then he
noti ced the clubhouse, Ragle and Margo and Samy peeping out, and the fins and coils and bright
enarmel of the gun. H's hands dropped and he said, "Haha."

"Ha-ha," Vic said.

"What were you doi ng?" Black said. Frominside the N elsons' house, Junie Black appeared. She

descended the porch steps, slowy, to join her husband; both she and Bill frowned and drew
toget her. She put her armaround his waist. Black said nothing, then
“Hi," Junie said.

Margo stepped fromthe clubhouse. "What were you doi ng?" she asked Junie in a voice that any
worman woul d shrink at. "Just maki ng yourself at hone in our house?"

The Bl acks gazed at them

"Ch conme on," Margo said, standing with her arns fol ded. "Just make yourself at hone."

"Take it easy," Vic said.

To him his wife said, "Yes, they just walked right in. Into every room | imagine. How did
you find it?" she asked Junie. "Beds nade properly? Any dust on the curtains? Find anything you
l'i ked?"

Ragl e and Sammy came out of the clubhouse and joined Vic and his wife. The four of themfaced
Bill and Juni e Bl ack

At last Black said, "I apologize for trespassing on your property. W wondered if you'd |ike
to go bowing with us tonight."

Besi de her husband, Junie smled idiotically. Vic felt alittle sorry for her. She had
clearly no idea that she would of fend anyone; probably she had not even been conscious of a
transgression. In her sweater and blue cotton trousers, her hair tied up with a ribbon, she | ooked
very cute and childlike.

"I"'msorry," Margo said. "But you shouldn't barge into other people's houses; you know that,
Junie. "

Juni e drew back, flinching and unhinged. "I--" she nurnured.

"I said | apologize," Black said. "Wat do you want, for Christ's sake?" He seened equally
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pertur bed.

Vic put out his hand and they shook hands. All was over.

"You stay if you want,"” Vic said to Ragle, indicating the clubhouse. "W'Ill go on inside and
see about dinner."

"What do you have in there?" Black said. "I nean, if it's none of my business, tell ne. But

you're sure in a serious nood."

Sanmy spoke up, "You can't cone in the clubhouse."

"Why not?" Junie said

"You' re not menbers," Sammy sai d.

"Can we join?" Junie asked.

"No," Sammy said.

"Way not ?"

"You just can't," Sammy said, glancing at his father

"That's right," Vic said. "I'"msorry."

He and Margo and the Bl acks wal ked up the steps, onto the back porch of the house. "W
haven't had dinner," Margo said, still tense with hostility.

"We didn't nean go bowling now," Junie protested. "W just wanted to catch you before you
made plans. Look, kids, if you haven't started dinner, why don't you cone over and eat with us?
We've got a leg of lanmb, and there's plenty of frozen peas and Bill picked up a quart of ice cream
on the way home fromwork." She appealed to Margo with tremul ous urgency. "Wat say?"

"Thanks," Margo said, "but naybe sone other tine."

Bill Black did not seemto have quite cal ned down; he kept al oof fromthem dignified and
somewhat cool. "You know you're always wel cone in our house,"” he said. He led his wife in the
direction of the front door. "If you feel |ike going bowing with us, drop over about eight. If
not--" He shrugged. "Well, no harm done."

"We'| | see you," Junie called, as Bill led her out of the house. "I hope you'll conme." She
smled yearningly at them and then the door shut after them

"What a pill," Margo said. Opening the hot-water tap she ran water into a kettle.

Vic said, "A whole psychol ogical technique could be erected on how people act when they're
startl ed, before they have tine to think."

As she fixed dinner, Margo said, "Bill Black just seens rational. He put up his hands unti
he saw it was only a toy gun and then he put them down again."

Vic said, "What are the chances of his wandering over at that particul ar nonent?"

"One of themis always over here. You know how they are.”

"True," he said.

In the | ocked cl ubhouse, Ragle Gunm sat with the earphones on, nonitoring a strong signal and
meki ng occasi onal notes. Over the years, in his contest work, he had | earned excell ent systens of
qui ck notation, all his own; as he |istened he not only nade a pernmanent record of what he heard
but he also jotted down conments and ideas and reactions of his own. H's ball-point pen -- one
that Bill Black had given him-- flew

Watching him Sammy said, "You sure wite fast, Uncle Ragle. Can you read it when you get
fini shed?"

"Yes," he said.

The signal, beyond a doubt, emanated fromthe nearby |anding field. He had got so he
recogni zed the voice of the operator. What he wanted to find out was the nature of the traffic
comng into and |l eaving the field. Were did they go? They shot overhead at terrific speed. How
fast? Wiy did nobody in town know about the flights? Was it a secret nilitary installation, some

new experinental ships that the public was ignorant of? Reconnaissance mssiles... tracking
devi ces. .

Sammy said, "I'll bet you hel ped crack the Japanese code during Wrld War Two."

Hearing the boy say that, Ragle once again had a sudden and conpl ete sensation of futility.
Shut up in a child' s clubhouse, an earphone pressed to his head, listening for hours to a crysta
set built by a granmar-school child... listening to hamoperators and traffic instructions like a

school child hinself.

| nust be crazy, he said to hinself.

I"'mthe nan who's supposed to have fought in a war. I'mforty-six years old, supposedly an
adul t.

Yes, he thought. And I'ma man who |ies around the house scrounging a living by filling out
Where WIIl the Little G een Man Be Next? puzzles in a newspaper contest. Wile other adults have
j obs, w ves, homes of their own.
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I'"'ma retarded -- psychotic. Hallucinations. Yes, he thought. Insane. Infantile and lunatic.
What am | doing, sitting here? Daydreans, at best. Fantasies about rocket ships shooting by
over head, arm es and conspiracies. Paranoi a.

A paranoi ac psychosis. Imagining that I'mthe center of a vast effort by mllions of nen and
wonen, involving billions of dollars and infinite work... a universe revolving around ne. Every
mol ecul e acting with ne in nind. An outward radiation of inportance... to the stars. Ragle Gunm
t he object of the whole cosnmic process, fromthe inception to final entropy. All matter and
spirit, in order to wheel about ne.

Samy said, "Uncle Ragle, do you think you can crack their code, |ike the Japanese code?"

Rousing hinself he said, "There's no code. They're just talking |ike anybody. It's sone nan
sitting in a control tower watching mlitary aircraft land." He turned toward the boy, who was
watching himwith fixed intensity. "Sone fellowin his thirties who shoots pool once a week and
enjoys TV. Like we do."

"One of the eneny," Sammy said.

Wth anger, Ragle said, "Forget that kind of talk. Wiy do you say that? It's all in your
mnd." My fault, he realized. | put it there.

In his earphones the voice said, "...all right, LF-3488. | have it down in corrected form
You can go ahead. Yes, you should be practically overhead."

The cl ubhouse shook.

"There one goes," Samy said excitedly.

The voice continued, "...entirely clear. No, it's fine. You re passing over himnow "

_H m, Ragle thought.

"...down there," the voice said. "Yes, you're |looking down at Ragle Gumm hi nsel f. Ckay, we
have you. Let go."

The vi brations subsi ded.

"It's gone," Samry said. "Mybe it |anded."”

Setting down the earphones, Ragle Gummgot to his feet. "You listen for a while," he said.

"Where are you goi ng?" Sanmy asked.

"For a wal k," Ragle said. He unlocked the door of the clubhouse and stepped outside, into the
fresh, brisk, evening air.

The kitchen light of the house... his sister and brother-in-law in the kitchen. Fixing
di nner.

I"'mleaving, Ragle said to hinself. I'"mgetting out of here. | neant to before. Now | can't
wait .

Wal ki ng carefully down the path around the side of the house, he reached the front porch; he
entered the house and got into his roomwi thout either Vic or Margo hearing him There, he
gathered up all the noney he could find in his assorted dresser drawers, clothes, unopened
envel opes, change froma jar. Putting on a coat he left the house by the front door and wal ked
rapidly off down the sidewal k.

A bl ock or so away, a cab approached. He waved his arms and the cab stopped.

"Take me to the Greyhound bus station,” he told the driver

"Yes, M. Gunm" the driver said.

"You recogni ze ne?" Here it was again, the projection of the paranoiac infantile personality:
the infinite ego. Everyone aware of ne, thinking about ne.

"Sure," the driver said, as he started up his cab. "You're that contest w nner. | saw your
picture in the paper and |I renmarked, Wy, that guy lives right here in town. Maybe one day I|'|
pick himup in ny cab."

So it was legitimte, Ragle thought. The odd blurring of reality and his insanity. Genuine
fame, plus the fantasy fane.

When cab drivers recognize nme, he decided, it's probably not in ny mnd. But when the heavens
open and God speaks to ne by nanme... that's when the psychosis takes over.

It would be hard to distinguish

The cab noved al ong the dark streets, past houses and stores. At last, in the downtown
busi ness section, it drew up before a five-story building and stopped at the curb.

"Here you are, M. Gunm" the driver said, starting to |leap out to open the door

Reaching into his coat for his wallet, Ragle stepped fromthe cab. He glanced up at the
buil ding as the driver reached for the bifi.

In the street light the building was famliar. Even at night he recognized it.

It was the _Gazette_ building.

Getting back into the cab he said, "I want to go to the G eyhound bus station."

"What ?" the driver said, thunderstruck. "Is that what you told ne? I'll be darned -- of

file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K%20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f%20Joint%20v1.1.txt (41 of 89) [1/19/03 8:01:17 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K %20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f %20Joint%20v1.1.txt

course it was." He junped back in and started up the engine. "Sure, | renmenber. But we got to
tal ki ng about that contest of yours, and | got to thinking about the newspaper."” As he drove he
swung his head around, grinning back at Ragle. "lI've got you so tied in with the Gazette_in ny
mnd -- what a sap | am"

"I't's okay," Ragle said.

They drove on and on. Eventually he lost track of the streets. He had no i dea where they
were; the nocturnal shapes of closed-up factories lay off to the right, and what appeared to be
railroad tracks. Several tines the cab bucked and floundered as it passed over tracks. He saw
vacant lots... an industrial district, with no |ights show ng.

| wonder, Ragle thought. Wat would the cab driver say if | asked himto drive ne out of
t own?

Leaning forward he tapped the driver on the shoulder. "Hey," he said.

"Yes, M. Gumm " the driver said.

"What about driving me out of town? Let's forget the bus."

"I"'msorry, sir," the driver said. "I can't get out on the road between towns. There's a rule
against it. We're city carriers; we can't conpete with the bus line. It's an ordi nance."

"You ought to be able to nake a few extra bucks on the side. Forty-mile trip with your neter
running -- 1'll bet you' ve done it, ordinance or no ordinance."

"No, | never done that," the driver said. "Some other drivers maybe, but not nme. | don't want
to lose ny permt. If the highway patrol catches a city cab out on the highway, they haul it right
down, and if it's got a fare in it, bam there goes the driver's pernmt. A fifty-buck permt. And
his livelihood."

To hinsel f, Ragle thought, Are they out to keep ne fromleaving the town? |Is this a plot on
their part?

My | unacy agai n, he thought.

O isit?

How can | tell? What proof do | have?

A bl ue neon glow hung in the center of a limtless flat field. The cab approached it and
stopped at a curb. "Here we are," the driver said. "This is the bus station."

Openi ng the door, Ragle got out onto the sidewal k. The sign did not read Greyhound; it read
NONPAREI L CQACH LI NES.

"Hey," he said, jolted. "I said G eyhound."

"This is Greyhound,"” the cab driver said. "The sane as. It's the bus line. There isn't any
Greyhound here. The state only allows one bus line to be franchised for a town this size
Nonparei|l got in here years ago, before Greyhound. Greyhound tried to buy them out, but they
woul dn't sell. Then Greyhound tried--"

"Ckay," Ragle said. He paid the fare, tipped the driver, and wal ked across the sidewal k to
the square brick building, the only building for nmiles around. On each side of it weeds grew
Weeds and broken bottles... litter of paper. Deserted region, he thought. At the edge of town. Far
off he could see the sign of a gas station, and beyond that street lights. Nothing el se. The night
air nade himshiver as he opened the wooden door and stepped into the waiting room

A great blast of rackety, distorted sound and tired blue air rolled out over him The waiting
room packed with people, confronted him The benches had al ready been taken over by sl eeping
sail ors and despondent, exhausted-|ooking pregnant wonen, by old nen in overcoats, salesnmen with
their sanple cases, children dressed up and fretting and squirnmng. A long |ine stood between him
and the ticket window He could see, without going any farther, that the |ine was not noving.

He cl osed the door after himand joined the |ine. Nobody paid any attention to him This is
one tinme | wish ny psychosis would cone true, he thought to hinself. 1'd like to have all this
revol ve around nme, at least to the extent of making the ticket wi ndow available to ne.

How of t en, he wondered, does Nonpareil Lines run its buses?

He it a cigarette and tried to nmake hinmself confortable. By |eaning against the wall he
could take sone weight off his legs. But it did not help nuch. How long will | be tied up here? he
asked hi nsel f.

A half hour later he had noved forward only a few inches. And no one had left the w ndow.
Craning his neck, he tried to see the clerk behind the window He could not. A wide, elderly wonan
in a black coat held the first place in line; her back was to himand he assuned that she was
i nvol ved in buying her ticket. But she did not finish. The transaction did not end. Behind her a
thin mddl e-aged man in a doubl e-breasted suit gnhawed on a toothpick and | ooked bored. After hima
young coupl e nurnured together, intent on their own conversation. And after that the |line nerged
into itself, and he could make out nothing but the back of the nan ahead of him

After forty-five mnutes he still stood in the same spot. Can a lunatic go out of his mnd?
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he wondered. What does it take to get a ticket on the Nonpareil Lines? WII | be here forever?
A growing fright began to settle over him Mybe he would stand in this line until he died.
Unchanging reality... the sane man ahead of him the same young sol dier behind him the sane

unhappy, enpty-eyed woman seated on the bench across fromhim

Behind him the young soldier stirred fitfully, bunped against himand nuttered, "Sorry,
buddy. "

He grunted back

The sol di er | ocked his hands together and cracked his knuckles. He licked his |ips and then
he said to Ragle, "Hey, buddy, can | ask you a favor? WIIl you hold my place in line?" Before
Ragl e coul d answer, the soldier turned to the wonan standi ng behind him "Lady, | got to go nmke
sure ny buddy's okay; can | get back in |ine here without |osing ny place?"

The wonman nodded.

"Thanks," the soldier said, and pushed a passage through the people, over to the corner of
the waiting room

In the corner another soldier sat with his legs apart, his face resting on his knee, his arns
hangi ng down. Hi s conpatriot dropped down next to him shook him and began tal king urgently to
him The bent-over soldier raised his head, and Ragle saw the bleary eyes and twi sted, slack nouth
of the drunk.

Poor guy, he thought to himself. Qut on a toot. During his own days in the service he had
several tinmes wound up in a dismal bus station with a hangover, trying to get back to the base.

The soldier sprinted back to his place in line. Agitated, he plucked at his lip, glanced up
at Ragle and said, "This here line; it isn't noving one bit. |I think I nust have been standing
here since five this afternoon." He had a snooth young face, tornented now by anxiety. "I have to
get back to ny base," he said. "Phil and | have to be in by eight o' clock or we're AWOL."

To Ragle, he appeared to be eighteen or nineteen. Blond, sonewhat thin. Cearly, he of the
two of themdid the problensol ving.

"Too bad," Ragle said. "How far's your base?"

"It's the airfield up the highway," the soldier said. "The nissile base, actually. Used to be
an airfield."

Ragl e thought, By god. Were those things take off and |and. "You' ve been hitting the bars
down here?" he said, in as conversational a voice as he coul d nanage.

The soldier said, "Hell no, not in this jerkwater dunp." H's disgust was enornous. "No, we
conme all the way in fromthe Coast; we had a week furlough. Driving."

"Driving," Ragle repeated. "Well, why are you in here?"

The young soldier said, "Phil's the driver; | can't drive. And he hasn't sobered up. It's
just a crumry old jalopy. W dunped it. W can't wait around for himto sober up. Anyhow, it needs
a newtire. It's back along the road with a flat. It's only worth about fifty bucks; it's a '36
Dodge. "

"I'f you had somebody who could drive,’
was t hi nki ng.

The soldier, staring at him said, "Wat about the tire?"

“I'I'l chipinonit," he said. Taking hold of the soldier by the armhe |ed himout of the
line and across the waiting roomto his hunched-over buddy. "Maybe he better stay here until we
get the car going," he said. The soldier, Phil, didn't look as if he could wal k very far or very
well. He appeared to understand only vaguely where he was.

To him the soldier said, "Hey, Phil, this guy's going to drive. Gve ne the keys."

"I's that you, Wade?" Phil groaned fromhis coma

Wade crouched down and rooted in his buddy's pockets. "Here," he said, finding the keys and
handing themto Ragle. "Listen," he said to Phil. "You stay here. We're going to wal k back to the
car and get it running; we'll drive by and pick you up. Okay? You got that?"

Phi | nodded.

"Let's go," Wade said to Ragle. As they pushed open the door and stepped out of the waiting
room onto the dark, cold street, Wade said, "I sure hope the son of a bitch don't get into a
pani ¢ and run out of there; we'd never find him"

How dark everything was. Ragle could barely see the cracked, weed-ridden pavenent under his
shoes as he and Wade started off.

"I'sn't this to hell and gone?" \Wade said. "They always stick these bus stations in the sluns
if it's a big enough town to have sluns, and if it don't, thenit's out to hell and gone |ike
this." He strode al ong, crunching the m scellaneous debris that neither of themcould see. "Sure
dark," he said. "What have they got, a street light every two niles?"

From behi nd them a hoarse shout caused both of themto stop. Ragle turned around and saw,

Ragl e said, "would you go on by car?" | can drive, he
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standing in the blue neon light of the Nonpareil Coach Lines sign, the other soldier. He had
staggered out of the waiting roomafter them now he |eaned first one way and then the other
yelling after them walking a few steps, stopping, setting dowmn the two suitcases that he |ugged

"Ch Jesus," \Wade said. "W got to go back. Gtherwise he'll fall on his face and we'll never
find him" He started back and Ragle had no choice but to go along. "He'll sleep all night in the
vacant |ot, here."

When they reached the sol dier he caught hold of Wade, rested against him and said, "You guys
wal ked of f and left ne."

"You got to stay here," Wade said. "Stay here with the |uggage while we go hunt up the car."

"I got to drive," Phil said.

At great |ength, Wade again explained the situation to him Ragle, wandering about
hel pl essly, wondered if he could stand it. Finally Wade picked up one of the suitcases and started
off. To Ragle he said, "Let's get going. Take the other suitcase, or he'll leave it off and we'll
never see it again."

"Sonebody rnust have rolled ne," Phil nuttered. They stunbled on and on. Ragle |ost track of
tinme and space; one street light grew, passed overhead flooding themtenporarily with brilliant
yellow |ight, and then died away behind them The next one grewin its turn. They passed the
vacant | ot, and square inert factory buil dings appeared instead. He and his two conpani ons | abored
across nultiple tracks, one after another. To his right, concrete |oading docks at shoul derl eve
hove cl ose. Phil stunbl ed agai nst one and cane to rest against it, his head buried on his arm
evidently sound asl eep.

Ahead, at the curb, a car attracted Ragle's attention

"I's that it?" he said.

The two soldiers regarded the car. "I think so," Wade said excitedly. "Hey, Phil -- ain't
that the car?"

"Sure," Phil said.

The car sagged on one side. It had a flat. So they had found it.

"Now we got to get atire," Wade said, throwing the two suitcases into the back of the car
"Let's get the jack under it and get the wheel off and see what size tire it takes."

In the trunk compartment he and Ragle found a jack. Phil had neanwhil e wandered off; they saw
him standing a few yards away, his head back, staring up at the sky.

"He'll stand like that for an hour," Wade said, as they jacked up the car. "There's a Texaco
Station back aways; we passed it just before the flat." Show ng skill and experience, he got the
wheel off and rolled it onto the sidewal k. Ragle foll owed.

"Where's Phil?" Wade said, |ooking around. Phil was nowhere to be seen

"God damm him" Wade said. "He nust have ranmbled of f."

Ragl e said, "Let's get to the gas station. | don't have all night and neither do you."

"That's a fact," Wade said. "Well," he said philosophically, "nmaybe he'll cone back and flop
in the car and we'll find himthere when we get back." He began rolling the tire and wheel, at a
good speed.

The gas station, when they got to it, was dark. The proprietor had cl osed up and gone hone.

"I'"ll be a bug-eared frag," Wade said.

"Maybe there's another station nearby," Ragle said.

"I don't remenber another one," Wade said. "How do you like that." He seened stunned, unable
to act any further.

"Cone on," Ragle said. "Let's go."

After a long hard interval of tranping along, they saw ahead of themthe white and red and
bl ue square of a Standard Station

"Anmen, " Wade said. "You know," he said happily to Ragle, "I been wal ki ng al ong here praying
like a bastard. And there it is." He rolled his tire and wheel faster and faster, squalling a cry
of triunph. "Cone on!" he yelled back to Ragle.

In the station a clean-cut boy in the starched white uniform of the conpany watched t hem
wi t hout interest.

"Hey, there, nman," Wade said, shoving open the station house door. "You want to sell us a
tire? Let's nove it."

The boy put down a chart he had been working on, picked up a cigarette froman ash tray, and
came over to see the tire

"What's this for?" he asked Wade.

"'Thirty-six Dodge sedan," Wade sai d.

The boy flashed a light on the tire, trying to read the size. Then he got out a heavy ringed
not e- bi nder and | eafed through the printed pages. It seened to Ragle that he exani ned each page at
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| east four different tinmes, turning themfirst one way and then another. Finally he closed the
not ebi nder and said, "Can't do you any good."

"What do you suggest, then?" Ragle said patiently. "This soldier and his buddy have to be
back at their base or they're AWOL."

The gas station attendant scratched his nose with his pencil and then he said, "There's a
recap place up on the highway, about five mles."

"We can't walk five mles," Ragle said.

The attendant said, "l've got ny Ford pick-up truck parked over there." He pointed with his
pencil. "One of you stay here, and | eave your wheel here. And the other of you can drive the pick-
up over to the highway. It's a Seaside Station. At the first light. Bring the tire back and |']|
put it on here for you. It'll cost you six bits for ne to put it on." He took down a set of car

keys fromthe register and handed themto Ragle. "And," he said, "while you're up there, there's
an all-night restaurant across the highway. You want to bring me back a fried ham and cheese
sandwi ch and a nalt."

"Any special kind of nalt?" Ragle said.

"Pi neappl e, | guess." He handed Ragle a dollar bill

"I'"ll stay here," Wade said. "Hurry back," he yelled after him

"Ckay, " Ragle said.

A few ninutes |ater he had backed the pick-up truck out onto the deserted street. Then he was
driving in the direction the attendant had pointed. At |last he saw the lights of the highway.

What a situation, he thought to hinself.

ei ght

The young man wearing shorts and undershirt placed the end of a reel of tape, |ooped, into
the slot of the reel-hub. He revolved the reel until the tape had caught, and then he pressed the
key that started the transport. On the sixteen-inch screen a picture appeared. The young man
seated hinself on the edge of the bed to watch

First, the picture showed a six-lane divided highway with white concrete pavenent. In the
center strip bushes and grass grew. On each side of the highway bill boards advertising retai
products could be seen. Cars noved al ong the highway. One changed | anes. Another slowed to take
advant age of a cutoff.

A yel l ow Ford pick-up truck appeared.

From t he speaker of the tape machine a voice said, "That is a 1952 Ford pick-up truck."

"Yes," the young man said.

The truck, seen now fromthe side, showed its profile. Then it came at the screen. The young
man noted it fromthe front.

Dar kness descended. The truck switched on its headlights. The young man observed it fromthe
front, side, and rear, its tail lights in particular

Daylight returned to the screen. The truck noved al ong under sunlight. It changed | anes.

"The vehicle code requires a driver to make a hand-si gnal when he changes | anes," the voice
sai d.

"Right," the young man said.

The truck stopped off on the gravel shoul der.

