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Al flesh is grass
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1

When | swung out of the village street onto the nmin highway, there was
a truck behind me. It was one of those big sem jobs and it was really
rolling. The speed limt was forty-five on that stretch of road, running
t hrough one corner of the village, but at that time in the norning it wasn't
reasonabl e to expect that anyone would pay attention to a posted speed.

I wasn't too concerned with the truck. I'd be stopping a mle or so up
the road at Johnny's Mdtor Court to pick up Alf Peterson, who would be
waiting for me, with his fishing tackle ready. And | had other things to
think of, too - principally the phone and wondering who | had tal ked with on
the phone. There had been three voices and it all was very strange, but |
had the feeling that it may have been one voice, changed nost wonderfully to
make three voices, and that | woul d know that basic voice if | could only
pin it down. And there had been Gerald Sherwood, sitting in his study, with
two walls lined by books, telling ne about the blueprints that had forned,
unbi dden, in his brain. There had been Stiffy Grant, pleading that | not |et
them use the bonb. And there had been, as well, the fifteen hundred dollars.

Just up the road was the Sherwood residence, set atop its hill, with
the house al nost blotted out, in the early dawn, by the bul ki ng bl ackness of
the great oak trees that grew all around the house. Staring at the hill, |
forgot about the phone and Gerald Sherwood in his book-lined study with his
head cranmed full of blueprints, and thought instead of Nancy and how |I'd
met her once again, after all those years since high school. And | recalled
t hose days when we had wal ked hand in hand, with a pride and happi ness that
coul d not conme again, that can come but once when the world is young and the
first, fierce love of youth is fresh and wonderful

The road ahead was clear and wi de; the four |anes continued for another
twenty nmiles or so before they dwi ndled down to two. There was no one on the
road except nyself and the truck, which was com ng up behind me and coni ng
fairly fast.

Wat ching the headlights in ny rear vision mrror, | knewthat in just a
little while it would be sw nging out to pass ne.

I wasn't driving fast and there was a lot of roomfor the truck to pass
me, and there was not a thing to hit and then |I did hit sonething.

It was like running into a strong elastic band. There was no thunp or
crash. The car began slowing down as if | had put on the brakes. There was
nothing I could see and for a nonent | thought that sonething nust have
happened to the car - that the notor had gone haywire or the brakes had
| ocked, or sonething of the sort. | took ny foot off the accelerator and the
car cane to a halt, then started to slide back, faster and faster, for al
the world as if I'd run into that rubber band and now it was snappi ng back
| flipped the drive to neutral because | could snell the rubber as the tires
screeched on the road, and as soon as | flipped it over, the car snapped
back so fast that | was thrown agai nst the wheel

Behind me the horn of the truck blared wildly and tires how ed on the
pavenent as the driver swung his rig to miss nme. The truck nade a swi shing
sound as it went rushing past and beneath the swi shing, | could hear the
rubber of the tires sucking at the roadbed, and the whole thing runbled as
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if it mght be angry at ne for causing it this trouble. And as it went
rushing past, ny car cane to a halt, over on the shoul der of the road.

Then the truck hit whatever | had hit. | could hear it when it struck
It made a little plop. For a single instant, | thought the truck m ght break
t hrough what ever the barrier mght be, for it was heavy and had been going
fast and for a second or so there was no sign that it was slow ng down. Then
it began to slow and | could see the wheels of that big job skidding and
hunpi ng, so that they seenmed to be skipping on the pavenent, still noving
forward doggedly, but still not getting through

It noved ahead for a hundred feet or so beyond the point where | had
stopped. And there the rig cane to a halt and began skidding back. It slid
snmoothly for a nmonent, with the tires squealing on the pavenent, then it
began to jackknife. The rear end buckl ed around and cane si deways down the
road, heading straight for ne.

I had been sitting calmy in the car, not dazed, not even too nuch
puzzled. It all had happened so fast that there had not been tine to work up
much puzzl enent. Sonet hi ng strange had happened, certainly, but | think I
had the feeling that in just a little while I'd get it figured out and it
woul d all cone right again.

So | had stayed sitting in the car, absorbed in watching what woul d
happen to the truck. But when it cane sliding back down the road,
jackknifing as it slid, | slapped the handle of the door and shoved it wth
my shoul der and rolled out of the seat. | hit the pavenent and scranbled to
my feet and ran.

Behind nme the tires of the truck were screaning and then there was a
crash of netal, and when | heard the crash, | junped out on the grassy
shoul der of the road and had a | ook behind me. The rear end of the truck had
slamed into ny car and shoved it in the ditch and now was sl owy, al nost
maj estically, toppling into the ditch itself, right atop ny car

'Hey, there!' | shouted. It did no good, of course, and | knew it
woul dn't. The words were just jerked out of ne.

The cab of the truck had renmai ned upon the road, but it was canted with
one wheel off the ground. The driver was crawing fromthe cab

It was a quiet and peaceful norning. Over in the west sone heat
| i ghtning was skipping about the dark horizon. There was that freshness in
the air that you never get except on a summer norning before the sun gets up
and the beat closes down on you. To ny right, over in the village, the
street lights were still burning, hanging still and bright, unstirred by any
breeze. It was too nice a norning, | thought, for anything to happen

There were no cars on the road. There were just the two of us, the
trucker and nyself, and his truck in the ditch, squashing down ny car. He
cane down the road toward ne.

He cane up to ne and stopped, peering at nme, his arns hanging at his

side. 'What the hell is going on?" he asked. 'Wat did we run into?

"l don't know,' | said.

"I"msorry about your car,' he told ne. "I'll report it to the conpany.
They' || take care of it.

He stood, not noving, acting as if he m ght never nobve again. 'Just
like running into nothing,' he declared. 'There's nothing there.
Then sl ow anger flared in him

"By God,' he said, 'I'"'mgoing to find out...'
He turned abruptly and went stal king up the hi ghway, heading toward
what ever we had hit. | followed al ong behind him

He was grunting |ike an angry hog.

He went straight up the mddle of the road and he hit the barrier, but
by this time he was roaring nad and he wasn't going to let it stop him so
he kept ploughing into it and he got a good deal farther than | had expected
that he would. But finally it stopped himand he stood there for a nonent,
with his body braced ridicul ously against a nothingness, leaning into it,
and with his legs driving like well-oiled pistons in an attenpt to drive
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hi nsel f ahead. In the stillness of the norning |I could hear his shoes
chuffing on the pavenent.

Then the barrier et himhave it. It snapped himback. It was as if a
sudden wi nd had struck himand was bl owi ng hi m down the road, tunbling as he
rolled. He finally ended up jamed half underneath the front end of the cab

I ran over and grabbed himby the ankles and pulled himout and stood
himon his feet. He was bleeding a little fromwhere he'd rubbed al ong the
pavenent and his clothes were torn and dirty. But he wasn't angry any nore;
he was just plain scared. He was | ooking down the road as if he'd seen a

ghost and he still was shaki ng.
"But there's nothing there,' he said.
"There' |l be other cars,' | said, 'and you are across the road. Hadn't

we ought to put out some flares or flags or sonething?

That seenmed to snap himout of it.

"Flags,' he said.

He clinbed into the cab and got out some fl ags.

I wal ked down the road with himwhile he set them out.

He put the | ast one down and squatted down beside it. He took out a
handker chi ef and began dabbi ng at his face.

"Where can | get a phone?' he asked. 'W'Il| have to get sone help.'
' Sonmeone has to figure out a way to clear the barrier off the road,"’
said. 'Inalittle while there'll be a lot of traffic. It'lIl be piled up for

mles.'

He dabbed at his face sone nore. There was a | ot of dust and grease.
And a little blood.

" A phone?' he asked.

"Ch, any place,' | told him 'Just go up to any house. They'll let you
use a phone.'
And here we were, | thought, talking about this thing as if it were an

ordinary road block, as if it were a fallen tree or a washed-out culvert.
'Say, what's the nane of this place, anyhow? | got to tell them where
amcalling from'

"MIlville," | told him

"You live here?

| nodded.

He got up and tucked t he handkerchief back into his pocket.
"Well," he said, "I'll go and find that phone.

He wanted nme to offer to go with him but | had sonmething else to do. |
had to wal k around the road bl ock and get up to Johnny's Mtor Court and
explain to AIf what had happened to del ay ne.

| stood in the road and wat ched hi mplod al ong. Then | turned around
and went up the road in the opposite direction, walking toward that
sonet hing which would stop a car. | reached it and it stopped ne, not
abruptly, nor roughly, but gently, as if it didn't intend to | et nme through
under any circunstances, but was being polite and reasonabl e about it.

| put out ny hand and | couldn't feel a thing. | tried rubbing ny hand
back and forth, as you would to feel a surface, but there was no surface,
there was not a thing to rub; there was absolutely nothing, just that gentle
pressure pushing you away from whatever m ght be there

| 1 ooked up and down the road and there was still no traffic, but in a
little while, | knew, there would be. Perhaps, | told nyself, | should set
out sone flags in the east-bound traffic |lane to convey at | east sone
warni ng that there was sonething wong. It would take no nore than a ninute
or two to set up the flags when I went around the end of the barrier to get
to Johnny's Modtor Court.

I went back to the cab and found two flags and clinbed down the
shoul der of the road and clanbered up the hillside, making a big sweep to
get around the barrier - and even as | nade the sweep | ran into the barrier

again. | backed away fromit and started to wal k alongside it, clinbing up
the hill. It was hard to do. If the barrier had been a solid thing, | would
have had no trouble, but since it was invisible, | kept bunping into it.
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That was the way | traced it, bunping into it, then sheering off, then
bunping into it again.
I thought that the barrier would end alnbst any tinme, or that it mght

get thinner. A couple of tines | tried pushing through it, but it still was
as stiff and strong as ever. There was an awful thought growing in my mnd.
And the higher up the hill | clinbed, the nore persistent grew the thought.

It was about this tinme that | dropped the flags.

Bel ow me | heard the sound of skidding tires and swung around to | ook
A car on the east-bound | ane had slamed into the barrier, and in sliding
back, had ski dded broadsi de across both | anes. Another car had been
travelling behind the first and was trying to slow down. But either its
brakes were bad or its speed had been too high, for it couldn't stop. As |
wat ched, its driver swng it out, with the wheels upon the shoul der,
ski nning past the broadside car. Then he slapped into the barrier, but his
speed had been reduced, and he didn't go far in. Slowy the barrier pushed
back the car and it slid into the other car and finally cane to rest.

The driver had gotten out of the first car and was wal ki ng around his
car to reach the second car. | saw his head tilt up and it was clear he saw
me. He waved his arnms at ne and shouted, but | was too far away to nake out
what he sai d.

The truck and ny car, lying crushed beneath it, still were alone on the
west -bound | anes. It was curious, | told nyself, that no one el se had cone
al ong.

There was a house atop the hill and for sone reason | didn't recognize
it. It had to be a house of soneone that | knew, for I'd lived all ny life
in MIlville except for a year at college and | knew everyone. | don't know
how to explain it, but for a nonent | was all m xed up. Nothing | ooked
famliar and | stood confused, trying to get ny bearings and figure where
was.

The east was brightening and in another thirty mnutes the sun would be
poking up. In the west a great angry cloud bank | ooned, and at its base
could see the rapier flickering of the lightning that was riding with the
storm

| stood and stared down at the village and it all cane clear to ne
exactly where | was. The house up on the hill was Bill Donovan's. Bill was
the village garbage man.

I followed along the barrier, heading for the house and for a nonent |
wondered just where the house might be in relation to the barrier. Mre than
likely, I told nyself, it stood just inside of it.

| came to a fence and clinbed it and crossed the littered yard to the
rickety back stairs. | clinbed themgingerly to gain the stoop and | ooked
for a bell. There wasn't any bell. | |lifted a fist and pounded on the door,
then waited. | heard soneone stirring around inside, then the door canme open
and Bill stared out at nme. He was an unkenpt bear of a man and his bushy
hair stood all on end and he | ooked at ne from beneath a pair of belligerent
eyebrows. He had pulled his trousers over his pajam, but he hadn't taken
the tinme to zip up the fly and a swatch of purple pajanma cloth stuck out.
H's feet were bare and his toes curled up a bit against the cold of the
ki tchen fl oor.

"What's the matter, Brad?' he asked.

"I don't know,' | told him 'There is sonething happeni ng down on the
road."’

"An accident?' he asked.

"No, not an accident. | tell you | don't know. There's sonething across
the road. You can't see it, but it's there. You runinto it and it stops you
cold. It's like a wall, but you can't touch or feel it.'

"Cone on in,' said Bill. "You could do with a cup of coffee. I'Il put

on the pot. It's tine for breakfast anyhow. The wife is getting up.
He reached behi nd hi mand snapped on the kitchen light, then stood to
one side so that | could enter
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Bill wal ked over to the sink. He picked a glass off the counter top and
turned on the water, then stood waiting.

"Have to let it run a while until it gets cold,' he told me. He filled
the glass and held it out to ne. 'Want a drink?" he asked.

"No, thanks,' | told him

He put the glass to his nouth and drank in great sl obbering gulps.

