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@Gl acti ¢ Chest

Cifford D. Simak

I had just finished witing the daily Conmunity Chest story, and each day | wote that story I
was sore about it; there were plenty of punks in the office who could have ground out that kind of
copy. Even the copy boys could have witten it and no one woul d have known the difference; no one
ever read it - except maybe sonme of the drive chairnen, and |'m not even sure about themreading
it.

| had protested to Barnacle Bill about ny handling the Cormunity Chest for another year. | had
protested loud. |I had said: "Now, you know, Barnacle, | been witing that thing for three or four
years. | wite it with ny eyes shut. You ought to get sone new blood into it. Gve one of the cubs
a chance; they can breathe sone life intoit. Me, I'mall witten out onit."

But it didn't do a bit of good. The Barnacle had ne down on the assignnent book for the
Conmuni ty Chest, and he never changed a thing once he put it in the book

I wish | knew the real reason for that name of his. |I've heard a | ot of stories about how it
was hung on him but | don't think there's any truth in them | think he got it sinply fromthe
way he can hang on to a bar

| had just finished witing the Community Chest story and was sitting there, killing tinme and
hati ng nysel f, when along cane Jo Ann. Jo Ann was the sob sister on the paper; she got sone | ousy
yarns to wite, and that's a sonber fact | guess it was because | am of a synpathetic nature, and
took pity on her, and let her cry upon ny shoul der that we got to know each other so well. By now,
of course, we figure we're in love; off and on we talk about getting married, as soon as | snhag
that foreign correspondent job |I've been angling for

"Hi, kid," | said.

And she says, "Do you know, Mark, what the Barnacle has ne down for today?"

"He's finally ferreted out a one-arned paperhanger,” | guessed, "and he wants you to do a
feature..."

"Its worse than that," she nmpans. "It's an old lady who is celebrating her one hundredth
birt hday."

"Maybe," | said, "she will give you a piece of her birthday cake."

"l don't see how even you can joke about a thing like this,”™ Jo Ann told ne. "It's positively
ghastly."

Just then the Barnacle let out a bellow for me, so | picked up the Community Chest story and
went over to the city desk.
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Barnacle Bill is up to his elbows in copy; the phone is ringing and he's ignoring it, and for
this early in the norning he has worked hinself into nore than a custonmary |ather. "You renenber
old Ms. dayborne?"

"Sure, she's dead. | wote the obit on her ten days or so ago."
"Well, | want you to go over to the house and snoop around a bit."
"What for?" | asked. "She hasn't come back, has she?"

"No, but there's some funny business over there. | got a tip that soneone m ght have hurried
her a little."

"This time," | told him "you've outdone yourself. You' ve been watching too nany television
thrillers.™

"I got it on good authority," he said and turned back to his work.

So | went and got ny hat and told nyself it was no skin off ny nose how | spent the day; I'd
get paid just the sane!

But | was getting a little fed up with some of the w | d-goose chases to which the Barnacle was
assigning not only nme, but the rest of the staff as well. Sonmetines they paid off; usually, they
didn't. And when they didn't, Barnacle had the nasty habit of naking it appear that the nman he had
sent out, not he hinself, had dreaned up the chase. H's "good authority" probably was no nore than
some casual chatter of sonmeone next to himat the latest bar he'd honored with his cash

A d Ms. dayborne had been one of the last of the faded gentility which at one tine had
graced Dougl as Avenue. The fanm |y had petered out, and she was the |last of them she had died in a
big and lonely house with only a few servants, and a nurse in attendance on her, and no kin cl ose
enough to wait out her final hours in person.

It was unlikely, | told nyself, that anyone could have profited by giving her an overdose of
drugs, or otherw se hurrying her death. And even if it was true, there'd be little chance that it
could be proved; and that was the kind of story you didn't run unless you had it down in black and
whi te.

I went to the house on Douglas Avenue. It was a quiet and |lovely place, standing in its fenced-
in yard among the autumm-col ored trees.

There was an ol d gardener raking | eaves, and he didn't notice me when | went up the wal k. He
was an old man, pottering away and nore than likely munbling to himself, and | found out |ater
that he was a little deaf.

| went up the steps, rang the bell and stood waiting, feeling cold at heart and wonderi ng what
I'd say once | got inside. | couldn't say what | had in nmnd; sonehow or other |I'd have to go
about it by devious indirection.

A maid canme to the door.
"Good nmorning, ma'am" | said, "I amfromthe _Tribune_. May | cone in and tal k?"

She didn't even answer; she | ooked at ne for a noment and then slamred the door. | told nyself
I mght have known that was the way it would be

| turned around, went down the steps, and cut across the grounds to where the gardener was
working. He didn't notice me until | was al nost upon him when he did see nme, his face sort of lit
up. He dropped the rake, and sat down on the wheel barrow. | suppose | was as good an excuse as any
for himto take a breather.
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"Hello," | said to him "N ce day," he said to ne. "Indeed it is."

"You'll have to speak up louder," he told me; "I can't hear a thing you say."
"Too bad about Ms. dayborne,"” |I told him

"Yes, yes," he said. "You live around here? | don't recall your face."

| nodded; it wasn't nmuch of a lie, just twenty nmles or so.
"She was a nice old |lady. Wrked for her alnost fifty years. It's a blessing she is gone."
"l suppose it is."

"She was dying hard," he said.

He sat nodding in the autumm sun and you coul d al nost hear his mind go traveling back across
those fifty years. | amcertain that, nonentarily, he'd forgotten | was there.

"Nurse tells a funny story,"” he said finally, speaking to hinmself nore than he spoke to ne.
"I't mght be just inmmgining; nurse was tired, you know."

"I heard about it," | encouraged him

"Nurse left her just a minute and she swears there was sonething in the room when she cane
back again. Says it went out the wi ndow, just as she cane in. Too dark to see it good, she says. |
told her she was imagining. Funny things happen, though; things we don't know about."