"The vehicle code requires that when a vehicle stops, the driver nake a hand-signal," the
voi ce said.

The young man got up and went over to rewi nd the tape.

"“I've got that down pat," he said to himself. He rewound the tape and put on another reel
While he was threading it, the tel ephone rang. From where he stood he called, "Hello."

The ringing stopped and fromthe wall a muted voice that he did not recognize said, "He's
still standing in line."

"Ckay," the young man sai d.

The phone clicked off. The young man finished threading the tape and started up the
transport.

On the screen appeared the inmage of a nman in uniform Boots, brown pants stuffed into the
boots, leather belt, pistol in holster, brown canvas shirt, necktie poking out at his collar
heavy brown jacket, visored cap, sun-glasses. The man in uni form turned around, show ng hinself
from several sides. Then he clinbed onto a notorcycle, kicked the notor into life, and roared off.

The screen showed himriding al ong.

"Fine," the young man wearing shorts and undershirt said. He got out his electric shaver
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shapped it on, and, watching the screen, finished shaving.

The hi ghway patrol man on the screen began pursuing a car. After a while he caught up with the
car and waved it to a stop at the side of the road. The young man, shaving reflexively, studied
t he expression on the highway patrol man's face.

The hi ghway patrol man said, "All right, nay | see your driver's license please?"

The young man said, "All right, may | see your driver's |icense please?"

The door of the trapped car opened and a m ddl e-aged man wearing a white shirt and unpressed
sl acks got out, reaching into his pocket. "Wat's the matter, officer?" he said.

The hi ghway patrol man said, "Are you aware that this is a limted speed zone, sir?"

The young man said, "Are you aware that this is a limted speed zone, sir?"

The driver said, "Sure, | was only doing forty-five, like it said back there on the sign." He
passed his wallet to the highway patrol man, who took it and studied the |license. On the screen a
bl ow-up of the license appeared. It renained until the young man had fini shed shavi ng, dabbed
after-shave lotion in his face, rinsed out his nmouth with anti bax, squirted deodorant under his
arms, and started to find his shirt. Then the |icense vani shed.

"Your license has expired, mster," the highway patrol man said.

As he slid his shirt fromthe hanger the young nman said, "Your |license has expired, mster."

The tel ephone rang. He | eaped over to the tape-transport, struck the idle-key, and called,
"Hell o."

Fromthe wall the nmuted voice said, "He is now tal king to Wade Schul mann."

"Ckay," the young man sai d.

The phone clicked off. He started up the tape again, this tine at fast forward wi nd. Wen he
stopped it and returned it to the play position, the highway patrol man was wal ki ng around a car
and saying to the lady driver,

"Wul d you pl ease press down with your foot on the brake pedal."

"I don't see what this is all about,"” the lady driver said. "I'min a hurry and this is a
ridi cul ous inconvenience. | know a little about |aw, furthernore."

The young man tied his tie, |ooped his heavy | eather belt, strapped on his pistol and
holster. "I"'msorry, mster," he said as he stuck on his visored cap. "Your tail light isn't
showi ng. You're not permtted to drive without a proper tail light. You'll have to park your car.
Could | see your |icense?"

As he was putting on his coat, the tel ephone rang again.

"Hello," he said, peering at hinmself in the mrror

"He's walking to the car with Wade Schul mann and Philip Burns,” the nuted voice said.

"Ckay," the young man said. Going to the tape-transport he halted an inch of tape that showed
t he hi ghway patrol man, close-up, front-view, and then, at the mrror, he conpared hinself wth
him Darn good, he deci ded.

"Now they're entering the Standard Station," the nuted voice said. "Get ready to | eave."

"I"'mon nmy way," he said. He closed the door after him wal ked up the dark concrete ramp to
the parked notorcycle. Getting onto the seat he junped with his full weight on the starter-pedal
The notor started. Hopping along he glided the notorcycle out onto the street, switched on the
headl i ght, pressed the clutch down, put it in gear, let the clutch out as he gave the notor gas.
Wth a | oud noise the notorcycle noved forward; he hung on inexpertly until it had gai ned speed,
and then he rel axed and sat back. At the first intersection he turned right, toward the highway.

He had got onto the highway before he realized that he had forgotten sonething. Wat was it?
Sonme part of his uniform

Hi s sun-gl asses.

Did he wear them at night? As he rode al ong the highway, past the cars and trucks, he tried
to remenber. Maybe to cut down the glare from oncom ng headlights. Holding onto the handl ebar with
one hand he reached into his coat pocket. There they were. He lifted themout and fitted themonto
hi s nose.

How dark, with the sun-glasses in place. For a nonent he saw nothing, only bl ackness.

Maybe it was a m st ake.

Taki ng of f the sun-gl asses he experinmented, watching the road through them and then not
through them On his left, a big vehicle of some kind noved up abreast with him He paid little
attention to it. Atrailer with a car pulling it; he speeded up his notorcyle to pass it. The
trail er speeded up, too.

Damn, he said to hinself. He had forgotten sonething, all right. H's gloves. H s bare hands,
one gripping the handl ebar, the other holding the sun-glasses, began to becone nunb with cold.

Ti me enough to go back? No, he deci ded.

Squinting, he peered for a sight of the yellow Ford pick-up truck. It would enter the highway
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at the signal light.

On his left, the trailer had got up so that it was ahead of him He becane aware that
gradually it was pulling into his lane. Christ, he thought. Putting away the sun-gl asses, he
steered his notorcycle into the lane to his right. A horn sounded; there was a car directly on his
right. He swerved back. At the same tine, the trailer came sweeping at him Hs hand flew to the
horn. What horn? Did notorcycles have horns? Sirens. He bent to switch on the siren

Wien the siren wailed on, the trailer ceased to press at him It returned to its own |ane.
And the car on his right gave himnore clearance.

Noticing that, he felt nore confidence.

By the tine he spotted the yellow Ford pick-up truck, he had begun to enjoy his job.

As soon as he heard the siren behind him Ragle knew that they had nmade up their mnds to get
him He did not slow down. But he did not speed up. He waited until he could tell for certain that
it was a cycle, not a car, that had got on his tail. And he saw only one of them

Now |'ve got to use ny sense of tine and space, he said to hinself. My nasterful talent.

He sized up the traffic-pattern around him the positions and speeds of the cars. Then, when
he had it fixed in nmind, he cut sharply into the lane to his left, between two cars. The one
behi nd sl owed; it had no choice. Wthout any fuss he had wedged the pick-up truck into a dense
pack of traffic. Then, in rapid succession, he |ane-hopped until he had got ahead of a massive two-

section rig that hid himfromanything follow ng. Meanwhile, the siren continued to wail. Now he
could not tell exactly where the cycle was. And, he thought, he's undoubtedly |ost sight of ne.

Between the rig and the sedan ahead of him his tail lights could not be seen. And, at night,
the cop had only the tail lights to go on

Al at once the nmotorcycle shot by in the lane to his left. The cop turned his head and
identified him But he could not get near the pick-up truck; he had to go on. Traffic had not
stopped. The drivers could not tell who was being pursued; they thought the notorcycle neant to go
farther on.

Now he' Il wait for me, Ragle guessed. At once he changed | anes, cutting over to the left-hand
| ane, so that there were two | anes of traffic between himand the motorcycle. He'll be off on the
shoul der. Ragl e sl owed down so that cars behind himfelt forced to pass on the right. The traffic
to his right becane heavy.

Monmentarily he glinpsed the notorcycle parked off on the gravel shoulder. The cop, in his
uni form peered back. He did not see the pick-up truck, and a nonent | ater Ragle was safe. \Wél
past. Now he speeded up; for the first tinme he shot ahead of the other traffic.

Soon he saw the signal l|ight that he wanted.

But he did not see the Seaside Station that he had been told to | ook for

Qdd, he thought.

I had better get off the highway, he said to hinself. So that | don't get flagged down again.
No doubt there is something |I've violated; this truck doesn't have the proper-colored reflector
strips on its rear bunper or sone such device. Anything for an excuse, so that the machinery can
go into notion, and all the forces can close in around ne.

| know it's ny psychosis, he said to himself, but | still don't want to get caught.

Maki ng a hand-signal, he left the highway. The truck bunped off onto a rutted dirt pasture.
As soon as it had stopped noving he shut off the lights and the notor. Nobody will notice ne, he
said to hinself. But where the hell am|? And what do | do next?

Craning his neck, he searched in vain for any sign of the Seaside Station. The cross street,
at the light, vanished off into the darkness, lit up for only a few hundred yards. Nothing there
A minor route. This is the big road out of town.

Far off, up the highway, a single colored neon sign could be nmade out.

I"lI'l drive down there, he decided. Or can | take the risk of getting back on the highway?

He waited until, |ooking back, he saw dense traffic. And then, gunning the notor, he shot out
onto the road a split-second ahead of it. If any cop was com ng, he woul dn't see one nore tai
Iight anong all the others.

A moment later, Ragle identified the neon sign as that of a roadside tavern. A brief flash as
it swept into view the parking lot, gravel. Tall upright sign, FRANK S BAR-B-Q AND DRI NKS
I'l'lum nat ed wi ndows of a pentagonal stucco onestory buil di ng, sonewhat nodern. Few cars parked. He
signal ed and hurtled off the highway, into the parking Iot. The truck barely halted in tinme. A
foot fromthe wall of the bar-b-qgq. Trenbling, he shifted into | ow and drove the truck around the
side of the building, out of sight, back anobng the garbage cans and stacks of boxes at the service
entrance. Were the delivery trucks no doubt cane.

After he had gotten out of the pick-up truck he wal ked back to see if it could be seen. No,
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not fromthe highway. Not by a passing car. And if anyone did ask, he had only to deny any
relationship to the truck. How could they prove he had arrived in it? | wal ked, he would say. O |
hitch-hiked and got a lift this far with sonebody who turned off at the cross street.

Pushi ng open the door of the bar-b-q, he entered. Maybe they'|I|l know where the Seaside
Station is, he said to hinself. This is probably the place where |I'm supposed to pick up the fried
ham sandwi ch and the nalted nilk.

In fact, he thought, |'mpositive. There are just too many people in it. Like the bus depot.
The sane pattern.

Most of the booths were filled with couples. And at the doughnut-shaped counter in the center
a nunber of nen sat eating dinner or drinking. The place snelled of frying hanburgers; a jukebox
roared off in the corner.

Not enough cars in the lot to explain so many peopl e.

As yet they hadn't noticed him He drew the door shut w thout entering, and then he wal ked
rapidly off, across the |lot and around the side of the place, to the parked pick-up truck.

Too large. Too nodern. Too lit-up. Too full of people. Is this the |ast stage of ny nenta
difficulty? Suspicion of people of groups and human activity, color and life and noise. | shun
them he thought. Perversely. Seeking the dark

Back in the darkness he felt his way up into the truck, switched on the engine, and then
with the lights still off, backed around until the truck faced the highway. During a break in the
traffic he drove out into the first lane. Again he found hinself in notion, heading away from
town, in sonebody else's truck. A gas station attendant whom he had never been before in his life.
I"mstealing his truck, he realized. But what else can | do?

| know they are conspiring against me. The two soldiers, the attendant. Plotting agai nst ne.
The bus depot, too. The cab driver. Everybody. | can't trust anyone. They sent nme off in this
truck to get picked up by the first highway cop that came cruising by. Probably the back end of
the truck lights up and reads RUSSI AN SPY. A sort of paranoiac "kick ne," he thought.

Yes, he thought. I'"'mthe man with the KICK ME sign pinned on him No matter how hard he tries
he can't whirl around fast enough to see it. But his intuition tells himit's there. He watches
ot her people and gauges their actions. He infers fromwhat they do. He infers that the signis
t here because he sees themlining up to kick him

I'"mnot entering any brightly lit places. |I'mnot starting conversations with people | don't
know. There are no genui ne strangers when it comes to ne; everybody knows ne. They're either a
friend or an eneny...

A friend, he thought. Who? Wiere? My sister? My brother-in-law? Neighbors? | trust them as
much as | do anybody. But not enough

So here | am

He continued driving. No nore neon |lights came into view. The |land, on both sides of the
hi ghway, lay dark and lifeless. Traffic had thinned out. Only an occasi onal headlight flashed at
himfromthe onconmng traffic beyond the dividing strip.

Lonel y.

d anci ng down, he noticed that the truck had a radi o nounted on the dashboard. He recogni zed
the slide-rule dial. The two knobs.

If I turnit on, I'll hear themtal king about ne.

He reached out his hand, hesitated, and then turned the radio on. The radi o began to hum
G adual |y the tubes warmed; sounds, nostly static, faded in. He fiddled with the vol une as he
drove.

"...afterwards,

"...not," another voice said.

"...okay." A series of pops.

They're calling back and forth, Ragle said to hinself. The air-waves filled with alarm Ragle
@unm el uded us! Ragl e Gunm escaped!

The voi ce squeaked, "...nore experienced."

Ragl e thought, Next tine send a nore experienced team Bunch of amateurs.

“...mght as well... no further..."

M ght as well give up, Ragle filled in. No further use in tracking him He's too shrewd. Too
wily.

The voi ce squeaked, "...Schul mann says..."

That woul d be Commander Schul mann, Ragle said to hinself. The Suprene Comrander with
headquarters in Geneva. Mapping the top-level secret strategy to synchronize worldwide mlitary
nmovenments so they converge on this pick-up truck. Fleets of warships steaming toward ne. Atomc
cannon. The usual works.

a voice said squeakily.
"...nmy best."
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The squeaki ng voi ce becanme too nerve-racking; he shut the radio off. Like mice. Yammrering
m ce squeaki ng back and forth

...it made his flesh craw.

According to the odoneter he had gone about twenty mles. A long distance. No town. No
lights. Not even traffic, now Only the road ahead, the dividing strip to his left. The pavenent
showi ng in his headlights.

Dar kness, a flatness of fields. Up above, stars.

Not even farmhouses? Signs?

CGod, he thought. What woul d happen if | broke down out here? Where am|? _Anywhere?_

Maybe |I'm not noving. Caught in a between-place. Weels of the pick-up truck spinning in
gravel ... spinning, uselessly, forever. The illusion of notion. Mtor noise, wheel noise,
headl i ghts on pavenent. But imobility.

And yet, he felt too uneasy to stop the truck. To get out and search around. The hell with
that, he thought. At |east he was safe here in the truck. Something around him Shell of netal
Dashboard before him seat under him Dials, wheel, footpedals, knobs.

Better than the enptiness outside.

And then, far off to the right, he sawa light. And, a little later, a sign flashed in his
headl i ghts. The narker indicating an intersection. Road traveling off right and left.

Sl owi ng, he nade a right turn onto the road.

Br oken, narrow pavenent |ooned up in his lights. The truck bounced and swayed; he sl owed
down. An abandoned road. Unmaintai ned. The front wheels of the truck dropped into a trough; he
shifted into second gear and cane alnost to a stop. Al nost broke an axle. Wth care he drove
forward. The road twi sted and began to rise.

H1ls and dense growmh around him now. A tree branch under his wheels; he heard it splinter
Once a white furred creature scuttled frantically. He swerved to avoid it and the truckwheel s spun

indirt. Terrified, he wenched the wheel. N ghtmare of a few nonments before... stuck and
spi nni ng, sinking down in the | oose, crunbly soil
Shifting into low gear, he let the truck clinb the awfully steep hill. Now the pavenent had

turned to packed dirt. Deep troughs, from previous vehicles. Sonething brushed the top of the
truck; he ducked involuntarily. H's headlights flashed into foliage, streanming off the road as the
truck pointed toward the edge of a descent. Then the road veered sharply to the left; he forced
the wheel to turn. Again the road appeared, hemmed in by shrubbery that had crept out onto it. The
road becane narrower; he pushed down on the brake as the truck lurched over a pothole.

On the next turn the truck mssed the edge of the road. Both right wheels spun into the
under brush; the truck spun about and he sl ammed down on the brakes, killing the nmotor. The truck
| eaned. He felt hinself sliding away fromthe wheel; clutching with his hands he managed to grasp
the door handle. The truck lifted, groaned, and then came to rest, half turned over.

That's all of that, he thought to hinself.

After a few monents he was able to open the door and step out.

The headlights glared fromthe trees and bushes. Sky above. The road al nost |lost as it

clinmbed still farther up. Turning, Ragle |ooked back down. Far below he could see the line of
lights, the highway. But no town. No settlenent. The edge of the hill cut the lights off, sheared
t hem away.

He began to wal k up the road, going nore by touch than sight. Wen his right foot struck
foliage he directed hinmself left. The radar beam he said to hinself. Keep on course, or go off
headfi rst.

In the foliage various things rustled. He heard them depart at the sound of his approach
Harm ess, he thought. Or they wouldn't be getting away as fast as possible.

Suddenly he missed his footing; stunbling, he nanaged to right hinself. The road had I evel ed
out. Wieezing, he halted. He had reached the top of the hill

To his right, the Iight gl owed. A house, set back fromthe road. A ranch house. Evidently
occupi ed. Light coming from w ndows.

He wal ked toward it, up a dirt trail to a fence. Feeling with his hands he di scovered a gate.
At great length he slid the gate back. The trail, two deep ruts, led on toward the house. At |ast,
after falling a nunber of tinmes, he crashed agai nst stone steps.

The house. He had got to it.

Arms extended, he clinbed the steps to the porch. H s hands groped about until his fingers
cl osed over an ol d-fashi oned bell

He rang the bell and stood waiting, gasping for breath, shivering in the night cold.

The door opened and a drab, brown-haired, m ddl e-aged wonan | ooked out at him She wore tan
sl acks and a checkered red and brown shirt and work shoes with high, buttoned tops. _Ms.
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Keitelbein_, his mnd said. It's she. But it wasn't. He stared at her and she stared back

"Yes?" she said. Behind her, in the living room soneone else, a nman, peered past her at him
"What do you want?" she said.

Ragl e said, "My car broke down."

"Ch, cone in," the wonan said. She held the door wide for him "Are you injured? You're
al one?" She stepped out onto the porch to see if there was anyone el se.

"Just nme," he said. Bird s-eye maple furniture... a low chair, table, long bench with a
portable typewiter onit. A fireplace. Wde boards, beans overhead. "N ce," he said, going toward
the firepl ace

A man, hol di ng an open book. "You can use our phone,
wal k?"

"Not too far," he said. The man had a bland, anple face, as snooth as a boy's. He appeared to
be much younger than the wonan, her son perhaps. _Like Walter Keitelbein_, he thought. Striking
resenbl ance. For a nonent...

the man said. "How far did you have to

"You're lucky to find us,"” the wonan said. "W're the only house up on the hill that's
occupi ed. Everyone else is away until sunmer."

"I see," he said.

"W're year-round," the young man said.

The woman said, "I'mMs. Kesselnman. And this is ny son."

Ragl e stared at the two of them

"What's the matter?" Ms. Kessel nan said.

"I -- thought | recognized the nane," Ragle said. What did it inply? But the wonman definitely
was not Ms. Keitel bein. And the young man was not Walter. So the fact that they resenbl ed one
anot her meant not hi ng.

"What were you doing out this way?" Ms. Kesselman asked. "This is such a godforsaken nound

of earth when everyone's away. | know it may sound paradoxical for me to say that, since we live
up here."
Ragl e said, "I was looking for a friend."

That seened to satisfy the Kessel mans. They both nodded. "My car left the road and turned
over on one of those spiral curves," Ragle said.

"Ch dear," Ms. Kesselman said. "How distressing. Did it slide off the road? Down into the
gul l'y?"

"No," he said. "But it'll have to be towed back up. 1'd be afraid to get back into it. It
m ght slip and go further down."

"By all means stay out of it," Ms. Kesselnman said. "There have been instances of cars
sliding off the edge and going all the way to the bottom Do you want to tel ephone your friend and
tell himyou' re all right?"

Ragl e said, "I don't know his nunber."

"Can't you look it up in the book?" the young M. Kessel man asked.

"I don't know his nanme,"” Ragle said. "Or even if it's a man." O, he thought, even if he or
she exists.

The Kessel mans snmiled at himtrustingly. Supposing, of course, that what he neant was not as
cryptic as it sounded.

"Would you like to call a tow truck?" Ms. Kesselnman said. But her son spoke up

"Nobody' Il send a tow truck up here at night," he said. "W've had that out with the
di fferent garages. They won't budge."”

"That's true," Ms. Kesselnman said. "Ch dear. This is a problem W've always dreaded this
happening to us. But it never has. O course we know the road so well, after so many years."

The younger Kesselnman said, "lI'd be glad to drive you to your friend' s place, if you have any
i dea where it is. Or | could drive you back down to the highway, or into town." He glanced at his
nmot her and she nodded in agreenent.

"That's very kind of you," Ragle said. But he did not want to | eave; he placed hinself at the
fireplace, warm ng hinself and enjoying the peaceful ness of the room It seened to himto be in
sonme respects the nost civilized house he had been in that he could renenber. The prints on the
walls. The lack of clutter. No useless bric-a-brac. And everything arranged with taste, the books,
the furniture, the drapes... it satisfied his strong innate sense of order. H s awareness of
pattern. There exists a real esthetic balance here, he decided. That's why it's so restful

Ms. Kesselman waited for himto do or say sonething. Wen he continued to stand at the
fireplace she said, "Wuld you |ike sonething to drink?"

"Yes," he said. "Thanks."

“I'I'l see what there is," Ms. Kessel nan said. "Excuse ne.

She departed fromthe room Her
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son renai ned.

"Kind of cold out," her son said.

"Yes," Ragle said.

Ankwar dl y, the young man stuck out his hand. "My name's Garret," he said. They shook hands.
"I'min the interior decorating field."

That expl ained the taste shown in the room "This |ooks very nice," Ragle said.

"What line are you in?" Garret Kessel nan asked.

"I"minvolved in newspaper work," Ragle said.

"Ch, I'll be darned," Garret said. "No kidding. That nust be a fascinating business. \Wen I
was in school | took a couple of years of journalism"

Ms. Kesselnan returned with a tray on which were three snall gl asses and an unusual - shaped
bottle. "Tennessee sournmash whi skey," she said, setting the tray down on the gl asstopped coffee
table. "Fromthe ol dest distillery in the country. Jack Daniel's black |abel."

"I never heard of it," Ragle said, "but it sounds wonderful."

"It's excellent whiskey," Garret said, handing Ragle a glass of the stuff. "Something |ike
Canadi an whi skey. "

"I"'ma beer drinker, usually," Ragle said. He tasted the sournmash whiskey and it seened al
right. "Fine," he said.

The three of them said nothing, then

"It seens a bad tine to be driving around | ooking for soneone," Ms. Kessel man said, when
Ragl e had finished his glass of whiskey and was pouring hinself a second. "Modst people tackle this

hill during the daylight hours.” She seated herself facing him Her son perched on the armof the
couch.

Ragl e said, "I had a quarrel with my wife and | couldn't stand it any nore. | had to get
out."

"How unfortunate," Ms. Kessel man said.

"I didn't even stop to pack ny clothes," Ragle said. "No objective in mnd, just getting
away. Then | renenbered this friend and | thought | mght be able to hole up with himfor a while,
until | got ny bearings. Haven't seen himin years. He probably noved away a long tinme ago. It's
| ousy when a narriage breaks up. Like the end of the world."

"Yes," Ms. Kessel man agreed.

Ragl e said, "How about letting me stay here tonight?"

They gl anced at each other. Enbarrassed, they both started to answer at once. The gist of it
was no.

"I have to stay sonewhere," Ragle said. He reached into his coat pocket and rooted about for
his wallet. Getting it out he opened it up and counted his noney. "I|'ve got a couple hundred
dollars on ne," he said. "I can pay you according to the inconvenience it causes you. Money for
i nconveni ence. "

M's. Kessel man said, "Let us have a chance to talk it over." Arising, she notioned to her
son. The two of them di sappeared into the other room the door shut after them

|'ve got to stay here, Ragle said to hinself. He poured hinself another glass of the sour-
mash whi skey and wal ked back to the fireplace with it, to stand in the warnth

That pick-up truck, he thought to hinself. Wth its radio. It nust have belonged to _them;
otherwise it wouldn't have had a radio. The boy at the Standard Station... he represented them

Proof, Ragle said to hinself. The radio is proof. It's not in my mind. It's a fact.

