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VERSI ON 1.0 DTD 032600

SLOW SCULPTURE
Theodor e Sturgeon

He didn't know who he was when she nmet him-well, not
many people did. He was in the high orchard doing some-
thing under a pear tree. The land snelled of |ate sumer
and wi nd--bronze, it snelled bronze.

He | ooked up at a conpact girl in her md-twenties, at

a fearless face and eyes the same col or as her hair, which
was extraordi nary because her hair was red-gold. She

| ooked down at a | eather-skinned man in his forties, at a
gol d-1eaf electroscope in 'his hand, and felt she was an
i ntruder.

She said, "Oh" in what was apparently the right way.
Because he nodded once and said, "Hold this" and

there could then be no thought of intrusion

She kneel ed down beside him and took the instrunent,
holding it exactly where he positioned her hand. He
moved away a little and struck a tuning fork against his
kneecap.

"What's it doi ng?"

He had a good voice, the kind of voice strangers notice
and listen to.

She | ooked at the delicate | eaves of gold in the glass
shield of the el ectroscope.

"They're noving apart."

He struck the tuning fork again and the | eaves pressed
away from one anot her.

"Much?"

"About forty-five degrees when you hit the fork."
"Good--that's about the nost we'll get." Froma

pocket of his 'bush jacket be drew a sack of chal k dust
and dropped a small handful on the ground. "I'Il nove

now. You stay right there and tell me how rmuch the
| eaves separate.”
He travel ed around the pear tree in a zigzag course,
striking his tuning fork while she called out nunbers
ten degrees, thirty, five, twenty, nothing. Wenever the
gold foil pressed apart to maxi mum-forty degrees or
nmor e- - he dropped nore chal k. When he was finished the
tree was surrounded by a rough oval of white dots. He
took out a notebook and di agramed them and the tree,
put away the book and took 'the el ectroscope out of her
hands.

"Were you | ooking for sonething?" he asked her.
"No," she said. "Yes."
He could smle. Though it did not 'last |ong she found
the expression surprising in a face like his.
"That's not what is called, in a court of law, a respon-
sive answer."
She gl anced across the hillside, netallic in that late
light. There wasn't nuch on it--rocks, weeds the sunmer
was done with, a tree or so, the orchard. Anyone present
had come a long way to get here
"It wasn't a sinple question," she said, tried to smle
and burst into tears.
She was sorry and said so.
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"Why?" he asked.

This was the first time she was to experience this ask-

t he-next-question thing of his. It was unsettling. It always
woul d ' be--never |ess, sonetines a great deal nore.

"Wl | --one doesn't have enotional explosions in pub-
lic."
"You do. | don't know this 'one' you're tal king about."

"l guess | don't either, now that you nmention it."

"Tell the truth then. No sense in going around and

around about it: He'll think that | . . . and the like. 1"l
think what | think, whatever you say. O--go down the
mountain and just don't say any nore." She did not turn

to go, so he added: "Try the truth, then. If it's inportant,
it's sinple. And if it's sinple it's easy to say."
"I"'mgoing to die!'" she cried.

"So am1."
"I have a lunp in ny breast."
"Come up to the house and I'Il fix it."

Wt hout another word he turned away and started

through the orchard. Startled half out of her wits, indig-
nant and full of insane hope, experiencing, even, a quick
curl of astonished | aughter, she stood for a nonent
wat ching himgo and 'then found herself (at what point
did | decide?) running after him

She caught up with himon the uphill margin of the

or chard.

"Are you a doctor?"

He appeared not to notice that she had waited, had

run.

"No," he said and, wal ki ng on, appeared not to see her
stand again pulling at her lower lip, then run again to
catch up.

"I must be out of nmy mind," she said, joining himon

a garden path.

She said it to herself. He nust have known because he

did not answer. The garden was alive with defiant chrys-
ant hemuns and a pond in which she saw the flicker of a
pair of redcap inperials--silver, not gold fish--the |argest
she had ever seen. Then--the house.

First it was part of the garden with its col onnaded
Terrace--and then, with its rock walls (too nassive to be
called fieldstone) part of the nountain. It was on and in
the hillside. Its roof paralleled the skylines, front and
sides, and part of it was backed against an out-jutting
cliff face. The door, beamed and studded and featuring
two archers' slits, was opened for them (but there was no
one there) and when it closed it was silent, a far nore
solid exclusion of things outside than any click or clang
of latch or bolt.

