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Leg. Forst.

Cifford D. Sinmak

When it was tinme for the postnman to have conme and gone, old O yde Packer quit working on his
stanmps and went into the bathroomto conb his snowwhite hair and beard. It was an everlasting
bot her, but there was no way out of it. He'd he sure to meet sone of his neighbors going down and
com ng back and they were a snoopy lot. He felt sure that they tal ked about him not that he
cared, of course. And the Wdow Foshay, just across the hall, was the worst one of themall.

Bef ore going out, he opened a drawer in the big desk in the mddle of the cluttered living
room upon the top of which was piled an indescribable array of litter, and found the tiny box
fromUnuk al Hay. Fromthe box he took a pinch of |leaf and tucked it in his cheek

He stood for a nonment, with the drawer still open, and savored the flavorful satisfaction of
the taste within his nouth - not quite like peppermnt, nor |ike whiskey, either, but with sone
taste akin to both and with sonme other tang that belonged entirely to itself. It was nothing like
anot her man had ever tasted and he suspected that it m ght be habit-formng, although PugAl Nash
had never inforned himthat it was.

Per haps, he told hinself, even if Pug should so try to informhim he could not nake it out,
for the Unukian's idea of how Earth's | anguage should be witten, and the grammar thereof, was a
wonder to behold and could only be believed by sonmeone who had tried to deci pher one of his
flowery little notes.

The box, he saw, was nearly enpty, and he hoped that the queer, faithful, alnmost w stful
little correspondent would not fail himnow But there was, he told hinself, no reason to believe
he woul d; PugAl Nash, in a dozen years, had not failed himyet. Regularly another tiny box of |eaf
arrived when the last one was quite finished, acconpanied by a friendly note - and all franked
with the newest stanps from Unuk

Never a day too soon, nor a day too |late, but exactly on the dot when the |ast of the | eaf was
finished. As if PugAl Nash m ght know, by some formof intelligence quite unknown to Earth, when
his friend on Earth ran out of the |eaf.

A solid sort, Cyde Packer told hinself. Not humanoid, naturally, but a very solid sort.

And he wondered once again what Pug mght actually be like. He always had t hought of him as
little, but he had no idea, of course, whether he was small or large or what form his body took
Unuk was one of those planets where it was inpossible for an Earthman to go, and contact and
commrerce with the planet had been acconplished, as was the case on so many ot her worlds, by an
i ntermedi ary peopl e.

And he wondered, too, what Pug did with the cigars that he sent himin exchange for the little
boxes of leaf - eat them snmoke them snell them roll in themor rub themin his hair? If he had

file:/lIG|/rah/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20Leg.%20Forst.txt (1 of 29) [2/14/2004 12:06:27 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Clifford%20Simak%620-%20L eg.%20Forst.txt
hair, of course

He shook his head and cl osed the door and went out into the hall, being doubly sure that his
door was | ocked behind him He would not put it past his neighbors, especially the Wdow Foshay,
to sneak in behind his back.

The hall was enpty and he was glad of that. He rang al nbost stealthily for the el evator, hoping
that his luck would hol d.

It didn't.

Down the hall came the nei ghbor fromnext door. He was the |loud and flashy kind, and without
any encouragenent at all, he'd slap one on the back

"Good norning, Clyde!" he bellowed happily from afar

"CGood norning, M. Mrton," Packer replied, sonewhat icily. Mrton had no right to call him
Clyde. No one ever called himdyde, except sonetinmes his nephew, Anton Canper, called him Uncle
Clyde, although he nostly called himUnk. And Tony, Packer rem nded hinself, was a worthl ess piece
- always involved in sonme fancy schene, always talking big, but w thout nmuch to show for it. And
besi des, Tony was crooked - as crooked as a cat.

Li ke nyself, Packer thought, exactly like nmyself. Not |like the nmost of the rest of themthese
days, who nmeasured to no nore than just |oud-tal king boobies.

In nmy day_, he told hinself with fond renenbrance, _| could have skinned themall and they'd
never know it until | twitched their hides slick off .

"How i s the stanmp business this norning?" yelled Mrton, conming up and cl appi ng Packer soundly
on the back.

"I must remind you, M. Mdrton, that | amnot in the stanp business,’
"I aminterested in stanps and | find it nmost absorbing and | could highly reconmrend it

Packer told himsharply.

"But that is not what | neant," explained Mrton, rather taken aback "I didn't nmean you dealt
in stanps..."
"As a matter of fact, | do," said Packer, "to a limted extent. But not as a regular thing and

certainly not as a regul ar business. There are certain other collectors who are aware of ny
connections and sonetines seek nme out -"

"That's the stuff!"” boomed Mrton, walloping himon the back again in sheer good fellowship.
"If you have the right connections, you get along okay. That works in any line. Now, take m ne,
for instance..."

The el evator arrived and rescued Packer.

In the | obby, he headed for the desk

"Good norning, M. Packer," said the clerk, handing himsonme letters. "There is a bag for you
and it runs slightly heavy. Do you want ne to get someone to help you with it?"

"No, thank you," Packer said. "I amsure that | can nanage."

The clerk hoisted the bag atop the counter and Packer seized it and let it fall to the fl oor
It was fairly large - it weighed, he judged, thirty pounds or so - and the shipping tag, he saw
with a thrill of anticipation, was alnbst covered with stanps of such high denoni nations they
quite took his breath away.

He | ooked at the tag and saw that his name and address were printed with painful precision, as
if the Earthian al phabet was sonmething entirely inconmprehensible to the sender. The return address
was a nere junble of dots and hooks and dashes that made no sense, but seened somewhat famliar,
al t hough Packer at the nmonent was unable to tell exactly what they were. The stanps, he saw, were
lota Cancri, and he had seen stamps such as themonly once before in his entire life. He stood
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there, nmentally calculating what their worth m ght be.

He tucked the letters under his armand picked up the bag. It was heavier than he had expected
and he wi shed nonmentarily that he had allowed the clerk to find soneone to carry it for him But
he had said that he would carry it and he couldn't very well go back and say he'd rather not.
After all, he assured hinself, he wasn't quite that old and feeble yet.

He reached the elevator and |l et the bag down and stood facing the grillwork, waiting for the
cage.

A birdlike voice sounded from behind himand he shivered at it, for he recogni zed the voice -
it was the Wdow Foshay.

"Why, M. Packer," said the Wdow, gushingly, "how pleasant to find you waiting here."

He turned around. There was nothing else for it; he couldn't just stand there, with his back
to her.

"And so | oaded down!" the Wdow synpathized. "Here, do let nme help you."
She snatched the letters from him
"There," she said triunphantly, "poor nan; | can carry these."

He could willingly have choked her, but he smled instead. It was a sonewhat strained and
rat her ghastly snile, but he did the best he coul d.

"How | ucky for me," he told her, "that you cane along. |'d never have made it."
The veil ed rebuke was | ost on her. She kept on bubbling at him

"I'"'mgoing to nake beef broth for lunch," she said, "and |I always nake too much. Could | ask
you in to share it?"

"I mpossible,"” he told her in alarm "I amvery sorry, but this is ny busy day. | have al
these, you see." And he notioned at the mail she held and the bag he clutched. He whuffled through
hi s whiskers at her like an irate walrus, but she took no notice.

"How exciting and romantic it nust be," she gushed, "getting all these letters and bags and
packages fromall over the galaxy. From such strange places and fromso far away. Sone day you
must explain to ne about stanp collecting."”

"Madam " he said a bit stiffly, "I've worked with stanps for nore than twenty years and |'m
just barely beginning to gain an understanding of what it is all about. | would not presune to
explain to soneone el se.”

She kept on bubbling.
_Damm it all_, he thought, _is there no way to quiet the bl asted woman?_

Prying ol d biddy, he told hinself, once again whuffling his whiskers at her. She'd spend the
next three days running all about and telling everyone in the entire buil ding about her strange
encounter with himand what a strange old coot he was. "Getting all those letters fromall those
alien places," she would say, "and bags and packages as well. You can't tell ne that stanps are
the only things in which he's interested. There is nore to it than that; you can bet your bottom
dollar onit."

At his door she reluctantly gave himback his letters.

"You won't reconsider on that broth?" she asked him "It's nore than just ordinary broth.
pride nyself on it. A special recipe."

"I'"'msorry," he said.
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He unl ocked his door and started to open it. She renmi ned standing there.

"I"'d like to invite you in," he told her, lying |like a gentleman, "but | sinmply can't. The
place is a bit upset."

Upset was somewhat of an understatenent.

Safely inside, he threaded his way anong piles of al buns, boxes, bags and storage cases
scattered everywhere

He finally reached the desk and dropped the bag beside it. He | eafed through the letters and
one was from Dahib and another was fromthe Lyraen systemand the third from Miphrid, while the
remai ni ng one was an advertisenent froma concern out on Mars.

He sat down in the massive, upholstered chair behind his desk and surveyed the room

Soneday he'd have to get it straightened out, he told hinself. Undoubtedly there was a | ot of
junk he could sinply throw away and the rest of it should be boxed and | abel ed so that he could
lay his hands upon it. It mght be, as well, a good idea to make out a general inventory sheet so
that he'd have sone idea what he had and what it night be worth.

Al t hough, he thought, the value of it was not of so great a nmonent.