By their fruits, ye shall know them, he thought. And their fruits are that they communi cate
by radi o.

The door opened. Ms. Kessel man and her son returned. "We've talked it over," she said,
sitting down on the couch across from Ragle. Her son stood by her, |ooking grave. "It's obvious to
us that you're in distress. W'll allow you to stay, seeing that you are clearly in some
unfortunate situation. But we want you to be honest with us, and we don't feel you have. There's
nore to your situation than you ve told us so far."

Ragl e said, "You're right."

The Kessel mans exchanged gl ances.

"I was driving around intending to comrt suicide," Ragle said. "I nmeant to get up speed and
| eave the road. Crack up in a ditch. But | l[ost ny nerve."

The Kessel mans stared at himin horror. "Oh no," Ms. Kesselman said. She got up and started
toward him "M. Gumm-"

"My nane's not Gumm " Ragle said. But obviously they recognized him Had recognized himfrom
the start.

Everybody in the universe knows ne. | shouldn't be surprised. In fact |I'mnot surprised.
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"I knew who you were," Ms. Kesselman said, "but | didn't want to enbarrass you if you didn't
feel inclined to tell us."

Garret said, "If you don't mnd ny asking, who is M. Gum® | guess | should know, but I
don't."

Hi s nmother said, "Dear, this is the M. Gumm who keeps wi nning the contest in the Gazette .

Renmenber | ast week on TV we saw, that filmabout him" To Ragle, she said, "Oh, | know all about
you. Years ago | used to enter contests. In fact--" She laughed. "In 1937 | entered the A d Gold
contest. | got all the way up to the top; | got every single puzzle right."

"She cheated, though,"” her son said.

"Yes," Ms. Kesselman said. "A girl friend and | used to slip out on our lunch hour with five
dol l ars we pool ed together, and buy a dope-sheet froma little old newsvendor who slipped it to us
fromunder the counter."

Garret said, "I hope you don't mind sleeping down in the basenment. It's not really a
basement; we nade it into a runpus rooma few years back. There's a bathroom and a bed down
there... we've been using it for guests who couldn't nmake it back down the hill."

"You don't still intend to -- do away with yourself, do you?" Ms. Kessel man asked. "Hasn't
that left your m nd?"

"Yes," Ragl e said.

Wth relief, she said, "I'"'mso glad. As a fellow contest enterer |'d take it very hard. W're
all looking to you to keep w nning."

"Just think," Garret said. "W'll go down in history as the persons who kept--" he stunbl ed
over the nane -- "M. GQummfromyielding to the inpulse toward self-destruction. Qur nanes will be

linked with his. Fane."

"Fanme," Ragl e agreed.

Anot her round of Tennessee sour-mash whi skey was poured. The three of them sat about the
living room drinking it and watchi ng one anot her.

ni ne

The door chimes rang. Juni e Black dropped her nagazi ne and got up to answer it.
"Telegram for M. WIlIliam Bl ack," the uniformed Western Union boy said. "Sign here, please."
He handed her a pencil and pad; she signed and received the tel egram
Cl osing the door she carried the telegramto her husband. "For you," she said.
Bill Black opened the telegram turned away so that his wife couldn't read it over his
shoul der, and saw what it had to say.

CYCLE M SSED TRUCK. GUWM PASSED BAR-B-Q YOUR GUESS

Never send a boy to do a man's job, Bill Black said to hinself. Your guess is as good as
m ne. He glanced at his wistwatch. Nine-thirty P.M Later and later. It was too | ate now

"What's it say?" Juni e asked.

"Not hing," he said. | wonder if they'Il find him he wondered. | hope so. Because if they
don't sonme of us will be dead by this tine tonorrow. God knows how many thousands of dead peopl e.
Qur lives depend on Ragle Gunm H mand his contest.

"It's a catastrophe,” Junie said. "lIsn't it? | can tell by the expression on your face."

"Business," he said. "City business."

"Ch indeed?" she said. "Don't lie to ne. I'll bet it has sonething to do with Ragle."
Suddenly she snatched the tel egram away from hi mand rushed out of the roomwith it. "It is!" she
cried, standing off by herself and reading the telegram "Wat did you do -- hire sonebody to kill
hin? | know he's di sappeared; | was talking to Margo on the phone and she says--"

He managed to get the tel egram back fromher. "You haven't got any idea what this neans," he
said, with mghty control

"I can tell what it means. As soon as Margo told ne Ragl e had di sappeared--"

"Ragle didn't disappear,” he said, alnbst at the end of his mghty control. "He wal ked off."

"How do you know?"

"1 know," he said.

"You know because you're responsible for his disappearance.”

In a sense, Bill Black thought, she's right. |I'mresponsible because, when he and Vic popped
out of that clubhouse, | thought they were kidding. "Okay," he said. "I'mresponsible."

Her eyes changed color. The pupils becane tiny. "Ch | hate you," she said, shaking her head
"I wish |l could slit your throat."
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"Go ahead," he said. "Maybe it would be a good idea."
"I'"'mgoing next door," Junie said.

n \N]y?ll
"I"'mgoing to tell Vic and Margo that you're responsible." She hurried to the front door; he
went after her and caught hold of her. "Let ne go," she said, yanking away fromhim "I'mgoing to

tell themthat Ragle and | are in love with each other, and if he survives your vicious--"

"Sit down," he said. "Be quiet." And then he thought again of Ragle not being around to work
tonorrow s puzzle. Panic got started in him then, and began to control him "I feel like getting
into the closet,"” he told his wife. "No," he said, "I feel like burrowing down into the floor
Down into the ground."

"Infantile guilt,” Junie said, with derision

Bill Black said, "Fear. Plain fear."

"You' re ashaned."

"No," he said. "Infantile fear. Adult fear."

"*Adult fear,'" Junie snorted. "There's no such thing."

"Yes there is," he said.

Garret laid a folded, fresh bath towel on the armof the chair, and, with it, a washrag and a

bar of soap in its wapper. "You'll have to get along wi thout pajanas," he said. "The bathroomis
through this door." He opened a door, and Ragle saw down a narrow corridor, like a ship's passage,
to a cranmped, closet-like bathroomat the far end.

"Fine," Ragle said. The liquor had nade him sleepy. "Thanks," he said. "I'lI|l see you
tonorrow. "

"There're plenty of books and nmmgazines in the runpus roomitself," Garret said. "If you

can't sleep and want to read. And there's a chess set and other ganes. None for one person
t hough. "

He departed. Ragle heard his footsteps as he clinbed the stairs to the first floor. The door
at the top of the flight of stairs closed.

Sitting down on the bed, Ragle tugged his shoes off and let themdrop to the floor. Then he
caught hold of themwith a finger in each, hoisted them high, and searched for a place to put
them He noticed a shelf running along the wall; on the shelf was a |lanp, a wind-up clock, and a
smal |l white plastic radio.

As soon as he saw the radi o he put his shoes back on, buttoned up his shirt, and dashed out
of the roomto the stairs.

They al nost fooled ne. But they gave thensel ves away. He ascended two steps at a tinme and
pushed open the door at the top. Only a minute or so had passed since Garret Kessel man had
preceded him Ragle stood in the hallway, listening. Froma distance canme the sounds of Ms.
Kessel man' s voi ce.

She's getting in touch with them Calling themon the phone or broadcasting to them One way
or another. Wth as little noise as possible he noved along the hall, in the direction of her
voi ce. The hall, dark, ended at a hal f-open door. Light streaned out into the hall, and as he got
near he saw into a dining room

Wearing a robe and slippers, her hair up in a turban, Ms. Kessel man was feeding a snal
bl ack dog froma dish on the floor. Both she and the dog started with surprise as Ragle pushed the
door open. The dog backed away and began to bark in a rapid staccato.

"Ch," Ms. Kesselnan said. "You scared ne." In her hands she held a box of dog biscuits. "Did
you need sonet hi ng?"

Ragl e said, "There's a radio downstairs in my room"

"Yes," she said.

"That's how they communicate," Ragl e said.

"Who?"

"They," he said. "I don't know who they are, but they're all around nme. They're the ones who

are after nme." And, he thought, you and your son are two of them You al nost had me. Too bad you
forgot to hide the radio. But probably you didn't have tine.

Fromthe hallway Garret appeared. "Everything okay?" he asked, in a worried voice.

To himhis nother said, "Dear, close the door so | can talk to M. Gunm al one. WIIl you?"

"I want himin here," Ragle said. He noved toward Garret, who blinked and backed away, his
arnms flapping hel plessly. dosing the door Ragle said, "There's no way | can tell if you've called
to say I"'mhere. 1'll have to take the chance that you haven't had tine."

I don't know where else to go, he thought. Certainly not tonight.

"Now what's this about?" Ms. Kessel man said. Stooping down, she resuned the feeding of the
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dog. The dog, after a few nore barks at Ragle, returned to its food. "You' re being pursued by a
group of people and you say we're part of that group. Then that business about your 'conmmitting
suicide' is sonething you made up."”

"I made it up," he agreed.

"Way are they pursuing you?" Garret said.

Ragl e said, "Because |I'mthe center of the universe. At least, that's what |'ve inferred from
their actions. They act as if | am | only have that to go on. They've gone to a great deal of
trouble to construct a shamworld around me to keep me pacified. Buildings, cars, an entire town.
Nat ural | ooking, but conpletely unreal. The part | don't understand is the contest.”

"Ch," Ms. Kesselinan said. "Your contest."

"Evidently it plays a vital role with them" Ragle said. "But |I'mbaffled. Do you know?"

"I don't know any nore than you do," Ms. Kesselnman said. "OF course, we always hear that
these big contests are rigged... but except for the usual runors--"

"I mean," Ragle said, "do you know what the contest really is?"

Nei t her of them spoke. M's. Kessel man, her back to him continued feeding the dog. Garret sat
down on a chair and crossed his legs, |eaning back with his hands w apped behind his head, trying
to appear calm

"Do you know what |'mreally doing every day?" Ragle said. "Wen |'m supposedly plotting
where the little green man will show up next? | nust be doing sonething el se. They know, but |
don't."

Both the Kessel mans were silent.

"Had you cal |l ed?" Ragl e asked them

Garret quivered with enbarrassment. Ms. Kessel nan seened shaken, but she continued to feed
t he dog.

"Can | | ook through the house?" Ragle said.

"Surely," Ms. Kessel nan said, straightening up. "Look, M. Gumm We're doing the best we can
to accommpdate you. But--" Wth a wild gesture she burst out, "Honestly, you've got us both so
upset we hardly know what we're doing. W never saw you before in our lives. Are you crazy -- is
that it? Maybe you are; you certainly are acting as if you are. | wi sh now you hadn't cone here; |
wi sh--" She hesitated. "Well, | started to say | w shed you' d gone off the road with your car. It
isn't fair to us to cause us all this trouble.”

"That's right," Garret nmurnured.

Am | making a m stake? Ragl e asked hinsel f.

"Explain the radio,"” he said al oud.

"There's nothing to explain," Ms. Kesselman said. "It's an ordinary five-tube radio that we
got right after World War Two. It's been down there for years. | don't even knowif it works." Now
she seened angry. Her hands trenbled and her face had becone strained, pinched with fatigue.
"Everybody owns a radio. Two or three of them"™

Ragl e opened each of the doors that led off the dining room One of them opened onto a
storage closet, with shelves and bins. He said, "I want to | ook around the house. Get in here, so
I won't have to worry about what you're doing while |I look." In the |lock there was a key.

"Pl ease," Ms. Kessel nan began, glaring at himand al nost inarticul ate.

"Just for a few mnutes," he said.

They gl anced at each other. Ms. Kesselman nmade a sign of resignation, and then they wal ked
wordlessly into the closet. Ragle closed it and threw the bolt. He put the key in his pocket.

Now he felt better

At its dish, the black dog watched himintently. Wiy is it watching me? he wondered. And then
he noticed that the dog had finished its food and was hoping that he would give it nore. The
package renmai ned on the |ong dinner table where Ms. Kesselman had left it; he sprinkled a few
nore dog biscuits into the dish and the dog fell to eating again.

Fromwi thin the closet Garret's voice was distinctly audible.

"...face it -- he's a nut."

Ragle said, "I'mnot a nut. |I've watched this thing grow step by step. At least, |'ve becone
aware of it step by step.”

Ms. Kesselman said to himthrough the closet door, "Look, M. Gunm It's clear to us that
you bel i eve what you say. But don't you see what you're doi ng? Because you believe everyone's
agai nst you, you force everyone to be against you."

"Li ke ourselves," Garret said.

There was a lot in what they said. Ragle, uncertainly, said, "I can't take any chances."
"You have to take a chance with soneone," Ms. Kesselman said. "O you can't live."
Ragle said, "I'lIl look through the house and then |I'lI|l make up nmy nind."
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The wonman's voice, controlled and civilized, went on, "At least call your fanmly and tel
themyou're all right. So they won't worry about you. They're probably quite upset.”

"You should let us call them" Garret said. "So they wouldn't phone the police or something."”

Ragle left the dining room First he inspected the living room Nothing seemed out of order.
What did he intend to find? The sane old problem.. he wouldn't know until he found it. And
per haps even then he wouldn't be sure.

On the wall, beyond a small spinet piano, hung a tel ephone, a bright pink plastic phone with
a curly plastic cord. And upright, in the bookcase, the phone book. He lifted the book out.

It was the same phone book as the one Sanmy had found in the vacant |ot. He opened it.
Witten, in pencil, red crayon, ball-point pen and fountain pen, were nunbers and names on the
bl ank first page. Addresses, jotted notations of dates, tinmes, events... the current phone book
in use in this house by these people. Wil nut, Sherman, Kentfield, Devonshire numnbers.

The nunber on the wall phone itself was a Kentfield nunber.

So that settled that.

Carrying the book he strode back through the house, into the dining room He got out the key
and unl ocked the closet door, swinging it wide.

The cl oset was enpty. A large hole had been neatly cut in the rear wall, a still-warmrim of
wood and pl aster through which showed one of the bedrooms. They had cut a passage out in a matter
of minutes. On the floor, by the hole, lay two tiny drill-like points; one had been bent, danaged

and scored. The wong size. Too small. And the other, probably not tried; they had found the right
size and finished the job, scranbled out in such haste that they had forgotten these parts of the
cutting-tool

Holding the drill-like points in the pal mof his hand he saw that they were |ike nothing he
had ever seen before. In all his life.

Whil e they had tal ked reasonably and rationally, they had been cutting through the back wall

' m hopel essly outclassed, he said to hinself. | mght as well give up

He made a cursory tour of the house. No sign of them The back door banged open and shut in
the | ate-evening wi nd. They had gone outside. Left the house entirely. He sensed the enptiness of
the house. Only he and the dog. Not even the dog; there was no sign of it, now The dog had gone
with them

He coul d plunge out onto the road; possibly sonmewhere in the house was a flashlight he could
take. There ni ght even be a heavy coat he could wear. Wth luck, he could march a good di stance
before the Kesselmans had tinme to return with support. He could hide in the woods, wait unti
daylight. Try to reach the highway... try to hike all the way to the bottomof the hill, however
many niles it was.

What a dismal prospect. He shrank fromit; he needed rest and sleep, not nore wal ki ng.

O -- he could stay in the house, and in the tinme left to himexplore it as fully as
possi bl e. Learn as nuch as he could before they got himin tow again.

The latter appealed to him if it had to be one or the other. He returned to the living room
This time he opened drawers and cupboards and poked into the ordinary objects, such as the
tel evision set in the corner

On top of the television set, nmounted in a nahogany frame, was a tape recorder. He snapped
the switch, and a reel of tape, already on the nmechanism began to nove. After a nonent or so the
screen of the television set Iit up. The tape, he realized, was for video use, as well as audio.
St andi ng back, he watched the screen

On the television screen appeared Ragle Gumm first a front view and then a side view. Ragle
Gumm strolled along a treelined residential street, past parked cars, |lawns. Then a cl ose-up of
him full-face.

From the speaker of the TV set a voice said, "This is Ragle Gumm "

On the screen Ragle Gumm now sat in a deck-chair in the back yard of a house, wearing a
Hawai i an sports shirt and shorts.

"YOU wil I hear an excerpt of his conversational manner," the voice fromthe speaker said. And
then Ragle heard his own voice. "... get honme ahead of you I'll do it _," Ragle Gunm sai d.
" O herwise you can do it tonmorrow. |s that okay? "

They have me down in black and white, Ragle thought. In color, as a matter of fact.

He stopped the tape. The inmage renained, inert. Then he clicked the switch off, and the inmage
dwi ndl ed to a spot of brightness and at |ast vanished entirely.

No wonder everybody recogni zes nme. They' ve been trai ned.

When | start to imagine I'mcrazy |I'll renenber this tape nachi ne. This training-program of
identification with nme as the topic.

I wonder how many tapes like this are sitting in how many nachines in how many homes. Over
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how | arge an area. Every house that | ever passed. Every street. Every town, perhaps.

The entire earth?

He heard, fromfar off, the noise of an engine. It started himinto notion

Not |ong, he realized. He opened the front door, and the noise increased. In the darkness
below him twin lights flashed and then were tenporarily broken off.

But what is it for? he wondered. Wio are they?

_What are things really like?_1've got to see..

Runni ng t hrough the house he passed one object after another, fromone roomto the next.
Fur ni shi ngs, books, food in the kitchen, personal articles in drawers, clothes hanging in
closets... what would tell himthe nost?

At the back porch he stopped. He had reached the end of the house. A washing nmachine, nop
hangi ng from a rack, package of Dash soap, a stack of nmgazi nes and newspapers.

Reaching into the stack he dragged out a handful, dropping them opening themat random

The date on a newspaper made him stop searching; he stood holding it.

May 10, 1997.

Al nost forty years in the future

Hi s eyes took in the headlines. Meaningless junble of isolated trivia: a nmurder, bond issue
to raise funds for parking lots, death of fanopus scientist, revolt in Argentina.

And, near the bottom the headline:

VENUSI AN ORE DEPCSI TS OBJECT OF DI SPUTE

Litigation in the International systemof courts concerning the ownership of property on
Venus... he read as rapidly as he could, and then he tossed the newspaper down and pawed through
t he magazi nes.

A copy of _Time_, dated April 7, 1997. Rolling it up he stuck it in his trouser pocket. Mre
copies of _Time_; he rooted through them opening themand trying to devour the articles all at
once, trying to grasp and retain sonething. Fashions, bridges, paintings, mnedicine, ice hockey --
everything, the world of the future laid out in careful prose. Concise summaries of each branch of
the society that had not yet come into existence...

That _had_ cone into existence. That existed now.

This was a current nagazine. This was the year 1997. Not 1959.

From the road outside, the noise of a vehicle stopping caused himto grab up the rest of the
magazi nes. An arnload... he started to open the back door, to the yard outside.

Voices. In the yard nen noved; a light flashed. Hi s arm oad of magazi nes struck the door and
nmost of themtunbled to the porch. Kneeling down, he gathered them up

"There he is," a voice said, and the light flicked in his direction, dazzling him He swing
so that his back was to it; lifting up one of the copies of _Tinme_ he stared at the cover

On the cover of _Time_, dated January 14, 1996, was his picture. A painting, in color. Wth
the words underneath it:

RAGLE GUW -- MAN OF THE YEAR

Sitting down on the porch he opened the magazi ne and found the article. Photographs of him as
a baby. His nother and father. Hmas a child in grammar school. He turned the pages frantically.
H mas he was now, after World War Two or whatever war it had been that he had fought in..
mlitary uniform hinself snmiling back at the camera.

A worman who was his first wife.

And then a scenic sprawl, the sharp city-like spires and minarets of an industria
installation.

The magazi ne was plucked fromhis hands. He | ooked up and saw, to his amazenent, that the nen
lifting himup and away fromthe porch had on famliar drab coveralls.

"Watch out for that gate," one of themsaid

He glinpsed dark trees, nen stepping on flower beds, crushing plants under their shoes.
Fl ashl i ghts swi ngi ng across the stone path out of the yard, to the road. And, in the road, trucks
parked with their notors noisily running, headlights on. Aivegreen service trucks, ton and a
hal f. Familiar, too. Like the drab coveralls.

City trucks. City nmaintenance nen.

And then one of the nen held sonething to his face, a bubble of plastic that the nman
conpressed with his fingers. The bubble split apart and became funes.

Hel d between four of the nen, Ragle Gunm could do nothing but breathe in the fumes. A
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flashlight poured yellow funes and glare into his face; he shut his eyes.

"Don'"t hurt him" a voice murnured. "Be careful with him"

Under himthe nmetal of the truck had a cold, danp quality. As if, he thought, he had been
| oaded into a refrigerator tank. Produce, fromthe countryside, to be hauled into town. To be
ready for the next day's market.

ten

Hearty norning sunlight filled his bedroomwith a white glare. He put his hand over his eyes,
feeling sick.

“I'"l1l pull down the shades," a voice said. Recognizing the voice he opened his eyes. Victor
Ni el son stood at the wi ndows, pulling down the shades.

"“I'"'mback," Ragle said. "I didn't get anywhere. Not a step." He renenbered the running, the
scranbling uphill, through shrubbery. "I got up high," he said. "Alnpst to the top. But then they
rolled ne back." Wo? he wondered. He said al oud, "Who brought ne back here?"

Vic said, "A burly taxi driver who nust have wei ghed three hundred pounds. He carried you

right in the front door and set you down on the couch." After a noment he added, "It cost you or
me, depending on who foots the bill, eleven dollars."

"Where did they find me?"

“I'n a bar," Vic said.

"\What bar ?"

"I never heard of it. Qut at the end of town. The north end. The industrial end, by the
tracks and the freight yards.

"See if you can renenber the nanme of the bar," Ragle said. It seened inportant to him he did
not know why.

"I can ask Margo," Vic said. "She was up; we both were up. Just a minute." He left the room
After a nonent or so, Margo appeared at the end of his bed.

"It was a bar called Frank's Bar-B-Q " she said.

"Thanks, " Ragl e said.

"How do you feel ?" she asked

"Better."

"Can | fix you something bland to eat?"

"No," he said. "Thanks."

Vic said, "You really tanked up. Not on beer. Your pockets were full of shoestring potatoes."

"Anyt hing el se?" Ragle said. There was supposed to be sonething el se; he had a nenory of
stuffing sonething valuable into them sonething that he wanted vitally to keep and bring back

"Just a paper napkin fromFrank's Bar-B-Q " Margo said.

"And a |l ot of change. Quarters and dinmes."

"Maybe you were maki ng phone calls," Vic said.

"I was," he said. "I think." Something about a phone. A phone book. "I renenber a nane," he
said. "Jack Daniels."

Vic said, "That was the cab driver's nane."

"How do you know?" Margo asked him

"Ragl e kept calling the cab driver that," Vic said. "Wat about city maintenance trucks?"
Ragl e said. "You didn't say anything about them"™ Margo said. "But it's easy to see why you m ght
have them on your mnd."

"Why?" he said.

She rai sed the wi ndow shade. "They've been out there since sunup, since before seven o'cl ock
The din probably affected your subconscious and got into your thoughts."

Lifting hinself up, Ragle |ooked out the wi ndow Parked at the far curb were two olive-green
city mmintenance trucks. A crew of city workmen in their drab coveralls had started digging up the
street; the racket of their trip hammers jarred him and he realized that he had been hearing the
sound for sonme tinmne.

"Looks like they're there to stay," Vic said. "Must be a break in the pipe."

"I't always nmakes nme nervous when they start digging up the street,"” Margo said. "I'm al ways
afraid they'Il just walk off and leave it dug up. Not finish it."

"They know what they're doing," Vic said. Waving good-bye to Margo and Ragle, he set off for
wor K.

Later, after he had got shakily out of bed, washed and shaved and dressed, Ragle Gunm
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wandered into the kitchen and fixed hinself a glass of tomato juice and a soft-boiled egg on
unbuttered toast.