She stood with her back against it watching himcross
what seemed to be the central well of the house, or at

|l east this part of it. It was a kind of small court in the
center of which was an atrium glazed on all of its five
sides and open to the sky at the top. In it was a tree,

a cypress or juniper, gnarled and twi sted and with the
turnedback, paralleled, scul ptured appearance of what the
Japanese call bonsai

"Aren't you com ng?" he called, holding open a door
behind the atrium

"Bonsai just aren't fifteen feet .tail,’
"This one is."

she sai d.
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She wal ked past it slowy, |ooking.

"How | ong have you had it?"

Hi s tone of voice said he was imensely pl eased. It

is a clunmsiness to ask the owner of a bonsai howold it
is--you are then demanding to know if it is his work or
if he has acquired and continued the concept of another;
you are tenpting himto claimfor his own the concept

and the neticul ous | abor of soneone else and it becones
rude to tell a nman he is being tested. Hence, How | ong
have you had it? is polite, forbearing, profoundly cour-
t eous.

He answered, "Half nmy life."

She | ooked at the tree. Trees can be found, somnetines,

not quite discarded, not quite forgotten, potted in rusty
gallon cans in not quite successful nurseries, unsold be-
cause they are shaped oddly or have dead branches here
and there, or because they have grown too slowy in

whol e or part. These are the ones which devel op inter-
esting trunks and a resistance to msfortune that nakes
themflourish if given the | east excuse for living. This one
was far older than half this nman's life, or all of it. Looking
at it. She was terrified by the unbidden thought that a
fire, a famly of squirrels, sone subterranean worm or
termte could end this beauty--sonething working out-
side any concept of rightness or justice or of respect.
She | ooked at the tree. She | ooked at the man.

" Comi ng?"

"Yes," she said and went with himinto his |aboratory.
"Sit down over there and relax," he told her. "This m ght
take a little while."

"Over there" was a big | eather chair by the bookcase.

The books were right across the spectrum-reference

wor ks in medi ci ne and engi neering, nucl ear physics,

chem stry, biology, psychiatry. Al so tennis, gymastics,
chess, the oriental war gane Go, and golf. And then
drama, the techniques of fiction. Mddern English Usage,
The Anerican Language and suppl enent. Wod's and

Wal ker's Rhyming Dictionaries and an array of other
dictionaries and encycl opedi as. A whole |ong shelf of

bi ogr aphi es.

"You have quite a library."

He answered her rather shortly--clearly he did not

want to talk just now, for he was very busy.

He said only, "Yes | have--perhaps you'll see it sone
time" which left her to pick away at his words to find
out what on earth he neant by them

He coul d only have neant, she decided, that the books
besi de her chair were what he kept handy for his work
that his real library was el sewhere. She | ooked at him
with a certain awe.

And she watched him She |liked the way he noved

swiftly, decisively. Cearly he knew what he was doi ng.
He used sone equi pnent that she recogni zed a gl ass

still, titration equipnent, a centrifuge. There were two
refrigerators, one of which was not a refrigerator at all
for she could see the large indicator on the door. It stood
at 70 F. It cane to her that a nodern refrigerator is
perfectly adaptable to the demand for controlled environ-
nent, even a warm one.

But all that and the equi pnent she did not recognize
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was only furniture. It was the man who was worth

wat chi ng, the man who kept her occupied so that not

once in all the long tinme she sat there was she tenpted
toward the bookshel ves.

At last he finished a | ong sequence at the bench, threw
some switches, picked up a tall stool and came over to
her. He perched on the stool, hung his heels on the cross-
spoke and lay a pair of |long brown hands over his knees.
"Scared."

He made it a statenent.

"l suppose | am"

"You don't have to stay."

"Considering the alternative" she began bravely but

t he courage-sound sonehow oozed out. "It can't nmatter
much. "
"Very sound," he said al nost cheerfully. "I remenber

when | was a kid there was a fire scare in the apartnent
house where we lived. It was a wild scranmble to get out
and ny tea-year-old brother found hinself outside in the
street with an alarmclock in his hand. It was an old one
and it didn't workbut of all the things in the place he

m ght have snatched up at a tinme like that, it turned out
to be "the clock. He's never been able to figure out why."
"Have you?"

"Not why he picked that particular thing--no. But I

think I know why he did sonething obviously irrational

You see, panic is a very special state. Like fear and
flight, or fury and attack, it's a pretty prinmtive reaction
to extreme danger. It's one of the expressions of the wll
to survive. Wiat nmakes it so special is that it's irrational
Now, why woul d t he abandonment of reason be a sur-

vi val nechani sn®?"

She t hought about this seriously. There was that about
this man which nmade serious thought inperative.

"I can't imagine," she said finally. "Unless it's 'because,
in some situations, reason just doesn't work."

