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NORMAN SPI NRAD
The Age of Invention

Norman Spinrad is a Wst Coast witer with a pyrotechnic style. He has produced a number of

menor abl e novel s and stories, including Bug Jack Barron, The Men in the Jungle, and the
controversial The Iron Dream But Spinrad is even better when working with the short story form
witness his "The Big Flash,"” "No Direction Hone," and the unforgettable "The Last Hurrah of the
CGol den Horde." This collection begins with one of his best and nost anbitious tales, a macrocosmc
and hil arious overview of the dawn of business civilization

One norning, having nothing better to do, | went to visit nmy cousin Roach. Roach lived in one of
those lizard-infested caves on the East Side of the nountain. Roach did not hunt bears. Roach did
not grow grain. Roach spent his daylight hours throw ng gl obs of bearfat, bison chips and old
rotten plants against the walls of his cave.

Roach said that he was an Artist. He said it with a capital "A " (Even though witing has not yet
been invented.)

Unlikely as it may seem Roach had a wonman. She was, however, the ugliest fenale on the nountain.
She spent her daylight hours Ilying on the dirty floor of Roach's cave and staring at the snears of
ol d bearfat, noldy bison chips and rotten plants on the wall. She used to say that this was
Roach's Soul. She would al so say that Roach had a very big soul

Very big and very snelly.

As | approached the nouth of Roach's cave, | snelled pungent snoke. In fact, the cave was filled
with this snoke. In the middle of the cave sat Roach and his wonman. They were burning a big pile
of weeds and inhaling the snoke.

"VWhat are you doi ng?" | asked.
"Turning on, baby," said Roach. "I've just invented it."

"What does “turning on' nean?"

"Well, you get this weed, dig? You burn it, and then you honk the snoke.
| scratched ny head, inadvertently killing several of mnmy favorite fl eas.
"Why do that?" | asked

"It like gets you high."

"You don't seemany farther off the ground than | am" | observed. "And you're still kinda runty."

Roach snorted in disgust. "Forget it, man," he said. "It's only for Artists, Philosophers and
Met aphysi ci ans, anyway. (Even though Phil osophy and Met aphysics have not yet been invented.) Dig
my latest!™

On the nearest wall of the cave, there was this big blob of bearfat. In the mddle of it was this
smal | piece of bison chip. Red and green and brown plant stains surrounded this. It snelled as
good as it | ooked.

"Uh . . . interesting, . . ." | said.
"Li ke a masterpiece, baby," Roach said proudly. "I call it The Soul of Man."
“"Uh . . . The Sole of Man? Er . . . it does sort of |look |like a foot. "

"No, no, man! Soul, not sole!"

"But, Roach, spelling hasn't been invented yet."
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"Sorry. | forgot."

"Anyway," | said, trying to make himfeel a little better, "it's very Artistic." (Watever that
meant . )

"Thanks, baby," Roach said sulkily.
"What's the matter, Roach?" | asked. He really | ooked awful

"W haven't eaten in a week."

"Way don't you go out and kill a bear or sonething?" | suggested.

"l don't have the time to waste on hunting," Roach said indignhantly. "I mnust live for Art!"

"It appears that you are dying for Art," | replied. "You can't do very nuch painting when you are
dead. "

"Wel |, anyway," said Roach, in a very tiny voice, "I'"'ma pretty lousy hunter in the first place. |
woul d probably starve even if | spent the whole day hunting. O nmaybe a bear would kill nme. This
way, |'mat least like starving for a Reason."

I nust adnmit it nade a kind of sense. Roach is terribly nearsighted. Al so anazingly scrawny. The
origi nal ninety-pound weakl i ng.

"Mmmmm . . ." | observed
"Mmmmmm . . . what ?" asked Roach

"Well, you know ol d Aardvark? He can't hunt either. So what he does is he nakes spearheads and
trades them for bears. Maybe you could . . . ?"

"Go into business?" Roach cried. "Becone bourgeois? Please! aman Artist. Besides," he added
lanely, "I don't know how to make spearheads."

" Mmmm . '

" Mmmm . '

"I know" | cried. "You could trade your paintings!"

"Cool, baby!" exclainmed Roach. "Er . . . only why would anyone want to trade food for a painting?"
"Wy because . . . er . . . ah . . ."

"I guess I'll just have to starve."

"Wait a minute," | said. "Er . . . if | can get soneone to trade food for your paintings, will you
give ne sone of the food, say . . . oh, one bear out of every ten?"

"Sure," said Roach. "What've | got to | ose?"
"It's a deal then?"

"Deal, baby!"

I had just invented the Ten-Percenter.

So | went to see Peacock. Peacock lived in the weirdest cave on the nountain-all filled up with
stuff |ike nooseskins dyed pink, stuffed arnadillos and walls covered with w thered norning
glories. For sonme 'reason which | have not yet been able to fathom the wonen of the nore
henpecked nen on the nountain give Peacock bears to nmake the sane kind of nmesses in their caves.

Peacock is pretty weird hinself. He was dressed in a skintight sabertooth skin dyed bright violet.
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"Hel l o, sweets," Peacock said, as | entered his perfuned cave.
"Hel | o, Peacock," | said uneasily. "Heard about Roach?"