He probably shoul d specialize, he thought. That was what nobst collectors did. The gal axy was
much too big to try to collect it all. Even back a couple of thousand years ago when all the
collectors had to worry about were the stanps of Earth, the field even then had becone so | arge
and so unwi el dy and so scattered that specialization had becone the thing.

But what would a man specialize in, if he should decide to restrict his interest? Perhaps just
the stanps fromone particular planet or one specific systen? Perhaps only stanps from beyond a
certain distance - say, five hundred light-years? O covers, perhaps? A collection of covers with
post mar ks and cancel | ati ons showing the varying intricacies of |letter comruni cation throughout the
dept hs of space, fromstar to star, could be quite interesting.

And that was the trouble with it - it all was so interesting. A man could spend three ful
lifetimes at it and still not reach the end of it,

In twenty years, he told hinself, a man could anass a lot of material if he applied hinself.
And he had applied hinself; he had worked hard at it and enjoyed every mnute of it, and had
becone in certain areas, he thought with pride, sonewhat of an expert. On occasion he had witten
articles for the philatelic press, and scarcely a week went by that some man wel |l -known in the
field did not drop by for a chat or to seek his aid in a knotty probl em

There was a lot of satisfaction to be found in stanps, he told hinmself with apol ogetic
smugness. Yes, sir, a great deal of satisfaction

But the nere collection of material was only one small part of it - a sort of starting point.
G eater than all the other facets of it were the contacts that one nade. For one had to mmke
contacts - especially out in the farther reaches of the galaxy. Unless one wanted to rely upon the
sorry performance of the rascally dealers, who offered only what was easy to obtain, one nust

establish contacts. Contacts with other collectors who mght be willing to trade stanps wth one;
contacts with lonely men in lonely outposts far out on the rim where the really exotic materi al
was most likely to turn up, and who would be willing to watch for it and save it and send it on to

one at a realistic price; with far-out institutions that made up mixtures and job lots in an
attenpt to eke out a miserly budget voted by the hone communities.

There was a man by the name of Marsh out in the Coonskin system who wanted no nore than the
| atest nusic tapes fromEarth for the material that he sent along. And the valiant priest at the
m ssionary station on barren Agustron who wanted ol d tobacco tins and enpty bottles which, for a
nost peculiar reason, had high value on that topsy-turvy world. And anong the many others,

Eart hnen and aliens alike, there was al ways PugAl Nash.

Packer rolled the wad of |eaf across his tongue, sucking out the |ast faded dregs of its
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tantalizing flavor.

If a man could make a deal for a good-sized shipment of the |eaf, he thought, he could make a
fortune on it. Packaged in small units, |ike packs of gum it would go |ike hot cakes here on
Earth. He had tried to bring up the subject with Pug, but had done no nore than confuse and
per pl ex the good Unuki an who, for sone unfathonabl e reason, could not conceive of any conmerce
that went beyond the confines of sinple barter to neet the personal needs of the bargaining
i ndi vi dual s.

The doorbel |l chimed and Packer went to answer it.

It was Tony Canper.

"H, Uncle dyde," said Tony breezily.

Packer held the door open grudgingly.

"Since you are here," he said, "you might as well cone in."

Tony stepped in and tilted his hat back on his head. He | ooked the apartnment over with an
apprai si ng eye.

"Sonme day, Unk," he said, "you should get this place shoveled out. | don't see how you stand
it."

"I manage it quite well,"
straightening up a bit."

Packer informed himtartly. "Sone day |'Il get around to

"l shoul d hope you do," said Tony.

"My boy," said Packer, with a trace of pride, "I think that | can say, w thout fear of
contradiction, that I have one of the finest collections of out-star stanps that anyone can boast.
Sone day, when | get themall in al bunms -"

"You'll never nmake it, Unk. It'Il just keep piling up. It conmes in faster than you can sort it

out .
He reached out a foot and nudged the bag beside the desk
"Like this," he said. "This is a new one, isn't it?"

"It just cane in," admitted Packer. "Haven't gotten around as yet to figuring out exactly
where it's from"

"Well, that is fine," said Tony. "Keep on having fun. You'll outlive us all."
"Sure | will," said Packer testily. "What is it that you want?"

"Not a thing, Unk. Just dropped in to say hello and to renind you you're conming up to Hudson's
to spend the weekend with us. Ann insisted that |I drop around and nudge you. The ki ds have been
counting the days -"

"l woul d have renmenbered it," |ied Packer, who had quite forgotten it
"l could drop around and pick you up. Three this afternoon?"

"No, Tony, don't bother. 1'll catch a stratocab. | couldn't leave that early. | have things to
do."

"l bet you have," said Tony.
He noved toward the door

"You won't forget," he cautioned.
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"No, of course | won't," snapped Packer
"Ann woul d be plenty sore if you did. She's fixing everything you like."
Packer grunted at him
"Di nner at seven," said Tony cheerfully.
"Sure, Tony. I'Il be there."

"See you, Unk," said Tony, and was gone. _Young whi ppersnapper , Packer told hinself. _Wnder
what he's up to now. Al ways got a new deal cooking, never quite making out on it. Just keeps
scrapi ng al ong. _

He stunped back to the desk

_Figures he'll be getting ny noney when | die_, he thought. _The little that | have. Well,
I"l'l fool him I'Il spend every cent of it. I'll manage to live |long enough for that._

He sat down and picked up one of the letters, slit it open with his pocketknife and dunped out
its contents on the one snmall bare spot on the desk in front of him

He snapped on the desk lanp and pulled it close. He bent above the stanps.

Pretty fair lot, he thought. That one there from Rho Gemi norum Xl I, or was it XVI, was a fine
exanpl e of the modern classic - designed with delicacy and imagi nati on, engraved with |oving care
and exactitude, laid on paper of the highest quality, printed with the highest technica
pr eci si on.

He hunted for his stanp tongs and failed to find them He opened the desk drawer and runmaged
through the tangled rat's nest be found inside it. He got down on his hands and knees and searched
beneath the desk.

He didn't find the tongs.
He got back, puffing, into his chair, and sat there angrily.

_Always losing tongs , he thought. | bet this is the twentieth pair |I've lost. Just can't
keep track of them dam 'em _

The door chi ned.
"Wl l, cone on in!'" Packer yelled in wath.

A nmouse-like little man cane in and closed the door gently behind him He stood timdly just
inside, twirling his hat between his hands.

"You M. Packer, sir?"
"Yes, sure | am" yelled Packer. "Who did you expect to find here?"

"Well, sir," said the nan, advancing a few careful steps into the room "I am Jason Pickering.
You nmay have heard of ne."

"Pi ckering?" said Packer. "Pickering? Ch, sure, |'ve heard of you. You're the one who
specializes in Polaris."

"That is right," admtted Pickering, mncing just a little. "I amgratified that you -"
"Not at all," said Packer, getting up to shake his hand. "I'mthe one who's honored."

He bent and swept two al buns and three shoe boxes off a chair. One of the shoe boxes tipped
over and a nound of stanps poured out

"Pl ease have a chair, M. Pickering," Packer said majestically.
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Pi ckering, his eyes popping slightly, sat down gingerly on the edge of the swept-clean chair.

"My, nmy," he said, his eyes taking in the litter that filled the apartnent, "you seemto have
a lot of stuff here. Undoubtedly, however, you can |ay your hands on anything you want."

"Not a chance," said Packer, sitting down again. "I have no i dea whatsoever what | have."
Pickering tittered. "Then, sir, you may well be in for sone wonderful surprises.”
"I'"'mnever surprised at anything," said Packer loftily.

"Well, on to business," said Pickering. "I do not nean to waste your time. | was wondering if
it were possible you nmight have Polaris 17b on cover. It's quite an el usive nunber, even off
cover, and | know of not a single instance of one that's tied to cover. But soneone was telling nme
that perhaps you ni ght have one tucked away."

"Let me see, now," said Packer. He | eaned back in his chair and | eafed catal ogue pages rapidly
through his mnd. And suddenly he had it - Polaris 17b - a tiny stanp, alnost a midget stamp,
bright blue with a tiny crimson dot in the lower left-hand corner and its design a mass of |acy
scrol | worKk.

"Yes," he said, opening his eyes, "I believe | may have one. | seemto renenber, years ago..."
Pi ckering | eaned forward, hardly breathing.

"You mean you actually..."

"I"'msure it's here sonewhere," said Packer, waving his hand vaguely at the room

"If you find it," offered Pickering, "I'll pay ten thousand for it."

"Astrip of five," said Packer, "as | renenber it. Qut of Polaris VIl to Betel geuse Xl II by
way of - | don't seemto remenber by way of where."

"A strip of fivel"
"As | renmenber it. | mght be nistaken."

"Fifty thousand," said Pickering, practically frothing at the mouth. "Fifty thousand, if you
find it."

Packer yawned. "For only fifty thousand, M. Pickering, | wouldn't even |ook."
"A hundred, then."

"I mght think about it."

"You'll start |ooking right away? You nust have sone idea."

"M . Pickering, it has taken nme all of twenty years to pile up all the litter that you see and
my menory's not too good. |'d have not the slightest notion where to start."

"Set your price," urged Pickering. "Wat do you want for it?"

"If 1 findit," said Packer, "I mght consider a quarter mllion. That is, if |I findit."
"You'll | ook?"
"I"'mnot sure. Sone day | might stunble on it. Some day |I'll have to clean up the place. Il

keep an eye out for it."
Pi ckering stood up stiffly.