"You can't inmagine," he said, again radiating that huge
approval , making her glow. "And you just did. If you are

i n danger and you try reason and reason doesn't work

you abandon it. You can't say it's unintelligent to abandon
what doesn't work, right? So then you are in panic. You
start to performrandom acts. Mst of them-far and

away nost will be useless. Sonme m ght even be danger-

ous. But that doesn't matter--you're in danger already.
Where the survival factor comes in is that away down

deep you know that one chance in a nmllion is better

than no chance at all. So--here you sit--you're scared and
you could run. Sonething says you should run but you
won't."

She nodded.

He went on: "You found a lunp. You went to a doctor

and he nmade sone tests and gave you the bad news.

Maybe you went to anot her doctor and he confirmed it.

You then did some research and found out what was to
happen next--the exploratory, the radical, the question-
abl e recovery, the whol e | ong agoni zi ng procedure of

bei ng what they call a terminal case. You then flipped
out. Did sone things you hope | won't ask you about.

Took a trip sonewhere, anywhere, wound up in ny or-

chard for no reason." He spread the good hands and | et
them go back to their kind of sleep. "Panic. The reason
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for little boys in their pajanmas standing at nmidnight with
a broken alarmclock in their arnms and for the existence
of quacks." Sonething chined over on the bench and he
gave her a quick smle and went back to work, saying
over his shoulder, "I'mnot a quack, by the way. To qual -
ify as a quack you have to claimto be a doctor. | don't."
She watched himswitch off, switch on, stir, measure
and calculate. Alittle orchestra of equipnment chorused
and sol oed around himas he conducted, whirring, hissing,
clicking, flickering. She wanted to laugh, to cry and to
scream She did not one of these things for fear of not
st oppi ng, ever.
When he canme over again, the conflict was not raging
within her but was exerting steady and opposed tensions.
The result was a terrible stasis and all she could do when
she saw the instrunent in his hand was to wi den her eyes.
She quite forgot to breathe
"Yes, it's a needle," he said, his tone al nost bantering.
"A long shiny sharp needle. Don't tell ne you are one of
t hose needl e-shy people." He flipped the | ong power cord
that trailed fromthe black housing around the hypoder-
mc to get some slack, straddled the stool. "Want some-
thing to steady your nerves?"
She was afraid to speak. The nenbrane containing her
sane self was very thin, stretched very tight.
He said, "I'd rather you didn't, because this pharnma-
ceutical stewis conplex enough as it is. But if you need
it"
She managed to shake her head a little and again felt
the wave of approval fromhim There were a thousand
questions she wanted to ask--had neant to ask--needed
to ask. What was in the needl e? How many treatnents
must she have? What woul d they be |ike? How | ong nust
she stay and where? And nost of all-oh, could she live,
coul d she live?

Il
He seened concerned with the answer to only one of

t hese.

"It's nostly built around an isotope of potassium If |
told you all | know about it and how | cane on it in

the first place it would take--well, nore tine than we've

got. But here's the general idea. Theoretically, every atom
is electrically bal anced--never mnd ordi nary excepti ons.

Li kewi se all electrical charges in the nolecule are sup-

posed to be bal anced--so much plus, so much m nus,

total zero. | happened on the fact that 'the bal ance of
charges in a wild cell is not zero--not quite. It's as if there
were a subm croscopi ¢ thunderstorm going on at 'the

nmol ecul ar level, with little lightning bolts flashing back and
forth and changing the signs. Interfering with oomu-
nications-static--and that," he said, gesturing with the
shi el ded hypo in his hand, "is what this is all about.

When sonething interferes with comunicati ons--espe-

cially the RNA nmechanismthat says. Read this blueprint,

build accordingly and stop when it's done--when that

message gets garbled | opsided things get built. Of bal ance
things. Things that do al nbst what they should, do it

al nost right-they're wild cells and the nessages they

pass on are even worse.

"Ckay. Whether these thunderstorns are caused by
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viruses or chenicals or radiation or physical 'trauma or
even anxi ety and don't think anxiety can't do--it is
secondary. The inportant thing is to fix it so the thunder-
stormcan't happen. If you can do that the cells have
plenty of ability all by thenmselves to repair and repl ace
what's gone wong. And biological systens aren't like

pi ng-pong balls with static charges waiting for the charge
to | eak away or to discharge into a grounded wire. They

have a kind of resilience--1 call it forgiveness--that
enables themto take on a little nore charge, or alittle
less, and do all right. Well, then say a certain clunmp of

cells is wild and say it carries an aggregate of a hundred
units extra on the positive side. Cells inmmediately around
it are affected but not the next |ayer or the next.