Seated at the table he sipped sonme of the coffee that Margo had left on the stove. He did not
feel like eating. Froma distance he coul d hear the drapapapapapa of the trip hamers. | wonder
how |l ong that'll be going on, he asked hinself.

He Ilit a cigarette and then picked up the norning paper. Vic or Margo had brought it in and
laid it on the chair by the table, where he would find it.

The texture of the paper repelled him He could hardly bear to hold it in his hands.

Fol ding the first sheets back he gl anced over the puzzle page. There, as usual, the nanes of
winners. His name, in its special box. In all its glory.

"How does the contest | ook today?" Margo asked, fromthe other room Waring toreador pants,
and a white cotton shirt of Vic's, she had started to polish the tel evision set.

"About the same," he said. The sight of his nane on the newspaper page nmade himrestl ess and
unconfortable, and his first nausea of the norning returned. "Funny business,"” he said to his
sister. "Seeing your nane in print. Al of a sudden it can be nerve-racking. A shock."

"I've never seen ny nane in print," she said. "Except in sone of those articles about you."

Yes, he thought. Articles about me. "I'"mpretty inportant," he said, putting the paper down.

"Ch you are," Margo agreed.

"I have the feeling," he said, "that what | do affects the human race."

She strai ghtened up and stopped polishing. "What a peculiar thing to say. | don't really see--
" She broke off. "After all, a contest is only a contest."

Going into his room he began setting up his charts, graphs, tables and machi nes. An hour or
so later he had gotten deep into the ordeal of solving the day's puzzle.

At noon, Margo rapped on the closed door. "Ragle," she said, "can you be interrupted? Just
say you can't if you can't."

He opened the door, glad of a break

"Juni e Black wants to talk to you," Margo said. "She swears she'll stay only a mnute; | told
her you hadn't finished.” She made a notion, and Junie Bl ack appeared fromthe living room "Al
dressed up," Margo said, eying her

“1'm goi ng downt own shoppi ng," Juni e expl ained. She had on a red knit wool suit, stockings
and heels, and a shorty coat over her shoul ders; her hair was done up and she had on make-up, a

good deal of it. Her eyes seened extra dark, and her |ashes |long, dramatic. "C ose the door," she
said to Ragle, stepping into his room "I want to talk to you."

He shut the door.

"Listen," Junie said. "Are you okay?"

"Yes," he said.

"l know what happened to you." She put her hands on his shoulders and then she drew away from
himw th a quake of anguish. "Damm him" she said. "I told himl'd leave himif he did anything to

"Bill?" he asked.

"He's responsible. He had you foll owed and spied on; he hired sonme private detectives." She
paced about the room tense and snoul dering. "They beat you up, didn't they?"

"No," he said. "I don't think so."

She pondered that. "Maybe they just wanted to scare you."

"I don't think this has anything to do with your husband,"” Ragle said hesitantly. "Or with

you.

you.

Shaki ng her head, Junie said, "I know it does. | saw the tel egram he got. Wen you were
m ssing he got this telegram-- he didn't want me to see it, but | grabbed it away fromhim |
remenber exactly what it said. It was about you. A report on you."

Ragl e said, "Wat did it say?"

For a monent she squeezed together her faculties. Then, fervently, she said, "It said,
"Sighted mssing truck. Gumm passed barbecue. Your nove next."

"You're sure?" he said, aware of her vagari es.

"Yes," she said. "I nenorized it before he got it back."

Cty trucks, he thought. Qutside, in the street, the olive-drab trucks had not left. The nen
still worked away at the pavenent; they had gotten quite a stretch of it dug up, by now.

"Bill has no contact with maintenance, does he?" he asked. "He doesn't dispatch the service

trucks, does he?"

"I don't know what he does down at the water conpany,” Junie said. "And | don't care, Ragle.
Do you hear that? | don't care. | wash ny hands of him" Suddenly she ran toward hi mand put her
arns around him hugging himshe said loudly in his ear, "Ragle, |'ve made up ny mnd. This thing,
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this awful crimnal vengeance business of his, finishes it forever. Bill and | are through. Look."
She tugged off the glove of her left hand and waved her hand before his face. "Do you see?"
"No, " he said.

"My wedding ring. I'"'mnot wearing it." She put her glove back on. "I cane over here to tel
you that, Ragle. Do you renenber when you and | lay out on the grass together, and you read poetry
to ne and told ne you | oved ne?"

"Yes," he said.

"I don't care what Margo says or anybody says," Junie said. "l have an appoi ntnment at two-
thirty this afternoon with an attorney. I'mgoing to see about leaving Bill. And then you and
can be together for the rest of our lives, and nobody can interfere. And if he tries any nore of
his strong-armcrimnal tactics, I'll call the police."

Gat hering up her purse, she opened the door to the hall

"You're | eaving?" he asked, somewhat dazed to find hinself nowin the ebb of the whirlw nd.

"I have to get downtown," she said. She glanced up and down the hall and then she nmade a
pantom ne, in his direction, of ardent kissing. "I'll try to phone you | ater today," she
whi spered, leaning toward him "And tell you what the |awer said." The door snapped shut after
her, and he heard her heels against the floor as she rushed off. Then, outside, a car started up
She had gone.

"What was all that?" Margo said, fromthe kitchen

"She's upset," he said vaguely. "Fight with Bill."

Margo said, "If you're inportant to the whol e human race you ought to be able to do better
than her.™

"Did you tell Bill Black | had gone of f?" he said.

"No," she said. "But | told her. She showed up here, after you had gone. | told her I was too

worri ed about where you were to give a darn what she had to say. Anyhow, | think it was just an
excuse on her part to see you; she didn't really want to talk to ne." Drying her hands on a paper
towel she said, "She |ooked quite nice, just now She really is physically attractive. But she's
so juvenile. Like some of the little girls Sammy has for his playnmates.™

He barely heard what she was telling him H's head ached and he felt nore sick and confused
t han before. Echoes of the night..

Qutside, the city naintenance crew | eaned on their shovels, snoked cigarettes, and seened to
be keeping in the vicinity of the house. Are they there to spy on ne? Ragl e wonder ed.

He felt a strong, reflexive aversion to them it bordered on fear. And he did not know why.
He tried to think back, to remenber what had happened to him what he had done and what had been
done to him The olive-green trucks... the running and crawing. An attenpt, sonewhere along the
line, to hide. And sonething valuable that he had found, but which had slipped or been taken
away. .

el even

The foll owi ng norning, Junie Black called himon the phone.

"Were you working?" she asked.

"“I''m al ways working," Ragle said.

Junie said, "Well, | talked to M. Henpkin, ny attorney." Her tone of voice inforned himthat
she intended to go into the details. "Wat a cunbersone business," she said, sighing.

"Let ne know how it conmes out,"” he said, wanting to get back to his puzzle solving. But, as
al ways, he was snared by her. Involved in her elaborate, histrionic problens. "Wat did he say?"

he asked. After all, he had to take it seriously; if she took it to court, he nmight be hailed in
as the corespondent.
"Ch Ragle," she said. "I want to see you so badly. | want to have you with me. Close to ne.

This is such a grind."

"Tell me what he said.”

"He said it all depends on how Bill feels. Wat a ness. Wien can | see you? |I'mscared to
cone around your place. Margo gave nme the worst | ook |'ve ever gotten fromanybody in ny life.
Does she think I'mafter you for your noney, or what? Or is it just her naturally norbid nmind?"

"Tell me what he said."”

"I hate to talk to you over the phone. Wy don't you drop over here for a while? O would
Mar go be suspicious? You know, Ragle, | feel so nuch better now that |'ve decided. | can be nyself
with you, not held back artificially by doubts. This is the nost inportant nonent in ny life,
Ragle. It's really solemm. Like a church. Wien | woke up this morning | felt as if | had awakened
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in a church, and all around me was this sacred spirit. And | asked nyself what the spirit was, and
pretty soon | identified it as you." She becane silent, then, waiting for himto contribute
somet hi ng.

"What about this Civil Defense business?" he said.

"What about it? | think it's a good idea."

"Are you going to be there?"

"No," she said. "What do you nean?"

"I thought that was the idea."

"Ragle," she said with exasperation, "you know, sometimes you're so nysterious | just can't
foll ow you."

He gathered, at that point, that he had made a m stake. Nothing remained but to drop the
busi ness about the Civil Defense classes. It was hopeless to try to explain to her what he neant
and what he had t hought when Ms. Keitel bein approached him "Look, June," he said. "I want very
much to see you, as rmuch as you want to see ne. More, very possibly. But | have this goddam
puzzle to finish."

"I know," she said. "You have your responsibility." She said it resignedly. "Wat about
tonight, after you mail off your entry?"

“I'I'l try to call you," he said. But her husband woul d be hone, so nothing could conme of it.
"Maybe | ater today," he said. "Late this afternoon. | think |I can get ny entry off early, today."
He had had fair luck with it so far.

"No," she said. "I won't be home this afternoon. |I'mhaving lunch with an old friend. A girl
friend. I"'msorry, Ragle. I've got so nuch | want to say to you and do with you. A whole lifetine
ahead of us." She tal ked on; he Iistened. At |ast she said good-bye and he hung up, feeling |et-
down.

How hard it was to conmunicate with her.

As he started back to his room the phone rang agai n.

"Want me to get it?" Margo called fromthe other room

"No," he said. "It's probably for ne." He lifted the receiver, expecting to hear June's
voi ce. But instead an unfaniliar older fenale voice said haltingly,

"I's -- M. GQumm there?"

"Speaking," he said. Hi s disappointnent nmade himgruff. "Ch M. Gumm | wonder if you
renenmbered the Civil Defense class. This is Ms. Keitel bein."

"I remenbered,” he lied. "Hello, Ms. Keitelbein." Mking hinself hard, he said, "Ms.
Keitel bein, I"'msorry to have to--"

She interrupted, "It's this afternoon. This is Tuesday. At two o'clock."”

"I can't cone," he said. "I'mbogged down in ny contest work. Sone other tine."

"Ch dear," she said. "But M. Gumm | went ahead and told themall about you. They're
expecting to hear you speak about World War Two. | phoned every one of themup, and they're al

ent husi astic. "

"I"'msorry," he said.

"This is a calamty," she said, plainly overcone. "Maybe you could cone and not speak; if you
could be at the class and just answer questions -- | know that woul d pl ease them so. Don't you
think you could find tine for that? Walter can drop by and pick you up in his car; and | know he
can drive you back hone afterward. The class is only about an hour at the longest, so it wouldn't
be nmore than an hour and fifteen minutes at the very nost."

"He doesn't have to give ne a ride,"” Ragle said. "You' re only half a block away."

"Ch that's so," she said. "You're just up the street fromus. Then you surely ought to be
able to nmake it; please, M. GQumm-- as a favor to ne."

"Ckay," he said. It wasn't that inportant. An hour or so.

"Thank you so rmuch." Her relief and gratitude flooded through her voice. "I really appreciate
it."

After he had hung up he got imediately to work on his entries. He had only a couple of hours
to get themin the mail, and the sense that they had to be posted was, as always, domi nant in him

At two o' clock he clinbed the flight of unpainted, sloping steps to the porch of the
Kei t el bei n house and rang the bell

Openi ng the door, Ms. Keitel bein said, "Wlconme, M. Gumm"

Past her he could see a shadowy collection of ladies in flowery dresses and a fewill-defined
thin-1ooking men; they all peered at him and he understood that they had been standing around
expecting him Now the class could begin. Even here, he realized. My inportance. But it brought
hi m no satisfaction. The one person inportant to himwas mssing. Hs claimon Junie Black was
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slight indeed.

Ms. Keitelbein | ed hi mup beside her desk, the massive old wooden desk that he and Walter
had | ugged up fromthe basenent. She had arranged a chair for himso that he would face the cl ass.
"Here," she said, pointing to the chair. "You sit there." For the class she had dressed up; her
long silk robe-like skirt and bl ouse, with billows and | ace, nmade hi mthink of school graduations
and music recitals.

"Ckay, " he said.

"Before they ask you anything," she said, "I think I'lIl discuss a few aspects of Givi
Defense with them just to get it out of the way." She patted himon the arm "This is the first
time we've had a celebrity at our neetings."” Smling, she seated herself at her desk and rapped
for order.

The indistinct |adies and gentl emen became quiet. The murnur stilled. They had seated
themselves in the first rows of the folding chairs that Walter had set up. Walter hinself had
taken a chair in the back of the room near the door. He wore a sweater, slacks, and necktie, and
he nodded formally to Ragle.

| should have worn ny coat, Ragle decided. He had sauntered down in his shirt-sleeves; now he
felt ill-at-ease

"At our last class," Ms. Keitelbein said, folding her hands before her on the desk
"somebody raised a question concerning the inpossibility of our intercepting all the eneny
mssiles in the event of a full-scale surprise attack on Arerica. That is quite true. We know t hat
we coul d not possibly shoot down all the missiles. A percentage of themw Il get through. This is
the dreadful truth, and we have to face it and deal with it accordingly."”

The nen and wonen -- they responded as a body, inages of one another -- put on sonber
expr essi ons.

"If war should break out," Ms. Keitelbein said, "we would be faced, at best with terrible
ruin. Dead and dying in the tens of mllions. Cties into rubble, radioactive fallout,
cont am nated crops, germplasmof future generations irretrievably damaged. At best, we would have
di saster on a scale never before seen on earth. The funds appropriated by our governnent for
defense, which seem such a burden and drain on us, would be a drop in the bucket conpared with
this catastrophe."

What she says is true, Ragle thought to hinself. As he listened to her, he began to inmagine
the death and suffering... dark weeds growing in the ruins of towns, corroded netal and bones
scattered across a plain of ash without contour. No life, no sounds..

And t hen he experienced, w thout warning, an awful sense of danger. The near presence of it,
the reality, crushed him As it fell onto himhe let out a croak and hal f-junped fromhis chair
Ms. Keitel bein paused. Sinultaneously all of themturned toward him

Wasting ny tinme, he thought. Newspaper puzzles. How could | escape so far fromreality?

"Are you feeling unwell?" Ms. Keitel bein asked.

“I"'m-- okay," he said.

One of the class raised her hand.

"Yes, Ms. F.," Ms. Keitelbein said.

"I'f the Soviets send over their mssiles in one |large group, won't our anti-mssile mssiles,
by the use of thernonucl ear warheads, be able to get a higher percentage than if they are sent
over in small successive waves? From what you said | ast week--"

"Your point is well made," Ms. Keitelbein said. "In fact, we m ght exhaust our anti-mnissile
mssiles in the first few hours of the war, and then find that the enemy did not plan to win on
the basis of one vast single attack anal ogous to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, but planned
rather to win by a sort of hydrogen 'nibbling away,' over a period of years if necessary."

A hand came up.

"Yes, Mss P.," Ms. Keitel bein said.

A blurred portion detached itself, a wonan saying, "But could the Soviets afford such a
prol onged attack? In Wrld War Two, didn't the Nazis find that their economy woul dn't support the
daily | osses of heavy bonbers incurred in their round-the-clock raids on London?"

Ms. Keitelbein turned to Ragle. "Perhaps M. Gumm could answer that," she said.

For a nmonent Ragle did not grasp that she had addressed him All at once he saw her nodding
at him "What?" he said.

"Tell us the effect |osses of heavy bonbers had on the Nazis," she said. "Fromthe raids on
Engl and. "

"I was in the Pacific," he said. "I'msorry," he said. "I don't know anythi ng about the
Eur opean Theater." He could not renmenber anything about the war in Europe; in his mnd nothing but
the sense of immedi ate nenace remained. It had driven everything el se out, enptied him Wy am|
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sitting here? he asked hinmself. | should be -- where?

Tri pping across a country pasture with Junie Black... spreading out a blanket on the hot, dry
hill side, anobng the snells of grass and afternoon sun. No, not there. Is that gone, too? Holl ow
outward forminstead of substance; the sun not actually shining, the day not actually warmat all
but cold, gray and quietly raining, raining, the god-awful ash filtering down on everything. No
grass except charred stunps, broken off. Pools of contaninated water..

In his mind he chased after her, across a hollow, barren hillside. She dw ndl ed, di sappeared.
The skeleton of life, white brittle scarecrow support in the shape of a cross. &Ginning. Space

i nstead of eyes. The whole world, he thought, can be seen through. | amon the inside |ooking out.
Peeki ng through a crack and seeing -- enptiness. Seeing into its eyes.

"I't's nmy understanding," Ms. Keitelbein said, in answer to Mss P., "that the Gernan | osses
of experienced pilots were nore serious than the | osses in planes. They could build planes to
repl ace those shot down, but it took nmonths to train a pilot. This illustrates one change in store
for us in the next war, the first Hydrogen War; nissiles will not be manned, so there will be no

experienced pilots to be depleted. Mssiles won't stop coning over sinply because nobody exists to
fly them As long as factories exist, the nissiles will keep com ng."

On her desk, before her, lay a m neographed sheet. Ragl e understood that she had been reading
fromit. A prepared program nade up by the governnent.

It's the government that's talking, he thought to himself. Not sinply a m ddl e-aged wonan who
wants to be doing sonething useful. These are facts, not the opinions of a single person

_This is reality_.

And, he thought, I amin it.

"W have sone nodels to show you," Ms. Keitelbein said. "My son Walter nade themup... they
show various vital installations." She notioned to her son, and he got to his feet and cane toward
her .

"If this country is to survive the next war," Walter said in his youthful tenor, "it wll
have to learn a new way to produce. The factory as we know it now will be w ped off the face of
the gl obe. An underground industrial network will have to be brought into being.”

For a nonent he di sappeared from sight; he had gone off into a side room Everyone watched
expectantly. Wen he returned he carried a | arge nodel which he set down before themall, on his
not her' s desk.

"This shows a projected factory system" he said. "To be built a mle or so underground, safe
fromattack."

Everyone stood up to see. Ragle turned his head and saw, on the desk, a square of turrets and
spires, replicas of buildings, the mnarets of an industrial enterprise. How faniliar, he thought.
And the two of them Ms. Keitel bein and Walter, bending over it... the scene had occurred before,
sonewhere in the past.

Getting up he noved closer to |ook

A magazi ne page. Photograph, but not of a nodel; phototraph of the original, of which this
was a nodel

Did such a factory exist?

Seeing his intensity, Ms. Keitelbein said, "It's a very convincing replica, isn't it, M.
Gum"

"Yes," he said.

"Have you ever seen anything like it before?"

The room becane silent. The shapes of people |istened.

"Yes," he said.

"Where?" Ms. Keitel bein said.

He al nost knew. He al nost had an answer.

"What do you suppose a factory like that would turn out?" Mss P. said.

"What do you think, M. GumP" Ms. Keitel bein said.

He said, "Possibly -- alum numingots.” It sounded right. "Al nbst any basic mneral, netal,
plastic or fiber," he said.

"“I'"'mproud of that nodel," Walter said.

"You should be," Ms. F. said.

Ragl e thought, | know every inch of that. Every building and hall. Every office

|'ve been inside that, he said to hinself. Many tines.

After the Civil Defense class he did not go hone. Instead, he caught a bus and got off
downtown, in the main shopping district.

For a tine he wal ked. And then, across fromhim he saw a wide parking lot and building with
a sign reading: LUCKY PENNY SUPERVARKET. What an i mmense pl ace, he thought to hinmself. Everything
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for sale except ocean-going tugs. He crossed the street and stepped up onto the concrete wall that
surrounded the parking lot. Holding his arms out to bal ance hinself, he followed the wall to the
rear of the building, to the high steel-plated | oadi ng dock

Four interstate trucks had backed up to the dock. Men wearing cloth aprons | oaded up dollies
with cardboard cartons of canned goods, mayonnai se bottles, crates of fresh fruits and vegetabl es,
sacks of flour and sugar. A ranp conposed of free-spinning rollers permtted snmaller cartons, such
as cartons of beer cans, to be slid fromthe truck to the warehouse.

Must be fun, he thought. Tossing cartons on that ranmp and seeing them shoot down, across the
dock and into the open door. Were sonebody no doubt takes them off and stacks themup. Invisible
process at the far end... the receiver, unseen, |aboring away.

Lighting a cigarette, he strolled over.

The wheels of the trucks had a dianeter equal to his own height, or nearly so. Miust give a
man a sense of power to drive one of those interstate rigs. He studied the license plates tacked
to the rear door of the first truck. Ten plates fromten states. Across the Rockies, the Uah Salt
Flat, into the Nevada Desert... snow in the nountains, hot glaring air in the flatlands. Bugs
splattering on the windshield. A thousand drive-ins, notels, gas stations, signboards. Hlls
constantly in the distance. The dry nonotony of the road.

But satisfying to be in notion. The sense of getting somewhere. Physical change of place. A
di fferent town each night.

Adventure. Romance with some lonely waitress in a roadside café, sone pretty woman yearning
to see a big city, have a big time. A blue-eyed lady with nice teeth, nice hair, fed by and
created by a stable country scene.

| have nmy own waitress. Junie Black. My own adventure into the shady deals of wi fe-stealing
romance. In the cranped environment of little houses, with the car parked under the kitchen
wi ndow, cl othes hanging in the yard, countless skinpy errands keeping her involved until nothing
else is left, only a preoccupation with things to get done, things to have ready.

Isn't that enough for ne? Aren't | satisfied?

Maybe that's why | feel this apprehension. Anxiety that Bill Black will show up with a pistol
and plug ne for frolicking with his wife. Catch ne entwined in the mddl e of the afternoon, anpbng
the washing and the | awn and the shopping. My guilt transforned... fantasy of doomas a just
paynment for ny transgressions. Trifling as they are.

At |east, he thought, that's what the psychiatrist would say. That's what all the wives,
having read Harry Stack Sullivan and Karen Honmey and Karl Menninger, would declare. O maybe it's
my hostility toward Bl ack. Anxiety is supposed to be a transfornmation of repressed hostility. My
donmestic problens projected outward onto a world screen. And Walter's nodel. | nust want to live
in the future. Because the nodel is a nodel of a thing in the future. And when | sawit, it |ooked
perfectly natural to ne.

Wal ki ng around to the front of the supermarket he passed through the electric eye, causing
the door to swing wide for him Past the check-out stands, in the produce departnent, Vic N el son
could be seen at the onion bin; he busily separated the unsavory onions fromthe rest and tossed
theminto a round zinc tub

"H ," Ragle said, walking up to him

"Ch hi," Vic said. He continued with the onions. "Finished with your puzzle for today?"

"Yes," he said. "lIt's in the mail."

"How are you feeling today?"

"Better," Ragle said. The store had few custoners at the nonent so he said, "Can you get
of f 2"

"For a few minutes," Vic said

"Let's go sonewhere we can talk," Ragle said

Vic took off his apron and left it with the zinc tub. He and Ragl e passed by the check-out
stands and Vic told the checkers that he would be back in ten or fifteen m nutes. Then the two of
themleft the store and crossed the parking lot to the sidewal k.

"How about the Anerican Diner Café?" Vic said.

"Fine," Ragle said. He followed Vic out into the street, into the aggressive | ate-afternoon
traffic; as always, Vic showed no hesitation at conpeting with the two-ton cars for the right-
of way. "Don't you ever get hit?" he asked, as a Chrysler passed themso close that its tail pipes
war ned the calves of his |egs.

"Not yet," Vic said, his hands in his pockets.

As they entered the café, Ragle saw an olive-green city service truck parking in one of the
sl ots nearby.

"What's the matter?" Vic said, as he halted.
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Ragl e said, "Look." He pointed.
"So what?" Vic said.
"I hate those things,

he said. "Those city trucks." Probably the city work crew di ggi ng up

the street in front of the house had seen himgo down to the Keitel beins'. "Forget the coffee," he
said. "Let's talk in the store."
"What ever you want," Vic said. "I have to go back there anyhow, sooner or later." As they

recrossed the street he said, "Wat have you got against the city? Anything to do with Bil
Bl ack?"

"Possibly," he said.

"Margo says that Junie showed up yesterday after | left for work. Al dressed up. And saying
sonet hi ng about an attorney."

W thout answering, Ragle entered the store. Vic followed him "Were can we go?" Ragle said.