"That was her room" | said, pointing at the house. "I renenber, years ago..."

He chuckl ed at having caught me in the wong. "You re nistaken, sonny. It was the corner one;
that one over there."

He rose fromthe barrow slowy and took up the rake again.

"I't was good to talk with you," | said. "These are pretty flowers you have. Mnd if | walk
around and have a | ook at then®?"

"Mght as well. Frost will get themin a week or so."

So | wal ked around the grounds, hating nyself for what | had to do, and | ooking at the
flowers, working my way closer to the corner of the house he had pointed out to ne.

There was a bed of petunias underneath the w ndow and they were sorry-|ooking things. |
squatted down and pretended | was admiring them although all the tinme I was |ooking for some
evi dence t hat someone m ght have junped out the w ndow.

| didn't expect to find it, but | did.

There, in alittle piece of soft earth where the petunias had petered out, was a footprint-
well, not a footprint, either, naybe, but anyhow a print. It |ooked sonething |ike a duck track-
except that the duck that nade it would have had to be as big as a good-sized dog.

| squatted on the walk, staring at it and | could feel spiders on ny spine. Finally | got up
and wal ked away, forcing nyself to saunter when ny body screaned to run

Qutside the gate | _did_ run

| got to a phone as fast as | could, at a corner drugstore, and sat in the booth a while to
get ny breathing back to normal before | put in a call to the city desk.

The Barnacl e bell owed at nme. "Wat you got ?"

"I don't know," | said. "Maybe nothing. W was Ms. C ayborne's doctor?"
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He told ne. | asked himif he knew who her nurse had been, and he asked how the hell should he
know, so | hung up
| went to see the doctor and he threw me out.

| spent the rest of the day tracking down the nurse; when | finally found her she threw ne out
too. So there was a full day's work gone entirely down the drain.

It was late in the afternoon when | got back to the office. Barnacle Bill pounced on ne at
once. "Wat did you get?"

"Nothing," | told him There was no use telling himabout that track underneath the wi ndow. By
that tinme, | was beginning to doubt I'd ever seen it, it seenmed so unbelievabl e.

"How big do ducks get?" | asked him He grow ed at ne and went back to his work.

| looked at the next day's page in the assignhment book. He had ne down for the Community
Chest, and: _See Dr. Thonas at Univ.-magnetism _

"What's this?" | asked. "This magneti sm busi ness?"

"@Quy's been working on it for years," said the Barnacle. "I got it on good authority he's set
to pop with sonething.”

There was that "good authority" again. And just about as hazy as the nost of his hot tips.

And anyhow, | don't like to interview scientists. Mre often than not, they're a crochety set
and are apt to | ook down their noses at newspapermen. Ten to one the newspapernan i s earning nore
than they are - and in his own way, nore than likely, doing just as good a job and with |ess
funbling.

| saw that Jo Ann was getting ready to go hone, so | wal ked over to her and asked her how it
went .

"I got a funny feeling in ny gizzard, Mark," she told ne. "Buy me a drink and I'Il tell you
all about it."

So we went down to the corner bar and took a booth way in the back

Joe cane over and he was grunbling about business, which was unusual for him "If it weren't
for you fol ks over at the paper,” be said, "I'd close up and go honme. That nust be what all ny
custoners are doing; they sure ain't comng here. Can you think of anything nore disgusting than
goi ng straight honme fromyour job?"

W told himthat we couldn't, and to show that he appreciated our attitude he wi ped off the
table - a thing he al nost never did.

He brought the drinks and Jo Ann told me about the old |lady and her hundredth birthday. "It
was horrible. There she sat in her rocking chair in that bare Iiving room rocking back and forth,
gently, delicately, the way old | adies rock. And she was glad to see ne, and she smled so nice
and she introduced nme all around.”

"Well, that was fine," | said. "Were there a | ot of people there?"
"Not a soul."

I choked on _ny_ drink. "But you said she introduced..."

"She did. To enpty chairs."

"Good Lord!"
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"They all were dead," she said.

"Now, let's get this straight..."

"She said, 'Mss Evans, | want you to neet ny old friend, Ms. Smith. She lives just down the
street. | recall the day she noved into the nei ghborhood, back in '33. Those were hard tines, |
tell you.' Chattering on, you know, |ike nost old | adies do. And ne, standing there and staring at

an enpty chair, wondering what to do. And, Mark, | don't knowif | did right or not, but | said,
"Hello, Ms. Smith. I amglad to know you.' And do you know what happened then?"

“"No," | said. "How could I?"

"The 'old lady said, just as casually as could be - just conversationally, as if it were the
nmost natural thing in all the world-'You know, Mss Evans, Ms. Smth died three years ago. Don''t
you think it's nice she dropped in to see ne?'"

"She was pulling your leg," | said. "Some of these old ones sonetimes get pretty sly."

"l don't think she was. She introduced ne all around; there were six or seven of them and al
of them were dead."

"She was happy, thinking they were there. What difference does it nake?"
"It was horrible," said Jo Ann.
So we had another drink to chase away the horror

Joe was still down in the nouth. "Did you ever see the like of it? You could shoot off a
cannon in this joint and not touch a single soul. By this tinme, usually, they'd be lined up
against the bar, and it'd be a dull evening if someone hadn't taken a poke at soneone el se -
al t hough you understand | run a decent place."

"Sure you do," | said. "Sit down and have a drink with us."

"It ain't right that | should,” said Joe. "A bartender should never take a drink when he's
conducting business. But | feel so lowthat if you don't mnd, I'Il take you up on it."

He went back to the bar and got a bottle and a glass and we had quite a few

The corner, he said, had al ways been a good spot - steady business all the time, with a rush
at noon and a good crowd in the evening. But business had started dropping off six weeks before,
and now was down to not hing.

"It's the sane all over town," he said, "sone places worse than others. This place is one of

the worst; | just don't know what's gotten into people.”
W said we didn't, either. | fished out sone noney and left it for the drinks, and we nade our
escape.