"You jest with nme," he said.
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Packer waved a feeble hand, "I never jest," he said.
Pi ckering noved toward the door
Packer heaved hinself fromthe chair. "I'Il let you out," he said

"Never mnd. And thank you very nuch.”
Packer eased hinself back into the chair and watched the man go out.

He sat there, trying to renmenber where the Polaris cover mght be buried. And finally gave up
It had been so | ong ago.

He hunted some nore for the tongs, but be didn't find them

He'd have to go out first thing in the norning and buy another pair. Then he renenbered that
he woul dn't be here in the norning. He'd be up on Hudson's Bay, at Tony's sunmer place.

It did beat hell, he thought, how he could manage to | ose so nmany tongs.

He sat for along tinme, letting hinself sink into a sort of suspended state, not quite asleep,
nor yet entirely awake, and he thought, quite vaguely and disjointedly, of many curious things.

But nostly about adhesive postage stanps and how, of all the ideas exported by the Earth, the
i dea of the use of stanps had caught on nobst quickly and, in the | ast two thousand years, had
spread to the far corners of the gal axy.

It was getting hard, he told hinself, to keep track of all the stanps, even of the planets
that were issuing stanps. There were new ones popping up all the blessed tinme. A man nust keep
everlastingly on his toes to keep tab on all of them

There were some funny stanps, he thought. Like the ones from Menkalinen that used snmells to
spell out their values. Not five cent stamps or five dollar stanps or hundred dollar stamps, but
one stanmp that snelled sonething Iike a pasture rose for the |ocal mail and another stanp that had
the odor of ripe old cheese for the systemmail and yet another with a stink that could knock out
a human at forty paces distance for the interstellar service. And the Al gei ban issues that shifted
into colors beyond the range of human vision - and worst of all, with the values based on that
very shift of color. And that fanpus classic issue put out, quite illegally, of course, by the
Leoni di an pirates who had used, instead of paper, the well-tanned, thin-scraped hides of hunman
victins who had fallen into their clutches.

He sat nodding in the chair, listening to a clock hidden sonmewhere behind the litter of the
room ticking loudly in the silence.

It made a good life, he told hinself, a very satisfactory life. Twenty years ago when Myra had
died and he had sold his interest in the export conpany, he'd been ready to curl up and end it
all, ready to wite off his |life as one already |ived. But today, he thought, he was nore absorbed
in stanps than he'd ever been in the export business and it was a blessing - that was what it was,
a bl essing.

He sat there and thought kindly of his stanps, which had rescued himfromthe deep wells of
| onel i ness, which had given back his life and al nost made hi m young agai n.

And then he fell asleep
The door chi mes wakened hi m and he stunbled to the door, rubbing sleep out of his eyes.
The W dow Foshay stood in the hall, with a small kettle in her hands. She held it out to him

"l thought, poor nan, he will enjoy this,"” she said. "It's sone of the beef broth that | nade.
And | always make so nuch. It's so hard to cook for one."

Packer took the kettle.
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"I't was kind of you," he nunbl ed.

She | ooked at hi m sharply.

"You are sick," she said.

She stepped through the door, forcing himto step back, forcing her way in.

"Not sick," he protested linply. "I fell asleep, that's all. There's nothing wong with-nme."
She reached out a pudgy hand and held it on his forehead.

"You have a fever," she declared. "You are burning..."
"There's nothing wong with me," he bellowed. "I tell you, | just fell asleep, is all."

She turned and bustled out into the room threading her way anpong the piled-up litter
Wat chi ng her, be thought: My God, she finally got into the place! How can | throw her out?_

"You come over here and sit right down," she ordered him "I don't suppose you have a
t her nrometer. "

He shook his head, defeated.
"Never had any need of one," he said. "Been healthy all ny life."

She screaned and junped and whirl ed around and headed for the door at an awkward gal |l op. She
stunbl ed across a pile of boxes and fell flat upon her face, then scrambl ed, screeching, to her
feet and shot out of the door.

Packer sl amrmed the door behind her and stood | ooking, with sone fascination, at the kettle in
his hand. Despite all the ruckus, he'd spilled not a single drop

But what had caused the wi dow. ..
Then he saw it - a tiny nmouse running on the floor. He hoisted the kettle in a grave sal ute.
"Thanks, ny friend," he said.

He made his way to the table in the dining roomand found a place where he could put down the
kettl e.

M ce, he thought. There had been tinmes when he had suspected that he had them - nibbl ed cheese
on the kitchen shelf, scurryings in the night - and he had worried sone about them maki ng nests in
the material he had stacked all about the place.

But mce had a good side to them too, he thought.

He | ooked at his watch and it was alnost five o' clock and he had an hour or so before he had
to catch a cab and he realized now that sonehow he had nanaged to niss lunch. So he'd have sone of
the broth and while he was doing that he'd | ook over the material that was in the bag.

He lifted some of the piled-up boxes off the table and set themon the floor so he had sone
roomto enpty the contents of the bag.

He went to the kitchen and got a spoon and sanpled the broth. It was nore than passing good.
It was still warm and he had no doubt that the kettle mght do the finish of the table top no
good, but that was something one need not worry over

He haul ed the bag over to the table and puzzled out the strangeness of the return address. It
was the new script they'd started using a few years back out in the Bootes systemand it was from
a rat her shady gentl e-being fromone of the Cygnian stars who appreci ated, every now and then, a
case of the finest Scotch.
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Packer, hefting the bag, made a nmental note to ship himtwo, at |east.
He opened up the bag and upended it and a nound of covers flowed out on the table.

Packer tossed the bag into a corner and sat down contentedly. He sipped at the broth and began
going slowy through the pile of covers. They were, by and | arge, nmagnificent. Someone had taken
the trouble to try to segregate them according to systens of their origin and had arranged themin
little packets, held in place by rubber bands.

There was a packet from Rasal hague and anot her from Chel eb and from Nunki and Kaus Borealis
and from many ot her pl aces.

And there was a packet of others he did not recognize at all. It was a fairly good-sized
packet with twenty-five or thirty covers in it and all the envel opes, he saw, were franked wth
the sane stanps - little yellow fellows that had no discernible markings on them- just squares of

yel | ow paper, rather thick and rough. He ran his thunb across one and he got the sense of
crunmbling, as if the paper were soft and chal ky and were abradi ng beneath the pressure of his
t hunb.

Fasci nated, he pulled one envel ope from beneath the rubber band and tossed the rest of the
packet to one side.

He shanbled to his desk and dug frantically in the drawer and cane back with a glass. He held
it above the stanp and peered through it and he had been right - there were no markings on the
stanp. It was a nere yellow square of paper that was rather thick and pebbly, as if it were nade
up of tiny grains of sand.

He strai ghtened up and spooned broth into his mouth and frantically flipped the pages of his
ment al cat al ogue, but he got no clue. So far as he could recall, he'd never seen or heard of that
particul ar stanp before

He exam ned the postmarks with the glass and sone of them he could recognize and there were
others that he couldn't, but that made no difference, for he could | ook themup, at a later tineg,
in one of the postmark and cancel | ati on handbooks. He got the distinct inpression, however, that
the planet, or planets, of origin nust lie Libra-ward, for all the postnmarks he could recognize
trended in that direction.

He laid the glass away and turned his full attention to the broth, being careful of his
whi skers. Wi skers, he renminded hinself, were no excuse for one to be a sloppy eater

The spoon turned in his hand at that very noment and some of the broth spilled down his beard
and sone spattered on the table, but the most of it |anded on the cover with the yell ow stanp.

He pull ed a handkerchief fromhis pocket and tried to wi pe the cover clean, but it wouldn't
wi pe. The envel ope was soggy and the stanp was ruined with the grease and he said a few choice
cusswords, directed at his clunsiness.

Then he took the dripping cover by one corner and hunted until he found the wastebasket and
dropped the cover init.

He was glad to get back fromthe weekend at Hudson's Bay.

Tony was a fool, he thought, to sink so nuch nmoney in such a fancy place. He had no nore
prospects than rabbit and his high-pressure deals always seened to peter out, but he still went on
tal king big and hung onto that expensive sumrer place. Maybe, Packer thought, that was the way to
do it these days; maybe if you could fool someone into thinking you were big, you m ght have
better chance of getting into something big. Maybe that was the way it worked, but he didn't know

He stopped in the |obby to pick up his nmail, hoping there m ght be a package from PugAl Nash
In the excitenent of leaving for the weekend, he'd forgotten to take along the box of |eaf and
three days without it had i npressed upon hi mhow much he had cone to rely upon it. Renmenbering how
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| ow his supply was getting he became a little jittery to think that nore nmight not be forthcom ng.
There was a batch of letters, but no box from Pug.

And he mi ght have known, he told hinself, that there wouldn't be, for the box never canme unti
he was entirely out. At first, he recalled, he wondered by what prophetic insight Pug m ght have
known when the | eaf was gone, how he could have gauged the shipping tine to have it arrive exactly
when there was need of it. By now he no | onger thought about it, for it was one of those
unbel i evable things it does no good to think about.

"dad to have you back," the clerk told himcheerfully. "You had a good weekend, M. Packer?"
"Tol erable,” grow ed Packer, grunpily, heading for the el evator.

Bef ore he reached it, he was apprehended by El ner Lang, the manager of the buil ding.

"M . Packer," he whinnied, "I'd like to talk to you."

"Well, go ahead and talk."