"I'n here." Wth a key, Vic unlocked the check-cashing booth at the far end of the store, by
the Iiquor departnent. In the booth Ragle found a pair of stools, nothing nore. Vic shut the door
after them and dropped down on one of the stools. "The window s shut,” he said, indicating the
wi ndow at which the checks were cashed. "Nobody can hear us. Wat did you want to say?"

"I't has nothing to do with June," Ragle said, on the stool across fromhis brother-in-law. "I
have no sordid tale to tell you."

"That's good," Vic said. "I don't feel much in the nbod anyhow. You've been different since
the taxi driver carried you in the door. It's hard to pin down, but Margo and | tal ked about it
after we went to bed last night."

"What did you deci de?"

Vic said, "You seem nore subdued."”

"I guess so," he said.
"O calner."
"No," he said. "I"'mnot calner."

"You didn't get beaten up, did you? In that bar."
"No, " he said.

"That was the first thing that occurred to ne when Daniels -- the taxi driver -- dunped you
on the couch. But you didn't have any marks on you. And you'd know it if you had; you'd feel it
and you'd see it. | got beaten up, once, years ago. It was nonths before | got over it. A thing
like that lasts."

Ragl e said, "I know that | al nost got away."

" Fr om what ?"

"From here. Fromthem'

Vic raised his head.

"I al most got over the edge and saw things the way they are. Not the way they've been
arranged to | ook, for our benefit. But then | was grabbed and now |I' m back. And it's been arranged
that | don't remenber enough clearly for it to have done me any good. But--"

"But what?" Vic said. Through the check-cashi ng wi ndow he kept his eyes fixed on the store,
the stands and regi sters and door.

"I know | didn't spend nine hours in Frank's Bar-B-Q | think I was there... | have an inmage
of the place. But for a long tinme first | was sonewhere else, and afterward | was sonewhere up
high, in a house. Doing sonething, with sone people. It was in the house that | got ny hands on
whatever it was. And that's as well as | can detail it. The rest is |lost forever. Today sonebody
showed ne a replica of sonething, and | think that in the house | saw a photograph of the thing,
the sane thing. Then the city brought its trucks around--"

He broke off.

Nei t her of them said anything, then

Vic said, at last, "Are you sure it's not just fear of Bill Black finding out about you and
Juni e?"

"No," he said. "That's not it."

"Ckay," Vic said.

"Those big interstate rigs out back," Ragle said. "They go a long distance, don't they?
Fart her than al nost any other kind of vehicle."

"Not as far as a comrercial jet or a steanship or a mgjor train," Vic said. "But sonetines a
coupl e thousand miles."

"That's far enough,” Ragle said. "Alot farther than | got, the other night."

"Wul d that get you out?"

"I think so," Ragle said.

"What about your contest?"

file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K%20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f%20Joint%20v1.1.txt (64 of 89) [1/19/03 8:01:17 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Philip%20K.Dick/Philip%20K %20Dick%20-%20Time%200ut%200f %20Joint%20v1.1.txt

"I don't know. "

"Shoul dn't you keep it goi ng?"

"Yes," he said.

Vic said, "You have problens."

"Yes," he said. "But | want to try again. Only this tine | knowthat | can't sinply start
wal king until | walk out. They won't let ne wal k out; they'Il turn ne back every tinme."

"What woul d you do, wap yourself up in a barrel and have yourself packed with the broken
stuff goi ng back to the manufacturer?"

Ragl e sai d, "Maybe you can make a suggestion. You see them | oaded and unl oaded all the tine;
I never set eyes on them before today."

"Al'l I knowis that they truck the stuff fromwhere it's nade or produced or grown; | don't
know how wel |l it's inspected or how many tines the doors are opened or how |l ong you m ght be
seal ed up. You might find yourself parked off sonewhere for a nonth. O they may clean the trucks
out as soon as they |eave here."

"Do you know any of the drivers?"

Vic considered. "No," he said finally. "Actually | don't. | see them but they're just nanes.
Bob, M ke, Pete, Joe."

"I can't think of anything else to do," Ragle said. And | amgoing to try again, he said to
hinself. | want to see that factory; not the photograph or the nodel, but the thing itself. The
_Ding an sich_, as Kant said. "It's too bad you're not interested in philosophy," he said to Vic.

"Sonmetines | am™" Vic said. "Not right now, though. You nean problens such as What are things
really like? The other night com ng home on the bus | got a | ook at howthings really are. | saw
through the illusion. The other people in the bus were nothing but scarecrows propped up in their
seats. The bus itself--" He made a sweeping notion with his hands. "A hollow shell, nothing but a
few upright supports, plus ny seat and the driver's seat. A real driver, though. Really driving nme
hone. Just ne."

Ragl e reached into his pocket and brought out the small nmetal box that he carried with him
Opening it he presented it to Vic.

"What's this?" Vic said.

"Reality," Ragle said. "I give you the real."

Vic took one of the slips of paper out and read it. "This says 'drinking fountain,
"What's it nmean?"

"Under everything else,” Ragle said. "The word. Maybe it's the word of God. The logos. 'In
the beginning was the Wrd.' | can't figure it out. Al I knowis what | see and what happens to
me. | think we're living in sone other world than what we see, and | think for a while |I knew
exactly what that other world is. But |I've lost it since then. Since that night. The future,
maybe. "

Handi ng hi m back the box of words, Vic said, "I want you to |l ook at sonething." He pointed
out the check-cashing wi ndow, and Ragl e | ooked. "At the check-out stands,"” Vic said. "The big tal
girl in the black sweater. The girl with the chest."

"I"ve seen her before," Ragle said. "She's a knockout." He watched as the girl rang up itens
on the register; as she worked she smled nerrily, a wide beaming smle of snboth white teeth. "I
think you even introduced ne to her, once."

he sai d.

Vic said, "Very seriously, | want to ask you sonething. This may sound like a nasty renark
but | mean it in the nost inportant sense. Don't you think you could solve your problenms better in
that direction than by anything else? Liz is intelligent -- at |east she's got nore on the bal

than Junie Black. She's certainly attractive. And she's not nmarried. You' ve got enough noney and
you' re fanpbus enough to interest her. The rest is up to you. Take her out a couple of tines and
then we'll talk about all this business again."

"I don't think it would help," Ragle said.

"You're seriously giving it a tunble, though, aren't you?"

"I always give it a tunble," he said. "That particular thing."

"Ckay," Vic said. "If you're sure, | guess that's that. What do you want to do, try to get
hol d of one of the trucks?"

"Coul d we?"

"We could try."

"You want to cone al ong?" Ragl e said.

"All right,"” Vic said. "lI'd like to see; sure, 1'd |like to have a | ook outside."

"You tell ne then," Ragle said, "how we should go about getting one of the trucks. This is
your store; 1'll leave it up to you."
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At five o' 'clock Bill Black heard the service trucks parking in the lot outside his office
wi ndow. Presently his intercombuzzed and his secretary said,

"M. Neroni to see you, M. Black."

"I want to talk to him" he said. He opened the door of his office. After a nonent a |arge
muscul ar dar k-hai red nman appeared, still in his drab coveralls and work shoes. "Cone on in," Black
said to him "Tell ne what happened today."

"I made notes," Neroni said, setting down a reel of tape on the desk. "For a permanent
record. And there's sonme video tape, but it hasn't come through. The phone crew says he got a cal
fromyour wife at about ten o'clock. Nothing in it, except that he apparently thought he'd run
into her at his Civil Defense class. She told himshe had a date to neet a girl friend downt own.
Then the woman who runs the Civil Defense class called to renmind himthat it was at two o' cl ock
this afternoon. Ms. Keitel bein."

"No," Black said. "Ms. Kessel man."

"A mddl e-aged womran with a teen-age son."

"That's right," Black said. He renenbered neeting the Kessel mans several years ago, when the
whol e situation had been dreamed up. And Ms. Kessel man had dropped by recently with her G vi
Def ense clipboard and literature. "Did he go for his Civil Defense class?"

"Yes. He mailed off his entries and then he dropped by their house."

Bl ack had not been told about the Cvil Defense class; he had no idea what its purpose was.
But the Kessel mans did not get their instructions fromanyone in his departnent.

"Di d sonebody cover the Civil Defense class?" Bl ack asked.

"Not to ny know edge,” Neroni said.

"It doesn't matter," he said. "She gives it herself, doesn't she?"

"As far as | know. When he rang the bell she opened the door herself." Neroni, at that point,
frowned and said, "You' re sure we're tal king about the sane person? Ms. Kessel bein?"

"Something like that." He felt on edge. Ragle Gunm s actions of the |ast several days had
permanently upset him the sense of the shaky, day-to-day bal ance that they had achi eved had not
left himwith Ragle's return.

We know now that he can get away, Black thought to hinself. In spite of everything, we can
|l ose him He can revert gradually to sanity, make plans and carry themout; we won't know unti
it's too late or alnost too |ate.

The next time, we probably won't manage to find him O if not next time, then the tinme after
that. Eventually.

H ding deep in the closet won't save ne, Black said to hinself. Burying nmyself under the
clothes, in the darkness, out of sight... it won't do ne any good.

twel ve

When Margo arrived at the parking | ot she saw no sign of her husband. Shutting off the engine
of the Vol kswagen, she sat for a tinme, watching the glass doors of the store.

Usual ly he's ready to go by now, she said to herself. She got out of the car and started
across the parking lot toward the store.

"Margo," Vic called. He cane fromthe rear of the store, fromthe | oading docks. Hi s pace,
and the tension on his face, nade her aware that sonethi ng had happened.

"Are you all right?" she asked. "You didn't agree to work Sunday, did you?" That had been in
contention between them for years.

Vi ¢ caught hold of her armand | ed her back to the car. "I'mnot driving home with you."
Openi ng the car door he nudged her inside; he got in after her, shut the door and rolled up the
wi ndows.

Behi nd the store, at the dock, a giant two-section truck had started to nove in the direction
of the Vol kswagen. |Is that nonster going to sidesw pe us? Margo wondered. One touch of that front
bunmper, and nothing would remain of this car and us.

"What's he doi ng?" she asked Vic. "I don't think he knows how to handl e that. And trucks
aren't supposed to use this exit, are they? | thought you told ne--"

Interrupting her, Vic said, "Listen. It's Ragle in the truck."

She stared at him And then she saw up into the cab of the truck. Ragle waved at her, a
slight flip of his hand. "Wat do you mean, you won't be driving hone with ne?" she demanded. "Do
you nean you're going to take that big thing to the house and park it?" In her mnd she envisioned
the truck parked in their driveway, advertising to the nei ghbors that her husband worked in a
grocery store. "Listen," she said, "I won't have you driving hone in one of those; | nean it."
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"I"'mnot driving home in it," he said. "Your brother and | are going on a trip init." He put
his arm around her and kissed her. "I don't know when we'l|l be back. Don't worry about us.
There're a couple of things | want you to do--"

She interrupted, "You' re both going?" It made no sense to her. "Tell ne what this is about,"
she sai d.

"The main thing | want you to do," Vic said, "is tell Bill Black that Ragle and | are working
here at the store. Don't tell himanything else; don't tell himwe've left and don't tell himwhen
or how we've left. Do you understand that? Watever tine the Bl acks show up at the house and ask
where Ragle is, say you just talked to himdown at the store. Even if it's two in the norning. Say
I've asked himto help me do an inventory for a surprise auditing."

"Can | ask you one thing?" she said, hoping to get at least a trifle of information; it was
obvious that he had no intention of telling her nmuch nore. "Was Ragle w th Junie Black the other
ni ght when the taxi driver carried himin the door?"

"God no," Vic said.

"Are you getting himoff sonewhere so that Bill Black can't find himand nurder hinP"

Vic eyed her. "You're on the wong track, honey." He kissed her again, squeezed her, and
pushed open the car door. "Say good-bye to Sammy for us." Turning toward the truck he yell ed,
"What ?" Then | eani ng back in the Vol kswagen he said, "Ragle says to tell Lowery at the newspaper
that he found a contest that pays better." Ginning at her, he loped over to the truck and around
to the far side; she heard himclinb up into the cab beside her brother, and then his face
appeared next to Ragle's.

"So long," Ragle shouted down at her. Both he and Vic waved. Roaring and spluttering, sending
up bl ack exhaust fromits stack, the truck started fromthe lot, onto the street. Cars slowed for
it; the truck performed a | aborious, awkward right turn, and then it had di sappeared beyond the
store. For a long tinme she heard the heavy vibrations of it as it gai ned speed and depart ed.

They' re out of their mnds, she thought wetchedly. In a reflexively purposeful fashion she
put the ignition key back into the |ock of the Vol kswagen and switched on the notor. Behind her
its wheezing obscured the | ast noises of the truck

Vic's trying to save Ragle, she said to herself. Trying to get himaway where he's safe. |
know Juni e consulted an attorney. Do they intend to marry? Maybe Bill won't divorce her

What a dreadful event, to have Junie Black as a sister-in-Ilaw

Medi tating about that, she drove slowly hone.

As the truck noved through the early-evening traffic, Vic said to his brother-in-law, "You
don't think these big rigs vanish a nmile outside of town?"

Ragl e said, "Food has to be brought in fromoutside. The sane thing we'd do if we wanted to
keep a zoo going." Very nuch the sane, he thought. "It seenms to nme that those nmen unl oadi ng
cartons of pickles and shrinp and paper towels are the connection between us and the real world.
It nakes sense, anyhow. \What el se can we go on?"

"I hope he can breathe back there," Vic said, neaning the driver. They had waited until the
others had gone, leaving this one. Wile Ted, the driver, was inside stacking cartons on the hand
truck, he and Ragle had closed and bolted the thick netal doors. It had taken perhaps one m nute,
then, to get up into the cab and begin warning the diesel notor. Wile they were doing that, Margo
had arrived in the Vol kswagen.

"As long as it's not a refrigerator truck," Ragle said. O so Vic had said while they waited
for the other trucks to |eave.

"You don't think it would have been better to | eave himin the store? Nobody | ooks in sone of
t he back storeroons."

Ragl e said, "I just have the intuition that he'd get right out. Don't ask ne why."

Vic did not ask himwhy. He kept his eyes on the road. They had | eft the downtown busi ness
section. Traffic had thinned. Stores gave way to a residential section, snall nodern houses, one-
story, with tall TV masts and washi ng hangi ng on |lines, high redwood fences, cars parked in
dri veways.

"I wonder where they'll stop us," Ragle said.

"Maybe they won't."

"They will," he said. "But naybe we'll be across by that tine."

After a while Vic said, "Just consider. If this doesn't work out, you and I will face a
charge of felony kidnaping and I'Il no longer be in the produce business and you probably will be

asked to resign fromthe Were WIl the Little Green Man Be Next? contest."
The houses becane fewer. The truck passed gas stations, tawdry cafés, ice cream stands and
motel s. The dreary parade of nmotels... as if, Ragle thought, we had al ready gone a thousand mniles
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and were just now entering a strange town. Nothing is so alien, so bleak and unfriendly, as the
strip of gas stations -- cut-rate gas stations -- and notels on the rimof your own city. You fai
to recognize it. And at the sane time, you have to clasp it to your bosom Not just for one night,
but as long as you intend to live where you |live.

But we don't intend to live here any nore. W're |eaving. For good.

Did | get this far before? he wondered. They had got to open fields, now A |ast
intersection, a minor road serving industries that had been zoned out of the city proper. The
railroad tracks

He noticed an infinitely long freight train at rest. The suspended druns of chem cals on
towers over factories.

"Nothing like it," Vic said. "Especially at sunset."

The traffic, now, had beconme other trucks, with few sedans.

"There's your barbecue place," Vic said.

On the right, Ragle saw the sign, Frank's Bar-B-Q and Drinks. Mdern-1ooking enough. C ean
certainly. New cars in the lot. The truck runbled on past it. The place fell behind.

"Well, you got farther this time," Vic said.

Ahead of them the highway led into a range of hills. Up high, Ragle thought. Maybe sonehow I
got up there, up to the top. Tried to walk_ across those peaks. Could | have been that tanked up?

No wonder | didn't neke it.

On and on they drove. The countrysi de became nonotonous. Fields, rolling hills, everything
featurel ess, with advertising signs stuck at intervals. And then, wi thout warning, the hills
flattened and they found thenselves rolling down a |long, straight grade.

"This is what nmakes nme sweat," Ragle said. "Driving a big rig down a really long grade." He
had al ready shifted into a gear |ow enough to hold back the nass of the truck. At |east they
carried no |oad; the mass was small enough for him with his linited experience, to control
During the time that they had warned the notor, he had | earned the gear-box pattern. "Anyhow " he
said to Vic, "we've got a horn loud as hell." He blew a couple of blasts on it, experinmentally; it
made both of them junp.

At the end of the grade a yellow and bl ack official sign attracted their attention. They
coul d nmake out a cluster of sheds or tenporary buildings. It had a griml ook

"Here it is," Vic said. "This is what you neant."

At the sheds, several trucks had lined up. And now, as they got closer, they saw unifornmed
men. Across the highway the sign flapped in the evening w nd.

STATE LI NE AGRI CULTURAL | NSPECTI ON STATI ON
TRUCKS USE SCALE I N RI GHT LANE ONLY

"That neans us," Vic said. "The scale. They're going to weigh us. If they're inspecting,
they'll open up the back." He glanced at Ragle. "Should we stop here and try to do sonmething with
Ted?"

Too late now, Ragle realized. The state inspectors could see the truck and theminside it;
anything they did would be visible. At the first shed two black police cars had been parked so
that they could get onto the highway at an instant's notice. W couldn't outrun them either, he
realized. Nothing to do but continue on to the scale.

An inspector, wearing sharply pressed dark blue trousers, a light blue shirt, badge and cap,
sauntered toward themas they slowed to a stop. Wthout even glancing at them he waved them on

"We don't have to stop," Ragle said excitedly, with insight. "It's a fake!" He waved back at
the inspector, and Vic did the same. The man's back was already to them "They don't ever stop
these big carriers -- just passenger cars. W're out."

The sheds and sign dropped back and di sappeared. They had got out; already, they had done it.
Any ot her kind of vehicle would not have got through. But the genuine carriers passed back and

forth all day long... in his rear-view mirror Ragle saw three nore trucks being waved on. The
trucks parked in a line at the sheds were dummies, |ike the other equipnent.

"None of them" he said. "None of the trucks have to stop."

"You were right,"” Vic said. He settled back against the seat. "I suppose if we had tried to
get by themin the Vol kswagen they woul d have told us that we had sone variety of insect
infestation clinging to the uphol stery. Japanese beetles... you have to drive back and get sprayed

and apply for a one-nonth pernit for re-inspection, subject to indefinite wthdrawal."

As he drove, Ragle noticed that the hi ghway had undergone a change. Now t hat they had passed
the inspection station the highway had separated into two distinct roads, each five | anes w de,
absol utely straight and flat. And no | onger concrete. He did not recognize the material over which
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t hey now drove.

This is the outside, he said to hinself. The outside hi ghway, which we were never supposed to
see or know about.

Trucks behind them and ahead of them Sonme carrying supplies in, sone enpty and | eaving, as
they were. The ant trails leading into and out of the town. Ceasel ess novenent. And not one
passenger car. Only the runble of diesel trucks.

And, he realized, the advertising signs had vani shed.

"Better switch on your lights,"” Vic said. Evening gl oomhad settled onto the hills and
fields. One truck com ng toward them along the other road had its lights on. "W want to obey the
| aws. Whatever they are.”

Ragl e switched on the lights. The evening seened quiet and lonely. Far off, a bird skinred
along the surface of the earth, its wings rigid. The bird lighted on a fence.

"What about fuel ?" Ragle said.

Leaning past him Vic read the fuel gauge. "Half full,” he said. "I frankly have no idea how
far arig like this can go on a tank. O if there's a reserve tank. Wthout a | oad we should go
fairly far. Depends a great deal on what kind of grades we run across. A heavy vehicle | oses a |ot
on grades; you've seen trucks stuck halfway up a grade, noving ten mles an hour in its |owest
gear."

"Maybe we better let Ted out," Ragle said. It had occurred to himthat their noney mnight be
worthless. "We'll have to buy fuel and food -- we don't know where, or even if we can. He nust
have credit cards on him And noney that's good."

Vic tossed a handful of papers into his lap. "Fromthe glove conpartnent,” he said. "Credit

cards, naps, neal tickets. No noney, though. W'I||l see what we can do with the credit cards.
They're usually good at--" He broke off. "Mdtels," he said finally. "If they have them What do
you think we'll find?"

"I don't know," Ragle said. Darkness had obliterated the | andscape around them in the open
spaces between towns there were no street lights to give themclues. Only the flat land, up to the
sky, where lighter colors, a bluish-black, began. Stars had appeared.

"Do we have to wait until norning?" Vic said. "Are we going to have to drive all night?"

"Maybe so," Ragle said. On a curve, the headlights of the truck lit up a section of fence and
scrub plants beyond it. | feel as if all this had happened before, he thought. Reliving it a
second tine.

Beside him Vic exam ned the papers that he had brought out of the glove compartnent. "What
do you nake of this?" He held up a | ong paper strip, brightly colored; Ragle glanced at it and saw
that it read:

ONE HAPPY WORLD

At each end, in lum nous yellow, a snake coiled into an S-shape.

"Has glue on back," Vic said. "It nust be for the bunper.”

"Li ke 'nmake mne mlk'," Ragle said.

After a pause Vic said in a |low voice, "Let ne hold the wheel. | want you to look at it
closer." He caught hold of the steering wheel and passed the bunper strip to Ragle. "At the
bottom In type."

Hol ding the strip near the donme light, Ragle read the words: _Federal law requires that this
be di splayed at all tines_.

He passed it back to Vic. "W're going to run into a lot nore we don't understand,” he said.
But the strip had disturbed him too. Mandatory... it had to be on the bunper, or else.

Vic said, "There're nore." Fromthe gl ove conpartment he lifted out a stack of strips, ten or
el even of them all alike. "He nmust glue it on every tinme he nakes a trip. Probably rips it off
when he enters town."

At the next stretch of enpty highway, when no other trucks could be seen, Ragle drove from

the road onto the gravel shoul der. He stopped the truck and put on the hand brake. "I'mgoing to
go around to the back," he said. "I'lIl see if he's getting enough air." As he opened the cab door
he said, "And 1'Il ask himabout the strip.”

Nervously, Vic slid over behind the wheel. "I doubt if he'll give you a right answer," he
sai d.

Wal king with care, Ragle made his way through the darkness along the side of the truck, past
the great wheels, to the back. He clinbed the iron | adder and rapped on the door. "Ted," he said.
"Or whatever your nane is. Are you all right?”

Fromwithin the truck a voice said indistinctly, "Yeah. |I'mokay, M. Gumm"
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Even here, Ragle thought. Parked on the shoul der of the highway, in a deserted regi on between
towns. |'mrecognized.

"Listen, M. Gumm" the driver said, his mouth close to the crack of the doors. "You don't
know what's out here, do you? You have no idea. Listen to nme; there isn't a chance in the world
you'l'l run into anything but harm-- harmfor you, harm for everybody el se. You have to take ny
word for it. I'mtelling you the truth. Soneday you'll |ook back and know | was right. You'l
thank ne. Here." A snmall white square of paper slid out from between the doors and fluttered down;
Ragl e caught it. A card, on the back of which the driver had witten a phone nunber.

"What's this for?" Ragle said

The driver said, "Wen you get to the next town, pull off the road and go phone that nunber."

"How far's the next town?"

A hesitation, and then the driver said, "I'mnot sure. Pretty soon now It's hard to keep
track of the miles stuck back here.”

"Can you get enough air?"

"Yeah." The driver sounded resigned, but at the same tine highly keyed up. "M. Gumm" he
said, in the sane intense, beseeching voice, "you just got to believe ne. | don't care how | ong
you keep ne cooped up in this thing, but in the next hour or two you've just got to get in touch
wi th sonebody. "

"Why?" Ragl e sai d.

"I can't say. Look, you apparently got it figured out enough to hijack this rig. So you mnust
have sone idea. If you have that much, you can figure out that it's inportant and not just
sonebody's smart idea, building all those houses and streets and those old cars back there."