Somewhere in the house a wonman screamed. |If | live to be a hundred,

I"lI'l not forget what that screamwas |ike. Donovan dropped the glass on the
floor and it broke, spraying jagged gl ass and water.

"Liz!" he cried. 'Liz, what's wong?

He charged out of the roomand | stood there, frozen, |ooking at the
bl ood on the floor, where Donovan's bare feet had been gashed by the broken
gl ass.

The wonman screamed again, but this tinme the screamwas nmuffled, as if
she night be screanming with her nouth pressed against a pillow or a wall

I blundered out of the kitchen into the dining-room stunbling on
sonething in nmy path - a toy, a stool, | don't know what it was and | ungi ng
hal fway across the roomto try to catch ny bal ance, afraid of falling and
hitting ny head against a chair or table.

And | hit it again, that same resistant wall that |'d wal ked i nto down
on the road. | braced nyself against it and pushed, getting upright on ny
feet, standing in the dimmess of the dining-roomw th the horror of that
wal | rasping at ny soul

I could sense it right in front of ne, although | no | onger touched it.
And whereas before, out in the open, on the road, it had been no nore than a
wonder too big to conprehend, here beneath this roof, inside this famly
hone, it becane an alien blaspheny that set one's teeth on edge.

"My babies!' screaned the wonman. 'I can't reach ny babi es!

Now | began to get my bearings in the curtained room | saw the table
and the buffet and the door that led into the bedroom hall way.

Donovan was coming through the doorway. He was hal f | eading, half
carrying the wonman.

"l tried to get to them' she cried. 'There's something there -
sonet hing that stopped ne. | can't get to ny babies!'’

He | et her down on the fl oor and propped her against the wall and knelt
gently beside her. He | ooked up at ne and there was a baffled, angry terror
in his eyes.

"It's the barrier," | told him 'The one down on the road. It runs
strai ght through the house.'

"l don't see no barrier,' he said.

"Dam it, man, you don't see it. It just is there, is all.’

"What can we do?' he asked.

"The children are OK ' | assured him hoping | was right. 'They're just
on the other side of the barrier. W can't get to themand they can't get to
us, but everything's all right.

"I just got up to look in on them' the worman said. 'l just got up to
| ook at them and there was sonmething in the hall...'
" How many?' | asked.

"Two,' said Donovan. 'One is six, the other eight.

"lI's there someone you can phone? Soneone outside the village. They
coul d conme and take themin and take care of themuntil we get this thing
figured out. There nust be an end to this wall sonewhere. | was | ooking for
it ..

'She's got a sister,' said Donovan, 'up the road a ways. Four or five
mles.'

' Maybe you should call her.'

And as | said it, another thought hit nme straight between the eyes. The
phone m ght not be working. The barrier night have cut the phone |ines.

"You be all right, Liz?" he asked.

She nodded dumbly, still sitting on the floor, not trying to get up

"“I''l'l go call Myrt,"' he said.
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| followed himinto the kitchen and stood beside himas he lifted the
receiver of the wall phone, holding ny breath in a fierce hope that the
phone woul d work. And for once ny hoping nust have done sone good, for when
the receiver cane off the hook | could hear the faint buzz of an operating
I'ine.

Qut in the dining-room Ms Donovan was sobbing very quietly.

Donovan dialled, his big, blunt, grease-grinmed fingers seeningly
awkward and unfamliar at the task. He finally got it done.

He waited with the receiver at his ear. | could hear the signal ringing
in the quietness of the kitchen

'That you, Myrt? said Donovan. 'Yeah, this is Bill. We run into a
little trouble. I wonder could you and Jake cone over.... No, Myrt, just
sonmething wong. | can't explain it to you. Could you cone over and pick up
the kids? You'll have to cone the front way; you can't get in the back...
Yeah, Myrt, | know it sounds crazy. There's sone sort of wall. Liz and ne,
we're in the back part of the house and we can't get up to the front. The
kids are in the front.... No, Myrt, | don't know what it is. But you do |ike
| say. ThemKkids are up there all alone and we can't get to them... Yes,

Myrt, right through the house. Tell Jake to bring along an axe. This thing
runs right straight through the house. The front door is |ocked and Jake

will have to chop it down. O bust a window, if that's easier.... Sure,
sure, | know what |'m saying. You just go ahead and do it. Anything to get
themkids. I'mnot crazy. Sonething's wong, | tell you. Sonething s gone
way wong. You do what | say, Myrt.... Don't mnd about the door, just chop

the damm thing down. You just get the kids any way you can and keep them
safe for us.'

He hung up the receiver and turned fromthe phone. He used his forearm
to wi pe the sweat off his face.

'Damm wonman,' he said. 'She just stood there and argued. She's a
flighty bitch.'

He | ooked at me. 'Now, what do we do next?'

"Trace the barrier,' | said. 'See where it goes. See if we can get
around it. If we can find a way around it, we can get your Kkids."'

"I"ll go with you.'

| gestured toward the dining-room 'And | eave her here al one?

"No,' he said. "No, | can't do that. You go ahead. Myrt and Jake,

they'll conme and get the kids. Sone of the neighbours will take Liz in. 'l
try to catch up with you. Thing like this, you m ght need sone help."'
' Thanks,' | said.

Qut si de the house, the pal eness of the dawn was beginning to flow
across the land. Everything was painted that ghostly brightness, not
quite-white, not quite any other colour either, that nmarks the begi nning of
an August day.

On the road bel ow, a couple of dozen cars were janmed up in front of
the barrier on the east-bound | ane and there were groups of people standing
around. | could hear one |oud voice that kept boonming out in excited talk -
one of those aggressive | oudnmouths you find in any kind of crowd. Soneone
had built a snmall canpfire out on the boul evard between the | anes - God
knows why, the norning was surely warm enough and the day would be a
scor cher.

And now | renenbered that | had neant to get hold of AIf and tell him
that | wasn't comng. | could have used the phone in the Donovan kitchen,
but I'd forgotten all about it. | stood undeci ded, debating whether to go
back in again and ask to use the phone. That had been the main reason, |
realized, that 1'd stopped at Donovan's.

There was this pile of cars on the east-bound | ane and only the truck

and ny battered car on the west-bound | ane and that nust nean, | told
mysel f, that the west-bound | ane was cl osed, as well, sonewhere to the east.
And could that nmean, | wondered, that the village was encl osed, was

encircled by the wall?
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| deci ded agai nst goi ng back to nmake the phone call, and noved on
around the house. | picked up the wall again and began to followit. | was
getting the hang of it by now. It was like feeling this thing al ongside ne,
and following the feeling, keeping just a ways away fromit, bumping into it
only now and then.

The wall roughly skirted the edge of the village, with a few outlying
houses on the other side of it. |I followed along it and | crossed sonme paths
and a couple of bob-tailed, dead-end streets, and finally came to the
secondary road that ran in from Coon Valley, ten nmles or so away.

The road slanted on a gentle grade in its approach into the village and
on the slant, just on the other side of the wall, stood an ol der nodel car,
sonewhat the worse for wear. Its nmotor was still running and the door on the
driver's side was open, but there was no one in it and no one was around. It
| ooked as if the driver, once he'd struck the barrier, nmight have fled in
pani c.

As | stood | ooking at the car, the brakes began to slip and the car
inched forward, slowy at first, then faster, and finally the brakes gave
out entirely and the car plunged down the hill, through the barrier wall,
and crashed into a tree. It slowy toppled over on its side and a thin
trickle of snoke began to seep from underneath the hood.

But | didn't pay rmuch attention to the car, for there was sonething

nmore inportant. | broke into a run, heading up the road.
The car had passed the barrier and had gone down the road to crash and
that nmeant there was no bather. | had reached the end of it!

I ran up the road, exultant and relieved, for |'d been fighting down
the feeling, and having a hard tine to fight it down entirely, that the
barrier might run all around the village. And in the midst of all ny

exultation and relief, | hit the wall again.

I hit it fairly hard, for | was running hard, sure that it wasn't
there, but in a terrible hurry to nake sure it wasn't there. | went into it
for three running strides before it tossed nme back. | hit the roadbed fl at

on ny back and my head banged upon the pavenent. There were a nmillion stars.

I rolled over and got on ny hands and knees and stayed there for a
monent, like a gutted hound, with my head hanging |inp between ny shoul ders,
and | shook it now and then to shake the stars away.

I heard the crackle and the roar of flanes and that jerked nme to ny
feet. | still was fairly wobbly, but wobbly or not, | got away fromthere.
The car was burning briskly and at any nonment the flanes would reach the gas
tank and the car would go sky high

But the expl osion, when it came, was not too spectacular -just an
angry, muffled whuff and a great gout of flame flaring up into the sky. But
it was |oud enough to bring sone people out to see what was goi ng on. Doe
Fabi an and | awyer Ni chols were running up the road, and behind them cane a
bunch of yelling kids and a pack of barking dogs.

I didn't wait for themalthough | had half a mnd to, for I had a | ot
to tell and here was an audi ence. But there was sonething el se that stopped
me fromturning back - | had to go on tracking down the barrier and try to
find its end, if it had an end.

My head had begun to clear and all the stars were gone and | could
think alittle better.

There was one thing that stood out plain and clear: a car could go
through the barrier when there was no one in it, but when it was occupied,
the barrier stopped it dead. A man could not go through the barrier, but he
could pick up a phone and talk to anyone he wanted. And | renenbered that |
had heard the voices of the nen shouting in the road, had heard themvery
clearly even when they were on the other side. | picked up sonme sticks and
stones and tossed themat the barrier. They went sailing through as if
not hi ng had been there.

There was only one thing that the barrier would stop and that single
thing was life. And why in the world should there be a barrier to shut out,
or shut in, life?
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The vill age was beginning to stir to life.

I watched Floyd Cal dwell cone out on his back porch, dressed in his
undershirt and a pair of pants with the suspenders hangi ng. Except for old
Doc Fabi an, Floyd was the only man in MIlville who ever wore suspenders.

But while old Doc wore sedate and narrow bl ack ones, Floyd wore a pair that
was broad and red. Floyd was the barber and he took a | ot of kidding about
his red suspenders, but Floyd didn't mnd. He was the village smart guy and
he worked at it all the tine and it probably was all right, for it brought
hima lot of trade fromout in the farm ng country. People who m ght just as
wel | have gone to Coon Valley for their haircuts came, instead, to MIlville
to listen to Floyd's jokes and to see him cl own.

Fl oyd stood out on the back porch and stretched his arnms and yawned.
Then he took a close | ook at the weather and he scratched his ribs. Down the
street a woman called the famly dog and in a little while | heard the flat
snap of a screen door shutting and | knew the dog was in.

It was strange, | thought, that there'd been no alarm Perhaps it was
because few people as yet knew about the barrier
Per haps the few who had found out about it were still a little nunb.

Per haps nost of themcouldn't quite believe it. Maybe they were afraid, as
was, to make too nmuch fuss about it until they knew sonething nore about it.
But it couldn't last for long, this norning calm Before too |ong,

MIlIville would be seething.

Now, as | followed it, the barrier cut through the back yard of one of
the ol der houses in the village. In its day it had been a place of el egance,
but years of poverty and neglect had left it tunbl edown.

An ol d lady was com ng down the steps fromthe shaky back porch,
bal ancing her frail body with a steadying cane.

Her hair was thin and white and even with no breeze to stir the air,
ragged ends of it floated Iike a fuzzy halo all around her head.

She started down the path to the little garden, but when she saw ne she
stopped and peered at ne, with her head tilted just alittle in a bird-1like
fashion. Her pale blue eyes glittered at me through the thickness of her

gl asses.
"Brad Carter, isn't it?" she asked.
"Yes, Ms Tyler,' | said. 'How are you this norning?
"Ch, just tolerable,' she told ne. 'I'"mnever nore than that. | thought

that it was you, but ny eyes have failed ne and | never can be sure.

‘"It's a nice norning, Ms Tyler. This is good weat her we are having.

"Yes,' she said, '"it is. | was |ooking for Tupper. He seens to have
wandered of f again. You haven't seen him have you?

I shook ny head. It had been ten years since anyone had seen Tupper
Tyl er.

"He is such a restless boy,' she said. 'A ways wandering off | declare,
| don't know what to do with him'

"Don't you worry,' | told her. "He'll show up again.'

"Yes,' she said, 'l suppose he will. He always does, you know.' She
prodded with her cane at the bed of purple flowers that grew al ong the wal k.
"They're very good this year,' she said. 'The best |'ve ever seen them |
got them fromyour father twenty years ago. M Tyler and your father were
such good friends. You renmenber that, of course.

"Yes,' | said. 'l renenber very well.’

"And your nother? Tell nme how she is. W used to see a good deal of one
anot her.'

"You forget, Ms Tyler," | told her, gently. 'Mther died al nbst two
years ago.'

"Ch, so she did,'" she said. "It's true, | amforgetful. Od age does it
to one. No one should grow old."'

"I nmust be getting on,' | said. 'It was good to see you.'

"It was kind of you to call,' she said. 'If you have the tine, you

m ght step in and we could have sone tea. It is so seldomnow that anyone
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ever comes for tea. | suppose it's because the tinmes have changed. No one,
any nore, has the time for tea.'