“It's about the mce, M. Packer."

"What mice?"

"Ms. Foshay tells ne there are mce in your apartnent.”

Packer drew hinself up to the fullness of his rather dunpy height.

"They are your mice, Lang," he said. "You get rid of them"

Lang wung his hands. "But how can |, M. Packer? It's the way you keep your place. Al that
litter in there. You ve got to clean it up."

"That litter, I'll have you know, sir, is probably one of the npbst unique stanp collections in
the entire galaxy. 1've gotten behind a little in keeping it together, true, but I will not have
you call it litter."

"I could have Ml es, the caretaker, help you get it straightened out."

"I tell you, sir,"'
Does your caretaker happen to be -

sai d Packer, "the only one who could help me is one trained in philately.

"But, M. Packer," Lang pleaded, "all that paper and all those boxes are nesting places for
them 1 can do nothing about the mice unless | can get in there and get sone of it cleared away."

"Cl eared away!" expl oded Packer. "Do you realize, sir, what you are tal king of ? Sonewhere

hi dden in that vast stock of material, is a certain cover - to you, sir, an envelope with stanps
and postmarks on it - for which | have been offered a quarter mllion dollars if | ever turn it
up. And that is one small piece of all the material | have there. | ask you, Lang, is that the

sort of stuff that you clear away?"

"But, M. Packer, | cannot allowit to go on. | nust insist -

The el evator arrived and Packer stalked into it haughtily, |eaving the manager standing in the
| obby, twisting at his hands.

Packer whuffled his noustache at the operator.

"Busybody, " he said, "Wat was that, sir?"
"Ms. Foshay, ny nan. She's a busybody."
"I do believe," said the operator' judiciously, "that you may be entirely right."

Packer hoped the corridor would be enpty and it was. He unl ocked his door and stepped inside.
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A bubbling noi se stopped himin his tracks.

He stood listening, unbelieving, just a little frightened.

The bubbling noi se went on and on.

He stepped cautiously out into the roomand as he did he saw it.

The wast ebasket beside the desk was full of a bubbling yellow stuff that in several places had
run down the sides and formed puddl es on the floor

Packer stal ked the basket, half prepared to turn and run.
But not hi ng happened. The yell owness in the basket simply kept on bubbling.

It was a rather thick and gooey ness, not frothy, and the bubbling was no nore than a noise
that it was making, for in the strict sense of the word, he saw, it was not bubbling.

Packer sidled closer and thrust out a hand toward the basket. It did not snap at him It paid
no attention to him

He poked a finger at it and the stuff was fairly solid and slightly warm and he got the
distinct inmpression that it was alive.

And i medi ately he thought of the broth-soaked cover be had thrown in the basket. It was not
so unusual that he should think of it, for the yellow of the brew within the basket was the exact
col or of the stanmp upon the cover,

He wal ked around the desk and dropped the nmail he'd picked up in the | obby. He sat down
ponderously in the massive office chair.

So a stamp had cone to life, he thought, and that certainly was a queer one. But no nore
queer, perhaps, than the properties of many other stanps, for while Earth had exported the idea of
their use, a nunber of peculiar adaptations of the idea had evol ved.

_And now , he thought a little linply, _you have to get this ness in the basket out of here
bef ore Lang cones busting in. _

He worried a bit about what Lang had said about cleaning up the place and he got slightly sore
about it, for he paid good noney for these diggings and he paid pronptly in advance and he was
never any bother. And besides, he'd been here for twenty years, and Lang shoul d consider that.

He finally got up fromthe chair and | unbered around the desk. He bent and grasped the
wast ebasket, being careful to mss the places where the yell ow goo had run down the sides, He
tried to lift it and the basket did not nove. He tugged as hard as he could pull and the basket
stayed exactly where it was. He squared off and ainmed a kick at it and the basket didn't budge.

He stood off a ways and glared at it, with his whiskers bristling. As if he didn't have al
the troubl e that he needed, w thout this basket deal! Somehow or other, he was going to have to
get the apartnent straightened out and get rid of the mce, He should be |ooking for the Polaris
cover. And he'd lost or mislaid his tongs and woul d have to waste his tine going out to get
anot her pair.

But first of all, he'd have to get this basket out of here. Sonehow it had beconme stuck to the
floor - maybe sone of the yell ow goo had run underneath the edge of it and dried. Maybe if he had
a pinch bar or sone sort of |ever that he could jab beneath it, he could pry it |oose.

From t he basket the yellow stuff made merry bubbling noises at him
He cl apped his bat back on his head and went out and slamed and | ocked the door behind him

It was a fine sumer day and he wal ked around a little, trying to run his many probl ens
through his nmind, but no matter what he thought of, he always came back to the basket brimr ng
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with the yell ow ness and he knew he'd never be able to get started on any of the other tasks unti
he got rid of it.

So he hunted up a hardware store and bought a good-sized pinch bar and headed back for the
apart ment house. The bar, he knew, mght mark up the fl oor sonewhat, but if he could get under the
edge of the basket with a bar that size he was sure that he could pry it |oose,

In the | obby, Lang descended on him

"M . Packer," he said sternly, "where are you going with that bar?"
"I went out and bought it to exterminate the mce."

"But, M. Packer -"

"You want to get rid of those nmice, don't you?"

"Why, certainly | do."

"It's a desperate situation,"” Packer told himgravely, "and one that may require very
desperate neasures.”

"But that bar!"
"I'l'l exercise ny best discretion,"” Packer promised him "I shall hit them easy."

He went up the elevator with the bar. The sight of Lang's disconfiture made himfeel a little
better and he managed to whistle a snatch of tune as he went down the hall.

As he funbled with the key, he heard the sound of rustling com ng from beyond the door and he
felt a chill go through him for the rustlings were of a furtive sort and they sounded omi nous,

_Good Lord_, he thought, _there can't be that many mice in there! _
He grasped the bar nore firmy and unl ocked the door and pushed it open
The inside of the place was a storm of paper

He stepped in quickly and slamred the door behind himto keep the bl owi ng paper from swooping
out into the hall.

_Must have left a wi ndow open_, he thought. But he knew he had not, and even if he had, it was
qui et outside. There was not a breath of breeze.

And what was happening inside the apartnment was nore than just a breeze.

He stood with his back against the door and watched what was going on and shifted his grip on
the bar so that it nade a better club

The apartnent was filled with a sleet of flying paper and a barrage of packets and a snowstorm
of dancing stanps. There were open boxes standing on the floor and the paper and the stanps and
packets were drifting down and chunking into these, and along the wall were other boxes, very
neatly piled - and that was entirely wong, for there had been nothing neat about the place when
he had left it less than two hours before.

But even as he watched, the activity slacked off. There was less stuff flying through the air
and sone of the boxes were closed by unseen hands and then flew off, all by thenmselves, to stack
thensel ves with the other boxes.

_Poltergeists! _ he thought in terror, his nmind scranbling back frantically over all that he
had ever thought or read or heard to grasp some expl anation

Then it was done and over.

There was nothing flying through the air. Al the boxes had been stacked. Everything was
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still.
Packer stepped out into the roomand stared in slackjawed amazenent.

The desk and the tables shone. The drapes hung straight and clean. The carpeting | ooked as if
it might be new Chairs and small tables and | anmps and ot her things, long forgotten, buried all
these years beneath the accumul ation of his collection, stood reveal ed and shining - dusted,
cl eaned and pol i shed.

And in the mddle of all this righteous order stood the wastebasket, bubbling happily.
Packer dropped the bar and headed for the desk.

In front of hima w ndow fl apped open and he heard a swi sh and the bar went past him flying
for the window It went out the wi ndow and sl ashed through the foliage of a tree, then the w ndow
cl osed and he lost sight of it.

Packer took off his hat and tossed it on the desk.

Imredi ately his hat lifted fromthe desk and sailed for a closet door. The closet door swung
open and the hat ducked in. The door closed gently on it.

Packer whuffled through his whiskers, He got out his handkerchi ef and nopped a glistening
br ow.

"Funny goi ngs-on," he said to hinself.

Slowl y, cautiously, he checked the place. Al the boxes were stacked along one wall, three
deep and piled fromfloor to ceiling. Three filing cabinets stood al ong another wall and be rubbed
his eyes at that, for he had forgotten that there were three of them- for years he'd thought that
he had only two. And all the rest of the place was neat and clean and it fairly gl eaned.

He wal ked fromroomto room and everywhere it was the sane.

In the kitchen the pots and pans were all in place and the dishes stacked primy in the
cupboard. The stove and refrigerator had been w ped clean and there were no dirty di shes and that
was a bit surprising for he was sure there had been. Ms. Foshay's kettle, with the broth enptied
out of it and scrubbed until it shone, stood on the kitchen table.

He went back to the desk and the top of it was clear except for several itens laid out, as if
for his attention:

Ten dead m ce
Ei ght pairs of stanp tongs.
The packet of covers with the strange yell ow stanps.

Two - not one - but two covers, one bearing a strip of four and the other a strip of five
Pol ari s 17b.