Qutside | asked Jo Ann to have dinner with ne, but she said it was the night her bridge club
met, so | drove her home and went on to ny pl ace.

| take a lot of ribbing at the office for living so far out of town, but I like it. | got the
cottage cheap, and it's better than living in a couple of cooped-up roons in a third-rate resident
hot el -whi ch would be the best | could afford if | stayed in town.

After I'd fixed up a steak and sonme fried potatoes for supper, | went down to the dock and
rowed out into the ake a ways. | sat there for a while, watching the |ighted wi ndows w nking all
around the shore and listening to the sounds you never hear in daytime - the nuskrat sw mr ng and
the soft chuckling of the ducks and the occasional slap of a junping fish

It was a bit chilly and after a little while | rowed back in again, thinking there was a | ot
to do before winter came. The boat should be caul ked and painted; the cottage itself could take a
coat of paint, if | could get around to it. There were a couple of storm w ndows that needed gl ass
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repl aced, and by rights |I should putty all of them The chimey needed sone bricks to replace the
ones that had blown off in a windstormearlier in the year, and the door should have new
weat her stri ppi ng.

| sat around and read a while and then I went to bed. Just before | went to sleep | thought
sonme about the two old | adies - one of them happy and the other dead.

The next norning | got the Community Chest story out of the way, first thing; then | got an
encycl opedia fromthe library and did sone reading on nagneti sm

| figured that | should know sonmething about it, before | saw this whiz-bang at the
uni versity.

But | needn't have worried so nuch; this Dr. Thonmas turned out to be a regular Joe. W sat
around and had quite a talk. He told ne about magneti sm and when he found out | |ived at the |ake
be tal ked about fishing; then we found we knew sone of the same people, and it was all right.

Except he didn't have a story.

"There nmay be one in another year or so," he told me. "Wen there is, I'll let youinonit."
I'd heard that one before, of course, so | tried to pin himdown.

"Its a pronmise,” he said; "you get it first, ahead of anyone?

| let it go at that. You couldn't ask the man to sign a contract on it.

I was watching for a chance to get away, but | could see he still had nore to say. So | stayed
on; it's refreshing to find sonmeone who wants to talk to you

"I think there'll be a story,"” be said, |looking worried, as if he were afraid there mghtn't
be. "I've worked on it for years. Magnetismis still one of the phenonena we don't know too much
about. Once we knew nothing about electricity, and even now we do not entirely understand it; but
we found out about it, and when we knew enough about it, we put it to work, We could do the sane
with magnetism perhaps-if we only could deternmine the first fundanentals of it."

He stopped and | ooked straight at me. "Wen you were a kid, did you believe in browni es?"
That one threw nme and he must have seen it did.

"You renenber - the little hel pful people. If they liked you, they did all sorts of things for
you; and all they expected of you was that you'd |l eave out a bow of mlk for them"

| told himl'd read the stories, and | supposed that at one tine | nmust have believed in them -
al t hough right at the nonment | couldn't swear | had.

"If I didn't know better,"” he said, "I'd think I had brownies in this |ab. Someone - or
sonmet hing - shuffled ny notes for ne. 1'd left themon the desktop held dowmn with a paperwei ght;
the next norning they were spread all over, and part of them dunped onto the floor."

"A cl eaning worman, " | suggest ed.
He smiled at my suggestion. "I'mthe cl eaning wonman here."
| thought he had finished and | wondered why all this talk of notes and brownies. | was

reaching for ny hat when he told me the rest of it.

"There were two sheets of the notes still underneath the paperwei ght,” he said. "One of them
had been folded carefully. | was about to pick themup, and put themw th the other sheets so
could sort themlater, when | happened to read what was on those sheets beneath the paperweight."

He drew a long breath. "They were two sections of ny notes that, if left to nyself, | probably
never woul d have tied together. Sometines we have strange blind spots; sonetinmes we | ook so
closely at a thing that we are blinded to it. And there it was - two sheets laid there by

file:/l/G|/rah/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20Galactic%20Chest.txt (6 of 17) [2/14/2004 12:05:40 AM]



file://1G|/rah/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20Gal actic%20Chest.txt

accident. Two sheets, one of themfolded to tie up with the other, to show nme a possibility I'd
never have thought of otherwi se. |'ve been working on that possibility ever since; | have hopes it
may work out."

"When it does..." | said.
"It is yours," he told ne.
| got ny hat and left.

And | thought idly of brownies all the way back to the office.

I had just got back to the office, and settled down for an hour or two of |oafing, when old J.
H. - our publisher - made one of his irregular pilgrinages of good will out into the newsroom J.
H _is_ a ponpous wi ndbag, w thout a sincere bone in his body; he knows we know this and we know
he knows-but he, and all the rest of _us_, carry out the conmedy of good fellowship to its bitter
end.

He stopped beside ny desk, clapped ne on the shoulder, and said in a voice that booned
t hroughout the newsroom "That's a trenendous job you're doing on the Comrunity Chest, my boy."

Feeling a little sick and silly, | got to ny feet and said, "Thank you, J. H; it's nice of
you to say so."

Whi ch was what was expected of nme. It was al nost ritual

He grabbed ne by the hand, put the other hand on ny shoul der, shook ny hand vi gorously and
squeezed ny shoul der hard. And I'Il be dammed if there weren't tears in his eyes as he told ne,
"You just stick around, Mark, and keep up the work. You won't regret it for a mnute. W nmay not
al ways show it, but we appreciate good work and loyalty and we're always wat chi ng what you do out
here. "

Then he dropped ne like a hot potato and went on with his greetings.

| sat down again; the rest of the day was ruined for ne. | told nyself that if | deserved any
conmendation | could have hoped it would be for sonething other than the Community Chest stories.
They were lousy stories; | knewit, and so did the Barnacle and all the rest of them No one
blanmed ne for their being lousy - you can't wite anything but a lousy story on a Community Chest
drive. But they weren't cheering ne.