"I"'msorry that | can't,' | said. 'l just stopped by for a nonent.'

"Wll,' she said, '"it was very nice of you. If you happen to see Tupper
woul d you mind, | wonder, to tell himto come hone.'

"OfF course | will," | prom sed.

I was glad to get away from her. She was ni ce enough, of course, but
just alittle mad. In all the years since Tupper's disappearance, she had
gone on |l ooking for him and always as if he'd just stepped out the door,
al ways very calmand confident in the thought that he'd be com ng hone in
just alittle while. Quite reasonable about it and very, very sweet, no nore
than mldly worried about the idiot son who had vani shed wi thout trace.

Tupper, | recalled, had been sonething of a pest. He'd been a pest with
everyone, of course, but especially with me. He |oved flowers and he'd hung
around the greenhouse that ny father had, and ny father, who was
constitutionally unable to be unkind to anyone, had put up with himand his
continual jabber. Tupper had attached hinself to me and no matter what | did
or said, he'd tag al ong behind nme. The fact that he was a good ten years

ol der than | was made no difference at all; in his own mnd Tupper never had
out grown childhood. In the back of my mind | still could hear his jaunty

voi ce, mindlessly happy over anything at all, cooing over flowers or asking
endl ess, sensel ess questions. | had hated him of course, but there was

really nothing one could pin a good hate on

Tupper was just sonething that one had to tolerate. But | knew that |
never woul d forget that jaunty, happy voice, or his drooling as he talked,
or the habit that he had of counting on his fingers - God knows why he did
it as if he were in continual fear that he nmi ght have |ost one of themin
the last few nminutes

The sun had cone up by now and the world was flooded with a brilliant
light, and | was beconming nore certain by the mnute that the village was
encircled and cut off, that soneone or sonething, for no apparent reason,
had dropped a cage around us. Looking back along the way that | had cone, |
could see that |1'd been travelling on the inside of a curve.

Looki ng ahead, the curve wasn't difficult to plot.

And why should it be us, | wondered. Wiy a little town |ike ours? A
town that was no different fromten thousand other towns

Al 'though, | told nyself; that mght not be entirely true. It was
exactly what | would have said and perhaps everybody el se. Everyone, that
is, except for Nancy Sherwood - Nancy, who only the night before had told ne
her strange theory that this town of ours was sonething very special. And
could she be right, | wondered? Was our little towmn of MIIlville somehow set
apart fromall other little towns?

Just ahead was nmy hone street and ny calculations told ne that it was
| ocated just inside the encircling barricade.

There was, | told nyself, no sense in going farther. It would be a
waste of tinme. | did not need to conplete the circle to convince nyself that
we were hemmed in.

I cut across the backyard of the Presbyterian parsonage and there, just
across the street, was nmy house, set within its wilderness of flowers and
shrubs, with the abandoned greenhouse standing in the back and the old
garden around it, a field of purple flowers, those sane purple flowers that
Ms Tyl er had poked at with her cane and said were doing well this season

I heard the steady squeaking as | reached the street and | knew t hat
sone kids had sneaked into the yard and were playing in the old | awn swi ng
that stood beside the porch

I hurried up the street, a little wathful at the squeaking. | had told
those kids, time and tinme again, to | eave that swing alone. It was old and
rickety and one of these days one of the uprights or sonething el se would
break, and one of the kids might be badly hurt. | could have taken it down,
of course, but | was reluctant to, for it was Mdither's swi ng. She had spent
many hours out in the yard, swinging gently and sedately, |ooking at the
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fl owers.
The yard was closed in by the old-tine lilac hedge and | couldn't see
the swing until | reached the gate.

I hurried for the gate and jerked it open savagely and took two quick
steps through it, then stopped in ny tracks.

There were no kids in the swing. There was a nman, and except for a
battered hat of straw set squarely atop his head, he was as naked as a
jaybird

He saw ne and grinned a foolish grin. "Hi, there,' he said, with jaunty
happi ness. And even as he said it, he began a counting of his fingers,
drooling as he counted.

And at the sight of him at the sound of that remenbered but |ong
forgotten voice, nmy mind went thudding back to the afternoon before.

2

Ed Adl er had cone that afternoon to take out the phone and he had been
enbarrassed. 'I'msorry, Brad,' he said. 'l don't want to do this, but I
guess | have to. | have an order from Tom Preston.

Ed was a friend of mne. W had been good pals in high school and good
friends ever since. Tom Preston had been in school with us, of course, but
he'd been no friend of mne or of anybody else's. He'd been a snotty kid and
he had grown up into a snotty man

That was the way it went, | thought. The heels al ways were the ones who
seenmed to get ahead. Tom Preston was the manager of the tel ephone office and
Ed Adl er worked for himas a phone installer and a troubl eshooter, and | was
a realtor and insurance agent who was goi ng out of business. Not because
wanted to, but because | had to, because | was delinquent in ny office phone
bill and way behind in rent.

Tom Preston was successful and | was a business failure and Ed Adl er
was earning a living for his famly, but not getting anywhere. And the rest
of them | wondered. The rest of the high school gang - how were they
getting on? And | couldn't answer, for | didn't know. They all had drifted
off. There wasn't nmuch in a little town like MIlville to keep a man around.
| probably woul dn't have stayed myself if it hadn't been for Mdther. |'d
come home from school after Dad had di ed and had hel ped out with the
greenhouse until Mdther bad joined Dad. And by that time | had been so | ong
in Mllville that it was hard to |eave.

"Ed," | had asked, 'do you ever hear fromany of the fell ows?

"No, | don't," said Ed. 'I don't know where any of them are.

| said: 'There was Skinny Austin and Charley Thonpson, and Marty Hall
and Alf. | can't remenber AIf's |last nane.'

"Peterson,' said Ed.

"Yes, that's it," | said. "It's a funny thing | should forget his name.

aOd AIf and ne had a |l ot of fun together.'

Ed got the cord unfastened and stood up, with the phone dangling from
hi s hand.

"What are you going to do now?' he asked ne.

"Lock the door, | guess,' | said. '"It's not just the phone. It's
everything. I'mbehind in rent as well. Dan WI I oughby, down at the bank, is
very sad about it.'

"You could run the business fromthe house.'

"Ed," | told himshortly, '"there isn't any business. | just never had a
business. | couldn't make a start. | lost noney fromthe first.'

I got up and put on ny hat and wal ked out of the place. The street was
al most enpty. There were a few cars at the kerb and a dog was snelling of a
| anp post and old Stiffy G ant was propped up in front of the Happy Hol | ow
tavern, hoping that someone might conme along and offer hima drink.

I was feeling pretty low Small thing as it had been, the phone had
spelled the end. It was the thing that finally signified for ne what a
failure I had been. You can go along for nonths and kid yourself that
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everything's all right and will work out in the end, but al ways sonething
comes up that you can't kid away. Ed Adler com ng to di sconnect and take
away the phone had been that final thing I couldn't kid away.

| stood there on the sidewal k, | ooking down the street, and | felt
hatred for the town - not for the people init, but for the tow itself, for
the i npersonal geographic concept of one particular place.

The town | ay dusty and arrogant and srmug beyond all telling and it
sneered at me and | knew that | had been nmistaken in not leaving it when I'd
had the chance. | had tried to live with it for very love of it, but |I'd
been blind to try. | had known what all mny friends had known, the ones who'd
gone away, but | had closed my nmind to that sure and certai n know edge:
there was nothing left in MIlville to nmake one stay around. It was an old
town and it was dying, as old things always die. It was being strangl ed by
the swift and easy roads that took custoners to better shopping areas; it
was dying with the decline of marginal agriculture, dying along with the
little vacant hillside farnms that no | onger would support a famly. It was a
pl ace of genteel poverty and it had its share of nusty quai ntness, but it
was dying just the sane, albeit in the polite scent of |avender and
i npeccabl e good manners.

I turned down the street, away fromthe dusty business section and nmade
my way down to the little river that flowed dose agai nst the east edge of
the town. There | found the ancient footpath underneath the trees and wal ked
along, listening in the sumrer silence to the gurgle of the water as it
fl owed between the grassy banks and al ong the gravel bars.

And as | wal ked the lost and half forgotten years cane crowding in upon
me. There, just ahead, was the village swinm ng hole, and below it the
stretch of shallows where |I'd netted suckers in the spring

Around the river's bend was the place we had held our picnics. W had
built a fire to roast the wieners and to toast the marshmal |l ows and we had
sat and watched the evening steal in anbng the trees and across the neadows.
After a time the nmoon would rise, naking the place a magi c place, painted by
the lattice of shadow and of noonlight. Then we tal ked in whispers and we
willed that tinme should nove at a slower pace so we might hold the magic
| onger. But for all our willing, it had never cone to pass, for time, even
then, was sonething that could not be slowed or stopped.

There had been Nancy and nyself and Ed Adler and Priscilla Gordon, and
at times AIf Peterson had conme with us as well, but as | remenbered it he
had sel dom brought the same girl tw ce

| stood for a nonment in the path and tried to bring it back, the gl ow
of moonlight and the glimrer of the dying fire, the soft girl voices and the
soft girl-flesh, the engulfing tenderness of that youthful mracle, the
tingle and excitenent and the thankful ness. | sought the enchanted darkness
and t he gol den happi ness, or at |east the ghosts of them all that | could
find was the intellectual know edge of them that they once had been and
were not any nore.

So | stood, with the edge worn off a tarnished nmenory, and a busi ness

failure. | think | faced it squarely then, the first time that |'d faced it.
What would | do next?
Per haps, | thought, | should have stayed in the greenhouse business,

but it was a foolish thought and a piece of w shfulness, for after Dad had
died it had been, in every way, a |osing proposition. Wien he had been
alive, we had done all right, but then there'd been the three of us to work,
and Dad had been the kind of man who had an understanding with all grow ng
things. They grew and flourished under his care and he seened to know
exactly what to do to keep them green and heal t hy. Sonehow or ot her,
didn't have the knack. Wth nme the plants were poor and puny at the best,
and there were always pests and parasites and all sorts of plant diseases.
Suddenly, as | stood there, the river and the path and trees becane
ancient, alien things. As if | were a stranger in this place, as if | had
wandered into an area of tinme and space where | had no business being. And
more terrifying than if it had been a place |I'd never seen before because
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knew in a chill, far corner of nmy mind that here was a place that held a
part of nme.
I turned around and started up the path and back of ne was a fear and

panic that made ne want to run. But | didn't run. | went even slower than
ordinarily would have, for this was a victory that | needed and was
determned | would have any sort of little futile victory, |ike walking very

slowy when there was the urge to run

Back on the street again, away fromthe deep shadow of the trees, the
warnth and brilliance of the sunlight set things right again. Not entirely
right, perhaps, but as they had been before. The street was the sane as
ever. There were a few nore cars and the dog had di sappeared and Stiffy
Grant had changed his |l oafing place. Instead of propping up the Happy Hol |l ow
tavern, he was propping up ny office.

O at |east what had been nmy office. For now | knew that there was no
point in waiting. I mght as well go in right now and cl ean out ny desk and
| ock the door behind me and take the key down to the bank. Daniel WIIoughby
woul d be fairly frosty, but | was beyond all caring about Daniel WII oughby.
Sure, | owed himrent that | couldn't pay and he probably would resent it,
but there were a |lot of other people in the village who owed Dani el
W | oughby wi t hout nuch prospect of paying. That was the way he'd worked it
and that was the way he had it and that was why he resented everyone. |'d
rather be like nyself, | thought, than |ike Dan WI | oughby, who wal ked t he
streets each day, chewed by contenpt and hatred of everyone he net.

Under ot her circunstances | woul d have been glad to have stopped and
talked a while with Stiffy Gant. He mght be the village bum but he was a
friend of mine. He was always ready to go fishing and he knew all the likely
pl aces and his talk was far nore interesting than you m ght inmagi ne. But
right now!l didn't care to talk with anyone

"Hi, there, Brad,' said Stiffy, as | came up to him 'You wouldn't
happen, would you, to have a dollar on you?

It had been a long tine since Stiffy had put the bite on ne and | was
surprised that he should do it now. For whatever else Stiffy Grant m ght be,
he was a gentleman and nost considerate. He never tapped anyone for nobney
unl ess they could afford it. Stiffy had a ready genius for know ng exactly
when and how he coul d safely nake a touch

| dipped into my pocket and there was a small wad of bills and a little
silver. | hauled out the little wad and peeled off a bill for him

"Thank you, Brad,' he said. 'l ain't had a drink all day.'

He tucked the dollar into the pocket of a patched and fl appi ng vest and
hobbl ed swiftly up the street, heading for the tavern

| opened the office door and stepped inside and as | shut the door
behi nd ne, the phone began to ring.

| stood there, like a fool, rooted to the floor, staring at the phone.

It kept on ringing, so | went and answered it.

"M Bradshaw Carter?' asked the sweetest voice | have ever heard

"This is he," | said. '"Wat can | do for you?