Tal k on, Ragle thought to hinself.

"You don't even know how to drive a two-section rig," the driver said. "Suppose you hit a
steep grade? This clunk carries forty-five thousand pounds when it's | oaded; of course it ain't
| oaded right now But you m ght sidesw pe sonething. And there're a couple of railroad trestles
this thing won't clear. You probably don't have any idea what the clearance of this is. And you
don't know how to gear down a grade or anything." He | apsed into silence.

"What's the bunper strip for?" Ragle said. "The notto and the snake."

"Christ's sake!" the driver snarl ed.

"Does it have to go on?"

Cursing at him the driver managed finally to say, "Listen, M. Gumm-- if you don't have
that on right, they' Il blow you sky-high; so help ne god, |"'mtelling you the truth."

"How does it go on?" he said.

"Let me out and I'll show you. I'mnot going to tell you." The man's voice rose in hysteria.
"You better let me out so | can stick it on, or honest to god, you won't get by the first tank
that spots you."

Tank, Ragle thought. The notion appalled him

Hoppi ng down, he wal ked back to the cab. "I think we're going to have to let himout," he
said to Vic.
"I heard him" Vic said. "I'd just as soon he was out of there, in any case."

"He may be stringing us along," Ragle said.

"We better not take the chance."

Ragl e wal ked back, clinbed the | adder, and unfastened the door. It swung back, and the
driver, still cursing sullenly, dropped down onto the gravel

"Here's the strip,"” Ragle said to him He handed it over. "Wat else do we have to know?"

"You have to know everything," the driver said bitterly. Kneeling down he yanked a
transparent covering fromthe back of the strip, pressed the strip to the rear bunper, and then
rubbed it smooth with his fist. "How are you going to buy fuel ?"

"Credit card," Ragle said.

"What a | augh," the driver said, standing up. "That credit card is for in--" He ceased. "In
town," he said. "lIt's a fake. It's a regular old Standard G| credit card; there haven't been any
of themfor twenty years." G@aring at Ragle he continued, "It's all rationed, kerosene for the
truck--"

"Kerosene," Ragle echoed. "I thought it took diesel oil."

"No," the driver said, with nassive reluctance. He spat into the gravel. "It's not diesel
The stack is fake. It's turbine. Uses kerosene. But they won't sell you any. The first place you
go, they' Il know sonething isn't right. And out here--" Again his voice rose to a screech. "You
can't take no risks! None at all!"

"Want to ride in front with us?" Ragle said. "Or in the back? I'll leave it up to you." He

wanted to get the truck into notion again.
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The driver said, "CGo to hell." Turning his back, he started off down the gravel shoul der
hands in his pockets, body hunched forward.

As the shape of the driver disappeared into the darkness, Ragle thought, it's ny own fault
for unbolting the door. Nothing | can do; | can't run after himand hit himover the head. In a
fight he'd take me apart. Take us both apart.

And anyhow, that isn't the answer. That isn't what we're | ooking for

Returning to the cab, he said to Vic, "He's gone. | guess we're lucky he didn't junp out of
the back waving a tire-iron."

"We better start up,"” Vic said, sliding away. "Want me to drive? | could. Did he stick the
bunper strip on?"

"Yes," Ragl e said.

"I wonder how long it'll be before he gets word to them about us."

Ragl e said, "W would have had to let himout eventually." For another hour they passed no
sign of activity or habitation. Then, suddenly, as the truck came out of a sharp descendi ng curve,
a group of bright bluish Iights flashed ahead of them far off down the highway.

"Here's sonething," Vic said. "It's hard to know what to do. If we slow down or stop--"

"W' || have to stop," Ragle said. Already, he could nmake out the sight of cars, or vehicles
of sonme sort, parked across the road.

As the truck slowed, nmen appeared, waving flashlights. One of them strode to the w ndow of
the cab and called up, "Shut off your notor. Leave your lights on. Get down."

They had no choi ce. Ragle opened the door and stepped down, Vic behind him The man with the
flashlight had on a uniform but in the darkness Ragle could not make it out. The man's hel net had
been painted so that it did not shine. He flashed his light into Ragle's face, then Vic's face,
and then he said,

"Open up the back."

Ragl e did so. The man and two conpani ons hopped into the truck and runmaged about. Then they
reappeared and junped down.

"Ckay," one of themsaid. He held sonmething out to Ragle, a piece of paper. Accepting it,
Ragl e saw that it was sonme sort of punched form "You can go ahead."

"Thanks," Ragle said. Nunbly, he and Vic returned to the cab, clinbed in and started up the
notor, and drove off.

Presently Vic said, "Let's see what he gave you."

Hol ding the wheel with his left hand, Ragle fished the formfromhis pocket.

CERTI FI CATE OF ZONE BORDER
CLEARANCE 31. 4/ 3/ 98

"There's your date," Ragle said. April third, 1998. The bal ance of the form consisted of |BM
styl e punches.

"They seened satisfied with us," Vic said. "Watever it was they were | ooking for, we didn't
have it."

"They had uniforms."

"Yes, they | ooked |ike soldiers. One of themhad a gun, but | couldn't tell anything about
it. There nust be a war on, or sonething."

O, Ragle thought, a nilitary dictatorship.

"Did they see if we had the bumper strip on?" Vic said. "In the excitenent | didn't notice."

"Neither did I," Ragle said.

A while |ater he saw what appeared to be a town ahead of them A variety of lights, the
regul ar rows that mght be street lights, neon signs with words... sonewhere in his coat he had
the card the driver had given him This is where we're supposed to call from he decided.

"We got through the border clearance okay," Vic said. "If we can do that, with them shining
their lights right on us, we ought to be able to walk into a beanery and order a plate of
hotcakes. | didn't have any dinner after work." He rolled back his sleeve to read his wistwatch.

"It's ten-thirty," he said. "I haven't had anything to eat since two."

"We'll stop,” Ragle said. "We'll try to get fuel while we're here. If we can't get it, we'll
| eave the truck." The gauge showed the tank to be al nbst enpty. The | evel had dropped surprisingly
fast. But they had gone quite a distance; they had been on the road for hours.

It struck him as they passed the first houses, that sonething was nissing.

Gas stations. Usually, on highway approaches to a town, even a tiny uninportant town, a solid
line of gas stations could be seen on both sides. Before anything el se. None here.

"It doesn't |ook good," he said. But they had seen no traffic, either. No traffic and no gas
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stations. O kerosene stations, if that was the equivalent. Suddenly he slowed the truck and
turned onto a side road. He brought the truck to a halt at the curb.

"I agree,"” Vic said. "W better try it on foot. W don't know enough to drive this thing
around town."

They got warily out and stood together, in the dull light of an overhead street |anp. The
houses appeared ordinary. Snall, square, one story, with laws that were black in the night
darkness. Houses, Ragle thought, haven't changed nuch since the '"thirties anyhow Especially if
seen at night. One taller shape nmight have been a multiple unit.

"If they stop us," Vic said, "and ask for identification or some such, what should we do? W
better agree on it now. "

Ragl e said, "How can we agree? W don't know what they'll ask for." The driver's remarks
still bothered him "Let's see," he said, and started off in the direction of the highway.

The first lights resolved thenmselves into a roadside diner. Wthin, sitting at the counter
two boys ate sandwi ches. Hi gh school boys, with blond hair

Their hair had been wound up into topknots. Tall cones of hair, each with a sharp, colorfu
spi ke stuck into it. The boys wore identical clothes. Sandals, wap-around bright blue togalike
gowns, netal bracelets on their arns. And when one of themtw sted his head to drink froma cup
Ragl e saw that the boy's cheeks had been tattooed. And, he saw with disbelief, the boy's teeth had
been fil ed.

Beyond the counter, the m ddl e-aged waitress wore a sinple green blouse, and her hair had
been trained in a famliar manner. But the two boys... both he and Vic stared at them through the
wi ndow, until at last the waitress noticed them

"We had better go on in," Ragle said.

The door opened for themby electric eye. Just |ike the supermarket, Ragle thought.

Bot h boys watched them as they self-consciously seated thensel ves in one of the booths. The
interior of the diner, the fixtures and signs and lighting, seened ordinary to him Ads for a
nunber of foods... but the prices made no sense. 4.5, 6.7, 2.0. Qobviously not dollars and cents.
Ragl e stared around him as if he were trying to decide what he wanted. The waitress began to
gat her up her order pad.

One of the boys, nodding his topknotted head toward Vic and Ragle, said audi bly, "Necktie-
fellows, themsnell frightfright."

Hi s compani on | aughed.

The waitress, stationing herself at their booth, said, "Good evening."

"Good evening," Vic nuttered.

"What woul d you |like?" the waitress asked.

Ragl e said, "Wat do you recomend?"

"Ch, depends on how hungry you are," the waitress said.

The noney, Ragle thought. The damm noney. He said, "How about a ham and cheese sandw ch and
coffee.™

Vic said, "The sanme for ne. And sone pie a |la node."

"Pardon?" the waitress said, witing.

"Pie with ice cream" Vic said.

"Ch," she said. Nodding, she returned to the counter

One of the boys said in a clear voice, "Necktie-fellows, many ol d thing-sign. You s'pose--"
He stuck his thunbs in his ears. The other boy snickered.

When the sandwi ches and coffee had been brought, and the waitress had gone off, one of the
boys swi vel ed around in his chair to face them The tattooing on his cheeks, Ragle noticed, had
been carried out in design on his armbracelets. He gazed at the intricate lines, and at |last he
identified the figures. The designs had been copied fromAttic vases. Athena and her owl. Kore
rising fromthe Earth.

The boy said directly to himand Vic, "Hey, you lunatic." The flesh at the back of Ragle's
neck began to crawl. He pretended to concentrate on his sandw ch; across fromhimVic, sweating
and pale, did the sane.

"Hey," the boy said.

The waitress said, "Cut it out, or out of here for you."

To her, the boy said, "Necktie-fellow " Again he stuck his thunbs in his ears. The waitress
did not seem i npressed.

I can't stand it, Ragle thought. | can't live through this. The driver was right. To Vic he
said, "Let's go."
"Fine," Vic said. He arose, grasping his sandw ch, bent down to drink the Iast of his coffee,

and then started for the door.
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Now t he cheek, Ragle thought. So we're doonmed. We can't wi n.
"W have to get going," he said to the waitress. "Never mind the pie. How nmuch?" He groped in
his coat pocket, a futile gesture.

The waitress added up the bill. "Eleven-Ni ne," she said.

Ragl e opened his wallet. The two boys watched. So did the waitress. Wen they saw t he noney,
t he paper banknotes, the waitress said, "Ch dear. | haven't seen paper noney in years. | guess
it's still good." To the first of the boys she said, "Ralf, does the government still redeemthose

ol d paper notes?"
The boy nodded.
"Wait," the waitress said. She reconputed the bill. "That'll be one-forty," she said. "But

I'"l'l have to give you your change in tokes. If that's all right." Apologetically, she dug a

handful of small plastic wafers fromthe register, and as he gave her a five-dollar bill she

handed back six of the wafers. "Thank you," she said.

As he and Vic left, the waitress seated herself with a paperbound book and resumed her
reading at a flattened page.

"What an ordeal ," Vic said. They wal ked al ong, both of themeating the last of their
sandwi ches. "Those ki ds. Those ghastly dam kids."

_Lunatic_, Ragle thought. Did they recognize ne?

At the corner he and Vic stopped. "Wat now?" Vic said. "Anyhow, we can use our noney. And
we' ve got sone of theirs.” He lit his cigarette lighter to inspect one of the wafers. "It's
plastic,"” he said. "Cbviously a substitute for metal. Very light. Like those wartine ration
t okens. "

Yes, Ragle thought. Wartine ration tokens. Pennies nmade out of some nondescript alloy, not
copper. And now, tokes. Tokens.

"But there's no bl ackout,"

he said. "They have their lights on

"It's not the same any nore," Vic said. "Lights was when--" He broke off. "I don't
understand, " he said. "I renenber World War Two. But | guess | don't, do |? That's the whol e
point. That was fifty years ago. Before | was born. | never lived through the "thirties and
"forties. Neither did you. All we know about it -- they must have taught us."

"O we read it," Ragle said.

"Don't we know enough now?" Vic said. "W're out. W've seen it." He shuddered. "They had
their teeth filed."

Ragl e said, "That was al nost pidgin English they were talKking.

"l guess so."

"And African tribal markings. And garnents."” But they | ooked at ne and one of them said,
_Hey, you lunatic_. "They know," he said. "About ne. But they don't care." Sonehow, that nade him
feel nmore uneasy. Spectators. The cynical, nocking young faces.

"It's surprising they're not in the arny," Vic said.

"They probably will be.” To him the boys had not appeared ol d enough. Mre |ike sixteen or
sevent een.

As he and Vic stood on the corner, footsteps echoed al ong the dark, deserted street.

Two shapes approached them

"Hey, you lunatic," one of themsaid. Leisurely, the two boys energed in the street |ight of
the intersection, their arms folded, their faces blank and inpersonal. "Hold you-self stopstop."

thirteen

The boy on the left reached into his robe and produced a | eather case. Fromit he selected a
cigar and a small pair of gold scissors; he cut off one end of the cigar and placed the cigar in
his mouth. H s conpanion, with equal ritual, brought forth a jeweled cigar lighter and lit his
friend s cigar.

The boy snoking the cigar said, "Necktie-fellows, you carry dead chuck-chuck. Wait-Ilady, she
make foul upgoweewee."

The noney, Ragl e understood. The waitress shouldn't have accepted it. The boys had told her
to, but they had known what the driver had known; it was no |onger |egal tender

"So what?" Vic said, also follow ng their broken jargon.

The boy with the jeweled lighter said, "Bigchiefs, they fixee. No? No? So." He held out his
hand. "Bigchiefs fixee, necktiefell ows fixee fat chuck-chuck."

"G ve himsone of the tokens," Vic said, under his breath. Ragle counted four of the six
tokes into the boy's open hand. The boy bowed fromthe waist; his topknot grazed the sidewal k.
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Besi de hi m hi s conpani on stood inpassively upright, ignoring the transaction

"You necktie-fell ows, you got woojy?" the boy with the Iighter said enptionlessly.

"Necktie-fell ows eyeball on pavenent,"” the boy with the lighter said. Both he and his
conpani on nodded. Now they had taken on a sonber air, as if sonething inportant had entered into
the questioning. "Flop-flop," the boy with the cigar lighter said. "Right, necktie-fell ows? Fl op-
flop." He clapped his hands, back to back, like a seal. Both Ragle and Vic watched in fascination

"Sure," Vic said.

The two boys conferred. Then the first, puffing on his cigar and scowing, said, "Dead chuck-
chuck for plenty woojy. You go joe no?"

"No," his conpanion put in quickly, striking himon the chest with the flat of his hand.
"Baby go joe no chuck-chuck. Flop ma flop, na flop-flop. Necktie-fellows flop-flop you-self."
Wheel ing, he started off, craning his neck and weaving his head from side to side.

"Wait a minute," Ragle said, as the other boy prepared to do the sane. "Let's talk it over."

Bot h boys halted, turned and regarded himw th amazenent.

Then the boy with the cigar held out his hand. "Dead chuckchuck," he said.

Ragl e got out his wallet. "One bill," he said. He handed the boy a dollar bill; the boy
accepted it. "That's plenty.

After the boys had again conferred, the one with the cigar stuck up two fingers.

"Ckay," Ragle said. "Do you have any nore ones?" he asked Vic.

Digging into his pocket Vic said, "Be sure you want to go along with this."

The alternative, as he sawit, was to remain on the street corner, with no idea where they
were or what to do. "Let's take a chance,” he said, accepting the bills and passing themover to
the boy. "Now," he said to the boys. "Let's have the plenty woojy."

The boys nodded, bowed fromthe waist, and stal ked away. He and Vic, after hesitating,
foll owed them

The journey took them down damp-snelling, twisting alleys, across |lawns and up driveways. At
| ast the boys led themover a fence and up a flight of steps, to a door. One of the boys rapped on
the door. It opened.

"Necktie-fellows quickly wal ki nachanber,
i nsi de.

Unstable brown light filled the room To Ragle, it appeared to be a commonpl ace, rather
barren apartnent. He saw, through an open door, a kitchen with sink, table, stove, refrigerator
Two ot her doors had been left shut. In the roomsat several boys, all on the floor. The only
furniture was a lanp, a table, a television set, and a pile of books. Sone of the boys wore the
robes, sandals, topknots, and bracelets. The others wore single-breasted suits, white shirts,
argyl e socks, oxfords. Al gazed at Ragle and Vic.

"Here woojy," the boy with the cigar said. "You makumsitsit." He indicated the floor

"What do you say?" Vic said.

Ragl e said, "Can't we take the woojy with us?"

"No," one of the seated boys said. "Sniff sitinachanber."

The boy with the cigar opened a door and di sappeared into the other room After a tine he
returned with a bottle which he handed to Ragle. Everyone watched as Ragle accepted the bottle.

As soon as he had unscrewed the |id, he recognized it.

Vic, sniffing, said, "It's plain pure carbon tet."

"Yes," Ragle said. They've been sitting around sniffing carbon tet, he realized. This is
Wooj V.

"Sniff," one of the boys said.

Ragl e sniffed. OFf and on, during his life, he had had occasion to get a noseful of carbon
tet. It had no effect on him except to nake his head ache. He passed the bottle to Vic. "Here,"
he said.

"No thanks," Vic said.

One of the boys in a suit said in a high-pitched voice, "Necktie-fell ows bedivere."

Everyone smiled cuttingly.

"That's a girl," Vic said. "That one there."

Those in suits, oxfords, shirts and argyles were girls. Their hair had been shaved right to
their scalps. But, by their smaller, nore delicate features, Ragle recognized themas girls. They
wore no make-up. If one of them hadn't spoken, he would not have known.

Ragl e said, "Pretty sissy woojy."

The room becane silent.

One of the girls said, "Necktie-fellow, himplay strange fruit by-an-by."

t he boy whi spered, as he and his conpani on squeezed
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The faces of the boys had darkened. At |ast one of the boys arose, wal ked over to the corner
of the room and picked up a tall slimcloth bag. Fromthe bag he slipped a plastic tube with
hol es spaced along it. He placed one end of the tube in his nose, covered the holes with his
fingers, and then hunm ng, began to play a tune on the tube. A nose-flute.

"Sweet flute-flute," one of the girls, in her suit, said.

The boy lowered the flute, w ped his nose with a small colored cloth which he drew from his
sl eeve, and then said in the general direction of Ragle and Vic, "How s it feel being a lunatic?"
The jargon has | apsed, Ragle thought. Now that they're sore. The others in the room the

girls especially, stared at Ragle and Vic.

"A lunatic?" one of the girls said faintly. "Really?" she asked the boy.

"Sure," the boy said. "Necktie-fellows lunatic." He smirked. But he, too, |ooked uneasy.
"I'sn't that right?" he dermanded

Ragl e said nothing. Beside himVic ignored the boy.

"You by yoursel ves?" another boy asked. "Or are there any nore of you around?"

"Just us," Ragle said.

They stared at himw ldly

"Yes," he said. "I adnit it." It seened to comand respect fromthem unlike anything el se.
"We're lunatics."

None of the kids noved. They sat rigidly.

One of the boys | aughed. "So necktie-fellows lunatic. So what?" Shruggi ng, he too went over
and got his nose-flute.

"Strike up the flute-flute,” a girl said. Now three flutes had started to whine.

"We're wasting our tine here," Vic said.

"Yes," he agreed. "W better leave." He started to open the door, but as he did so, one of
the boys renmoved the flute fromhis nose and said,

"Hey, necktie-fellows."

They st opped.

The boy said, "MP after you. You go outadoor, MP catch.” He resuned his fluting. The others
nodded.

"You know what MP do with lunatic?" a girl said. "MP give dose of cc."

"What's that?" Vic said.

Al'l of them | aughed. None of them answered. The fluting and humm ng conti nued.

"Necktie-fellows pale," a boy said, between breaths. Qutside, on the stairs, a tread nmade the
fl oor shake. The fluting ceased. A knock.

They have us now, Ragle thought. No one in the room noved as the door opened.

"You darn kids," a raspy voice nmuttered. A gray-haired elderly wonan, inmense in a shapel ess
sil k wrapper, peered into the room She had furred slippers on her feet. "I told you no piping
after ten o' clock. Cut it out." She glared at themall, fromhal f-shut eyes. At that point she
noti ced Ragle and Vic. "Ch," she said, with suspicion. "Wo are you?"

They tell her, Ragle thought, and then she flounders back down the steps in a state of panic.
And the tanks -- or whatever the MPs conme in -- arrive at the bottom Ted the driver has had
plenty of tinme, by now So has the waitress. So has everyone.

Anyhow, he thought, we've been out and we've seen that it is 1998, not 1959, and a war is in
progress, and the kids now talk like and dress |ike Wst African natives and the girls wear nmen's
cl ot hi ng and shave their heads. And noney as we know it has dropped out sonmewhere along the line
Along with diesel trucks. But, he thought with sudden pessimsm we didn't learn what it's al
about. Why they set up the old town, the old cars and streets, kidded us for years

"Who are these two gentl enen?" the elderly wonan inquired.

A pause, and then one of the girls, with a mschievous grin, said, "Looking for roons."

"What ?" the old wonan said, with disbelief.

"Sure," a boy said. "They showed up here | ooking for a roomto rent. Stunbling around. Don't
you gotcha porch |light on?"

"No," the old woman sai d. She got out a handkerchief and w ped at her soft, wrinkled
forehead; under the pressure the flesh yielded. "I had retired." To Ragle and Vic, she said, "I'm
Ms. MFee. | own this apartment house. Wat kind of roons did you want?"

Bef ore Ragle could think of an answer, Vic said, "Anything will do. Wat do you have?" He
gl anced at Ragle, showing his relief.

"Well," she said, beginning to waddl e back out onto the stairs, "if you two gentlenmen wll
follownme, I'Il just show you." On the stairs, she gripped the railing and swng her head to peer
back at them "Cone on," she said, gasping for breath. Her face had swollen with exertion. "I've

got sonme very attractive property. You wanted sonething together, the two of you?" Eying them
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doubtfully, she said, "Let's step into nmy office and | can chat with you about your enploynent and-
" she started on down again, step by step -- "other particulars.”

At the bottom w th nuch nmuttering and gasping she located a light switch; a bare bul b w nked
on, showing themthe path that |ed along the side of the house to the front porch. On the porch an
ol d- f ashi oned cane rocking chair could be seen. O d-fashioned even fromtheir standpoint. Sone
t hi ngs never change, Ragle thought.

"Right in here," Ms. MFee called. "If you will." She di sappeared into the house; he and Vic
trailed after her, into a cluttered, dark, clothy-snelling living roomfilled with bric-a-brac,
chairs, lanps, framed pictures on the walls, carpets, and, on the mantel, greeting cards by the
score. Over the mantel, knitted or woven in nmany colors, hung a streaner with the words:

ONE HAPPY WORLD BRI NGS BLESSI NGS
OF JOY TO ALL MANKI ND

"What |'d appreciate knowing," Ms. MFee said, lowering herself into an easy chair, "is if
you're regularly enployed." Leaning forward she tugged a massive | edger froma desk, onto her |ap.

"Yes," Ragle said. "W're regularly enpl oyed.”

"What sort of business?”

Vic said, "Gocery business. | operate the produce section of a supernarket."

"A what?" the old woman gasped, twi sting her head to hear. In its cage a black and yell ow
bird of sone variety squawked hoarsely. "Be quiet, Dw ght," she said.

Vic said, "Fruits and vegetables. Retail selling."

"What sort of vegetabl es?"

"All kinds," he said, w th annoyance.

"Where do you get then?"

"From truckers," Vic said.

"Ch," she said, grunting. "And | suppose,” she said to Ragle, "you're the inspector."

Ragl e sai d not hi ng.