Packer sat down heavily in his chair and stared at the itens on the desk.
How in the world, he wondered - how had it come about? Wat was goi hg on?
He peeked around the desk edge at the bubbling basket and it seemed to chortle at him

It was, he told hinself, it _nust be_ the basket - or, rather, the stuff within the basket.
Not hi ng el se had been changed, no other factor had been added. The only thing new and different in
the apartnment was the basket of yell ow gook

He picked up the packet of covers with the yellow stanps affixed and opened the drawer to find

a glass. The drawer was arranged with startling neatness and there were five glasses lying in a
row. He chose the strongest one.
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Beneath the glass the surface of the stanmps became a field made up of tiny ball-like
particles, unlike the grains of sand which the weaker glass he had used before had shown.

He bent above the desk, with his eye glued to the glass, and he knew that what he was | ooking
at were spores.

Encysted, lifeless, they still would carry life within them and that had been what had
happened here. He'd spilled the broth upon the stanp and the spores had cone to life - a strange
alien comunity of life that settled within the basket.

He put the glass back in the drawer and rose. He gathered up the dead mice carefully by their
tails. He carried themto the incinerator shaft and |l et them drop

He crossed the roomto the bookcases and the books were arranged in order and in sequence and
there, finally, were books that he'd | ost years ago and hunted ever since. There were |ong rows of
stanp catal ogs, the set of handbooks on gal actic cancellations, the massive list of postmarks, the
gal actic travel guides, the long row of weird | anguage dictionaries, indispensable in alien stanp
identification, and a nunber of technical works on philatelic subjects.

From t he bookcase he noved to the piled-up boxes. One of themhe lifted dowmn. It was filled
with covers, with glassine envel opes of |oose stanps, with sheets, with blocks and strips. He dug
through the contents avidly, with wonder nmounting in him

Al the stanps, all the covers, were fromthe Thuban system

He closed the box and bent to |lift it back. It didn't wait for him It lifted by itself and
fitted itself in place.

He | ooked at three nore boxes. One contained, exclusively, material from Korephoros, and
another material from Antares and the third from Dschubba. Not only had the litter been picked up
and boxed and piled into some order, but the material itself had been roughly classified..

He went back to the chair and sat down a little weakly. It was too nmuch, he thought, for a nman
to take.

The spores had fed upon the broth and had cone to life, and within the basket was an alien
life formor a community of life forns. And they possessed a passion for orderliness and a zest
for work and an ability to channel that zest into useful channels.

And what was nore, the things within the basket did what a man wanted done.

It had straightened up the apartment, it had classified the stanps and covers, it had killed
the mice, it had | ocated the Polaris covers and had found the m ssing tongs.

And how had it known that he wanted these things done? Read his mind, perhaps?

He shivered at the thought, but the fact remained that it had done absol utely nothing except
bubble nerrily away until he had returned. It had done nothing, perhaps, because it did not know
what to do - until he had sonehow told it what to do. For as soon as he had returned, it had found
out what to do and did it.

The door chined and he got up to answer. It was Tony.

"H, Unk," he said. "You forgot your pajamas and | brought them back. You left themon the bed
and forgot to pack them"”

He held out a package and it wasn't until then that he saw the room
"Unk!" he yelled. "Wat happened? You got the place cleaned up!"

Packer shook his head in bew | derment. "Sonething funny, Tony."
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Tony wal ked in and stared around in adniration and astoni shnent.

"You sure did a jobh," he said.

"I didn't do it, Tony."

"Ch, | see. You hired soneone to do it while you were up at our place."
"No, not that. It was done this norning. It was done by that!"

He pointed at the basket.

"You're crazy, Unk," said Tony, firmly. "You have flipped your thatch."
"Maybe so," said Packer. "But the basket did the work."

Tony wal ked around the basket warily. He reached down and punched the yellow stuff with a
stuck-out finger.

"It feels like dough," he announced.
He strai ghtened up and | ooked at Packer
"You aren't kidding me?" he asked.

"I don't know what it is," said Packer. "I don't know why or how it did it, but I'mtelling
you the truth."

"Unk," said Tony, "we nmay have sonething here!"
"There is no doubt of that."

"No, that's not what | mean. This may be the biggest thing that ever happened. This junk, you
say, will really work for you?"

"Somehow or other," said Packer. "I don't know how it does it. It has a sense of order and it
does the work you want. It seens to understand you - it anticipates whatever you want done. Maybe
it's a brain with enornous psi powers. | was |ooking at a cover the other night and | saw this

yel |l ow stanp..."

Packer told himswiftly what had happened. Tony listened thoughtfully, pulling at his chin.
"Well, all right, Unk," he said, "we've got it. W don't know what it is or howit works, but
let's put our thinking into gear. Just inmagine a bucket of this stuff standing in an office - a
great big, busy office. It would make for efficiency such as you never saw before. It would file
all the papers and keep the records straight and keep the entire business strictly up to date.
There' d never be anything ever |ost again. Everything would be right where it was supposed to be
and could be located in a second, Wen the boss or soneone el se should want a certain file -
bi ngo! it would be upon his desk. Wiy, an office with one of these little buckets could get rid of
all its file clerks. A public library could be run efficiently without any personnel at all. But
it would be in big business offices - in insurance firms and industrial concerns and
transportation conpanies - where it would be worth the nost."

Packer shook his head, a bit confused. "It might be all right, Tony; it mght work the way you
say. But who woul d believe you? Who would pay attention? It's just too fantastic. They woul d | augh
at you."

"You leave all that to ne," said Tony. "That's ny end of the business. That's where | cone

in."
"Ch," said Packer, "so we're in business now. "

"I have a friend," said Tony, who always had a friend, "who'd let me try it out. W could put
a bucket of this stuff in his office and see how it works out."
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He | ooked around, suddenly all business.

"You got a bucket, Unk?"

"Qut in the kitchen. You' d find sonething there."
"And beef broth. It was beef broth, wasn't it?"

Packer nodded. "I think |I have a can of it.

Tony stood and scratched his head. "Now let's get this figured out, Unk. Wiat we want is a
sure source of supply."”

"l have those other covers. They all have stanps on them W could start a new batch with one
of them"

Tony gestured inpatiently. "No, that wouldn't' do. They are our reserves. W |ock themtight
away agai nst energency. | have a hunch that we can grow bucket after bucket of the stuff from what
we have right here. Pull off a handful of it and feed it a shot of broth -"

"But how do you know -"

"Unk," said Tony, "doesn't it strike you a little funny that you had the exact number of
spores in that one stanp, the correct anmount of broth, to grow just one basket full?"

"Well, sure, but..."

"Look, this stuff is intelligent. It knows what it is doing. It lays down rules for itself to
live by. It's got a sense of order and it lives by order. So you give it a wastebasket to live in
and it lives within the limts of that basket. It gets just level with the top; it lets alittle

run down the sides to cenent the basket tight to the floor. And that is all. It doesn't run over
It doesn't fill the room It has sone discipline."
"Wl |, maybe you are right, but that still doesn't answer the question -"

"Just a second, Unk. Watch here.™

Tony plunged his hand into the basket and canme out with a chunk of the spore-growth ripped
| oose fromthe parent body.

"Now, watch the basket, Unk," he said.

They watched. Swiftly, the spores surged and heaved to fill the space where the ripped-out
chunk had been. Once again the basket was very neatly filled.

"You see what | nean?" said Tony. "G ven nore living room it will grow. Al we have to do is
feed it so it can. And we'll give it living room We'Il give it a lot of buckets, so it can grow
toits heart's content and -"

"Dam it, Tony, will you listen to ne? | been trying to ask you what we're going to do to keep
it fromcenenting itself to the floor. If we start another batch of it, it will cement its bucket
or its basket or whatever it is in to the floor just like this first one did."

"I'"'mglad you brought that up,"” said Tony. "I know just what to do. We will hang it up. W'l
hang up the bucket and there won't be any floor."

"Well," said Packer, "I guess that covers it. I'll go heat up that broth."

They heated the broth and found a bucket and hung it on a broomstick suspended between two
chairs.

They dropped the chunk of spore-growth in and watched it and it stayed just as it was.

"My hunch was right," said Tony. "It needs sone of that broth to get it started."
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He poured in sone broth and the spores nelted before their very eyes into a black and ropy
scum

"There's sonething wong," said Tony, worriedly.

"l guess there is," said Packer.

"l got an idea, Unk. You night have used a different brand of broth. There night be sone
difference in the

ingredients. It may not be the broth itself, but sone ingredient in it that gives this stuff
the shot in the armit needs. W mght be using the wong broth."

Packer shuffl ed unconfortably.
"l don't renenber, Tony."

"You have to!" Tony yelled at him "Think, Unk! You got to - you have to remenber what brand
it was you used." Packer whuffled out his whiskers unhappily.

"Well, to tell you the truth, Tony, it wasn't boughten broth. Ms. Foshay nade it."
"Now, we're getting sonewhere! Wio is Ms. Foshay?"

"She's a nosy old dame who |ives across the hall."

"Well, that's just fine. All you have to do is ask her to make sone nore for you."
"I can't do it, Tony."

"All we'd need is one batch, Unk. W could have it analyzed and find out what is in it. Then
we'd be all set.”

"She'd want to know why | wanted it. And she'd tell all over how | asked for it. She ni ght
even figure out there was sonething funny going on."

"W can't have that," exclainmed Tony in alarm "This is our secret, Unk. W can't cut in
anyone. "

He sat and thought.

"Anyhow, she's probably sore at ne," said Packer. "She sneaked in the other day and got the
hel | scared out of her when a nouse ran across the floor. She tore down to the nmanagenent about it
and tried to nmake ne trouble."

Tony snapped his fingers.