And | had a sinking feeling that, sonehow, old J. H had found out about the applications I
had planted with a half dozen other papers and that this was his gentle way of letting ne know he
knew - and that | had better watch ny step

Just before noon, Steve Johnson - who handl es the nmedical run along with whatever else the
Barnacle can find for himto do - cane over to ny desk. He had a bunch of clippings in his hand
and he was | ooking worried. "I hate to ask you this, Mark," he said, "but would you help nme out?"

"Sure thing, Steve."

"It's an operation. | have to check on it, but I won't have the tinme. | got to run out to the
airport and catch an interview"

He laid the clips down on ny desk. "It's all in there,"
Then he was off for his interview.
| picked up the clippings and read themthrough; it was a story that woul d break your heart.

There was this little fellow, about three years old, who had to have an operation on his
heart. It was a piece of surgery that had been done only a tinme or two before, and then only in
bi g Eastern hospitals by fanous nmedi cal nanes - and never on one as young as three.
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| hated to pick up the phone and call; | was al nbst sure the kind of answer | woul d get.

But | did, and naturally |I ran into the kind of trouble you always run into when you try to
get some information out of a hospital staff - as if they were shining pure and you were a dirty
little nongrel trying to sneak in. But I finally got hold of soneone who told nme the boy seened to
be okay and that the operation appeared to be successful

So | called the surgeon who had done the job. | nust have caught himin one of his better
monents, for he filled nme in on some information that fit into the story.

"You are to be congratul ated, Doctor,"” | told himand he got a little testy.

"Young nman," he told ne, "in an operation such as this the surgeon is no nore than a single
factor. There are so many other factors that no one can take credit."

Then suddenly he sounded tired and scared. "It was a mracle," he said.

"But don't you quote ne on that," he fairly shouted at ne.

"I wouldn't think of it," I told him
Then | called the hospital again, and talked to the nother of the boy.

It was a good story. W caught the home edition with it, a four-colum head on the left side
of page one, and the Barnacle slipped a cog or two and gave me a byline on it.

After lunch | went back to Jo Ann's desk; she was in a tizzy. The Barnacle had thrown a church
convention programat her and she was in the nmidst of witing an advance story, listing all the
speakers and conmittee nenbers and speci al panels and events. Ifs the deadliest kind of a story
you can be told to wite; it's worse, even, than the Comunity Chest.

| listened to her being bitter for quite a while; then | asked her if she figured she'd have
any strength left when the day was over.

"I'"mall pooped out," she said.

"Reason | asked," | told her, "is that | want to take the boat out of the water and | need
sonmeone to help ne."

"Mark," she said, "if you expect nme to go out there and horse a boat around..."

"You woul dn't have to lift," |I told her. "Maybe just tug a little. W'IlIl use a bl ock and
tackle to lift it on the blocks so that | can paint it later. All | need is sonmeone to steady it
while I haul it up."

She still wasn't sold onit, so | laid out sone bait.

"We coul d stop downtown and pick up a couple of lobsters,” |I told her. "You are good at
| obsters. | could nake sone of my Roquefort dressing, and we could have a..."

"But without the garlic," she said. So | promsed to forego the garlic and she agreed to cone.

Sonehow or other, we never did get that boat out of the water; there were so nmany other things
to do.

After dinner we built a fire in the fireplace and sat in front of it. She put her head on ny
shoul der and we were confortable and cozy. "Let's play pretend," she said. "Let's pretend you have
that job you want. Let's say it is in London, and this is a lodge in the English fens..."

"Afen," | said, "is a hell of a place to have a | odge."

"You always spoil things," she conplained. "Let's start over again. Let's pretend you have
that job you want..."

file:/l/G|/rah/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20Galactic%20Chest.txt (8 of 17) [2/14/2004 12:05:40 AM]



file://1G|/rah/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20Gal actic%20Chest.txt
And she stuck to her fens.

Driving back to the | ake after taking her hone, | wondered if |'d ever get that job. Right at
the monent it didn't |ook so rosy. Not that | couldn't have handled it, for | knew | could. | had
racks of books on world affairs, and | kept close track of what was going on. | had a good comrand
of French, a working know edge of Gernan, and off and on | was struggling with Spanish. It was
something I'd wanted all nmy life - to feel that | was part of that fabul ous newspaper fraternity
whi ch kept check around the worl d.

| overslept, and was late to work in the nmorning. The Barnacle took a sour view of it. "Wy
did you bother to cone in at all?" he growed at nme. "Wy do you ever bother to come in? Last two
days | sent you out on two assignnents, and where are the stories?"

"There weren't any stories," | told him trying to keep ny tenper. "They were just some nore
pi pe dreans you dug up."

"Sonme day," he said, "when you get to be a real reporter, you'll dig up stories for yourself.
That's what's the matter with this staff," he said in a sudden burst of anger. "That's what's
wong with you. No initiative; sit around and wait; wait until | dig up sonmething | can send you

out on. No one ever surprises me and brings in a story | haven't sent them out on."
He pegged ne with his eyes. "Wy don't you just once surprise nme?"
"Il surprise you, buster," | said and wal ked over to ny desk

| sat there thinking. |I thought about old Ms. C ayborne, who had been dying hard - and then
suddenly had di ed easy. | renenbered what the gardener had told nme, and the footprint | had found
underneath the wi ndow. | thought of that other old |l ady who had been a hundred years old, and how
all her old, dead friends had cone visiting. And about the physicist who had brownies in his |ab.
And about the boy and his successful operation

And | got an idea.

I went to the files and went through themthree weeks back, page by page. | took a | ot of
notes and got a little scared, but told nyself it was nothing but coincidence.

Then | sat down at ny typewiter and nade half a dozen false starts, but finally |I had it.
_The browni es have cone back again_, | wote.