I knew that it was no one in the village, for they would have called ne
Brad. And, besides, there was no one | knew who had that kind of voice. It
had the persuasive purr of a TV glanour girl selling soap or beauty aids,
and it had, as well, that dear, bright tinbre one would expect when a fairy
princess spoke.

"You, perhaps, are the M Bradshaw Carter whose father ran a
gr eenhouse?"

"Yes, that's right,' | said.

"You, yourself, no longer run the greenhouse?

"No," | said, 'I don't.'

And then the voice changed. Up till now it had been sweet and very

femnine, but nowit was nmale and businesslike. As if one person had been
tal king, then had gotten up and gone and an entirely different person had
pi cked up the phone. And yet, for sone crazy reason, | had the distinct
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i npression that there had been no change of person, but just a change of
Voi ce.

"We understand,' this new voice said, 'that you might be free to do
sone work for us.'

Wiy, yes, | would,' | said. 'But what is going on? Wiy did your voice
change? Who am | tal king with?

And it was a silly thing to ask, for no matter what ny inpression night
have been, no human voi ce coul d have changed so conpletely and abruptly. It
had to be two persons.

But the question wasn't answered.

We have hopes,' the voice said, 'that you can represent us. You have
been hi ghly recommended.’

"In what capacity?' | asked.
"Diplomatically,' said the voice. 'l think that is the proper...
"But I'mno diplomat. | have no...

"You nistake us, M Carter. You do not understand. Perhaps | should
explain a little. W have contact with many of your people. They serve us in
many ways. For exanple, we have a group of readers...'

' Reader s?'

"That is what | said. Ones who read to us. They read many different
thi ngs, you see. Things of many interests. The Encycl opaedi a Britannica and
the Oxford dictionary and nany different textbooks. Literature and history.
Phi | osophy and economics. And it's all so interesting.'

"But you could read these things yourself. There is no need of readers.
Al you need to do is to get sone books...'

The voi ce sighed resignedly. 'You do not understand. You are springing
at concl usions.'

"All right, then,' | said, 'l do not understand. We'll let it go at
that. What do you want of ne? Renenbering that |I'ma | ousy reader.'

"W want you to represent us. W would like first to talk with you, so
that you may give us your appraisal of the situation, and fromthere we
can...'

There was nore of it, but | didn't hear it. For now, suddenly, | knew
what had seemed so wong. | had been looking at it all the while, of course,
but it was not until this nmonent that a full realization of it touched ny
consci ousness. There had been too many other things - the phone when there
shoul d have been no phone, the sudden change of voices, the crazy trend of
the conversation. My mi nd had been too busy to grasp the many things in
their entirety.

But now t he wongness of the phone punched through to nme and what the
voi ce ni ght be saying becane a fuzzy sound.

For this was not the phone that had been on the desk an hour before.
Thi s phone had no dial and it had no cord connected to the wall outlet.

"What's going on?' | shouted. 'Who am | talking to? Were are you
calling front

And there was yet another voice, neither fem nine nor nale, neither
busi nessli ke nor sweet, but an enpty voice that was sonehow j ocul ar, but
without a trace of character in the fibre of it.

"M Carter,' said the enpty voice, 'you need not be alarned. W take
care of our own. We have much gratitude. Believe us, M Carter, we are very
grateful to you.'

"Grateful for what?' | shouted.
'CGo see CGerald Sherwood,' said the emptiness. 'We will speak to him of
you.'

"Look here," | yelled, 'l don't know what's going on, but...

"Just talk to CGerald Sherwood,' said the voice.

Then the phone went dead. Dead, conpletely dead. There was no hunmi ng
on the wire. There was just an enptiness.

"Hello, there,' | shouted. 'Hello, whoever you may be.'

But there was no answer.

| took the receiver fromny ear and stood with it in my hand, trying to
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reach back into ny nmenory for sonmething that | knew was there. That fina
voice - | should know that voice. | had heard it somewhere. But ny nenory
felled me.

I put the receiver back on the cradle and picked up the phone. It was,
to all appearance, an ordi nary phone, except that it had no dial and was
entirely unconnected. | |ooked for a trademark or a manufacturer's
desi gnation and there was no such thing.

Ed Adl er had cone to take out the phone. He had di sconnected it and had
been standing, with it dangling fromhis hand, when |I'd gone out for ny
wal k.

When | had returned and heard the ringing of the phone and seen it on
the desk, the thing that had run through nmy mind (illogical, but the only
ready expl anation), had been that for sonme reason Ed had reconnected the
phone and had not taken it. Perhaps because of his friendship for ne;
willing, perhaps, to disregard an order so that | could keep the phone. O,
per haps, that Tom Preston m ght have reconsi dered and decided to give ne a
little extra tine. O even that sonme unknown benefactor had cone forward to
pay the bill and save the phone for ne.

But | knew now that it had been none of these things. For this phone
was not the phone that Ed had di sconnect ed.

I reached out and took the receiver fromthe cradle and put it to ny
ear.

The busi nessli ke voice spoke to ne. It didn't say hello, it did not ask
who called. It said: "It is clear, M Carter, that you are suspicious of us.
We can understand quite well your confusion and your |ack of confidence in
us. W& do not blane you for it, but feeling as you do, there is no use of
further conversation. Talk first to M Sherwood and then conme back and talk
with us.'

The Iine went dead again. This time | didn't shout to try to bring the
voi ce back. | knew it was no use. | put the receiver back on the cradle and
shoved the phone away.

See Geral d Sherwood, the voice had said, and then come back and tal k.
And what in the world could Gerald Sherwood have to do with it?

I considered Gerald Sherwood and he seened a nost unlikely person to be
m xed up in any business such as this.

He was Nancy Sherwood's father and an industrialist of sorts who was a
native of the village and lived in the old ancestral home on top of the bil
at the village edge. Unlike the rest of us, he was not entirely of the
village. He owned and ran a factory at Elnore, a city of sone thirty or
forty thousand about fifty mles away. It was not his factory, really; it
had been his father's factory, and at one tine it had been engaged in naking
farm machi nery. But some years ago the bottom had fallen out of the farm
machi nery busi ness and Sherwood had changed over to the manufacturing of a
wi de variety of gadgets. Just what kind of gadgets, | had no idea, for | had
paid but small attention to the Sherwood famly, except for atine, in the
cl osi ng days of high school, when | had held a somewhat nore than casua
interest in Gerald Sherwood's daughter

He was a solid and substantial citizen and he was wel|l accepted. But
because he, and his father before him had not nmade their living in the
vill age, because the Sherwood fami |y had al ways been well-off, if not
exactly rich, while the rest of us were poor, they had al ways been
considered just a step this side of strangers. Their interests were not
entirely the interests of the village; they were not tied as tightly to the
community as the rest of us. So they stood apart, perhaps not so much that
they wanted to as that we forced themto.

So what was | to do? Drive out to Sherwood's place and play the vill age
fool ? Go barging in and ask hi mwhat he knew of a screwy tel ephone?

I looked at my watch and it was only four o' clock. Even if | decided to
go out and talk with Sherwood, | couldn't do it until early evening. Mre
than likely, | told nyself he didn't return fromE nore until six o'clock or
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so.

I pulled out the desk drawer and began taking out my stuff. Then | put
it back again and closed the drawer. |1'd have to keep the office unti
sonetine toni ght because |I'd have to come to it to talk with the person (or
the persons?) on that nightnmare phone. After it was dark, if | wanted to, |
could wal k out with the phone and take it honme with nme. But | couldn't walk
the streets in broad daylight with a phone tucked beneath ny arm

I went out and cl osed the door behind nme and started down the street. |
didn't know what to do and stood at the first street corner for a nonent to

make up my mind. | could go hone, of course, but | shrank fromdoing it. It
seenmed a bit too much like hunting out a hole to hide in. |I could go down to
the village hall and there m ght be soneone there to talk with.

Al 't hough there was a chance, as well, that HramMrtin, the village

constabl e, would be the only one around. Hiramwould want me to play a gane
of checkers with himand | wasn't in the nmood for playing any checkers.
Hramwas a rotten | oser, too, and you had to let himwin to prevent him
fromgetting nasty.

Hiram and | had never got along too well together. He had been a bully
on the school ground and he and | had fought a dozen tinmes a year. He al ways
licked ne, but he never nmade ne say that | was |icked, and he never I|iked
me. You had to let Hiramlick you once or twice a year and then adnmit that
you were licked and he'd let you be his friend. And there was a chance, as
well, that Hi gman Mrris would be there, and on a day like this, | couldn't
stomach Higgy. Hi ggy was the mayor, a pillar of the church, a nmenber of the
school board, a director of the bank, and a big stuffed shirt. Even on ny
better days, H ggy was a chore; | ducked hi mwhen | coul d.

O | could go up to the Tribune office and spend an hour or so with the
editor, Joe Evans, who wouldn't be too busy, because the paper had been put
out this norning. But Joe would be full of county politics and the proposa
to build a swiming pool and a |lot of other things of lively public interest
and sonehow or other | couldn't stir up too nuch interest in any one of
t hem

I would go down to the Happy Holl ow tavern, | decided, and take one of
the booths in back and nurse a beer or two while | killed sone tine and
tried to do some thinking. My finances didn't run to drinking, but a beer or
two woul dn't make nme nuch worse off than | was already, and there is, at
times, an awmful lot of confort in a glass of beer. It was too early for many
people to be in the place and | coul d be al one.

Stiffy Grant, nore than likely, would be there, spending the dollar
that | had given him But Stiffy was a gentlenan and a nost perceptive
person. If he saw | wanted to be by nyself, he wouldn't bother ne.

The tavern was dark and cool and | had to feel ny way al ong, after
coming in fromthe brilliance of the street. | reached the back booth and
saw that it was enpty, so | sat down in it. There were sone people in one of
the booths up front, but that was all there were.

Mae Hutton came from behind the bar

"Hell o, Brad,' she said. 'W don't see much of you.'

"You hol di ng down the place for Charley? | asked her. Charley was her
father and the owner of the tavern

'"He's catching a nap,' she said. 'It's not too busy this tine of day. |
can handle it.'

" How about a beer?' | asked.

"Sure thing. Large or small?'

"Make it large,' | told her.

She brought the beer and went back behind the bar. The place was qui et
and restful not elegant, and perhaps a little dirty, but restful. Up front
the brightness of the street nade a splash of light, but it faded out before
it got too far, as if it were soaked up by the quiet dusk that lurked within

t he bui | di ng.
A man got up fromthe booth just ahead of ne. | had not seen him as
came in. Probably he'd been sitting in the corner, against the wall. He held
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a half-filled glass and he turned and stared at ne. Then he took a step or
two and stood beside ny booth. | |ooked up and | didn't recognize him M
eyes had not as yet becone adjusted to the place.

"Brad Carter?' he asked. 'Could you be Brad Carter?

"Yes, | could,' | said.

He put his glass down on the table and sat down across fromne. And as
he did, those fox-like features fell into shape for ne and | knew who he
was.

"Alf Peterson!' | said, surprised. 'Ed Adler and | were tal king about

you just an hour or so ago.'

He thrust his hand across the table and | grabbed it, glad to see him
glad for sone strange reason for this nman out of the past. Hi s handcl asp was
firmand strong and | knew he was glad to see ne, too.

'Good Lord,' | said, 'how long has it been?

"Six years,' he told nme. 'Maybe nore than that.'

We sat there, |ooking at one another, in that awkward pause that falls
between old friends after years of not seeing one another, neither one quite
sure of what should be said, searching for sone safe and conmon ground to
begin a conversation

"Back for a visit?' | inquired.

'Yeah,' he said. 'Vacation.'

" You shoul d have | ooked ne up at once.'

"Just got in three or four hours ago.'

It was strange, | thought, that he should have cone back to MIIville,
for there was no one for himhere. Hs fol ks had noved away, sonewhere east,
several years ago. They'd not been MIIville people. They'd been in the
village for only four or five years, while his father worked as an engi neer
on a hi ghway project.

"You're going to stay with nme,' | said. 'There's a |lot of room | am
all alone.'
"I"'mat a notel west of town. Johnny's Motor Court, they call it.'

"You shoul d have cone straight to ny place."'
"I would have,' he said, '"but |I didn't know. | didn't know that you

were in town. Even if you were, | thought you might be married. | didn't
want to just come barging in.
I shook ny head. 'None of those things,' | said.

W each had a drink of beer

He put down his glass. 'How are things going, Brad?

My nmouth got set to tell a lie, and then | stopped. Wat the hell,
thought. This man across fromne was old Al f Peterson, one of ny best
friends. There was no point intelling hima lie. There was no pride
i nvol ved. He was too good a friend for pride to be involved.

"Not so good,' | told him

""" msorry, Brad.'

"I made a big mistake,' | said. 'l should have gotten out of here.
There's nothing here in MIlville, not for anyone.'

"You used to want to be an artist. You used to fool around with draw ng
and there were those pictures that you painted.’

| made a notion to sweep it all away.

"Don't tell ne,' said AIf Peterson, 'that you didn't even try. You were
pl anning to go on to school that year we graduated.

"I did," | said. 'I got in a year of it. An art school in Chicago. Then
Dad passed away and Mbther needed ne. And there wasn't any noney. |'ve often
wonder ed how Dad got enough together to send ne that one year.'