"I don't trust you vegetable nen," Ms. MFee said. "There was one of you around -- | don't
think it was you, but it mght have been -- |ast week. They | ooked good, but oh ny, | would have
died if 1'd eaten any. They had r.a. witten all over them | can tell. O course, the nan assured

me they didn't grow toptop; cane fromway down in the cellars. Showed nme the tag that swore they
grewa nmle dowmn. But | can snell r.a." Ragle thought, Radio-activity . Produce grown up on the
surface, exposed to fallout. There've been bonbings, in the past. Contami nation of crops.
Under st andi ng rushed over him the scene of trucks being | oaded with food grown underground. _The
cellars_. Dangerous peddling of contaninated tonatoes and nel ons.

"No r.a. in our stuff,” Vic said. "Radio-activity," he said under his breath, for Ragle's

benefit.
"Yes," Ragl e said.
Vic said, "W're -- froma long distance fromhere. W just got in tonight."
"I see," Ms. MFee said.
"We've both been ill,"” Vic said. "Wiat's been happeni ng?"

"What do you nean?" the old woman said, pausing in her task of flipping the pages of her
| edger. She had put on a pair of horn-rimmed gl asses; behind them her eyes, nmagnified, had a
shrewd, alert glint.

"What's been happeni ng?" Ragl e demanded. "The war," he said. "WII you tell us?"

M's. MFee wet her finger and again turned pages. "Funny you don't know about the war."

"Tell us," Vic said fiercely. "For Christ's sake!"

"Are you enlisters?" Ms. MFee said.

"No," Ragle said.

"I"mpatriotic, but I won't have enlisters living in nmy house. Causes too nmuch trouble."

W'l | never get a straight story fromher, Ragle thought. It's hopel ess. W might as well
gi ve up.

On a table rested an upright frane of tinted photographs, all of a young man in uniform
Ragl e bent to exam ne the photographs. "Wio is he?" he said.

"My son," Ms. MFee said. "He's stationed down at Anvers Mssille Station. | haven't seen
himin three years. Not since the war began."

That recently, Ragle thought. Perhaps the same tinme that they built the--

When the contest began. Wiere WIIl the Little Green Man Be Next? Al npbst three years..

He said, "Any hits, down there?"

"I don't understand you," Ms. MFee said.
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"Never mnd," Ragle said. Aimessly, he roaned about the room Through a wi de arch of dark-
shi ny wood he could see a dining room Solid central table, many chairs, wall shelves, glass
cupboards with plates and cups. And, he saw, a piano. Wandering over to the piano he picked up a
handful of the sheet nusic resting on the rack. Al cheap popul ar sentinental tunes, nostly to do
with soldiers and girls.

One of the tunes had the title:

LOONI ES ON THE RUN MARCH

Carrying the sheet music back with him he handed it to Vic. "See," he said. "Read the
wor ds. "
Toget her, they read the verse under the nusic staff.

You're a goon, M ster Loon

One Wirld you'll never sunder

A buffoon, Mster Loon

Oh what a dreadful blunder.

The sky you find so cozy;

The future tinted rosy;

But Uncl e's gonna spank -- you wait!
So hands ina sky, hands ina sky,
BEFORE I T | S TOO LATE!!

"Do you play, mister?" the old woman was aski ng.

Ragl e said to her, "The eneny -- they're the lunatics, aren't they?"

The sky, he thought. The Moon. Luna.

It wasn't hinself and Vic that the MPs hunted. It was the eneny. The war was bei ng fought
between Earth and the Moon. And if the kids upstairs could take himand Vic for lunatics, then
lunatics had to be human beings. Not creatures. They were col onists, perhaps.

A civil war.

I know what | do, now. | know what the contest is, and what | am |'mthe savior of this
pl anet. Wien | solve a puzzle | solve the tinme and place the next missile will strike. I file one
entry after another. And these people, whatever they call thenselves, hustle an anti-mssile unit
to that square on the graph. To that place and at that tine. And so everyone stays alive, the kids

upstairs with their nose-flutes, the waitress, Ted the driver, ny brother-in-law, Bill Black, the
Kessel mans, the Keitel beins.
That's what Ms. Keitel bein and her son had started telling me. Gvil Defense... _nothing but

a history of war up to the present_. Mdels from 1998, to rem nd ne.

_But why have | forgotten?_

To Ms. MFee he said, "Does the nanme Ragl e Gunmm nean anything to you?"

The old woman | aughed. "Not a darn thing," she said. "As far as |I'm concerned Ragl e Gunm can
go junmp in a hat. There isn't any one person who can do that; it's a whole bunch of people, and
they always call them'Ragle Gunm' |'ve known that fromthe start.”

Wth a deep, unsteady breath, Vic said, "I think you' re wong, Ms. MFee. |I think there is
such a person and he really does do that."

She said slyly, "And be right, day in day out?"

"Yes," Ragle said. Beside him Vic nodded.

"Ch come on," she said, screeching.

"Atalent," Ragle said. "An ability to see a pattern."

"Listen," Ms. MFee said. "I'"'ma lot older than you boys. | can renmenber when Ragl e Gumm was
not hi ng but a fashi on desi gner, meking those hi deous M ss Adonis hats."”

"Hats," Ragle said.

"In fact | still have one." Gunting, she rose to her feet and |unbered to a closet. "Here."
She held up a derby hat. "Nothing but a man's hat. Wiy, he got themwearing nmen's hats just to get
rid of alot of old hats when nen stopped buying them"

"And he made noney in the hat business?" Vic said.

"Those fashion designers nake mllions,"™ Ms. MFee said. "They all do; every one of them He
was just lucky. That's it -- luck. Nothing but luck. And | ater when he got into the synthetic
al um num busi ness." She reflected. "Al um nide. That was |uck. One of these fireball |ucky nen, but
they always wind up the same way; their luck runs out on themat the end. His did." Know ngly, she
said, "H's ran out, but they never told us. That's why nobody sees Gumm any nore. His luck ran
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out, and he committed suicide. It's not a runor. It's a fact. | know a man whose wi fe worked for
the MPs for a sumer, and she told himit's positive; Gunmkilled hinmself tw years ago. And
they' ve had one person after another predicting those mssiles.™

"I see," Ragle said.

Triunphantly, Ms. MFee told him "Wen they nade himput up -- when he accepted that offer
to cone to Denver and do their missile predicting for them then they saw through him they saw it
was just bluff. And rather than stand the public shame, the disgrace, he--"

Vic interrupted, "W have to | eave."

"Yes," Ragle said. "Good night." Both he and Vic started toward the door

"What about your roons?" Ms. MFee demanded, following after them "I haven't had a chance
to show you anything."

"Good night," Ragle said. He and Vic stepped out onto the porch, down the steps to the path,
and to the sidewal k.

"WIl you be back?" Ms. MFee called fromthe porch

"Later," Vic said.

The two of them wal ked away from the house

"I forgot," Ragle said. "I forgot all this." But | kept on predicting, he thought. | did it
anyhow. So in a sense it doesn't matter, because |I'mstill doing ny job.

Vic said, "I always believed you couldn't |earn anything from popular tune lyrics. | was

wrong. "

And, Ragle realized, if I'"'mnot sitting in nmy roomworking on the puzzle tonorrow, as
al ways do, our lives nmay well be snuffed out. No wonder Ted the driver pleaded with nme. And no
wonder ny face was on the cover of Time_ as Man of the Year.

"I remenber," he said, stopping. "That night. The Kessel mans. The phot ograph of ny al um num
pl ant."

"Alum nide," Vic said. "She said, anyhow. "

Do | renmenber everything? Ragle asked hinmsel f. What else is there?

"We can go back," Vic said. "W have to go back. You do, at least. | guess they needed a
bunch of people around you, so that it would | ook natural. Margo, nyself, Bill Black. The

condi ti oned responses, when | reached around in the bathroomfor the |light cord. They must have
light cords, here. O | did, anyhow. And when the people at the nmarket ran as a group. They nust
have worked in a store here, worked together. Maybe in a grocery store out here, the same job.
Everything the sane except that it was forty years later."

Ahead of thema cluster of |ights burned.

"W'll try there," Ragle said, increasing his pace. He still had the card Ted had given him
The nunber probably got himin touch with the military people, or whoever it was who had arranged
the town in the first place. Back again... but why?

"Way is it necessary?" he asked. "Wy can't | do it here? Wiy do | have to live there,
i magi ning I'm back in 1959, working on a newspaper contest?"

"Don't ask ne," Vic said. "I can't tell you."

The lights transforned thenselves into words. A neon sign in several colors, burning in the
dar kness:

VESTERN DRUG AND PHARMACY

"A drugstore," Vic said. "W can phone fromthere."

They entered the drugstore, an astonishingly tiny, narrow, brilliantly lit place with high
shel ves and di spl ays. No customers could be seen, nor a clerk; Ragle stopped at the counter and
| ooked around for the public phones. Do they still have then? he wondered.

"May | help you?" a wonan's voi ce sounded near by.

"Yes," he said. "W want to make a phone call. It's urgent."

"You better show us how to operate the phone," Vic said. "O maybe you coul d get the nunber
for us."

"Certainly,"” the clerk said, sliding around from behind the counter in her white snock. She
snmled at them a m ddl e-aged womman weari ng | ow heel ed shoes. "Good evening, M. Gumm"

He recogni zed her.

Ms. Keitel bein.

Nodding to him Ms. Keitel bein passed himon her way to the door. She closed and | ocked the
door, pulled down the shade, and then turned to face him "Wat's the phone nunber?" she said.
He handed her the card.
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"Ch," she said, reading the nunber. "I see. That's the switchboard for the Arnmed Services, at
Denver. And the extension is 62. That--" She began to frown. "That probably would be sonebody in
the m ssile-defense establishnment. If they'd be there this late they must virtually live there. So
that woul d nake them sonebody high up." She returned the card. "How nuch do you renenber?" she
sai d.

Ragl e said, "I renenber a great deal."

"Did nmy showi ng you the nodel of your factory help you?"

"Yes," he said. It certainly had. After seeing it, he had gotten onto the bus and ridden
downtown to the supernarket.

"Then I'mglad," she said.

"You' re hanging around," he said, "to give ne systematic doses of menory. Then you nust
represent the Arned Services.

"l do," she said. "In a sense."

"Why did | forget in the first place?"

Ms. Keitelbein said, "You forgot because you were made to forget. The sane way you were nade
to forget what happened to you that night when you got up as far as the top of the hill and ran
into the Kessel mans."

"But it was city trucks. City enpl oyees. They grabbed ne. They worked nme over. The next
norning they started ripping out the street. Keeping an eye on nme." That neant the same peopl e who
ran the town. The people who had built it. "Did they make nme forget in the first place?"

"Yes," she said.

"But you want nme to renenber."

She said, "That's because I'ma lunatic. Not the kind you are, but the kind the MPs want to
round up. You had made up your mind to cone over to us, M. Gumm In fact, you had packed your
bri ef case. But sonething went wrong and you never got over to us. They didn't want to put an end
to you, because they needed you. So they put you to work solving puzzles in a newspaper. That way
you coul d use your talent for them.. w thout ethical qualms."” She continued to snmle her merry,
professional smle; in her white clerk's snock she could have been a nurse, perhaps a dental nurse
advocating sonme new technique for oral hygiene. Efficient and practical. And, he thought,
dedi cat ed

He said, "Wiy had | nmade up nmy nmind to cone over to you?"

"Don't you renenber?"

"No," he said.

"Then | have things for you to read. A sort of reorientation kit." Stooping, she reached
behi nd the counter and brought out a flat manila envel ope; she opened it on the counter. "First,"
she said, "the January 14, 1996 copy of _Tine_ , with your picture on the cover and your biography
inside. Conplete, in so far as public know edge about you goes."

"What have they been told?" he said, thinking of Ms. MFee and her garble of suspicions and
runors.

"That you have a respiratory condition that requires you to live in seclusion in South
Anerica. In a back-country town in Peru called Ayacucho. It's all in the biography." She held out
a small book. "A grammar school text on current history. Used as the official text in One Happy
Wrld school s. "

Ragl e said, "Explain the ' One Happy Wrld' slogan to nme."

"It's not a slogan. It's the official nonenclature for the group that believes there's no
future in interplanetary travel. One Happy World is good enough, better in fact than a lot of arid
wastes that the Lord never intended man to occupy. You know of course what 'lunatics' neans.”

"Yes," he said. "Lunar colonists."

"Not quite. But it's there in the book, along with an account of the origins of the war. And
there's one nore thing." Fromthe fol der she brought out a panphlet with the title:

THE STRUGGLE AGAI NST TYRANNY

"What's this?" Ragle said, accepting it. The panphl et gave himan eerie feeling, the strong
shock of famliarity, |ong association

Ms. Keitelbein said, "It's a panphlet circul ated anong the thousands of workers at Ragle
@unmm Inc. In your various plants. You haven't given up your econom c hol di ngs, you under st and.
You vol unteered to serve the governnment for a nominal sum-- a gesture of patriotism Your talent
to be put to work saving people fromlunatic bonbings. But after you had worked for the governnent
-- the One Happy World Governnent -- for a few nonths, you had an inportant change of heart. You
al ways did see patterns sooner than anyone el se.”
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"Can | take these back to town?" he said. He wanted to be ready for tonorrow s puzzle; it was
in his bones.

"No," she said. "They know you got out. If you go back they'l|l nake another try at w ping out
your nmenories. |I'd rather you stayed here and read them It's about eleven o'clock. There's tine.

I know you're thinking about tonorrow. You can't help it."

"Are we safe here?" Vic said

"Yes," she said.

"No MPs will cone by and | ook in?" Vic said.

"Look out the window," Ms. Keitelbein said

Both Vic and Ragle went to the drugstore wi ndow and peered out at the street.

The street had gone. They faced dark, enpty fields.

"We're between towns," Ms. Keitelbein said. "Since you set foot in here we've been in
motion. We're in notion now. For a nonth now we've been able to penetrate A d Town, as the Seabees
call it. They built it, so they naned it." Pausing, she said, "Didn't it ever occur to you to
wonder where you |lived? The nane of your town? The county? State?"

"No," Ragle said, feeling foolish

"Do you know where it is now?"

"No," he admtted.

Ms. Keitelbein said, "lIt's in Woning. We're in western Woning, near the |daho border. Your
town was built up as a reconstruction of several old towns which got blown away in the early days
of the war. The Seabees recreated the environnent fairly well, based on texts and records. The

ruins that Margo wants the city to clear for the health of the children, the ruins in which we
pl anted t he phone book and word-slips and nagazines, is a bit of the genuine old town of Kenmerer.
An archaic county arnory."

Seating hinself at the counter, Ragle began to read his biography in _Tinme_.

fourteen

In his hands the pages of the nagazi ne opened, spread out, presented himwth the world of
reality. Names, faces, experiences drifted up at himand resuned their existences. And no nen in
overalls cane slipping in at himfromthe outside darkness; no one disturbed him This tine he was
allowed to sit by hinmself, gripping the nagazine, bent over it and absorbed in it.

_Mre with Moraga , he thought. The ol d campai gn, the 1987 presidential elections. And, he
thought, win with Wl fe . The winning team 1In front of himthe | ean, bunbling shape of the
Harvard | aw professor, and then his Vice President. Wat a contrast, he thought. Disparity
responsible for a civil war. And on the sane ticket, too. Try to capture everybody's vote. Wap it
all up... but can it be done? Law professor from Harvard and ex-railroad foreman. Ronman and
English law, and then a man who jotted down the wei ght of sacks of salt.

"Renenber John Myraga?" he asked Vic.

Confusion stirred on Vic's face. "Naturally," he nuttered.

"Funny that an educated nan could turn out to be so gullible," Ragle said. "Cat's paw for the
econom c interests. Too naive, probably. Too cloistered.” Too nuch theory and too little
experience, he thought.

"I don't agree with you," Vic said in a voice that grew abruptly hard with conviction. "A nan
dedi cated to seeing his principles carried out in practice, despite all odds."

Ragl e gl anced up at himin astoni shnment. The tight expression of certitude. Partisanship, he
t hought. Debates in the bars at night: | wouldn't be caught dead using a salad bow nade out of
Lunar Ore. Don't buy Lunar. The boycott. And all in the name of principles.

Ragl e said, "Buy Ant-Ore.'

"Buy at hone," Vic agreed, w thout hesitation

"Why?" Ragle said. "What's the difference? Do you think of the Antarctic continent as home?"
He was puzzled. "Lun-Ore or Ant-Oe. Oe is ore." The great foreign policy debate. The Moon wil|
never be worth anything to us econom cally, he thought to hinself. Forget about it. But suppose it
is worth sonething? What then?

In 1993 President Mraga signed into law the bill that terninated Anerican econonic
devel opnent on Luna. Hurray! Zeeeeep! Zeeeeep

Fifth Avenue ticker-tape parade.

And then the insurrection. The wol ves, he thought.

""Wn with Wife'," he said al oud.

Vic said fiercely, "In ny opinion a bunch of traitors."
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Standing apart fromthe two of them Ms. Keitelbein |listened and wat ched.

"The law clearly states that in case of presidential disability the Vice President becones
full and acting President,” Ragle said. "So how can you start tal king about traitors?"

"Acting President isn't the same as President. He was just supposed to see that the rea
President's wi shes were carried out. He wasn't supposed to distort and destroy the President's

foreign policies. He took advantage of the President's illness. Restoring funds to the Lunar
projects to please a bunch of California liberals with a ot of starry-eyed dreany notions and no
practical sense--" Vic gasped with indignation. "Mentality of teen-agers yearning to drive fast

and far in souped-up cars. See beyond the next range of mountains."”

Ragl e said, "You got that from sone newspaper columm. Those aren't your ideas."

"Freudi an expl anation, sonething to do with vague sexual pronptings. Wiy else go to the Mon?
Al that talk about '"ultimate goal of life.' Phony nonsense." Vic jabbed his finger at him "And
it isn't legal."

"If it isn't legal," Ragle said, "it doesn't matter if it's vague sexual pronptings or not."
You're getting your |ogic nuddl ed, he thought. Having it both ways. It's immture and it's agai nst
the law. Say anything against it, whatever cones to your mnd. Wiy are you so set against Lunar
exploration? Srmell of the alien? Contami nation? The unfam liar seeping in through the chinks in
the walls. ..

The radi o shouted, "...desperately ill with a kidney disorder, President John Mraga at his
villa in South Carolina declares that only w th painstaking scrutiny and the nost solemm attention
to the best interests of the nation will he consider--"

Pai nst aki ng, Ragl e thought. Ki dney di sorders al ways pai nstaking, or rather painsgiving. The
poor man.

"He was a hell of a fine President," Vic said.

Ragl e said, "He was an idiot."

M's. Keitel bein nodded.

The group of Lunar col onists declared that they would not return funds they had received and
whi ch the Federal agencies had begun billing themfor. Accordingly, the FBI arrested them qua
group for violation of statutes dealing with m suse of Federal funds, and, where machi nery rather
than funds were involved, for unauthorized possession of Federal property et cetera.

Pretext, Ragle Gunm t hought.

_In the dimevening the lights of the car radio illum nated the dashboard, his knee, the knee
of the girl beside himas both he and she | ay back together, intwined, warm perspiring, reaching
now and then into a bag of potato chips resting on the folds of her skirt. He | eaned forward once
to sip beer. _

_"Why woul d people want to live on the Mon?" the girl nurnured. _

_"Chronic mal contents,” he said, sleepily. "Normal people don't need to. Normal people would
be satisfied with life as it is." He closed his eyes and |istened to the dance nusic on the
radi o. _

_"lIs it pretty on the Mon?" the girl asked._

_"Oh Christ, it's amful," he said. "Nothing but rock and dust."_

_The girl said, "Wien we get married |I'd rather live down around Mexico City. Prices are
high, but it's very cosnopolitan.” _

On the nmgazi ne pages between Ragle Gunmi s hands, the article rem nded himthat he was now
forty-six years old. It had been a long tine since he had | ounged with the girl in the car
listening to dance nusic on the radio. That was a very sweet girl, he thought. Wy isn't there a
pi cture of her here in the article? Maybe they don't know about her. Part of ny life that didn't
count. Didn't affect mankind...

In February of 1994 a battle broke out at Base One, the nominal capital of the Lunar
colonies. Soldiers fromthe nearby mssile base were set upon by col onists, and a five-hour
pi tched encounter was fought. That night, special troop-transporting ships left Earth for Luna.

Hurray, he thought. Zeeeeep! Zeeeeep

Wthin a nonth a full-scale war was under way.

"I see," Ragle Gumm said. He cl osed the nmgazi ne.

Ms. Keitelbein said, "Acivil war is the worst kind possible. Fanmily against fanmly. Father
agai nst son."

"The expansionists--" Wth difficulty, he said, "The lunatics on Earth didn't do very well."

"They fought a while, in California and New York and in a few large inland cities. But by the
end of the first year the One Happy Wirlders had control here on Earth.” Ms. Keitelbein smled at
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himw th her fixed, professional snmile; she | eaned back agai nst a counter, her arms fol ded. "Now
and then at night, lunatic partisans cut phone lines and bl ow up bridges. But nost of those who
survived are getting a dose of e.c. Concentration canps, in Nevada and Arizona."

Ragl e said, "But you have the Mon."

"Ch yes," she said. "And now we're fairly self-sufficient. W have the resources, the
equi prent. The trained nen."

"Don't they bomb you?"

She said, "Well, you see, Luna keeps one side away fromthe Earth."

Yes, he thought. O course. The ideal mlitary base. Earth did not have that advantage.
Eventual | y, every part of Earth swaminto the sights of the watchers on the Moon

Ms. Keitelbein said, "All our crops are grown hydro -- hydroponies, in tanks under the
surface. No way they can be contam nated by fallout. And we have no atnosphere to pick up and
carry the dust. The lesser gravity permts nuch of the dust to | eave conpletely... it just drifts
away, into space. Qur installations are underground, too. Qur houses and schools. And--" she
snmled -- "we breathe canned air. So no bacteriological material affects us. We're conpletely
contained. Even if there're fewer of us. Only a few thousand, in fact."

"And you' ve been bonbing Earth," he said.

"W have an attack program Aggressive approach. We put warheads into what used to be

transports and fire themat Earth. One or two a week... plus snaller strikes, research rockets
whi ch we have in quantity. And comuni cation and supply rockets, small stuff good for a few
farmhouses or a factory. It worries them because they can never tell if it's a fullsize transport

with a full-size Hwarhead, or only a little fellow It disrupts their lives."
Ragl e said, "And that's what |'ve been predicting.”

"Yes," she said.

"How wel | have | done?"

"Not as well as they've told you. Lowery, | nean."

"I see,"” he said.

"But not badly, either. W' ve succeeded in random zing our pattern nore or |less... you get
sonme of them especially the full-size transports. | think we tend to fuss with themto a greater
degree because we have only a linmted nunber. We tend to unrandom ze them So you sense the
pattern, you and your talent. Wnen's hats. Wat they'll be wearing next year. Cccult."”

"Yes," he said. "Or artistic."

"But why'd you go over to then?" Vic demanded. "They've been bomnbing us, killing wonen and
children--"

"He knows why now," Ms. Keitelbein said. "I sawit on his face as he read. He renenbers."

"Yes," Ragle said. "I renmenber."

"Way did you go over to then?" Vic said.

"Because they're right," Ragle said. "And the isolationists are wong."

Ms. Keitel bein said, "That's why."

When Margo opened the front door and saw it was Bill Black outside on the dark porch, she
sai d,

"They're not here. They're down at the store, taking a rush inventory. Sonething about a
surprise audit."

"Can | cone in anyhow?" Bl ack said.

She let himin. He shut the door after him "I know they're not here." He had a |istless,
despondent manner. "But they're not down at the store.™

"That's where | saw themlast," she said, not enjoying telling a lie. "And that's what they
told me." Told nme to say, she thought to herself.

Bl ack said, "They got out. W picked up the driver of the truck. They let himoff a hundred
or so mles along the road."

"How do you know?" she said, and then she felt rage at him An alnbst hysterical resentnent.
She di d not understand, but she had a deep intuition. "You and your |asagne," she said chokingly.
"Comi ng over here and spying, hanging around himall the tine. Sending that tail-switching w fe of
yours over to rub up against him"

"She's not my wife," he said. "They assigned her because | had to be set up in a residential
context."