"I got it!" he cried. "I know just how we'll work it. You go on and get in bed -"

"I will not!" snarled Packer.

"Now listen, Unk, you have to play along. You have to do your part."

"I don't like it," protested Packer. "I don't |like any part of it."

"You get in bed,"” insisted Tony, "and | ook the worst you can. Pretend you're suffering. |'ll
go over to this Ms. Foshay and I'Il tell her how upset you were over that nouse scaring her. |'Il
say you worked all day to get the place cleaned up just because of that; I'Il say you worked so
hard -"

"You'll do no such thing," yel ped Packer. "She'll conme tearing in here. | won't have that
woman -"

"You want to rmake a couple billion, don't you?" asked Tony angrily.
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"l don't care particularly," Packer told him "I can't sonmehow get my heart init."

"I'"ll tell this woman that you are all tuckered out and that your heart is not so good and the
only thing you want is another bow of broth."

"You'll tell her no such thing," raved Packer. "You'll |eave her out of this."

"Now, Unk," Tony reasoned with him "If you won't do it for yourself, do it for me - ne, the
only kin you have in the entire world. It's the first big thing |I've ever had a chance at. | may
talk a lot and try to | ook prosperous and successful, but I tell you, Unk..."

He saw he was getting nowhere

"Well, if you won't do it for ne, do it for Ann, do it for the kids. You wouldn't want to see
those poor little kids -"

"Ch, shut up," said Packer. "First thing you know, you'll be blubbering. Al right, then, 1'1lI
doit."”

It was worse than he had thought it would be. If he had known it was to be so bad, he'd never
have consented to go through with it.

The W dow Foshay brought the bow of broth herself. She sat on the bed and held his head up
and cooed and crooned at himas she fed himbroth.

It was nost enbarrassing. But they got what they were after. When she had finished feeding
him there was still half a bow of broth and she left that with them because, she said, poor nan,
he mi ght be needing it.

It was three o' clock in the afternoon and alnost time for the Wdow Foshay to cone in with the
br ot h.

Thi nking of it, Packer gagged a little.

Soneday, he prom sed hinself, he'd beat Tony's brains out. If it hadn't been for him this
never woul d have started

Al nost si x nonths now and every bl essed day she had brought the broth and sat and tal ked with
himwhile he forced dowmm a bow of it. And the worst of it, Packer told hinself, was that he had
to pretend that he thought that it was good.

And she was so gay! Wiy did she have to be so gay? _Toujours gai_, he thought. Just like the
crazy alley cat that ancient witer had penned the silly |lines about.

_@rlic in the broth_, he thought - ny God, who'd ever heard of garlic in beef broth! It was
uncivilized. A special recipe, she'd said, and it was all of that. And yet it had been the garlic
that had done the job with the yellow sporelife - it was the food needed by the spores to kick
theminto life and to start them grow ng.

The garlic in the broth m ght have been good for himas well, he adnitted to hinself, for in
many years, seened, he had not felt so fine. There was a spring in his step, he'd noticed, and he
didn't get so tired; he used to take a nap in the afternoon and now he never did. He worked as
much as ever, actually nore than ever, and he was, except for the widow and the broth, a very
happy man. Yes, a very happy man.

He woul d continue to be happy, he told hinself, as long as Tony left himto his stanps. Let
the littl e whi ppersnapper carry the load of Efficiency, Inc.; he was, after all, the one who had
insisted on it. Although, give himcredit, he had done well with it. Alot of industries had
signed up and a whole raft of insurance conpanies and a bunch of bond houses and a good scattering
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of other lines of business. Before |ong, Tony said, there wouldn't be a busi ness anywhere that
woul d dare to try to get along without the services of Efficiency, Inc.

The doorbell chimed and he went to answer it. It would be the Wdow Foshay, and she woul d have
her hands full with the broth.

But it was not the w dow.

"Are you M. O yde Packer?" asked the nan who stood in the hall

"Yes, sir," Packer said. "WIIl you please step in?"

"My nane is John Giffin," said the man, after he was seated, "I represent Geneva."
"Geneva? You nean the Governnent ?"
The man showed hi m credenti al s.

"Ckay," said Packer a bit frostily, being no great admrer of the Governnent. "Wat can | do
for you?"

"You are senior partner in Efficiency, Inc., | believe."

"l guess that's what | am

"M . Packer, don't you know?" - "Well, I'mnot positive. |'ma partner, but | don't know about
this senior business. Tony runs the show and | |et himhave his head."

"You and your nephew are sole owners of the firnmP"
"You bet your boots we are. We kept it for ourselves. W took no one in with us."

"M . Packer, for sone tine the Governnent has been attenpting to negotiate with M. Canper
He's told you nothing of it?"

"Not a thing," said Packer. "I'mbusy with ny stanps. He doesn't bother ne.

_We_ have been interested in your service," Giffin said. "_W_ have tried to buy it."
"It's for sale,"” said Packer. "You just pay the price and -"

"But you don't understand. M. Canper insists on a separate contract for every single office
that we operate. That would run to a terrific figure -"

"Worth it," Packer assured him "Every cent of it."

"It's unfair,"” said Giffin firmy. "W are willing to buy it on a departnental basis and we
feel that even in that case we woul d be maki ng some concession. By rights the Governnent should be
all owed to conme in under a single covering arrangenent.”

"Look," protested Packer, "what are you talking to ne for? | don't run the business; Tony
does. You'll have to deal with him | have faith in the boy. He has a good hard business head. |I'm
not even interested in Efficiency. All I"'minterested in is stanps."”

"That's just the point,"'
head. "

said Giffin heartily. "You' ve hit the situation exactly on the

"Cone agai n?" asked Packer

"Well, it's like this,”" Giffin told himin confidential tones. "The Government gets a | ot of
stanps in its daily correspondence. | forget the figure, but it runs to several tons of philatelic
mat eri al every day. And from every planet in the galaxy. W have in the past been disposing of it
to several stanp concerns, but there's a disposition in certain quarters to offer the whole lot as
a package deal at a npbst attractive price."
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"That is fine," said Packer, "but what would | do with several tons a day?"

"I wouldn't know," declared Giffin, "but since you are so interested in stanps, it would give
you a splendid opportunity to have first crack at a batch of top-notch material. It is, | dare
say, one of the best sources you could find."

"And you'd sell all this stuff tonme if | put in a wrd for you with Tony?"
Giffin grinned happily. "You foll ow me exactly, M Packer."
Packer snorted, "Follow you! |I'mway ahead of you."

"Now, now," cautioned Giffin, "you nust not get the wong inpression. This is a business
offer - a purely business offer.”

"l suppose you'd expect no nore than noninal payment for all this waste paper | would be
taking of f your hands."

"Very nominal," said Giffin.

"All right, 1I'll think about it and I'lIl let you know. | can't promi se you a thing, of
course. "

"l understand, M. Packer. | do not mean to rush you."

After Giffin left, Packer sat and thought about it and the nore he thought about it, the nore
attractive it becane.

He could rent a warehouse and install an Efficiency Basket init and all he'd have to do woul d
be dunp all that junk in there and the basket would sort it out for him

He wasn't exactly sure if one basket woul d have the tinme to break the selection down to nore
than just planetary groupings, but if one basket couldn't do it, he could install a second one and
between the two of them he could run the classification down to any point he wi shed. And then,
after the baskets had sorted out the nore select itens for his personal inspection, he could set
up an organization to sell the rest of it in job lots and he could afford to sell it at a figure
that would run all the rest of those crunmy dealers clear out on the |inb.

He rubbed his hands together in a gesture of considerable satisfaction, thinking how he could
make it rough for all those skinflint dealers. It was nurder, he rem nded hinself, what they got
away with; anything that happened to them they had conmng to them

But there was one thing he gagged on slightly. What Giffin had offered himwas little better
than a bribe, although it was, he supposed, no nore than one coul d expect of the Governnent. The
entire Governnental structure was |oaded with grafters and ten percenters and | obbyists and
special interest boys and others of their ilk.

Probably no one would think a thing of it if he nade the stanp deal - except the deal ers, of
course, and there was absolutely nothing they could do about it except sit and how .

But aside fromthat, he wondered, did he have the right to interfere with Tony? He could
mention it to himof course, and Tony woul d say yes. But did he have the right?

He sat and worried at the question, without reaching a conclusion, wthout getting any nearer
to the answer until the door chines sounded.

It was the Wdow Foshay and she was enpty-handed. She had no broth today.
"Good afternoon," he said. "You are a little late."

"l was just opening ny door to come over when | saw you had a caller. He's gone now, isn't
he?"

"For some tinme," said Packer.
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She stepped inside and he cl osed the door. They wal ked across the room

"M . Packer," said the Wdow, "I nust apol ogize. | brought no broth today. The truth of the
matter is, I'mtired of making it all the tinme."

"In such a case," he said, very gallantly, "the treats will be on ne."

He opened the desk drawer and lifted out the brand new box of PugA Nash's |eaf, which had
arrived only the day before.

Al nost reverently, he lifted the cover and held the box out to her. She recoiled fromit a
little.

"Go ahead," he urged. "Take a pinch of it. Don't swallowit. Just chewit."
Cautiously, she dipped her fingers in the box.

"That's too nmuch," he warned her. "Just a little pinch. You don't need a lot. And it's rather

hard to cone by."
She took a pinch and put it in her nouth.