_You know, those little people who do all sorts of good deeds for you, and expect nothing in
return except that you set out a bowl of nmilk for them _

At the tine | didn't realize that | was using al nbost the exact words the physicist had said.

| didn't wite about Ms. C ayborne, or the old lady with her visitors, or the physicist, or
the little boy who had the operation; those weren't things you could wite about wi th your tongue
in cheek, and that's the way | wote it.

But | did wite about the little two and three paragraph itens | had found tucked away in the
i ssues | had gone through - the good luck stories; the little happy stories of no consequence,
except for the ones they had happened to - about people finding things they'd | ost nonths or years
ago, about stray dogs conming honme, and kids w nning essay contests, and nei ghbor hel pi ng nei ghbor
Al the kindly little news stories that we'd thrown in just to fill up awkward hol es.

There were a lot of them- a lot nore, it seened to nme, than you could normally expect to
find. _All these things happened in our town in the last three weeks_, | wote at the end of it.

And | added one last line: _Have you put out that bow of mlk?_

After it was finished, | sat there for a while, debating whether | should hand it in. And
thinking it over, | decided that the Barnacle had it coming to him after the way he'd shot off
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hi s mout h.

So | threwit into the basket on the city desk and went back to wite the Conmunity Chest
story.

The Barnacle never said a thing to nme and | didn't say a thing to him you could have knocked
my eyes off with a stick when the kid brought the papers up fromthe pressroom and there was ny
browni e story spread across the top of page one in an eight-columm feature strip.

No one nmentioned it to nme except Jo Ann, who cane along and patted nme on the head and said she
was proud of nme - although Cod knows why she shoul d have been

Then the Barnacle sent ne out on another one of his w | d-goose chases concerni ng soneone who
was supposed to be building a honenmade atomc pile in his back yard. It turned out that this
fellowis an old geezer who, at one tine, had built a perpetual notion nmachine that didn't work.
Once | found that out, | was so disgusted that | didn't even go back to the office, but went
strai ght hone instead.

| rigged up a block and tackle, had some trouble what with no one to help me, but | finally
got the boat up on the blocks. Then | drove to a Uile village at the end of the | ake and bought
paint not only for the boat, but the cottage as well. | felt pretty good about naking such a fine
start on all the work | should do that fall.

The next norning when | got to the office, | found the place in an uproar. The switchboard had
been clogged all night and it still |ooked like a Christrmas tree. One of the operators had passed
out, and they were trying to bring her to.

The Barnacle had a wild gleamin his eye, and his necktie was all askew. Wen he saw ne, he
took me firmy by the armand led ne to nmy desk and sat ne down. "Now, damm you, get to work!" he
yell ed and he dunped a bale of notes down in front of ne.

"What's going on?" | asked.

"It's that browni e deal of yours," he yelled. "Thousands of people are calling in. Al of them
have browni es; they' ve been hel ped by browni es; sonme of them have even seen brownies.”

"What about the milk?" | asked.

"M 1 k? What mlk?"

"Why, the nmilk they should set out for them?"

"How do | know?" he said. "Wy don't you call up sone of the nmilk conpanies and find out?"

That is just what | did - and, so help ne Hannah, the m |k conpanies were slowy going crazy.
Every driver had cone racing back to get extra m |k, because nbst of their custoners were ordering
an extra quart or so. They were lined up for blocks outside the stations waiting for new | oads and
the milk supply was running | ow.

There weren't any of us in the newsroomthat norning who did anything but wite browni e copy.
W filled the paper with it - all sorts of stories about how the browni es had been hel pi ng peopl e.
Except, of course, they hadn't known it was brownies hel ping themuntil they read nmy story. They'd
just thought that it was good | uck

When the first edition was in, we sat back and sort of caught our breath - although the calls
still were coming in - and | swear ny typewiter still was hot fromthe copy |I'd turned out.

The papers cane up, and each of us took our copy and started to go through it, when we heard a
roar fromJ.H's office. A second later, J. H cane out hinself, waving a paper in his fist, his
face three shades redder than a brand-new fire truck

He practically galloped to the city desk and he flung the paper down in front of the Barnacle
and hit it with his fist. 'Wat do you nmean?" he shouted. "Explain yourself. Making us
ridicul ous!"
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"But, J. H, | thought it was a good gag and -"
"Brownies!" J. H snorted.
"We got all those calls,"” said Barnacle Bill. "They still are comng in. And -"

"That's enough,” J. H thundered. "You' re fired!" He swung around fromthe city desk and
| ooked straight at nme. "You're the one who started it," he said. "You're fired, too."

I got up fromny chair and noved over to the city desk. "W'Ill be back a little later," | told
J. H, "to collect our severance pay."

He flinched a little at that, but he didn't back up any. The Barnacl e picked up an ash tray
off his desk and let it fall. It hit the floor and broke. He dusted off his hands. "Cone on,
Mark," he said; "I'll buy you a drink."

W went over to the corner. Joe brought us a bottle and a couple of glasses, and we settled
down t o busi ness.

Pretty soon sone of the other boys started dropping in. They'd have a drink or two with us and
then go back to work. It was their way of showing us they were sorry the way things had turned
out. They didn't say anything, but they kept dropping in. There never was a tinme during the entire
af t ernoon when there wasn't someone drinking with us. The Barnacle and | took on quite a | oad.

W tal ked over this brownie business and at first we were a little skeptical about it, laying
the situation nore or less to public gullibility. But the nore we thought about it, and the nore
we drank, the nore we began to believe there mght really be brownies. For one thing, good |uck
just doesn't cone in hunks the way it appeared to have cone to this town of ours in the |ast few
weeks. Good luck is apt to scatter itself around a bit - and while it nmay run in streaks, it's
usual ly pretty thin. But here it seened that hundreds - if not thousands - of persons had been
visited by good | uck

By the mddle of the afternoon, we were fairly well agreed there m ght be sonething to this
br owni e busi ness. Then, of course, we tried to figure out who the brownies were, and why they were
hel pi ng peopl e.

"You know what | think," said Barnacle. "I think they're aliens. People fromthe stars. Mybe
they're the ones who have been flying all these saucers."