Her head swam "Does -- she know?"

"No. "

"That's sonething," Margo said. "Now what?" she said. "You can stand there smrking because
you know what it's all about."
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"I"'mnot smirking," Black said. "I'mjust thinking that at the noment | had ny chance to get
hi m back | thought to myself, That nust be the Kesselmans. It's the same people. Sinple nixup on
the nanes. | wonder who conjured up that. | never was too good on nanes. Maybe they found that

out. But with sixteen hundred nanes to keep track of and deal with--"

"Si xteen hundred," she said. "Wat do you nean?" And her intuition, then, grew. A sense of
the finiteness of the world around her. The streets and houses and shops and cars and peopl e.
Si xt een hundred people, standing in the center of a stage. Surrounded by props, by furniture to
sit in, kitchens to cook in, cars to drive, food to fix. And then, behind the props, the flat,
pai nted scenery. Painted houses set farther back. Painted people. Painted streets. Sounds from
speakers set in the wall. Samy sitting alone in a classroom the only pupil. And even the teacher
not real. Only a series of tapes being played for him

"Do we get to know what it's for?" she said.

"He knows. Ragle knows."

She said, "That's why we don't have radios."

"You' d have picked things up on a radio,"” Black said.

"W did," she said. "W picked you up."

He grimaced. "It was a question of tinme. Sooner or later. But we expected himto keep sinking
back into it, in spite of that."

"But soneone cane along," Margo said.

"Yes. Two nore people. Tonight we sent a work crew to the house -- that big old two-story
house on the corner -- but they' re gone. Nobody there. Left all their nodels. They gave hima
course in Civil Defense. Leading up to the present.”

She said, "If you have nothing else to say, | wish you'd | eave."

"I"'mgoing to stay here," Black told her. "All night. He nmight decide to come back. | thought
you'd prefer it if Junie didn't come with me. | can sleep here in the living room that way |']

see himif he does show up." Opening the front door he lifted a snmall suitcase into the house. "My
t oot hbrush, pajamas, a few personal things,"” he said, in the same dulled, spiritless voice.

"You're in trouble,” she said. "Aren't you?"

"So are you," Black said. Setting the suitcase down on a chair he opened it and began to |ay
out his possessions.

"Who are you?" she said. "If you're not 'Bill Black.""

"I amBill Black. Major WIliam Bl ack, United States Board of Strategic Planning, Western
Theater. Oiginally | worked with Ragle, plotting out missile strikes. In some respects | was his
pupil.™

"So you don't work for the city. For the water conpany."”

The front door opened and there stood Junie Black, in a coat, holding a clock. Her face was
puf fy and red; obviously she had been crying. "You forgot your clock," she said to Bill Black
holding it out to him "Wy are you staying here tonight?" she said in a quavering voice. "Is it
sonmething | did?" She glanced fromhimto Margo. "Are you two having an affair? Is that it? Was
that it all the tine?"

Nei t her of them said anything.

"Pl ease explain it to nme," Junie said.

Bill said, "For god's sake, will you beat it. Go on hone."

Sniffling, she said, "Okay. Whatever you say. WIIl you be honme tomorrow, or is this
per manent ?"

"It's just for tonight,’

The door shut after her

"What a pest," Bill Black said.

he sai d.

"She still believes it," Margo said. "That she's your wife."

"She'll believe it until she's been reconstructed,” Bill said. "So will you. You'll keep on
seei ng what you've been seeing. The training is all there, on a nonrational |evel. |Inpressed on
your systens."

"It's awful ," she said.

"Ch, | don't know. There are worse things. It's an attenpt to save your lives."

"I's Ragl e conditioned, too? Like the rest of us?"

"No," Black said, as he laid out his pajamas on the couch. Margo noticed the |oud colors, the
flowers and | eaves of bright red. "Ragle is in a little different shape. He gave us the idea for
all this. He got hinself into a dilemma, and the only way he could solve it was to go into a
wi t hdrawal psychosis."

She thought, Then he really is insane.

"He withdrew into a fantasy of tranquillity,"” Black said, wi nding the clock that Junie had
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brought over. "Back to a period before the war. To his childhood. To the late 'fifties, when he
was an infant."

"I don't believe a thing you' re saying," she said, resisting it. But she still heard it.
"So we found a system by which we could et himlive in his stress-free world. Relatively
stress-free, | nean. And still plot our nissile intercepts for us. He could do it w thout the

sense of load on his shoulders. The lives of all mankind. He could nmake it into a gane, a
newspaper contest. That was our tip-off, originally. One day, when we dropped into his
headquarters at Denver, he greeted us by saying, 'I|'ve alnpst got today's puzzle finished.' A week
or so later he had gotten a full-scale retreat fantasy going."

"I's he really nmy brother?" she said.

Bl ack hesitated. "No," he said.

"I's he any relation to ne?"

"No," Black said, with reluctance.

"I's Vic my husband?"

"N-no."
"I's anybody any relation to anybody?" she denmanded.
Scow i ng, Black said, "I--" Then he bit his lip and said, "It so happens that you and | are

married. But your personality-type fitted in better as a menber of Ragle's household. It had to be
arranged on a practical basis."

After that, neither of them said anything. Margo wal ked unsteadily into the kitchen and
reflexively seated herself at the table there.

Bill Black nmy husband, she thought. Major Bill Black. In the living room her husband
unrol l ed a bl anket on the couch, tossed a pillow at one end, and prepared to retire for the night.

Going to the living roomdoor, she said, "Can | ask you somnet hi ng?"

He nodded.

"Do you know where the light cord is that Vic reached for, that night in the bathroonP"

Bl ack said, "Vic managed a grocery store in Oregon. The light cord m ght have been there. O
in his apartment there.”

"How | ong have you and | been married?"

"Six years."

She said, "Any children?"

"Two girls. Ages four and five."

"What about Sammy?" In his room Sanmy slept on, his door shut. "He's no relation to anybody?
Just a child recruited somewhere along the line, like a novie actor to fill a part?"

"He's Vic's boy. Vic and his wife."

"What's his wife's name?"

"You've never net her."

"Not that big Texas girl down at the store.™

Bl ack | aughed. "No. A girl named Betty or Barbara; | never nmet her, either.”
"What a ness," she said.
"It is," he said.

She returned to the kitchen and reseated herself. Later, she heard himswitch on the
television set. He listened to concert nusic for an hour or so, and then she heard himsw tch the
set off, and then the living roomlight, and then get under the blanket on the couch. Later on, at
the kitchen table, she involuntarily dozed.

The tel ephone woke her up. She could hear Bill Black flailing about in the living room
trying to find it.
“In the hall," she said groggily.

"Hello," Black said.

The cl ock on the wall above the kitchen sink told her that the time was three-thirty. Lord,
she t hought.

"Ckay," Black said. He hung up the phone and padded back into the living room Listening, she
heard himdress, stuff his things away in the suitcase, and then the front door opened and shut.
He had left. He had gone.

Not waiting, she thought, rubbing her eyes and trying to wake up. She felt stiff and col d;
shivering, she got to her feet and stood before the oven, trying to get warm

They' re not com ng back, she thought. At least, Ragle isn't conming back. O Black would wait.

From hi s bedroom Sammy called, "Mmry! Mmy!"

She opened the door. "Wat's the matter?" she said.

Sitting up in bed, Sammy said, "W was on the phone?"

"Nobody, " she said. She entered the room and bent down to tuck the covers over the boy. "Go
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back to sleep.”

"Did Dad get hone yet?"

"Not yet," she said.

"Ww, " Sammy said, settling back down and already drifting back into sleep. "Maybe they stole
sonething... left town."

She rermi ned in the bedroom seated on the edge of the boy's bed, snoking a cigarette and
forcing herself to stay awake.

| don't think they'll be back, she thought. But 1'll wait up anyhow. Just in case.

"What do you nean they're right?" Vic said. "You nean it's right to bonmb towns and hospitals
and churches?"

Ragl e Gunm renenbered the day he had first heard about the Lunar colonists, already called
lunatics, firing on Federal troops. Nobody had been very nuch surprised. The lunatics, for the
nmost part, consisted of discontented people, unestablished young coupl es, anbitious young nen and
their wives, feww th children, none with property or responsibility. His first reaction was to
wi sh that he could fight. But his age forbade that. And he had sonet hing much nore valuable to
vol unt eer.

They had put himto work plotting the missile strikes, making his graphs and patterns of
predi ction, doing his statistical research, he and his staff. Mjor Black had been his executive
officer, a bright individual eager to learn how the plotting was done. For the first year it had
gone properly, and then the weight of responsibility had gotten himdown. The sense that all their
|ives depended on him And at that point the army people had decided to take himoff Earth. To put
hi m aboard a ship and transport himto one of the health resorts on Venus to which high governnent
officials went, and at which they wasted much tine. The climte on Venus, or perhaps the mnerals
in the water, or the gravity -- no one could be sure -- had done nmuch to cure cancer and heart
troubl e.

For the first tine in his life he found hinself |eaving Earth. Journeying out into space,
bet ween planets. Free of gravity. The greatest tie had ceased to hold him The fundanental force
that kept the universe of matter behaving as it did. The Hei senberg Unified Field Theory had
connected all energy, all phenonena into a single experience. Now, as his ship left Earth, he
passed fromthat experience to another, the experience of pure freedom

It answered, for him a need that he had never been aware of. A deep restless yearning under
the surface, always there in him throughout his life, but not articulated. The need to travel on
To migrate.

Hi s ancestors had migrated. They had appeared, nonmads, not farmers but food-gatherers,
entering the West from Asia. When they had reached the Mediterranean they had settled down,
because they had reached the edge of the world; there was no place left to go. And then later
hundreds of years later, reports had arrived that other places existed. Lands beyond the sea. They
had never gotten out onto the sea much, except perhaps for their abortive nmgration to North
Africa. That migration out onto the water in boats was a terrifying thing for them They had no
i dea where they were going, but after a while they had made that nmigration, fromone continent to
another. And that held themfor a time, because again they had reached the edge of the world.

No migration had ever been like this. For any species, any race. Fromone planet to another.
How could it be surpassed? They nade now, in these ships, the final |eap. Every variety of life
made its migration, traveled on. It was a universal need, a universal experience. But these people
had found the ultimte stage, and as far as they knew, no other species or race had found that.

It had nothing to do with minerals, resources, scientific neasurement. Nor even exploration
and profit. Those were excuses. The actual reason lay outside their conscious nminds. If he were
required to, he could not fornulate the need, even as he experienced it fully. No one could. An
instinct, the nost primtive drive, as well as the nost noble and conplex. It was both at once.

And the ironic thing, he thought, is that people say God never neant for us to travel in
space.

The lunatics are right, he thought, because they know it has nothing to do with how
profitable the ore concessions can be nade to be. We're only pretending to mine ore on Luna. It's
not a political question, or even an ethical one. But you have to answer sonething when soneone
asks you. You have to pretend that you know.

For a week he bathed in the warm m neral waters at the Roosevelt Hot Springs on Venus. Then
they shi pped himback to Earth. And, shortly after that, he started spending his tine thinking
back to his childhood. To the peaceful days when his father had sat around the |living roomreading
t he newspaper and the kids had watched Captai n Kangaroo on TV. Wien his nother had driven their
new Vol kswagen, and the news on the radi o hadn't been about war but about the first Earth
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satellites and the initial hopes for thernonuclear power. For infinite sources of energy.

Bef ore the great strikes and depressions and civil discord that cane |ater.

That was his last nenory. Spending his tinme neditating about the 'fifties. And then, one day,
he found hinself back in the '"fifties. It had seened a marvel ous event to him A breath-taking
wonder. All at once the sirens, the e.e. buildings, the conflict and hate, the bunper strips
readi ng ONE HAPPY WORLD, vani shed. The soldiers in their uniforms hanging around himall day | ong,
the dread of the next missile attack, the pressure and tension, and above all the doubt that they
all felt. The terrible guilt of a civil war, masked over by greater and greater ferocity. Brother
agai nst brother. Fam |y against itself.

_A Vol kswagen rolled up and parked. A worman, very pretty and smling, stepped out and said, _

_"Alnost ready to go honme?" _

_That's a darn sensible little car they've got, he thought. They made a good buy. High resale
val ue. _

_"Just about," he said to his nother. _

_"l want to get a few things in the drugstore,
them _

_Trade-in on electric razors, he thought as he watched his nother and father go off toward
the drug department of Ernie's Shopping Center. Seven-fifty for your old razor, regardl ess of
meke. No om nous preoccupation: the pleasure of buying. Above his head the shiny signs. Col ors of
shifting ads. The brightness, the splendor. He wandered about the parking | ot, anong the |ong
pastel cars, gazing up at the signs, reading the words in the w ndow displays. Schilling drip
cof fee 69 cents a pound. Gosh, he thought. Wat a buy. _

_His eyes took in the sight of merchandi se, cars, people, counters; he thought, Wat a lot to
| ook at. What a lot to examine. A fair, practically. In the grocery departnent a woman givi ng away
free sanpl es of cheese. He wandered that way. Bits of yell ow cheese on a tray. The woman hol di ng
the tray out to anyone. Sonething for nothing. The excitenent. Hum and nmurrmur. He entered the
store and reached out for his free sanple, trenbling. The woman, snmiling down at him said,

_"What do you say?" _

_"Thank you," he said. _

_"Do you enjoy this?" the woman asked. "Roam ng around here in the different stores while
your parents are shoppi ng?" _

_"Sure," he said, munching on the cheese. _

_The wonman said, "is it because you feel that everything you mght need is avail able here? A
big store, a supermarket, is a conplete world in itsel f?"_

"l guess so," he adnmitted. _

_"So there's nothing to fear,
peace, here." _

_"That's right," he said, with a neasure of resentnment at her, at the questioning. He | ooked
once nore at the tray of food._

_"Wich department are you in now?" the woman asked. _

_He I ooked around himand saw that he was in the pharmacy departnent. Anong the tubes of
t oot hpaste and magazi nes and sun-gl asses and jars of hand lotion. But | was in the food part, he
thought with surprise. Wiere the sanples of food are, the free food. Are there free sanples of gum
and candy here? That woul d be okay. _

his father said, closing the car door after

the wonan said. "No need to feel anxiety. You can relax. Find

"You see," the worman said, "they didn't do anything to you, to your nind. You slipped back
yoursel f. You' ve slipped back now, just reading about it. You keep wanting to go back." Now she
did not have a tray of cheese sanples. "Do you know who | an®?" she asked in a considerate voice.

"You're faniliar," he said, stalling because he could not recall

"I''mMs. Keitel bein," the wonman said.

"That's so," he agreed. He noved away from her. "You've done a lot to help ne,
her, feeling grateful

"You're getting out of it," Ms. Keitelbein said. "But it'll take tine. The pull on you is
strong. The tug back into the past.™

he said to

_The Saturday-afternoon crowd swarned on all sides of him How nice, he thought. This is the
CGol den Age. The finest time to be alive. | hope | can live like this always._

_His father, beckoning to himfromthe Vol kswagen. Arm oad of parcels. "Let's go,"” his father
called. _

_"Ckay," he said, still wandering, still seeing everything, unwilling to let it all go by
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him In the corner of the parking | ot heaps of colorful paper that had bl own there, wappers and
cartons and paper bags. His mind made out the patterns, the cigarette packages crunpled up, the
lids to m | kshake cartons. And in the debris |ay sonething of value. A dollar bill, folded. It had
blown there with the rest. Bending, he sorted it out, tinfolded it. Yes, a dollar bill. Lost by
soneone, probably a long, long tinme ago.

_"Hey, look what | found," he called to his father and nother, running toward them and the

car.

_Conference, ending in, "Can he keep it? Wuld it be right?" H's nother, concerned. _

_"Never be able to locate the owner," his father said. "Sure, keep it." He tousled the boy's
hair.

_"But he didn't earnit,"” his nother said. _

_"l found it," Ragle Gumm chanted, clutching the bill. "I figured out where it was; | knew it
was there with all that other junk."_

_"Luck," his father said. "Now, | know fellows that can wal k al ong and spot nobney on the
pavenent any day of the week. | never can. | bet | never found a dine in the gutter all nmy life."_

"l can do that," Ragle GQumm chanted. "I can figure it out; | know how " _

_Later, his father relaxing on the couch in the living room relating tales about Wrld War
Two, his part in the Pacific phase. H s nother washing dishes in the kitchen. The tranquillity of
t he house... _

_"What are you going to do with your dollar?" his father asked. _

_"lnvest it," Ragle Gummsaid. "So I'll have nore." _

_"Bi g businessman, eh?" his father said. "Don't forget about corporation taxes."_
_"1"1l have plenty left over," he said confidently, |eaning back the way his father did,
hands behind his head, el bows stuck out.

He savored this happiest of all nmonments of life.

"But why so inaccurate?" he asked Ms. Keitel bein. "The Tucker car. It was a terrific car
but--"

Ms. Keitelbein said, "You did ride in one, once."

"Yes," he said. "O at least | think so. Wien | was a kid." And, at that point renenbering,
he could feel the presence of the car. "In Los Angeles," he said. "A friend of ny dad's owned one
of the prototypes.”

"You see, that would explain it," she said.

"But it never was put into production. It never got beyond the hand-built stage."

"But you needed it," Ms. Keitelbein said. "It was for you." Eagle Gummsaid, " _Uncle Tonm s
Cabin_." It had seened perfectly natural to him at the time, when Vic had shown themall the
brochure fromthe Book-of-the-Month Club. "That thing was witten a century before ny tine. That's
a really ancient book."

Pi cking up the magazine article, Ms. Keitelbein held it out to him "A childhood verity,"
she said. "Try to renenber.’'

There, in the article, a line about the book. He had owned a copy, read the book over and
over again. Battered yellow and bl ack covers, charcoal-like illustrations as lurid as the book
itself. Again he felt the weight of the thing in his hands, the dusty, rough pressure of the
fabric and paper. H nself, off in the quiet and shadows of the yard, nose down, eyes fixed on the
text. Keeping it with himin his room rereading it because it was a stable elenment; it did not
change. It gave hima sense of certainty. A sense that he could count on it to be there, exactly
as it had always been. Even the crayon markings on the first page that he had nade, his scraw ed
initials.

"Everything in terns of your requirenments," Ms. Keitel bein said. "What you needed, for your
security and confort. Why should it be accurate? If _Uncle Tonms Cabin_ was a necessity of your
chil dhood, it was included."

Li ke a daydream he thought. Keeping in the good. Excluding the undesirable.

"If radios infringed, then there were no radios," Ms. Keitelbein said. "O at |east there
weren't supposed to be."

But such a natural thing, he realized. They overl ooked a radio every now and then. They kept
forgetting that in the illusion the radio did not exist; they kept slipping up in just such
trifles. Typical difficulty in maintaining daydreans, they failed to be consistent. Sitting at the

tabl e playing poker with us, Bill Black saw the crystal set and did not renenber. It was too
commonpl ace. It did not register; he had his mnd on nore inportant natters.

In her patient way, Ms. Keitel bein went on, "So you recogni ze that they built for you -- and
pl aced you in -- a safe, controlled, environment in which you could do your job wthout doubt or
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distractions. O the realization that you were on the wong side."

Vic said savagely, "The _wong_ side? -- the side that was attacked!"

"In acivil war," Ragle said, "every side is wong. It's hopeless to try to untangle it.
Everyone is a victim"

In his lucid periods, before they had taken himfromhis office and established himin Qd
Town, he had evolved a plan. He had carefully assenbled his notes and papers, packed his
possessi ons, and prepared to | eave. In a roundabout nanner he had nanaged to nake contact with a
group of California lunatics at one of the concentration canps in the M dwest; doses of
reorientation training had not yet affected themor their loyalties, and fromthem he had gotten
instructions. He was to neet with a free, undetected lunatic in St. Louis, at a particular tine,
on a particular day. But he had never arrived there. The day before, they had picked up his
contact, gotten the information fromhim And that was that.

In the concentration canps, the captured |unatics underwent a systematic brai nwashi ng, but of
course it was never called that. This was education along new lines, a freeing of the individua
from prejudi ces, mal formed convictions, fromneurotic obsessions and fixed ideas. It hel ped him
mature. It was know edge. He cane forth a better nan.

When O d Town had been built, the people who entered it and becane part of its |ife underwent
the technique used in the canps. They volunteered. Al but Ragle Gunm And on himthe canp
techni que fastened the last elenents of his withdrawal into the past.

_They made it work , he realized. _|I withdrew and they followed right along after ne. They
kept ne in sight_.

Vic said, "You better think this out. It's a big thing, to go over to the other side."

"He already has made up his mnd," Ms. Keitelbein said. "He did that three years ago."

"I'"'mnot going with you," Vic said.

"I know that," Ragle said.

"Are you going to wal k out on Margo, your own sister?"
"Yes," he said.

"You' re going to wal k out on everybody."

"Yes," he said.

"So they can bonb us and kill us all."

"No," he said. Because after he had volunteered, left his private business and gone to work
at Denver, he had | earned something that the top officials of the government knew t hat had never
been nmade public. It was a well-guarded secret. The lunatics, the colonists on Luna, had agreed to
come to terns in the first weeks of the war. They insisted only that a sizable effort be
mai nt ai ned toward further colonization, and that |unatics not be subjected to punitive action
after hostilities had ceased. Wthout Eagle Gunmthe governnent at Denver would yield on those
points. The threat of missile attacks would be enough. Public feeling against the Lunar col onists
did not go that far; three years of fighting and suffering for both sides had nade a difference.

Vic said, "You're a traitor." He stared at his brother-in-law. Except, Eagle thought, |'m not
his brother-in-law. We're not related. | did not know himbefore A d Town.

Yes, he thought. | did know him Wien | lived in Bend, Oregon. He operated a grocery store,
there. | used to buy ny fresh fruit and vegetables fromhim He was al ways puttering about the

potato bins in his white apron, smling at the custoners, worrying about spoilage. That was the
extent to which we knew each ot her

Nor have | got a sister.

But, he thought, | will consider themmnmy famly, because in the two years and a half at AOd
Town they have been a genuine famly, along with Sammy. And June and Bill Black are mnmy nei ghbors.
I _am_ wal king out on them fanmily and relatives, neighbors and friends. That is what civil war
means. In a sense it's the nost idealistic kind of war. The npbst heroic. It neans the nost
sacrifices, the fewest practical advantages.

_I'mdoing it because | know it is right_. It comes first, my duty. Everyone else, Bill Bl ack
and Victor Nielson and Margo and Lowery and Ms. Keitelbein and Ms. Kesselnman -- they all have
done their duty; they have been loyal to what they believe in. | intend to do the sane.

Sticking out his hand he said to Vic, "Good-bye."
Vic, his face wooden, ignored him
"Are you going back to dd Town?" Ragle said

Vi ¢ nodded.
"Maybe I'll see you all again," Ragle said. "After the war." He did not believe that it would
| ast nuch longer. "I wonder if they'll keep up Od Town," he said. "Wthout nme in the center."

Turning, Vic wal ked off, away fromhim to the door of the drugstore. "Any way to get out of
here?" he said loudly, his back to the two of them
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"You'll be let out," Ms. Keitelbein said. "We'll drop you off on the hi ghway and you can
arrange for a ride back to Ad Town."

Vic remai ned by the door.

It's a shane, Ragle Gunm thought. But it has been that way for sone time, now. This is
not hi ng new.

"Wwuld you kill me?" he said to Vic. "If you coul d?"

"No," Vic said. "There's always the chance you'll switch back again, to this side."
To Ms. Keitelbein, Ragle said, "Let's go."

"Your second trip," she said. "You'll be |leaving Earth again."

"That's right," Ragle said. Another lunatic joining the group already there.

Beyond t he wi ndows of the drugstore a shape tilted on its end, to | aunching position. Vapors
boiled up fromits bottom The |oading platformcoasted over to it and | ocked in place. Hal fway up
the side of the ship a door opened. A man stuck his head out, blinked, strained to see in the
ni ght darkness. Then he |lit a colored |ight.

The man with the colored light resenbled Walter Keitelbein to a striking degree. As a natter
of fact, he was_Walter Keitelbein.
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