"And your nother? You said you are al one.

'She died two years ago.'

He nodded. 'And you still run the greenhouse.’

I shook ny head. 'I couldn't nmake a go of it. There wasn't much to go
on; 1've been selling insurance and trying to handle real estate. But it's
no good, Alf. Tonorrow norning |I'll close up the office.’
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"What then?' he asked.

"l don't know. | haven't thought about it.

Al f signalled to Mae to bring another round of beers.

"You don't feel,' he said, 'there's anything to stay for.

I shook ny head. 'There's the house, of course. | would hate to sel
it. If I left, I1'd just lock it up. But there's no place | want to go, Af,
that's the hell of it. | don't knowif | can quite explain. |'ve stayed here
a year or two too long; | have MIlville in my blood.

Al't nodded. 'l think |I understand. It got into ny blood as well. That's

why | canme back. And now | wonder if | should have. O course |'mglad to
see you, and rmaybe sone ot her people, but even so | have a feeling that |
shoul d not have conme. The place seens sort of enpty. Sucked dry, if you

followne. It's the same as it always was, | guess, but it has that enpty
feeling.'

Mae brought the beers and took the enpty gl asses.

"I have an idea,' Af said, '"if you care to |isten.

"Sure,' | said. 'Wiy not?

"I'"l1'l be going back,' he said, 'in another day or so. Wy don't you
come with me? I"'mworking with a crazy sort of project. There would be room
for you. | know the supervisor pretty well and I could speak to him'

"Doing what?' | asked. 'Maybe it would be sonmething that | couldn't
do.'

‘I don't know,' said All, "if |I can explain it very logically. It's a
research project - a thinking project. You sit in a booth and think.'

' Thi nk?'

"Yeah. It sounds crazy, doesn't it? But it's not the way it sounds. You
sit down in a booth and you get a card that has a question or a problem
printed on it. Then you think about that problemand you' re supposed to
think out loud, sort of talking to yourself, sonetinmes arguing with
yourself. You're self-conscious to start with, but you get over that. The

booth is soundproofed and no one can see or hear you. | suppose there is a
recorder of sonme sort to take down what you say, but if there is, it's not
in sight.'

"And they pay you for this?

"Rather well,' said AlIf. 'A man can get al ong.

"But what is it for?' | asked.

"W don't know,' said AIf. 'Not that we haven't asked. But that's the
one condition of the job - that you don't know what it's all about. It's an
experinent of some sort, |1'd guess. | inmagine that it's financed by a
university or sonme research outfit. W are told that if we knew what was
going on it night influence the way we are thinking. A man m ght
unconsciously pattern his thinking to fit the purpose of the research.’

"And the results? | asked.

"W aren't told results. Each thinker nust have a certain kind of
pattern and if you knew that pattern it mght influence you. You mght try
to conformto your own personal pattern, to be consistent, or perhaps
there'd be a tendency to break out of it. If you don't know the results, you
can't guess at the pattern and there is then no danger.'

A truck went by in the street outside and its runble was loud in the
qui etness of the tavern. And after it went past, there was a fly buzzing on
the ceiling. The people up in front apparently had left - at |east, they

weren't talking any nore. | |ooked around for Stiffy Grant and he wasn't
there. | recalled nowthat | had not seen himand that was funny, for 1'd
just given himthe dollar.

"Where is this place? | asked.

"M ssissippi. Geenbriar, Mssissippi. It's just alittle place. Cone

to think of it, it's alot like MIlville. Just alittle village, quiet and
dusty and hot. My God, how hot it is. But the project centre is air
conditioned. It isn't bad in there.

"Alittle town,' | said. '"Funny that there'd be a place like that in a
little town.'
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"Canouflage,' said All. 'They want to keep it quiet. W' re asked not to
talk about it. And how could you hide it better than in a little place |ike
that? No one would ever think there'd be a project of that sort in a
stuck-off village.'

"But you were a stranger...'

"Sure, and that's how | got the job. They didn't want too nmany | oca
people. Al of themwould have a tendency to think pretty much alike. They
were glad to get soneone fromout of town. There are quite a |ot of
out-of-towners in the project.

"And before that?

"Before that? Ch, yes, | see. Before that there was everyt hing.
fl oated, bunmed around. Never stayed too long in any spot. A job for a few
weeks here, then a job for a few weeks a little farther on. | guess you

could say | drifted. Worked on a concrete gang for a while, washed di shes
for a while when the cash ran out and there was nothing else to do. Was a
gardener on a big estate down in Louisville for a nonth or two. Picked
tomatoes for a while, but you can starve at that sort of work, so | noved
on. Did a lot of things. But |'ve been down in Geenbriar for eleven

nmont hs. '

"The job can't last forever. After a while they'll have all the data
they need.’

He nodded. 'I know. I'Il hate to have it end. It's the best work | ever
found. How about it, Brad? WII| you go back with ne?

"I"lIl have to think about it," | told him 'Can't you stay a little
| onger than that day or two?

"I suppose | could,' said All. '"I've got two weeks' vacation.'

"Like to do sone fishing?

"Nothing I'd |ike better.'

"What do you say we | eave tonorrow norning? Go up north for a week or
so? It should be cool up there. | have a tent and a canping outfit. W'l
try to find a place where we can get sonme wall -eyes.'

' That sounds fine to ne.'

"W can use ny car,' | said.

"I"lIl buy the gas,' said Al

"The shape I'min," | said, "I'll let you.'
3

If it had not been for its pillared front and the gleamng white rai
of the widow walk atop its roof, the house woul d have been plain and stark
There had been a tine, | recalled, when |I had thought of it as the npst
beautiful house in the entire world. But it had been six or seven years
since | had been at the Sherwood house.

| parked the car and got out and stood for a monent, |ooking at the
house. It was not fully dark as yet and the four great pillars gl eaned
softly in the fading light of day. There were no lights in the front part of
the house, but | could see that they had been turned on sonewhere in the
back.

I went up the shallow steps and across the porch. | found the bell and
rang.

Foot steps came down the hall, a hurrying woman's footsteps. Mre than
likely, I thought, it was Ms Flaherty. She had been housekeeper for the
famly since that time Ms Sherwood had | eft the house, never to return.

But it wasn't Ms Flaherty.

The door cane open and she stood there, nore mature than | renenbered
her, nore poised, nore beautiful than ever.

"Nancy!"' | exclainmed. 'Wy, you nmust be Nancy!
It was not what | would have said if 1'd had time to think about it.
"Yes,' she said, 'I'm Nancy. Why be so surprised?

' Because | thought you weren't here. Wen did you get home?
"Just yesterday,' she said.
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And, | thought, she doesn't know ne. She knows that she should know ne.
She's trying to renmenber.
"Brad,' she said, proving | was wong, 'it's silly just to stand there.

Way don't you cone in.'

| stepped inside and she dosed the door and we were facing one another
in the di mess of the hail

She reached out and laid her fingers on the |apel of ny coat.

"It's been a long time, Brad,' she said. 'Howis everything with you?

"Fine," | said. 'Just fine.

"There are not many left, | hear. Not many of the gang.

I shook ny head. 'You sound as if you're glad to be back hone.'

She | aughed, just a flutter of a |augh. 'Wy, of course | am' she
said. And the laugh was the sane as ever, that little burst of spontaneous
merriment that bad been a part of her

Soneone stepped out into the hall.

"Nancy,' a voice called, 'is that the Carter boy?

Wiy,' Nancy said to nme, 'l didn't know that you wanted to see Father.
"It won't take long,' | told her. "WIIl | see you later?

'Yes, of course,' she said. 'We have a lot to tal k about.

" Nancy!"'

'Yes, Father.'

"I"'mconming," | said

| strode down the hall toward the figure there. He opened a door and
turned on the lights in the room beyond.

| stepped in and he closed the door

He was a big nan with great broad shoul ders and an aristocratic head,
with a smart trim noustache.

"M Sherwood,' | told him angrily, 'l amnot the Carter boy. | am
Bradshaw Carter. To ny friends, |'m Brad.

It was an unreasonabl e anger, and probably uncalled for. But he had
burned ne up, out there in the hall.

"I"'msorry, Brad,' he said. 'It's so hard to renmenber that you all are
grown up - the kids that Nancy used to run around with.

He stepped fromthe door and went across the roomto a desk that stood
agai nst one wall. He opened a drawer and took out a bul ky envel ope and | aid
it on the desk top.

"That's for you,' he said.

" For ne?’

'Yes, | thought you knew.'

I shook ny head and there was sonmething in the roomthat was very close
to fear. It was a sonbre room two walls filled with books, and on the third
heavily draped wi ndows flanking a marble fireplace.

"Wll,' he said, "it's yours. Wiy don't you take it?'

I wal ked to the desk and picked up the envelope. It was unseal ed and
flipped up the flap. Inside was a thick sheaf of currency.

"Fifteen hundred dollars,' said Gerald Sherwood. '| presune that is the
ri ght anount.'’
"I don't know anything,' |I told him 'about fifteen hundred dollars.

was sinply told by phone that | should talk with you.

He puckered up his face, and | ooked at ne intently, alnost as if he
m ght not believe ne.

"On a phone like that," | told him pointing to the second phone that
stood on the desk.

He nodded tiredly. 'Yes,' he said, 'and how | ong have you had the
phone?'

"Just this afternoon. Ed Adler canme and took out ny other phone, the
regul ar phone, because | couldn't pay for it. |I went for a walk, to sort of
thi nk things over, and when | came back this other phone was ringing.

He waved a hand. 'Take the envelope,' he said. 'Put it in your pocket.
It is not ny noney. It belongs to you.

I laid the envel ope back on top the desk. | needed fifteen hundred
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dollars. | needed any kind of nbney, no matter where it canme from But |
couldn't take that envelope. | don't know why | couldn't.

"All right,' he said, 'sit down.

A chair stood angled in front of the desk and | sat down init.

He lifted the lid of a box on the desk. 'A cigar?" he asked.

"I don't smoke,' | told him
"A drink, perhaps?

"Yes. | would like a drink.'
' Bour bon?"

" Bour bon woul d be fine.'

He went to a cellaret that stood in a corner and put ice into two
gl asses.

"How do you drink it, Brad?

"Just ice, if you don't mind.

He chuckled. '"It's the only civilized way to drink the stuff' he said.

| sat, looking at the rows of books that ran fromfloor to ceiling.
Many of themwere in sets and, fromthe | ooks of them in expensive
bi ndi ngs.

It nmust be wonderful, | thought, to be, not exactly rich, but to have
enough so you didn't have to worry when there was sone little thing you
wanted, not to have to wonder if it would be all right if you spent the
money for it. To be able to live in a house like this, to line the walls
wi th books and have rich draperies and to have nore than just one bottle of
booze and a place to keep it other than a kitchen shelf.

He handed ne the gl ass of whi sky and wal ked around the desk. He sat
down in the chair behind it. Raising his glass, he took a couple of thirsty
gul ps, then set the glass down on the desk top

"Brad,' he asked, 'how nuch do you know?'

"Not a thing," | said. "Only what | told you. |I talked with soneone on
the phone. They offered ne a job.

" And you took the job?

"No," | said, 'l didn'"t, but I may. | could use a job. But what they
whoever it was had to say didn't nmake nuch sense.’

' They?'

Well, either there were three of them - or one who used three different

voices. Strange as it may sound to you, it seened to ne as if it were one
person who used different voices.'

He picked up the glass and gulped at it again. He held it up to the
light and saw in what seened to be astonishnent that it was nearly enpty. He
hoi sted hinself out of the chair and went to get the bottle. He sl opped
liquor in his glass and held the bottle out to ne.

"I haven't started yet,' | told him

He put the bottle on the desk and sat down again.

"CK,' he said, 'you've cone and talked with me. It's all right to take
the job. Pick up your noney and get out of here. Modre than likely Nancy's
out there waiting. Take her to a show or sonething.

"And that's all?" | asked. 'That is all,' he said.

"You changed your mnd,' | told him 'Changed ny m nd?

"You were about to tell ne sonething. Then you deci ded not to.'

He | ooked at ne levelly and hard. 'l suppose you're right,' he said.
"It really nmakes no difference.

"It does to ne," | told him 'Because | can see you're scared."'

I thought he nmight get sore. Most nen do when you tell themthey are
scar ed.

He didn't. He just sat there, his face unchangi ng.

Then he said: 'Start on that drink, for Christ's sake. You make ne
nervous, just roosting there and hanging onto it.

I had forgotten all about the drink. I had a sl ug.

"Probably,' he said, 'you are thinking a lot of things that aren't
true. You nore than likely think that I'mm xed up in some dirty kind of
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busi ness. | wonder, would you believe ne If | told you |l don't really know
what ki nd of business |'mmnixed up in.
"I think I would,' | said. 'That is, if you say so.

"I've had a ot of trouble in life,' he said, 'but that's not unusual
Most people do have a lot of trouble, one way or the other. Mne cane in a
bunch. Troubl e has a way of doing that.'

I nodded, agreeing with him

"First,' he said, "'ny wife left nme. You probably know all about that.
There nust have been a lot of talk about it.'