"Roach?" shrilled Peacock. "That dirty, dirty nman? That beatnik with the positively unspeakabl e
cave?"

"That's him" | said. "Roach the Artist. Very good Artist, you know. After all, he invented it."
"Wl |, what about that dreadful, dreadful creature?"
"Wel I, you know your friend Cockatoo-?

"Pl ease, sweets!" shrieked Peacock. "Do not mention that thing Cockatoo in nmy presence again!

Cockatoo and | are on the outs. | don't know what | ever sawin him He's gotten so unspeakably
butch."
Cockatoo was this . . . uh . . . friend of Peacock's . . . or was. They . . . uh . . . invented

sonet hing together. Nobody is quite sure what it was, but we've organized a Vice Squad, just in
case.

"Yeah," | nuttered. "Well anyway, Cockatoo is paying Roach twenty bears to do a painting in his
cave. He says that having an Original Roach in his cave will nake your cave look like . . . er
"A positive sloth's den, hubby,' | think his words were."

"Oooooh!" shrieked Peacock. "Oooooh!" He began to junp around the cave, pounding his little fists
against the walls. "That nonster! That veritable beast! OGooh, it's horrid, that's what it is! Wat
am| going to do, sweets, whatever am| going to do?"

"Well," | suggested, "Roach is my cousin, you know, and | do have sone pull with him | suppose
could convince himto do a painting in your cave instead of Cockatoo's. Especially if you paid
thirty bears instead of twenty . "

"Ch, would you, sweets? Wuld you really?"
"Well, | don't know. | do kind of |ike you, Peacock, but on the other hand . . . "

"Pretty, pretty, pretty please?"

| sighed heavily. "Okay, Peacock," | said. "You' ve talked me into it. "

So Peacock got his Original Roach for thirty bears. Next week, | went to see Cockatoo, and | told
himthe story. | got himto pay forty bears. Forty and thirty is seventy. Wich gave me seven. Not
bad for a couple hours' work. | better watch out, or someone'll invent incone tax.

| saw Roach | ast week, the ingrate. He has noved to a bigger cave on the Wst Side of the
mountain. He has a fine new | eopard skin and three new wonen. He has even invented the Havana
cigar, so he can have sonethi ng expensive to snoke

Unfortunately, he has discovered that he no | onger needs ne to nake deals for him Hi s going price

is eighty bears a painting. |, like a dope, neglected to invent the renewabl e excl usive agency
contract. Can't invent '"emall, | suppose. Roach has becone truly
i nsuf ferabl e, though. He now tal ks of "art" with a small "a" and "Bears" with a capital "B." He is

the first Philistine.

He is going to get his.

How do you like nmy fine new | eopard skin? Wuld you |ike one of nmy Havana ci gars? Have you net
this new woman yet? Have you seen ny new cave?

I can buy and sell Roach now. | amthe first tycoon. Howdid | do it? Wll . . .Hog was the
mountain bum He never trimred his beard. He didn't have a woman, not even an ugly one. He laid
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around his filthy cave all day, doing nothing but bel ching occasionally. A real slob.

But even a jerk like Hog can throw bearfat and bi son chips against a cave wall. | nmade an Arti st
out of Hog. | did this by telling himhe could make fifty bears a day just by throw ng bearfat and
bi son chi ps against the walls of other people's caves.

Thi s appeal ed to Hog.

This time | did not neglect to invent the renewabl e excl usive agency contract. It was another ten
percent deal

Hog gets ten percent.
Then | went to Peacock's cave. | stared in dismay at Roach's painting. "Wat is that?" | sneered.

"That, sweets, is an Original Roach," Peacock crooned conplacently. "lIsn't it divine? Such
sensitivity, such style, such grace, such-"

"Roach?" | snorted. "You can't be serious. Wiy that Neopseudocl assical nodern stuff went out with
the Brontosaurs. You're nmles behind the tinmes, Peacock,"” | said, thereby inventing the Art
Critic. "The Artist today is of course the Great Hog."

"Hog?" whined Peacock. "Hog is beastly, beastly. A rude, stupid, snelly thing, a positive slob
Wiy his whole cave is a wetched nmass of slop!"

"Exactly," | answered. "That's the source of his greatness. Hog is the nmountain's forenmpst Slop
Artist."

"Qooooh . . . . How much do the Great Hog's paintings cost?"

"One hundred bears apiece," | said snmugly. "Cockatoo is already contracting to-"

"I told you never to nmention that creature to nme again!" Peacock shrieked. "He nust not steal an
Oiginal Hog fromme, do you hear? | sinply couldn't bear it! But all this is getting so expensive

I gave Peacock ny best understanding smile. "Peacock, old man," | said, "I have a little business
proposition for you .

Well, that's all there was to it. You guessed it, now when Peacock rmakes one of his nesses in sone
henpecked cavenman's cave, it always includes at |east one Oiginal Hog, or maybe a couple Oigina
Treesl ot hs-Treesl oth being another jerk Artist | have under contract. | sell the painting to

Peacock for a hundred bears, and he charges his sucker, client, two
hundred bears for the same ness of bearfat and bison chips. Peacock calls this Interior
Decor ati ng.

I call it "Cvilization." Maybe it'll last for a couple of months, if I'm]lucky.
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