"But why would aliens want to help us?" | objected. "Sure, they'd want to watch us and find
out all they could; and after a while, they mght try to nake contact with us. They m ght even be
willing to help us, but if they were they'd want to help us as a race, not as individuals."

"Maybe, " the Barnacl e suggested, "they're just busybodies. There are humans |ike that.
Psychopat hi ¢ dogooders, always sticking in their noses, never letting well enough al one."

"I don't think so," | argued back at him "If they are frying to help us, 1'd guess it's a
religion with them Like the old friars who wandered all over Europe in the early days. Like the
Good Samaritan. Like the Salvation Arny."

But he wouldn't have it that way. "They're busybodies," he insisted. "Maybe they cone froma
surplus econony, a planet where all the work is done by machines and there is nore than enough of
everything for everyone. Maybe there isn't anything left for anyone to do - and you know yoursel f
that a man has to have sonmething to keep hi moccupi ed, something to do so he can think that he is
i mportant.”

Then al ong about five o'clock Jo Ann cane in. It had been her day off and she hadn't known
what had happened until soneone fromthe office phoned her. So she'd come right over.

She was plenty sore at me, and she wouldn't listen to me when | tried to explain that at a
time like this a nman had to have a drink or two. She got me out of there and out back to ny car
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and drove me to her place. She fed nme black coffee and finally gave ne sonething to eat and al ong
about eight o'clock or so she figured |I'd sobered up enough to try driving hone.

| took it easy and | nmade it, but | had an awful head and | renenbered that | didn't have a
job. Worst of all, | was probably tagged for life as the nan who had dreamed up the browni e hoax.
There was no doubt that the wire services had picked up the story, and that it had nade front page
in nost of the papers coast to coast. No doubt, the radio and tel evision comentators were doing a
| ot of chuckling at it.

My cottage stands up on a sharp little rise above the |ake, a sort of hog's back between the
| ake and road, and there's no road up to it. | had to | eave ny car alongside the road at the foot
of the rise, and walk up to the pl ace.

| wal ked along, ny head bent a little so | could see the path in the moonlight, and | was
al nrost to the cottage before | heard a sound that nmade me raise ny head.

And there they were.

They had rigged up a scaffold and there were four of themon it, painting the cottage nadly.
Three of themwere up on the roof replacing the bricks that had been knocked out of the chi mey.
They had storm wi ndows scattered all over the place and were furiously applying putty to them And
you coul d scarcely see the boat, there were so many of them slapping paint on it.

| stood there staring at them wth ny jaw hanging on ny breastbone, when | heard a sudden
_swish_ and stepped quickly to one side. About a dozen of themrushed by, reeling out the hose,
running down the hill with it. Alnpst in a shorter time than it takes to tell it, they were
washi ng the car.

They didn't seemto notice ne. Maybe it was because they were so busy they didn't have the
time to - or it might have been just that it wasn't proper etiquette to take notice of soneone
when they were hel ping him

They | ooked a lot |ike the brownies that you see pictured in the children's books, but there
were differences. They wore pointed caps, all right, but when | got close to one of them who was

busy puttying, | could see that it was no cap at all. His head ran up to a point, and that the
tassle on the top of it was no tassle of a cap, but a tuft of hair or feathers - | couldn't nake
out which. They wore coats with big fancy buttons on them but | got the inpression - | don't know

how - that they weren't buttons, but sonething else entirely. And instead of the big sloppy clown-
type shoes they're usually shown as wearing, they had nothing on their feet.

They worked hard and fast; they didn't waste a mnute. They didn't walk, but ran. And there
were so many of them

Suddenly they were finished. The boat was painted, and so was the cottage. The putti ed,
pai nted storm w ndows were | eaned agai nst the trees. The hose was dragged up the hill and neatly
coi |l ed agai n.

| saw that they were finishing and | tried to call themall together so that | could thank
them but they paid no attention to nme. And when they were finished, they were gone. | was |eft
standing, all alone - with the newy painted cottage shining in the nmoonlight and the snell of
paint heavy in the air

| suppose | wasn't exactly sober, despite the night air and all the coffee Jo Ann had poured

into ne. If | had been cold, stone sober I mght have done it better; | m ght have thought of
sonething. As it was, I'mafraid | bungled it.

| staggered into the house, and the outside door seened a little hard to shut. \Wen | | ooked
for the reason, | saw it had been weat her-stri pped.

Wth the lights on, | |ooked around - and in all the time |I'd been there the place had never

been so neat. There wasn't a speck of dust on anything and all the nmetal shone. Al the pots and
pans were neatly stacked in place; all the clothing | had |left strewn around had been put away;
all the books were lined straight within the shelves, and the magazi nes were where they should be
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i nstead of just thrown anywhere.

| managed to get into bed, and | tried to think about it; but soneone cane along with a heavy
mal l et and hit me on the head and that was the last | knew until | was awakened by a terrible
racket.

| got to it as fast as | could.
"What is it now?" | snarled, which is no way to answer a phone, but was the way | felt.

It was J.H "What's the matter with you?" he yelled. "Wiy aren't you at the office? What do
you nean by..."

"Just a minute, J. H; don't you renenber? You canned ne yesterday."

"Now, Mark," he said, "you wouldn't hold that against me, would you? W were all excited..."

"I _wasn't excited," | told him

"Look," he said, "I need you, There's soneone here to see you."

"Al'l right," | said and hung up

| didn't hurry any; | took ny time. If J. H needed ne, if there was soneone there to see ne,
both of themcould wait. | turned on the coffee rmaker and took a shower; after the shower and
coffee, | felt al nbst human

| was crossing the yard, heading for the path down to the car, when | saw sonething that
stopped nme like a shot.

There were tracks in the dust, tracks all over the place-exactly the kind of tracks I'd seen
in the flower bed underneath the wi ndow at the C ayborne estate. | squatted down and | ooked
closely at themto make sure there was no m stake and there couldn't be. They were the sel f-sane
tracks.