"I't was before ny tine," | said. '|I was pretty young.'

"Yes, | suppose it was. Say this nuch for the two of us, we were
civilized about it. There wasn't any shouting and no nastiness in court.
That was sonething neither of us wanted. And, then, on top of that | was
faci ng business failure. The bottom went out of the farm nachinery business
and | feared that | mght have to shut down the plant. There were a | ot of
other small farm machinery firns that sinply |ocked their doors. After fifty
or sixty or nore years as going, profitable concerns, they were forced out
of business.’

He paused, as if he wanted nme to say sonething. There wasn't anything

to say.
He took another drink, then began to talk again. 'I'ma fairly stupid
man in a lot of ways. | can handle a business. | can keep it going if

there's any chance to keep it going and I can wing a profit fromit. |
suppose that you could say |I'mrather astute when it cones to business
matters. But that's the end of it. In the course of my lifetime | have never
really had a big idea or a new idea.'

He | eaned forward, clasping his hands together and putting themon the
desk.

"lI'"ve thought about it a lot,' he said, '"this thing that happened to
me. |'ve tried to see sonme reason in it and there is no reason. It's a thing
that shoul d not have happened, not to a man like nme. There | was, on the
verge of failure, and not a thing that | could do about it. The probl em was
quite sinple, really. For a nunber of good econonmic reasons, |ess farm
machi nery was being sold. Sone of the big concerns, with big sales
departnents and good advertising budgets, could ride out a thing like that.
They had sone el bow roomto plan, there were steps that they could take to
| essen the effects of the situation. But a small concern like nmine didn't
have the roomor the capital reserve. My firm and others, faced disaster
And in ny case, you understand, | didn't have a chance. | had run the
busi ness according to old and established practices and tinme-tested rul es,
the same sort of good, sound business practices that had been foll owed by ny
grandfather and ny father. And these practices said that when your sales
dwi ndl ed down to nothing you were finished. There were ot her nen who night

have been able to figure out a way to neet the situation, but not nme. | was
a good busi nessman, but | had no imagination. | had no ideas. Ad then,
suddenly, | began to get ideas.

But they were not ny own ideas. It was as if the ideas of sone other
person were being transplanted to my brain.

"You understand,' he said, 'that an idea sonetines cones to you in the
matter of a second. It just pops fromnowhere. It has no apparent point of
origin. Try as you nay, you cannot trace it back to anything you did or
heard or read. Sonehow, | suppose, if you dug deep enough, you'd find its
genesis, but there are few of us who are trained to do that sort of digging.
But the point is that nost ideas are no nore than a germ a tiny starting
point. An idea nay be good and valid, but it will take sone nursing. It has
to be devel oped. You nust think about it and turn it around and around and
look at it fromevery angle and weigh it and consider it before you can
mould it into something useful

"But this wasn't the way with these ideas that | got. They sprang forth
full and round and conpletely developed. | didn't have to do any thinking
about them They just popped into ny mind and | didn't need to do anot her

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/All%20Flesh%20Is%20Grass.txt (21 of 131) [1/17/03 2:08:16 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/All%20F esh%201 s%20Grass.txt

thing about them There they were, all ready for one's use. |'d wake up in
the norning and I'd have a new idea, a new mass of know edge in ny brain.
I'"d go for a wal k and come back with another. They canme in bunches, as if
sonmeone had sown a crop of theminside ny brain and they had lain there for
a while and then begun to sprout.’

' The gadgets?' | said.

He | ooked at ne curiously. 'Yes, 'the gadgets. Wat do you know about
t hen??'

"Nothing," | told him 'l just knew that when the bottomfell out of
the farm machi nery business you started naki ng gadgets. | don't know what
ki nd of gadgets.'

He didn't tell ne what kind of gadgets. He went on tal ki ng about those
strange ideas. 'l didn't realize at first what was happening. Then, as the
ideas cane piling in on ne, | knew there was sonething strange about it. |
knew that it was unlikely that 1'd think of any one of them |et alone the
many that | had. More than likely I'd never have thought of themat all, for
I have no imagi nation and | amnot inventive. | tried to tell nyself that it
was just barely possible | mght have thought of two or three of them but
even that woul d have been nost unlikely. But of nore than two or three of
them| knew | was not capable. | was forced, finally, to adnmt that | had
been the recipient of sone sort of outside help.

"What kind of outside hel p?

‘I don't know,' he said. 'Even now | don't.'

"But it didn't stop you fromusing these ideas.'

"Il ama practical man,' he said. 'Intensely practical. | suppose sone
peopl e m ght even say hard-headed. But consider this: the business was gone.
Not mny business, mnd you, but the fam |y business, the business ny
grandfather had started and nmy father had handed on to nme. It wasn't ny
business; it was a business | held in trust. There is a great distinction
You coul d see a business you had built yourself go gurgling down the drain
and still stand the blow of it, telling yourself that you had been
successful once and you could start over and be successful once again. But
it's different with a fam |y business.

In the first place, there is the shane. And in the second place, you
can't be sure that you can recoup. You were no success to start with.
Success had been handed to you and you'd nerely carried on. You never could
be sure that you could start over and build the business back. In fact,
you're so conditioned that you're pretty sure you couldn't.’

He quit speaking and in the silence |I could hear the ticking of a
clock, faint and far off, but | couldn't see the clock and | resisted the
tenptation to turn ny head to see if |I could find it. For |I had the feeling
that if |I turned nmy head, if | stirred at all, I'd break sonething that |ay
within the room As if | stood in a crowded china shop, where all the pieces
were precarious and tilted, fearing to nove, for if one piece were
di sl odged, all of them would cone crashi ng down.

"What woul d you have done?' asked Sherwood.

"I'd have used anything | had,' | said.

"That's what | did,' said Sherwood. '| was desperate. There was the
busi ness, this house, Nancy, the famly nane - all of it at stake. | took
all of those ideas and | wote themdown and | called in nmy engineers and
draught smen and producti on people and we got to work. | got the credit for
it all, of course. There was nothing | could do about it. | couldn't tel
them| wasn't the one who'd dreanmed up all those things. And you know,
strange as it may sound, that's the hardest part of all. That | have to go
on taking credit for all those things | didn't do.

"So that is that,' | said. 'The fam |y business saved and everything is
fine. If I were you, | wouldn't let a guilt conplex bother ne too nuch.

"But it didn't stop,' he said. '"If it had, |I'd have forgotten it. If
there'd just been this single spurt of help to save the conpany, it m ght
have been all right. But it kept right on. As if there m ght be two of ne,
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the real, apparent Gerald Sherwood, the one sitting at this desk, and
anot her one who did the thinking for me. The ideas kept on com ng and sone
of themnmade a | ot of sense and sone nade no sense at all. Sone of them
tell you, were out of this world, literally out of this world. They had no
poi nt of reference, they didn't seemto square with any situation. And while
one coul d sense that they had potential, while there was a feeling of great
importance in the very texture of them they were entirely useless. And it
was not only the ideas; it was know edge al so. Bits and bursts of know edge.
Know edge about things in which | had no interest, things | had never
t hought of . Know edge about certain things |'mcertain no man knows about.
As if soneone took a handful of fragmented know edge, a sort of grab-bag,
j unk-heap pile of know edge and dunped it in nmy brain.'

He reached out for the bottle and filled his glass. He gestured at ne
with the bottle neck and | held out ny glass. He filled it to the brim

"Drink up,' he said. 'You got ne started and now you hear ne out.
Tonmorrow norning 1'l11 ask nyself why | told you all of this. But tonight it
seenms all right.'

"I'f you don't want to tell nme. If it seenms that | am prying...

He waved a hand at me. "All right,' he said, 'if you don't want to hear
it. Pick up your fifteen hundred.

| shook ny head. 'Not yet. Not until | know how conme you're giving it
to ne.'

"It's not ny nmoney. |I'mjust acting as an agent.'

"For this other man? For this other you?

He nodded. 'That's right,' he said. '| wonder how you guessed.

| gestured at the phone without a dial

He grimaced. '|'ve never used the thing,' he said. '"Until you told ne
about the one you found waiting in your office, | never knew anyone who had.

I make them by the hundreds...

"You make themnt'

"Yes, of course | do. Not for nyself. For this second self. Although,’
he sai d, |eaning across the desk and lowering his voice to a confidenti al
tone, 'I'm beginning to suspect it's not a second self."'

"What do you think it is?

He | eaned slowy back in the chair. 'Dammed if | know,' he said. 'There
was a tine | thought about it and wondered at it and worried over it, but
there was no way of knowing. | just don't bother any nore. | tell nyself
there may be others like me. Maybe | amnot alone - at least, it's good to
think so.'

"But the phone?' | asked.

"I designed the thing,' he said. 'O perhaps this other person, if it
is a person, did. | found it in nmy mind and | put it down on paper. And
did this, mind you, wthout knowi ng what it was or what it was supposed to
do. | knew it was a phone of some sort, naturally. But | couldn't, for the

life of me, see howit could work. And neither could any of the others who
put it into production at the plant. By all the rules of reason, the dam
thing shouldn't work.'

"But you said there were a lot of other things that seened to have no
pur pose.'

"Alot of them' he said, 'but with them| never drew a bl ueprint,
never tried to nake them But the phone, if that is what you want to cal
it, was a different proposition. |I knew that | should nake them and how nany
m ght be needed and what to do with them'

"What did you do with then

"I shipped themto an outfit in New Jersey.

It was utterly insane.

"Let me get this straight,' | pleaded. 'You found the blueprints in
your head and you knew you shoul d nake these phones and that you shoul d send
themto sonme place in New Jersey. And you did it without question?

"Ch, certainly with question. | felt somewhat |ike a fool. But consider
this: this second self, this auxiliary brain, this contact wth something

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/All%20Flesh%20Is%20Grass.txt (23 of 131) [1/17/03 2:08:16 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/All%20F esh%201 s%20Grass.txt

el se had never let ne down. It had saved ny business, it had provi ded good
advice, it had never failed nme. You can't turn your back on sonething that
has pl ayed good fairy to you.

"I think | see,' | said.

"COf course you do,' he told ne. 'A ganbler rides his luck. An investor
pl ays his hunches. And neither luck nor hunch are as solid and consistent as
this thing I have.'

He reached out and picked up the dialless phone and | ooked at it, then

set it down again. 'l brought this one home,' he said, 'and put it on the
desk. Al these years |I've waited for a call, but it never cane.'
"Wth you," | told him 'there is no need of any phone.

"You think that's it?" he asked.

"I"' msure of it.'

"I suppose it is,' he said. "At tines it's confusing.
"This Jersey firn?'" | asked. 'You corresponded with then®'

He shook his head. '"Not a line. | just shipped the phones.'
' There was no acknow edgenent ?
'No acknowl edgenent,' he said. 'No paynent. | expected none. Wen you

do business with yourself...'

"Yoursel f! You nean this second self runs that New Jersey firnf

"I don't know,' he said. 'Christ, | don't know anything. |'ve lived
with it all these years and | tried to understand, but | never understood.'

And now his face was haunted and | felt sorry for him

He must have noticed that | felt sorry for him He |aughed and sai d.
"Don't let nme get you down. | can take it. | can take anything. You nmust not
forget that |1've been well paid. Tell ne about yourself. You're in rea
estate.'

| nodded. ' And insurance.

"And you coul dn't pay your phone bill."'

"Don't waste synpathy on ne,' | said. '"I'll get along sonmehow. '

"Funny thing about the kids,' he said. 'Not nany of them stay here. Not
much to keep them here, | guess.

"Not very nuch,' | said.

"Nancy is just hone fromEurope,' he told nme. 'I'mglad to have her
hone. It got |onesonme here with no one. | haven't seen nuch of her lately.

Coll ege and then a fling at social work and then the trip to Europe. But she
tells me now that she plans to stay a while. She wants to do sone witing.'

' She should be good at it," | said. 'She got good nmarks in comnposition
when we were in high school .’

'She has the witing bug,' he said. 'Had half a dozen things published
in, | guess you call themlittle nagazines. The ones that come out quarterly
and pay you nothing for your work except half a dozen copies. |I'd never
heard of them before. | read the articles she wote, but | have no eye for
witing. | don't knowif it's good or bad. Although | suppose it has to have
a certain conpetence to have been accepted. But if witing keeps her here
with ne, 1'll be satisfied.'

I got out of ny chair. 'I'd better go,' | said. 'Maybe | have stayed
| onger than | shoul d.

He shook his head. '"No, | was glad to talk with you. And don't forget

the nmoney. This other self, this whatever-you-may-call-it told ne to give it
to you. | gather that it's in the nature of a retainer of sone sort.'

"But this is double talk,' |I told him alnobst angrily. 'The noney cones
fromyou.'

"Not at all,' he said. "It cones froma special fund that was started

many years ago. It didn't seemquite right that | should reap all benefit
fromall of these ideas which were not really nmne. So | began paying ten
per cent profits into a special fund...'

' Suggested, nore than likely, by this second self?