He watched her closely, smiling. She | ooked for all the world as if she had taken poi son. But
soon she settled back in her chair, apparently convinced it was not some lethal trick

"I don't believe," she said, "l've ever tasted anything quite like it."

"You never have. Qther than myself, you may well be the only human that has ever tasted it. |
get it froma friend of nmine who lives on one of the far-out stars. Hs nane is PugAl Nash and he
sends it regularly. And he always includes a note."

He | ooked in the drawer and found the | atest note.
"Listen to this,"” he said.

He read it:

_Der Fiend: Grately injoid latter snoke you cent ne. Ples nor of samagin. You du knot no that
| profetick and wach ahed for you. Butt it be so and | grately hapy to performthis taske for
fiend. | assur you it be onely four the beste. You prophet grately, naybee.

Your luving fiend,

PugAl Nash_

He finished reading it and tossed it on the desk

"What do you meke of it?" he asked. "Especially that crack about his being a prophet and
wat chi ng ahead for ne?"

"I't nmust be all right,"” the widow said. "He clains you will profit greatly."
"He sounds |like a gypsy fortune-teller. He had me worried for a while."
"But why should you worry over that?"

"Because | don't want to know what's going to happen to ne. And sonetime he might tell nme. If
a man coul d | ook ahead, for exanple, he'd know just when he was going to die and how and all the -
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"M . Packer," she told him "I don't think you're neant to die. | swear you are getting to
| ook younger every day."

"As a matter of fact," said Packer, vastly pleased, "I'mfeeling the best | have in years."
"It may be that |eaf he sends you."
"No, | think nost likely it is that broth of yours."

They spent a pl easant afternoon - nore pleasant, Packer admitted, than he woul d have thought
was possi bl e.

And after she had left, he asked hinself another question that had hi msonewhat frightened.
Wiy in the world, of all people in the world, had he shared the leaf with her?

He put the box back in the drawer and picked up the note. He snoothed it out and read it once
agai n.

The spelling brought a slight smle to his lips, but he quickly turned it off, for despite the
atroci ousness of it, PugAl Nash neverthel ess was one score up on him For Pug had been able, after
a fashion, to master the | anguage of Earth, while he had bogged down conpl etely when confronted
with Pug's | anguage.

_|I profetick and wach ahed for you. _

It was crazy, he told hinmself. It was, perhaps, sone sort of joke, the kind of thing that
passed for a joke wth Pug.

He put the note away and prowl ed the apartment restlessly, vaguely upset by the whole pile-up
of worries.

What should he do about the Giffin offer?
Why had he shared the leaf with the Wdow Foshay?
What about that crack of Pug's?

He went to the bookshelves and put out a finger and ran it along the nassive set of (Galactic
Abstracts . He found the right volunme and took it back to the desk with him

He | eafed through it until he found _Unuk al Hay . Pug, he renmenbered, |ived on Planet X of
the system

He wrinkled up his forehead as he puzzled out the nmeaning of the conpact, condensed, sonetines
cryptic wording, bristling with fantastic abbreviations. It was a bl oated nui sance, but it nade
sense, of course. There was just too nuch information to cover in the galaxy - the set of books,
unwi eldy as it mght be, would sinply beconme unmanageabl e if anything |ike conpl eteness of
expressi on and description were attenpted.

_X-It.kn., int., uninh. Hu., (T-67), tr. intrm (T-102) ned. hbs., leg. forst., diff. lang..._

Wait a second, there!
_Leg. forst._
Could that be _|egend of foresight?_

He read it again, translating as he went:
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_X-little known, intelligence, uninhabitable for humans (see table 67), trade by
intermedi aries (see table 102), medical herbs, |egend (or |egacy?) of foresight, difficult
| anguage. . . _

And that | ast one certainly was right. He'd gai ned a working knowl edge of a lot of alien
tongues, but will Pug's he could not even get an inkling

_Leg. forst.?_

One couldn't be sure, but it could be - it could be!

He sl apped the book shut and took it back to the shelf.

_So you watch ahead for ne_, he said.

_And why? To what purpose?_

_PugAl Nash_, he said, alittle pleased, _some day I'll wing your scrawny, neddling neck. _

But, of course, he wouldn't. PugAl Nash was too far away and he m ght not be scrawny and there
was no reason to believe he even had a neck

When bedtinme cane around, be got into his flane-red pajamas with the yellow parrots on them
and sat on the edge of the bed, wiggling his toes.

It had been quite a day, he thought.

He'd have to talk with Tony about this Government offer to sell himthe stanp nateri al
Per haps, he thought, be should insist upon it even if it neant a | oss of possible revenue to
Efficiency, Inc. He might as well get what he could and what he wanted when it was for the taking.
For Tony, before they were through with it, probably would beat himout of what he had coning to
him He had expected it by now - but nore than |likely Tony had been too busy to indulge in any
crookedness. Although it was a wonder, for Tony enjoyed a dishonest dollar twice as much as he did
an honest one.

He renenbered that he had told Giffin that he had faith in Tony and he guessed that he'd been

right - he had faith in himand a little pride as well. Tony was an unprincipled rascal and there
was no denying it. Thinking about it, Packer chuckled fondly. Just like ne_, he told hinself,
_when | was young as Tony and was still in business. _

There had been that triple deal with the bogus Chi ppendal e and the Antarian paintings and the
| ocal version of noonshine fromout in the Packrat system _By God_, he told hinself, _I skinned
all three of themon that one. _

The phone rang and he padded out of the bedroom his bare feet slapping on the floor.
The phone kept on insisting.

"Al right!" yelled Packer angrily. "I'mconing!" He reached the desk and picked up the phone.
"This is Pickering," said the voice.

"Pickering. Oh, sure. dad to hear fromyou."

"The man you tal ked with about the Polaris cover."
"Yes, Pickering. | renenber you."

"I wonder, did you ever find that cover?"

"Yes, | found it. Sorry, but the strip had only four. | told you five, | fear. An awful
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menory, but you know how it goes. A man gets old and -"

"M . Packer, will you sell that cover?"
"Sell it? Yes, | guess | told you that | would. Man of ny word, you realize, although | regret
it now "

"I't's a fine one, then?"

"M . Pickering," said Packer, "considering that it's the only one in existence -
“Could | come over to see it sonetinme soon?"
"Any time you wish. Any tine at all."

"You will hold it for ne?"

"Certainly," consented Packer. "After all, no one know as yet that | have the thing."

"And the price?"

"Well, now, | told you a quarter mllion, but I was tal king then about a strip of five. Since
it's only four 1'd be willing to shave it sone. |'ma reasonable man M. Pickering. Not difficult
to deal with."

"l can see you aren't," said Pickering with a trace of bitterness.

They sai d good night and Packer sat in the chair and put his bare feet up on the desk and
wi ggl ed his toes watching themwi th a certain fascination, as if he had never seen them before.

He'd sell Pickering the four-strip cover for two hundred thousand. Then he'd let it get noised
about that there was a five-strip cover, and once he heard that Pickering would be beside hinself
and frothing at the mouth. He'd be afraid that someone m ght get ahead of himand buy the five-
stanp strip while he had only four. And that would be a public humliation that a collector of
Pickering's stripe sinply couldn't stand.

Packer chortled softly to hinself.
"Bait," he said al oud.

He probably could get half a mllion out of that five strip piece. He'd make Pickering pay for
it. He'd have to start it high, of course, and | et Pickering beat hi m down.

Be | ooked at the clock upon the desk and it was ten o' clock - a good hour past his usua
bedti ne.

He wiggled his toes sone nore and watched them Funny thing about it, he wasn't even sl eepy.
He didn't want to go to bed; he'd got undressed fromsinple force of habit.

Ni ne o' clock, he thought, is a hell of a time for a nan to go to bed. He could renenber a tinme
when he had never turned in until well after mdnight and there had been many certain menorabl e
occasi ons, he chucklingly recalled, when he'd not gone to bed at all

But there had been sonething to do in those days. There had been places to go and people to
meet and food had tasted proper and the |iquor had been sonething a man | ooked forward to. They
didn't make decent |iquor these days, he told hinself. And there were no great cooks any nore. And
no entertai nnment, none worthy of the name. Al his friends had either died or scattered; none of
t hem had | ast ed.

Not hi ng | asts, he thought.

He sat wiggling his toes and | ooking at the clock and sonmehow he was beginning to feel just a
bit excited, although he could not imagi ne why.
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In the silence of the roomthere were two sounds only - the soft ticking of the clock and the
syrupy gurgling of the basket full of spores.

He | eaned around the corner of the desk and | ooked at the basket and it was there, foursquare
and solid - a basketful of fantasy cone to sudden and enduring life.

Soneday, he though, soneone would find where the spores cane from- what distant planet in
what mi sty reaches out toward the rimof the thinning gal axy. Perhaps even now the origin of the
stanps could be determined if he'd only release the data that he had, if he would show the covers
with the yellow stanps to sonme authority. But the covers and the data were a trade secret and had
becone too valuable to be shown to any one; they were tucked away deep inside a bank vault.

Intelligent spores, he nmused - what a perfect mediumfor the carrying of the mail. You put a
dab of themon letter or a package and you told them sonehow or other, where the letter or the
package was to go and they would take it there. And once the job was done then the spores encysted
until the day that sonmeone el se, or sonething else, should recall themto their |abors.