They were brownie tracks!

| stayed there for a long tine, squatting beside the tracks and thinking that nowit was al
bel i evabl e because there was no | onger any room for disbelief.

The nurse had been right; there had been sonmething in the roomthat night Ms. C ayborne died.
It was a mercy, the old gardener said, his thoughts and speech all fuzzed with the weariness and
the basic sinplicity of the very old. An act of nercy, a good deed, for the old | ady had been
dyi ng hard, no hope for her

And if there were good deeds in death, there were as well in life. In an operation such as
this, the surgeon had told nme, there are so nany factors that no one can take the credit. It was a
mracle, he'd said, but don't you quote ne on it.

And soneone - no cl eani ng wonan, but soneone or sonething else - had nessed up the notes of
the physicist and in the nmessing of them had put together two pages out of several hundred - two
pages that tied together and made sense.

Coi nci dence? | asked nysel f. Coi nci dence that a worman died and that a boy lived, and that a
researcher got a clue he'd otherw se have ni ssed? No, not coincidence when there was a track
beneat h a wi ndow and papers scattered from beneath a paperwei ght.

And - 1'd alnmpst forgotten - Jo Ann's old [ ady who sat rocking happily because all her old
dead friends had cone to visit her. There were even tinmes when senility m ght becone a very
ki ndness.

| straightened up and went down to the car. As | drove into town | kept thinking about the
magi ¢ touch of kindness fromthe stars or if, perhaps, there m ght be upon this earth, coexistent
with the human race, another race that had a different outlook and a different way of life. A
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race, perhaps, that had tried tinme and tinme again to ally itself with the humans and each tinme had
been rejected and driven into hiding - sonetimes by ignorance and superstition and again by a too-
brittle knowl edge of what was inpossible. A race, perhaps, that m ght be trying once again.

J. H was waiting for me, looking exactly like a cat sitting serenely inside a bird cage, with
feathers on his whiskers. Wth himwas a high brass flyboy, who had a rai nbow of decorations
spread across his jacket and eagles on his shoulders. They shone so bright and earnestly that they
al nost sparkl ed.

"Mark, this is Colonel Duncan," said J. H "He'd like to have a word with you."

The two of us shook hands and the col onel was nore affable than one woul d have expected himto
be. Then J. H left us in his office and shut the door behind him The two of us sat down and each

of us sort of measured up the other. | don't know how the colonel felt, but | was ready to adnit
was unconfortable. | wondered what | night have done and what the penalty might be.
"I wonder, Lathrop," said the colonel, "if you'd nind telling ne exactly how it happened.

"How you found out about the brownies?"
"I didn't find out about them Colonel; it was just a gag."

| told himabout the Barnacle shooting off his nouth about no one on the staff ever showi ng
any initiative, and how |'d dreaned up the brownie story to get even with him And how the
Barnacl e had got even with nme by running it.

But that didn't satisfy the colonel. "There nust be nore to it than that," he said.

| could see that he'd keep at me until 1'd told it, anyhow, and while he hadn't said a word
about it, | kept seeing images of the Pentagon, and the chiefs of staff, and Project Saucer - or
what ever they might call it now - and the FBI, and a | ot of other unpleasant things just over his
| eft shoul der.

So | cane clean with him | told himall of it and a lot of it, | granted, sounded downri ght
silly.
But he didn't seemto think that it was silly. "And what do you think about all this?"

"I don't know," | told him "They m ght come from outer space, or

He nodded quietly. "We' ve known for sone tinme now that there have been landings. This is the
first time they've ever deliberately called attention to thensel ves."

"What do they want, Col onel? What are they aimng at?"
"I wish I knew"

Then he said very quietly, "OF course, if you should wite anything about this, | shall sinply
deny it. That will | eave you in a nost peculiar position at best."

I don't know how rmuch nore he night have told ne - maybe quite a bit. But right then the phone
rang. | picked it up and answered; it was for the col onel

He said "Yes," and listened. He didn't say another word. He got a little white around the
gills; then he hung up the phone.

He sat there, |ooking sick
"What's the matter, Col onel ?"

"That was the field," he told me. "It happened just a while ago. They cane out of nowhere and
swarmed all over the plane - polished it and cleaned it and made it spic and span, both inside and
out. The nen couldn't do a thing about it. They just had to stand and watch."
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| grinned. "There's nothing bad about that, Colonel. They were just being good to you."

"You don't know the half of it," he said. "Wen they got it all prettied up, they painted a
browni e on the nose."

That's just about all there's to it as far as the brownies are concerned. The job they did on
the colonel's plane was, actually, the sole public appearance that they nade. But it was enough to
serve their purpose if publicity was what they wanted - a sort of visual clincher, as it were. One
of our photographers - a | oopy character by the nane of Charles, who never was where you wanted
hi m when you wanted him but neverthel ess seenmed to be exactly on the spot when the unusual or
di saster struck - was out at the airport that norning. He wasn't supposed to be there; he was
supposed to be covering a fire, which turned out luckily to be no nore than a m nor blaze. How he
managed to wind up at the airport even he, hinmself, never was able to explain. But he was there
and he got the pictures of the brownies polishing up the plane - not only one or two pictures, but
a coupl e dozen of them all the plates he had. Another thing - he got the pictures with a
telescopic lens. He'd put it in his bag that norning by nistake; he'd never carried it before.
After that one tinme he never was without it again and, to ny know edge, never had anot her occasi on
where he had to use it.

Those pictures were a bunch of lulus. W used the best of themon page one - a solid page of
them - and ran two nore pages of the rest inside. The AP got hold of them transnitted them and a
nunber of other nenber papers used them before soneone at the Pentagon heard about it and pronptly
blew his stack. But no matter what the Pentagon might say, the pictures had been run and whatever
harm - or good - they might have done could not be recall ed.

| suppose that if the colonel had known about them he'd have warned us not to use them and
m ght have confiscated them But no one knew the pictures had been taken until the col onel was out
of town, and probably back in Washington. Charlie got wayl aid sonmehow - at a beer joint nost
likely - and didn't get back to the office until the middle of the afternoon

When he heard about it, J. H paced up and down and tore his hair and threatened to fire
Charlie; but some of the rest of us got himcal ned down and back into his office. W caught the
pictures in our final street edition, picked the pages up for the early runs next day, and the
circul ati on boys were pop-eyed for days at the way those papers sold.