"Yes,' he said. 'I think you are right, although it was so | ong ago
that | cannot truly say. But in any case, | set up the fund and through the
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years have paid out varying anpbunts at the direction of whoever it may be
that shares nmy mind with ne.'

| stared at him and it was rude of ne, | know. But no nman, | told
mysel f, could sit as calmy as Sherwood sat and tal k about an unknown
personality that shared his mind with him

Even after all the years, it still would not be possible.

'"The fund,' said Sherwood, quietly, '"is quite a tidy sum even with the
anmounts |'ve paid out of it. It seens that since this fellow cane to |ive
with nme, everything |'ve touched has sinply turned to noney.'

"You take a chance,' | said, 'telling this to ne.'

"You nmean that you could tell it around about ne?

| nodded. 'Not that | would,' | said.

‘"I don't think you will,' he said. 'You' d get |aughed at for your

trouble. No one woul d believe you.'

"I don't suppose they would.'

"Brad,' he said, alnost kindly, 'don't be a conplete damm fool. Pick up
that envel ope and put it in your pocket. Conme back sone other tinme and talk
with ne - any tinme you want. | have a hunch there may be a |l ot of things
we'll want to tal k about.

I reached out ny hand and picked up the noney. | stuffed it in ny
pocket .

" Thank you, sir,' | said.

"Don't nention it,' he told me. He raised a hand. 'Be seeing you,' he
sai d.

4

I VENT slowly down the hall and there was no sign of Nancy, nor was she
on the porch, where | had half expected to find her waiting for me. She had
said yes, that | would see her later, that we had a lot to tal k about, and
had thought, of course, that she nmeant tonight. But she might not have neant
toni ght. She m ght have neant sone other time than this. O she m ght have
wafted and then grown tired of waiting. After all, | had spent a long tine
with her father

The noon had risen in a cloudl ess sky and there was not a breath of
breeze. The great oaks stood |ike graven nonunents and the sumer ni ght was

filled with the glittering of noonbeans. | wal ked down the stairs and stood
for a nmoment at their foot and it seened for all the world that | was
standing in a circle of enchantnent. For this, | thought, could not be the

old, famliar earth, this place of ghostly, broodi ng oaken sentinels, this
air so drenched with noonlight, this breathless, waiting silence hanging
over all, and the faint, other-world perfunme that hung above the soft
bl ackness of the ground.

Then the enchantnent faded and the glitter went away and | was back
once nore in the world | knew.

There was a chill in the sumrer air. Perhaps a chill of disappointnent,
the chill of being booted out of fairyland, the chill of knowi ng there was
anot her place |I could not hope to stay. |I felt the solid concrete of the

wal k underneath ny feet and | could see that the shadowed oaks were only
oaks and not graven nonunents.

I shook nyself, like a dog com ng out of water, and ny wits canme back
together and | went on down the walk. As | neared the car, | funbled in ny
pocket for ny keys, wal king around on the driver's side and opening the
door.

I was halfway in the seat before | saw her sitting there, next to the
ot her door.

"I thought,' she said, 'that you were never com ng. Wat did you and
Father find to talk so | ong about?

"A nunber of things,' | told her. 'None of theminportant.
"Do you see himoften?
"No," | said. 'Not often.' Sonehow | didn't want to tell her this was
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the first time | had ever talked with him

| groped in the dark and found the lock and slid in the key.

"Adrive,' | said. 'Perhaps sone place for a drink.

'No, please,' she said. 'I'd rather sit and talk.

| settled back into the seat.

"It's nice tonight,' she said. 'So quiet. There are so few places that
are really quiet.

"There's a place of enchantnment,' | told her, 'just outside your porch
I walked into it, but it didn't last. The air was full of nponbeans and
there was a faint perfune...'

"That was the flowers,' she said.

"What fl owers?

"There's a bed of themin the curve of the walk. Al of themthose
lovely flowers that your father found out in the woods sonmewhere.

'So you have themtoo,' | said. 'I guess everyone in the village has a
bed of them'

"Your father,' she said, 'was one of the nicest men | ever knew. Wen

was a little girl he always gave ne flowers. |1'd go wal ki ng past and he'd
pick a flower or two for ne.'
Yes, | thought, | suppose he could be called a nice man. N ce and

strong and strange, and yet, despite his strength and strangeness, a very
gentle man. He had known the ways of flowers and of all other plants. Hs
tomato plants, | renenbered, had grown big and stout and of a dark, deep
green, and in the spring everyone had cone to get tomato plants fromhim

And there had been that day he'd gone down Dark Holl ow way to deliver
sonme tomato plants and cabbage and a box full of perennials to the w dow
Hi cklin and had cone back with half a dozen strange, purple-blossonmed wld
fl owers, which he had dug up along the road and brought hone, their roots
wrapped carefully in a piece of burlap

He had never seen such flowers before and neither, it turned out, had
anybody el se. He had planted themin a special bed and had tended themw th
care and the flowers had responded gratefully underneath his hands. So that
today there were few flower beds in the village that did not have sone of
those purple flowers, my father's special flowers.

'Those flowers of his,' asked Nancy. 'Did he ever find what kind of
flowers they were?

"No," | said, '"he didn't."'

"He coul d have sent one of themto the university or soneplace. Soneone
could have told himexactly what he'd found.'

"He tal ked of it off and on. But he never got around to really doing
it. He always kept so busy. There were so many things to do. The greenhouse
busi ness keeps you on the run.'

"You didn't like it, Brad?

"I didn't really mindit. I'd grown up with it and | could handle it.
But | didn't have the knack. Stuff wouldn't grow for ne.'

She stretched, touching the roof with balled fists.

"It's good to be back,' she said. 'I think I'lIl stay a while. | think
Fat her needs to have someone around.'

'"He said you planned to wite.'

"He told you that?

"Yes,' | said. 'he did. He didn't act as if he shouldn't.

"Ch, | don't suppose it nmakes any difference. But it's a thing that you
don't talk about - not until you're well along on it. There are so nmany
things that can go wong with witing. | don't want to be one of those

pseudo-literary people who are always witing sonething they never finish,
or talking about writing sonething that they never start.
"And when you wite,' | asked, 'what will you wite about?
" About right here,' she said. 'About this town of ours.
"MIlville?
"Wy, yes, of course,' she said. 'About the village and its people.
"But,' | protested, 'there is nothing here to wite about.
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She | aughed and reached out and touched ny arm 'There's so nuch to
wite about,' she said. 'So many fanpbus people. And such characters.'

' Fanous peopl e?' | said, astonished.

"There are,' she said, 'Belle Sinpson Know es, the fanous novelist, and
Ben Jackson, the great crimnal |awer, and John M Hartford, who heads the
departnent of history at...

"But those are the ones who left," | said. 'There was nothing here for
them They went out and nade nanes for thenselves and nost of them never set
foot in MIIville again, not even for a visit.

"But,' she said, 'they got their start here. They had the capacity for
what they did before they ever left this village. You stopped ne before
finished out the list. There are a lot of others. MIIville, small and
stupid as it is, has produced nore great nmen and wonen than any other
village of its size.'

"You're sure of that?' | asked, wanting to |augh at her earnestness,
but not quite daring to.

"l would have to check,' she said, 'but there have been a | ot of them'

"And the characters,' | said. 'l guess you're right. MIlville has its
share of characters. There are Stiffy Gant and Fl oyd Cal dwel | and Mayor
H ggy...'

"They aren't really characters,' said Nancy. 'Not the way you think of
them 1 shouldn't have called themcharacters to start with. They're
i ndividualists. They've grown up in a free and easy atnosphere. They've not
been forced to conformto a group of rigid concepts and so they've been
t hensel ves. Perhaps the only truly unfettered human bei ngs who still exist
today can be found in little villages |like this.

Inall ny life I'd never heard anything like this. Nobody had ever told
me that Higgy Morris was an individualist. He wasn't. He was just a big
stuffed shirt. And Hram Martin was no individualist. Not in ny book, he
wasn't. He was just a schoolyard bully who had grown up into a stupid cop

"Don't you think so?" Nancy asked.

"I don't know,' | said. 'I have never thought about it.

And | thought - for God's sake, her education's show ng, her years in
an eastern college, her fling at social work in the New York wel fare centre,
her year-long tour of Europe. She was too sure and confident, too full of
theory and of know edge. MIlville was her hone no | onger. She had | ost the
feel and sense of it, for you do not sit off to one side and anal yse the
pl ace that you call your honme. She still might call this village hone, but
it was not her hone. And had it ever been, | wondered? Could any girl (or
boy) call a bone-poor village home when they lived in the one big house the
vill age boasted, when their father drove a Cadillac, and there was a cook
and maid and gardener to care for house and yard? She had not cone hone;
rat her she had cone back to a village that would serve her as a socia
research area. She would sit up here on her hilltop and subject the village
to inspection and anal ysis and she'd strip us bare and hold us up, flayed
and writhing, for the informati on and anusenent of the kind of people who
read her kind of book.

"I have a feeling,' she said, 'that there is sonething here that the
worl d coul d use, sonething of which there is not a great deal in the world.
Sone sort of catalyst that sparks creative effort, some kind of inner hunger
that serves to trigger greatness.

"That inner hunger,' | said. 'There are famlies in town who can tel
you all you want to know about that inner hunger.

And | wasn't kidding. There were MIlville fanmilies that at tinmes went
just a little hungry; not starving, naturally, but never having quite enough
to eat and al nost never the right kind of things to eat. | could have named
her three of themright off, wthout even thinking.

"Brad,' she said, 'you don't like the idea of the book.

"I don't mind," | said. 'I have no right to m nd. But when you wite
it, please, wite it as one of us, not as soneone who stands off and is a
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bit amused. Have a bit of synpathy. Try to feel a little |ike these people
you wite about. That shouldn't be too hard; you' ve lived here | ong enough.

She | aughed, but it was not one of her merry laughs. 'I have a terrible
feeling that | may never wite it. I'Il start it and I'lIl wite away at it,
but I'lIl keep going back and changing it, because the people | amwiting of
will change, or I'll see themdifferently as tine goes on, and |'ll never
get it witten. So you see, there's no need to worry.

More than |ikely she was right, | thought. You had to have a hunger, a

different kind of hunger, to finish up a book. And | rather doubted that she
was as hungry as she thought.

"I hope you do," | said. 'l nean | hope you get it witten. And | know
it will be good. It can't help but be.

I was trying to nmake up for ny nastiness and | think that she knew I
was. But she let it pass.

It had been childish and provincial, | told nyself, to have acted as
had. What difference did it nmake? Wat possible difference could it nake for
me, who had stood on the street that very afternoon and felt a hatred for
t he geographi c concept that was called the town of MIlville?

This was Nancy Sherwood. This was the girl with whom | had wal ked hand

in hand when the world had been rmuch younger. This was the girl | had
t hought of this very afternoon as |'d wal ked al ong the river, fleeing from
mysel f. What was wong, | asked nyself.

And: 'Brad, what is wong? she asked.

"l don't know,' | said. 'ls there something wong?

"Don't be defensive. You know there's sonething wong. Something wong
with us.'

"l suppose you're right," | told her. "It's not the way it should be.
It's not the way | had thought it would be, if you came hone agai n.

I wanted to reach out for her, to take her in nmy arms - but | knew,
even as | wanted it, that it was not the Nancy Sherwood who was sitting here
beside ne, but that other girl of long ago | wanted in my arns.

W sat in silence for a noment, then she said, 'Let's try again sone
other tinme. Let's forget about all this. Some evening I'll dress up ny
prettiest and we'll go out for dinner and sone drinks.'

I turned and put out ny hand, but she had opened the door and was
hal f way out of the car.

' Good night, Brad,' she sad, and went running up the wal k.

| sat and listened to her running, up the walk and across the porch. |
heard the front door close and | kept on sitting there, with the echo of her
running still sounding in my brain.

5

I told nyself that | was going honme. | told nyself that I would not go
near the office or the phone that was waiting on the desk until I'd had sone
time to think. For even if | went and picked up the phone and one of the
voi ces answered, what would | have to tell then? The best that | could do
woul d be to say that | had seen Gerald Sherwood and had the nobney, but that
I'd have to know nore about what the situation was before | took their job.
And that wasn't good enough, | told nyself; that would be tal king off the
cuff and it woul d gain ne nothing.

And then | renenbered that early in the norning 1'd be going fishing
with AIf Peterson and | told nyself, entirely without logic, that in the
nmorning there'd be no tinme to go down to the office.

I don't suppose it would have made any difference if |1'd had that
fishing date or not. | don't suppose it would have nmade any difference, no
matter what | told nyself. For even as | swore that | was goi ng hone, |
knew, without rmuch question, that 1'd wind up at the office.

Main Street was quiet. Mst of the stores were closed and only a few
cars were parked along the kerb. A bunch of farmboys, in for a round of
beers, were standing in front of the Happy Hol |l ow tavern
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| parked the car in front of the office and got out. Inside | didn't
even bother to turn on the light. Some |ight was shining through the w ndow
froma street light at the intersection and the office wasn't dark

| strode across the office to the desk with ny hand al ready reaching
out to pick up the phone - and there wasn't any phone.

| stopped beside the desk and stared at the top of it, not believing.
bent over and, with the flat of nmy hand, swept back and forth across the

desk, as if | imagined that the phone had sonehow becone invisible and while
| couldn't see it | could locate it by the sense of touch. But it wasn't
that, exactly. It was sinply, | guess, that | could not believe nmy eyes.

| straightened up fromfeeling along the desk top and stood rigid in
the room while an icy-footed little creature prow ed up and down mny spi ne.
Finally I turned ny head, slowy, carefully, |ooking at the corners of the
of fice, half expecting to find sonme dark shadow crouching there and waiting.
But there wasn't anything. Nothing had been changed. The pl ace was exactly
as | had left it, except there wasn't any phone.