And today they were laboring for the Earth and the day woul d cone, perhaps, when they'd be
housekeepers to the entire Earth. They'd run all business efficiently and keep all homes picked up
and neat; they would clean the streets and keep themfree of litter and introduce everywhere an
era of such order and such cleanliness as no race had ever known.

He wiggled his toes and | ooked at the clock again. | was not ten-thirty yet and it was really
early. Perhaps he should change his mnd - perhaps he should dress again and go for a noonlight
stroll. For there was a noon; he could see it through the w ndow.

Damm ol d fool, he told himself, whuffling out his whiskers.
But he took his feet down off the desk and paddl ed toward the bedroom

He chuckl ed as he went, planning exactly how he was going to skin Pickering to within an inch
of that collector's parsinonious |ife.

He was bending at the mirror, trying to make his tie track, when the doorbell set up a clanor.

If it was Pickering, he thought, he'd throw the damm fool out. Imagine turning up at this time
of night to do a piece of business that could better wait till norning

It wasn't Pickering.

The man's card said he was W Frederick Hazlitt and that he was president of the Hazlitt
Suppl i ers Corporation

"Well, M. Hazlitt?"

"I"'d like to talk to you a mnute," Hazlitt said, peering furtively around. "You're sure that
we' re al one here?"

"Quite alone," said Packer

"This is a mtter of some delicacy," Hazlitt told him "and of some alarmas well. | cane to
you rather than M. Anton Canper because | know of you by reputation as a man of proven business
sagacity. | feel you could understand the problemwhere M. Canper -"

"Fire away," invited Packer cordially.

He had a feeling that he was going to enjoy this. The man was obvi ously upset and scared to
death as wel .

Hazlitt hunched forward in his chair and his voice dropped al nost to a whisper.
"M . Packer," he confided in stricken horror, "I am becom ng honest!"

"That's too bad," said Packer synpathetically.
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"Yes, it is," said Hazlitt soberly. "A man in my position - in any business connection -
simply can't be honest. M. Packer, 1'll tell you confidentially that | lost out on one of the
bi ggest deals in all my business life just |ast week because | had grown honest."

"Maybe, " Packer suggested, "if you persevered, if you set your heart on it, you could remain
at least partially dishonest."”

Hazlitt shook his head dolefully. "I tell you, sir, can't. I've tried. You don't know how hard
I"ve tried. And no matter how | try, | find nyself telling the truth about everything. | find that
I cannot take unfair advantage of anyone, not even of a custoner. | even found nyself the other

day engaged in cutting my profit nmargins down to a nore realistic figure -
"Why, that's horrible!" cried Packer.
"And it's all your fault," yelled Hazlitt.

"My fault," protested 'Packer, whuffling out his whiskers. "Upon ny word, M. Hazlitt, | can't
see how you can say a thing like that. | haven't had a thing to do with it."

"It's your Efficiency units,” how ed Hazlitt. "They're the cause of it."

"The Efficiency units have nothing to do with you, declared Packer angrily. "All they do..."
He st opped.

Good Lord, he thought, they coul d!

He'd been feeling better than he'd felt for years an he didn't need his nap of an afternoon
and here he was dressing to go out in the mddle of the night!

"How | ong has this been going on?" he asked in grow ng horror

"For a month at least," said Hazlitt. "I think | first noticed it a month or six weeks ago."
"Way didn't you sinply heave the unit out?" "I did," yelled Hazlitt, "but it did no good."
"I don't understand. If you threw it out that should be the end of it."

"That's what | thought at the tine, myself. But | was wong. That yellow stuffs still there.
It's growing in the

cracks and floating in the air and you can't get rid of it. Once you have it, you are stuck
withit."

Packer clucked in synpat hy.
"You coul d nove, perhaps."

"Do you realize what that would cost ne, Packer? And besides, as far as |'mconcerned, it
sinmply is no good. The stuff's inside of nme!"

He pounded at his chest. "I can feel it here, inside of me - turning nme honest, making a good
man out of ne, naking nme orderly and efficient, just like it made our files. And | don't want to
be a good man, Packer - | want to nake a | ot of mnoney!"

"There's one consol ation,"'
happeni ng to your conpetitors."”

Packer told him "Whatever is happening to you undoubtedly also is

"But even if that were the case," protested Hazlitt, "it would be no fun. What do you think a
man goes into business for? To render service, to becone identified with the commercial comunity,
to nmake noney only? No, sir, | tell you - it's the thrill of skinning a conpetitor, of running the

risk of losing your own shirt, of -

"Anmen, " Packer said |oudly.
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Hazlitt stared at him "You, too..
"Not a chance," said Packer proudly. "lI'mevery bit as big a rascal as | ever was."
Hazlitt settled back into his chair. His voice took on an edge, grew a trifle cold.
"l had consi dered exposing you, warning the world, and then | saw | couldn't..."

"COf course you can't," said Packer gruffly. "You don't enjoy being | aughed at. You are the
kind of man who can't stand the thought of being | aughed at."

"What's your game, Packer?"

"My gane?"

"You introduced the stuff. You must have known what it would do. And yet you say you are
unaffected by it. What are you shooting at - gobbling up the entire planet?"

Packer whuffled. "I hadn't thought of it," he said. "But it's a capital idea."

He rose stiffly to his feet. "Little old for it," he said, "but | have a few years yet. And
I"'min the best of fettle. Haven't felt -"

"You were going out," said Hazlitt, rising. "I'lIl not detain you."
"I thank you, sir," said Packer. "I noticed that there was a nobon and | was going for a
stroll. You wouldn't join ne, would you?"

"l have nore inportant things to do, Packer, than strolling in the nmoonlight."

"l have no doubt of that,’
honest busi nessman |ike you."

sai d Packer, bowing slightly. "You would, of course, an upright,

Hazlitt slamed the door as he went out.
Packer padded back to the bedroom took up the tie again.

Hazlitt an honest nman, he thought. And how many other honest nmen this night? And a year from
now - how many honest men in the whole wide world just one year fromnow? How | ong before the
entire Earth woul d be an honest Earth? Wth spores lurking in the cracks and floating in the air
and running with the rivers, it mght not take so |ong.

Maybe that was the reason Tony hadn't skinned himyet. Maybe Tony was getting honest, too. Too
bad, thought Packer, gravely. Tony wouldn't be half as interesting if he should happen to turn
honest .

And the Governnment? A Governnent that had conme begging for the spores - begging to be honest,
al though to be conpletely fair one nust admit the Governnent as yet did not know about the
honesty.

That was a hot one, Packer told hinself. An honest Government! And it would serve those
stinkers right! He could see the | ooks upon their faces.

He gave up the business of the tie and sat down on the bed and shook for m nutes with runbling
belly laughter.

At |ast he wiped the tears out of his eyes and finished with the tie.

Tomorrow norni ng, bright and early, he'd get in touch with Giffin and arrange the package
deal for the stamp material. He'd act greedy and drive a hard bargain and then, in the end, pay a
bit nore than the price agreed upon for a long-term arrangenent. An honest Government, he told
hi nsel f, would be too honest to rescind such an agreement even if, in the light of its new
honesty, it should realize the wongness of it. For, happily, one of the tenets of honesty was to
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stay stuck with a bad bargain, no matter how arrived at.

He shucked into his jacket and went into the living room He stopped at the desk and opened
the drawer. Reaching in, he lifted the lid of the box of leaf. He took a pinch and had it hal fway
to his nmouth when the thought struck himsuddenly and he stood for a nonent frozen while all the
gears cane together, meshing, and the pieces fell into a pattern and he knew, w thout even asking,
why he was the only genuine dishonest man |l eft on the entire Earth.

| profetick and wach ahed for you! _
He put the leaf into his mouth and felt the confort of it.
_Antidote_, he thought, and knew that he was right.

But how coul d Pug have known - how could he have foreseen the long, tw sting tangle of many
circunstances which nust inevitably crystallize into this very nonent?

_Leg. forst.?_
He closed the |id of the box and shut the drawer and turned toward the door.

The only di shonest man in the world, he thought. Imune to the honesty factor in the yellow
spores because of the resistance built up within himby his long use of the |eaf.

He had set a trap tonight to victinize Pickering and tonorrow he'd go out and fox the
CGovernnment and there was no telling where he'd go fromthere. Hazlitt had said sonething about
taking over the entire planet and the idea was not a bad one if he could only squeeze out the
necessary tine.

He chuckl ed at the thought of how all the honest suckers would stand innocently in |ine,
unable to do a thing about it - all fair prey to the one dishonest nman in the entire world. A wolf
anong the sheep!

He drew hinself erect and pulled the white gloves on carefully. He flicked his wal king stick
Then he thunped hinself on the chest - just once - and let hinself out into the hall. He did not
bother to | ock the door behind him

In the | obby, as he stepped out of the el evator, he saw the W dow Foshay comi ng in the door
She turned and call ed back cheerfully to friends who had brought her hone.

He lifted his hat to her with an olden courtesy that he thought he had forgotten

She threw up her hands in nock surprise. "M . Packer," she cried, "what has come over you?
Where do you think you're going at this tinme of night, when all honest people are abed?"

"M nerva," he told her gravely, "I was about to take a stroll. | wonder if you m ght cone
along with nme?"

She hesitated for an instant, just |long enough to give the desired small show of reluctance
and i ndeci si on.

He whuffled out his noustache at her. "Besides," he said, "I amnot an honest person."

He of fered her his armwith distinguished gallantry.
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