The next day, after the worst of the excitenment had subsided, the Barnacle and | went down to
the corner to have ourselves a couple. | had never cared too nuch for the Barnacle before, but the
fact that we'd been fired together established a sort of bond between us; and he didn't seemto be
such a bad sort, after all

Joe was as sad as ever. "It's them brownies," he told us, and he described themin a manner no
one shoul d ever use when talking of a brownie. "They've gone and made everyone so happy they don't
need to drink no nore."

"Both you and nme, Joe," said the Barnacle; "they ain't done nothing for nme, either."
"You got your job back,” I told him
"Mark," he said, solemmly, pouring out another. "lI'mnot so sure if that is good or not."

It m ght have devel oped into a grade-A crying session if Lighthing, our npbst up-and-coning
copy boy, had not cone shuffling in at that very nonent.

"M . Lathrop,"” he said, "there's a phone call for you."
"Well, that's just fine."
"But it's from New York," said the kid.

That did it. It's the first timeinny life |l ever left a place so fast that | forgot ny
dri nk.
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The call was fromone of the papers to which | had applied, and the man at the New York end
told me there was a job opening in the London staff and that he'd like to talk with ne about it.
Initself, it probably wasn't any better than the job | had, he said, but it would give ne a
chance to break in on the kind of work | wanted.

When could | cone in? he asked, and | said tonorrow norning.

| hung up and sat back and the world all at once |ooked rosy. | knew right then and there
t hose brownies still were working for me.

| had a lot of tine to think on the plane trip to New York; and while | spent sone of it
t hi nki ng about the new job and London, | spent a lot of it thinking about the brownies, too.

They'd conme to Earth before, that nuch at | east was clear. And the world had not been ready
for them It had nuffled themin a fog of folklore and superstition, and had | acked the capacity
to use what they had offered it. Now, they tried again. This tinme we nust not fail them for there
m ght not be a third tine.

Per haps one of the reasons they had failed before - although not the only reason - had been
the lack of a nedia of mass comunications. The story of them and of their deeds and doi ngs, had
gone by word of nmouth and had been distorted in the telling. The fantasy of the age attached
itself to the story of the brownies until they becane no nore than a magic little people who were
very droll, and on occasion hel pful, but in the sane category as the ogre, or the dragon, and
others of their ilk.

Today it had been different. Today there was a better chance the browni es woul d be objectively
reported. And while the entire story could not be told i mediately, the people could still guess.

And that was inportant - the publicity they got. People nust know they were back again, and
must believe in themand trust them

And why, | wondered, had one nediumsized city in the m dwest of Anerica been chosen as the
pl ace where they woul d make known their presence and denonstrate their worth? | puzzled a | ot
about that one, but | never did get it figured out, not even to this day.

Jo Ann was waiting for me at the airport when | cane back from New York with the job tucked in

my pocket. | was | ooking for her when | cane down the ranmp and | saw that she'd got past the gate
and was running toward the plane. | raced out to nmeet her and | scooped her up and ki ssed her and
some danmm fool popped a flash bulb at us. | wanted to nop up on him but Jo Ann wouldn't let ne.

It was early evening and you could see sone stars shining in the sky, despite the blinding
floodlights; fromway up, you could hear another plane that had just taken off; and up at the far
end of the field, another one was warm ng up. There were the buildings and the Iights and the
peopl e and the great nmachines and it seened, for a long noment, like a table built to represent
the strength and sw ftness, the conpetence and assurance of this world of ours.

Jo Ann nust have felt it, too, for she said suddenly:
"It's nice, Mark. | wonder if they' |l change it." | knew who she neant w t hout even asking.

"I think I know what they are," | told her; "I think I got it figured out. You know t hat
Conmunity Chest drive that's going on right now WelIl, that's what they are doing, too - a sort of
Gal actic Chest. Except that they aren't spending noney on the poor and needy; their kind of
charity is a different sort. Instead of spending noney on us, they're spending | ove and ki ndness,

nei ghborliness and brotherhood. And | guess that it's all right. |I wouldn't wonder but that, of
all the people in the universe, we are the ones who need it nmost. They didn't cone to sol ve al
our problems for us - just to help clear away sonme of the little problens that sonehow keep us

fromturning our full power on the inportant jobs, or keep us fromlooking at themin the right
way. "
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That was nore years ago than | like to think about, but | still can renmenber just as if it
wer e yesterday.

Sonet hi ng happened yesterday that brought it all to mnd again.

| happened to be in Downing Street, not too far fromNo. 10, when | sawa little fellow
first took to be some sort of dwarf. When |I turned to look at him | saw that he was watchi ng ne;
he rai sed one hand in an enphatic gesture, with the thunb and first finger made into a circle -
the good, solid American signal that everything s okay.

Then he di sappeared. He probably ducked into an alley, although | can't say for a fact |
actually saw him..

But he was right. Everything' s okay.

The world is bright, and the cold war is all but over. W may be entering upon the first true
peace the human race has ever known.

Jo Ann is packing, and crying as she packs, because she has to | eave so nany things behind.
But the kids are goggl e-eyed about the great adventure just ahead. Tonorrow norning we | eave for
Peki ng, where I'Il be the first accredited Anerican correspondent for alnost thirty years.

And | can't help but wonder if, perhaps, somewhere in that ancient city - perhaps in a
crowded, dirty street; perhaps along the inperial highway; nmaybe sonme day out in the country
beside the Great Wll, built so fearsonely so nany years ago - | may not see another little man
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