Turning on the light, | searched the office. | looked in all the
corners, | | ooked beneath the desk, | ransacked the desk drawers and went
through the filing cabinet.

There wasn't any phone.

For the first tine, | felt the touch of panic. Someone, | thought, had
found t he phone. Soneone had nanaged to break in, to unlock the door
sonehow, and had stolen it. Al though, when | thought of it, that didn't make
much sense. There was nothi ng about the phone that would have attracted
anyone's attention. O course it had no dial and it was not connected, but
| ooki ng through the wi ndow, that woul d not have been apparent.

More than likely, |I told nyself, whoever had put it on the desk had
come back and taken it. Perhaps it neant that the ones who had talked to ne
had reconsi dered and had decided | was not the man they wanted. They had
taken back the phone and, with it, the offer of the job.

And if that were the case, there was only one thing | could do - forget
about the job and take back the fifteen hundred.

Al 't hough that, | knew, would be rather hard to do. | needed that
fifteen hundred so bad | could taste it.
Back in the car, | sat for a nonent before starting the notor,

wonderi ng what | should do next. And there didn't seemto be anything to do,
so | started the engine and drove slowy up the street.

Tonmorrow norning, | told nyself, 1'd pick up AIf Peterson and we'd have
our week of fishing. It would be good, | thought, to have old AIf to talk
with. We'd have a lot to talk about -his crazy job down in M ssissippi and
nmy adventure with the phone.

And maybe, when he left, 1'd be going with him It would be good,
thought, to get away fromMIlville

I pulled the car into the driveway and left it standing there.

Before | went to bed, I'd want to get the canping and the fishing gear
toget her and packed into the car against an early start, conme norning. The
garage was snmall and it would be easier to do the packing with the car
standing in the driveway.

I got out and stood beside the car. The house was a hunched shadow in
t he nmoonlight and past one corner of it | could see the noonlit glitter of

an unbroken pane or two in the sagging greenhouse. | could just see the tip
of the elmtree, the seedling elmthat stood at one corner of the
greenhouse. | renenbered the day | had been about to pull the seedling out,

when it was no nore that a sprout, and how nmy dad had stopped ne, telling ne
that a tree had as nuch right to live as anybody el se. That's exactly what
he'd said as nuch as anybody el se. He'd been a wonderful man, | thought; he
bel i eved, deep inside his heart, that flowers and trees were people.

And once again | snelled the faint perfume of the purple flowers that
grew in profusion all about the greenhouse, the sane perfune |I'd snelled at
the foot of the Sherwood porch. But this tinme there was no circle of
enchant nent .
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I wal ked around the house and as | approached the kitchen door | saw
there was a light inside. More than likely, | thought, | had forgotten it,
al though | could not remenber that | had turned it on

The door was open, too, and | could renenber shutting it and pushing on
it with my hand to make sure the |atch had caught before |I'd gone out to the
car.

Per haps, | thought, there was sonmeone in there waiting for nme, or
soneone had been here and left and the place was | ooted, although there was,
God knows, little enough to loot. It could be kids, | thought sonic of these

m xed-up kids would do anything for Kkicks.

I went through the door fast and then cane to a sudden halt in the
m ddl e of the kitchen. There was soneone there, all right; there was soneone
wai ti ng.

Stiffy Grant sat in a kitchen chair and he was doubl ed over, with his
arns w apped about his mddle, and rocking slowy, fromside to side, as if
he were in pain.

"Stiffy!" | shouted, and Stiffy npaned at ne.

Drunk again, | thought. Stiffer than a goat and sick, although how in
the world he could have gotten drunk on the dollar | had given himwas nore

than | could figure. Maybe, | thought, he had nade another touch or two,
waiting to start drinking until he had cash enough to really hang one on
"Stiffy," | said sharply, 'what the hell's the matter?

I was plenty sore at him He could get plastered as often as he |iked
and it was all right with nme, but he had no right to cone busting in on ne.

Stiffy nobaned again, then he fell out of the chair and spraw ed
untidily on the floor. Sonething that clattered and jangled flew out of the
pocket of his ragged jacket and skidded across the worn-out |inoleum

I got down on ny knees and tugged and haul ed at himand got him
straightened out. | turned himover on his back. H's face was spl otched and
puffy and his breath was jerky, but there was no snell of liquor. | bent
close over himin an effort to make certain, and there was no snell of
booze.

"Brad?' he nmunbled. 'Is that you, Brad?

"Yes,' | told him 'You can take it easy now. I'l|l take care of you.'

"It's getting close,' he whispered. 'The tinme is com ng dose.'

"What is getting close?

But he couldn't answer. He had a wheezing fit. He worked his jaws, but
no words cane out. They tried to cone, but he choked and strangled on them

I left himand ran into the living-roomand turned on the |ight beside
the tel ephone. | pawed, all funble-fingered, through the directory, to find
Doc Fabian's nunber. | found it and dialled and waited while the phone rang
on and on. | hoped to God that Doc was home and not out on a call somewhere.
For when Doc was gone, you couldn't count on Ms Fabian answering. She was
all crippled up with arthritis and half the time couldn't get around. Doc
al ways tried to have soneone there to watch after her and to take the calls
when he went out, but there were tinmes when he couldn't get anyone to stay.
Od Ms Fabian was hard to get along with and no one liked to stay.

When Doc answered, | felt a great surge of relief.

"Doc,' | said. "Stiffy Gant is here at ny place and there's sonething
wong with him'

"Drunk, perhaps,' said Doc.

"No, he isn't drunk. | cane hone and found himsitting in the kitchen
He's all twi sted up and babbling."’

' Babbl i ng about what?’

"I don't know,' | said. 'Just babbling - when he can talk, that is.

"All right,' said Doc. '"I'lIl be right over.

That's one thing about Doc. You can count on him At any time of day or
ni ght, in any kind of weather

I went back to the kitchen. Stiffy had rolled over on his side and was
clutching at his belly and breathing hard. | |left himwhere he was. Doc
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woul d be here soon and there wasn't nmuch that | could do for Stiffy except
to try to make himconfortable, and maybe, | told nyself, he night be nore
confortable Iying on his side than turned over on his back.

| picked up the object that had fallen out of Stiffy's coat. It was a
key ring, with half a dozen keys. | couldn't imagine what need Stiffy m ght
have for half a dozen keys. Mdre than likely he just carried them around for
sonme snug feeling of inportance they mght give to him

I put themon the counter top and went back and squatted down al ongside

Stiffy. 'l called Doc,' | told him 'He'll be here right away.

He seenmed to hear ne. He wheezed and sputtered for a while, then he
said in a broken whisper: 'l can't help no nore. You are all alone.' It
didn't go as snooth as that. Hi s words were broken up

"What are you tal king about?' | asked him as gently as | could. 'Tel

me what it is.'

' The bonb,' he said. 'The bonb. They'll want to use the bonb. You nust
stop them boy.'

I had told Doc that he was babbling and now | knew | had been right.

| headed for the front door to see if Doc night be in sight and when |
got there he was com ng up the wal k.

Doc went ahead of nme into the kitchen and stood for a nonent, | ooking
down at Stiffy. Then he set down his bag and hunkered down and rolled Stiffy
on his back.

'How are you, Stiffy?' he denanded.

Stiffy didn't answer.

'"He's out cold," said Doc.

'"He talked to nme just before you cane in.

' Say anyt hi ng?'

| shook ny bead. 'Just nonsense.

Doc haul ed a stethoscope out of his pocket and listened to Stiffy's
chest. He rolled Stiffy's eyelids back and beaned a light into his eyes.
Then he got slowy to his feet.

"What's the matter with hinP' | asked

"He's in shock,' said Doc. 'I don't know what's the matter. We'd better
get himinto the hospital over at Elnore and have a decent | ook at him'

He turned wearily and headed for the Iiving-room

"You got a phone in here? he asked.

"Over in the corner. Right beside the light.'

"I''ll call Hram' he said. "He'll drive us into Elnore. We'll put
Stiffy in the back seat and I'll ride along and keep an eye on him'

He turned in the doorway. 'You got a couple of blankets you could |et
us have?'

"I think I can find sone.'

He nodded at Stiffy. 'W ought to keep himwarm'

I went to get the blankets. When | came back with them Doc was in the
kitchen. Between the two of us, we got Stiffy all wapped up. He was linp as
a kitten and his face was streaked with perspiration.

' Dam wonder,' said Doc, 'how he keeps alive, living the way he does,
in that shack stuck out beside the swanp. He drinks anything and everything
he can get his hands on and he pays no attention to his food. Eats any kind
of slop he can throw together easy. And | doubt he's had an honest bath in

the last ten years. It does beat hell,' he said with sudden anger, 'how
little care sone people ever think to give their bodies.'
"Where did he come fronP' | asked. 'I always figured he wasn't a native

of this place. But he's been here as long as | renenber.’
"Drifted in,' said Doc, 'sonme thirty years ago, maybe nore than that. A
fairly young nman then. Did sone odd jobs here and there and just sort of

settled down. No one paid attention to him They figured, | guess, that he
had drifted in and would drift out again. But then, all at once, he seened
to have becone a fixture in the village. | would imagine that he just |iked

the place and decided to stay on. O naybe | acked the gunption to nove on.
We sat in silence for a while.
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"Why do you suppose he cane barging in on you?' asked Doc.

"I wouldn't know,' | said. 'W always got along. W'd go fishing now
and then. Maybe he was just wal ki ng past when he started to get sick.'

' Maybe so,' said Doc.

The doorbell rang and | went and let HramMartin in. Hramwas a big
man. Hs face was nmean and he kept the constable's badge pinned to his coat
| apel so polished that it shone.

"Where is he?" he asked.

"Qut in the kitchen,' | said. '"Doc is sitting with him'

It was very plain that Hramdid not take to being drafted into the job
of driving Stiffy in to Elnore.

He strode into the kitchen and stood | ooking down at the swathed figure
on the floor.

"Drunk?' he asked.

"No," said Doc. 'He's sick."'

Well, OK ' said Hram 'the car is out in front and | left the engine
running. Let's heave himin and be on our way.'

The three of us carried Stiffy out to the car and propped himin the
back seat.

| stood on the wal k and watched the car go down the street and
wondered how Stiffy would feel about it when he woke up and found that he
was in a hospital. | rather inmagined that he m ght not care for it.

| felt bad about Doc. He wasn't a young nman any | onger and nore than
likely he'd had a busy day, and yet he took it for granted that he should
ride with Stiffy.

Once in the house again, | went into the kitchen and got out the coffee
and went to the sink to fill the coffee pot, and there, |lying on the counter
top, was the bunch of keys | had picked up off the floor. | picked themup

again and had a closer |Iook at them There were two of themthat |ooked Iike
padl ock keys and there was a car key and what | ooked like a key to a safety
deposit box and two others that m ght have been any kind of keys. | shuffled
them around, scarcely seeing them wondering about that car key and that

ot her one which m ght have been for a safety box. Stiffy didn't have a car
and it was a good, safe bet that be had nothing for which he'd ever need a
saf ety deposit box.

The tinme is getting close, he'd told nme, and they'll want to use the
bonb. | had told Doc that it was babbling, but now, renenbering back, | was
not so sure it was. He had wheezed out the words and he'd worked to get them
out. They had been consci ous words, words he had nmanaged with sone
difficulty. They were words that he had neant to say and had | aboured to get
sai d. They had not been the easy flow of words that one nouths when
babbl i ng. But they had not been enough. He had not had the strength or tine.
The few words that he'd managed nmade no particul ar sense.

There was a place where | mght be able to get some further infornmation
that mght piece out the words, but | shrank fromgoing there. Stiffy G ant
had been a friend of nmne for many years, ever since that day he'd gone
fishing with a boy often and had sat beside himon the river bank all the
aft ernoon, spinning wondrous tales. As | recalled it, standing in the
kitchen, we had caught sone fish, but the fish were not inportant. Wat had

been inmportant then, what was still inportant, was that a grown nman had the
sort of understanding to treat a ten-year-old as an equal hunman being. On
that day, in those few hours of an afternoon, | had grown a lot. Wiile we

sat on that river bank | had been as big as he was, and that was the first
time such a thing had ever happened to ne.

There was sonmething that | had to do and yet | shrank fromdoing it -
and still, | told nyself, Stiffy mght not mind. He had tried to tell ne
sonet hing and he had fail ed because he didn't have the strength. Certainly
he woul d understand that if | used these keys to get into his shack, that |
had not done it in a spirit of naliciousness, or of idle curiosity, but to
try to attain that know edge he had tried to share with ne.
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