"If they could be opened to the extra charge if they
could help to drain it off they would, well, cure the wild
cells of the surplus. You see what | nean? And they

woul d be able to handle that little overage thensel ves or
pass it on to other cells and still others who could dea
with it. In other words, if | can flood your body with a
medi um that can drain off and distribute a concentration
of this unbal anced charge, the ordinary bodily processes
will be free to nove in and clear up the wild-cell damage
And that's what | have here."

He hel d the shiel ded needl e between his knees and

froma side pocket of his |lab coat he took a plastic box,
opened it and drew out an al cohol swab. Still cheerfully
tal ki ng, he took her terror-nunbed arm and scrubbed at

the inside of her el bow

"I amnot for one second inplying that nucl ear charges

in the atomare the sane thing as static electricity. They're
in a different | eague altogether. But the anal ogy holds. |
coul d use another analogy. | could Iiken the charge in
the wild cells to accumul ations of fat. And this gunk of
mne to a detergent that would break it up and spread it
so far it couldn't be detected any nore. But I'mled to
the static anal ogy by an odd side effect organisns in-
jected with this stuff do build up one hell of a static
charge. It's a byproduct and, for reasons | can only
theorize about at the nmonent, it seens to be keyed to

the audi o spectrum Tuning forks and the like. That's

what | was playing with when | nmet you. That tree is
drenched with this stuff. It used to have a whorl of wild-
cell gromh. It hasn't any nore."

He gave her the quick, surprising 'smle and let it
flicker away as he held the needle point upward and
squirted it. Wth his other hand w apped around her |eft
bi cep he squeezed gently and firmy. The needl e was

| owered and placed and slid into the big vein so deftly
that she gasped not because it hurt but because it did
not. Attentively he watched the bit of glass barrel pro-
truding fromthe bl ack housing as he w thdrew the

plunger a fraction and saw the puff of red into the color-
| ess fluid inside.

Then he bore steadily on the plunger again.

"Pl ease don't nove. |I'msorry, this will take a little
time. | have to get quite a lot of this into you. Which

is fine, you know " he said, resuming the tone of his
previous remarks about audio spectra, "because side

effect or no, it's consistent. Healthy bio systens devel op
a strong electrostatic field, unhealthy ones a weak one or
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none at all. Wth an instrunment as primtive and sinple

as that little electroscope you can tell if any part of the
organi sm has a conmunity of wild cells and if so, where

it is and how big and howwld. " Deftly he shifted his
grip on .the encased hypoderm c wi thout noving the point

or varying the plunger pressure. It was beginning to be
unconfortable an ache turning into a bruise. "And if

you' re wondering why this nosquito has a housing on it

with a wire attached (although I'Il bet you're not and

that you know as well as | do that I'mdoing all this
talking just to keep your mind occupied) I'Il tell you
It's nothing but a coil carrying a high-frequency alter-
nating current. The alternating field sees to it that the
fluid is nagnetically and electrostatically neutral right
fromthe start."

He wit hdrew t he needl e suddenly and snoothly, bent

an armand trapped in the inside of her el bow a cotton
swab.

"Nobody ever told ne that after a treatnent,’
"What ?"

"No charge," she said.

Agai n that wave of approval, this time with words: "I

i ke your style. How do you feel ?"

She cast about for accurate phrases.

"Like .the owner of a |arge sleeping hysteria begging
sonmeone not to wake it up."

He | aughed.

"Inalittle while you are going to feel so weird you
won't have 'time for hysteria."

He got up and returned 'the needle to -the bench,

| ooping up the cable as he went. He turned off the AC
field and returned with a large glass bowl and a square

of plywood. He inverted the bowl on the floor near her

and placed the wood on its broad base.

"I renmenber sonething like that," she said. "Wen

was in junior high school. They were generating

artificial lightning with a--let ne see--well, it had a | ong,
endl ess belt running over pulleys and sone little wires
scraping on it and a big copper ball on top."

"Van de Graaf generator.”

"Right. And they did all sorts of things with it. But

what | specially renmenber is standing on a piece of wood
on a bow like that and they charged ne up with the
generator. | didn't feel much of anything except all ny
hail stood out fromny head. Everyone |aughed. |

| ooked like a golliwog. They said | was carrying forty

t housand volts."

"Good. I'mglad you renenber that. This'll be a little
different, though. By roughly another forty thousand."

" oh! "

"Don't worry. As long as you're insulated and as | ong

as grounded or conparatively grounded objects--ne, for
exanpl e--stay well away fromyou, there won't be any
fireworks.'

"Are you going to use a generator like that?"

"Not like that--and | already did. You' re the genera-

*N

ror.

"I''"'m-oh!" She had raised her hand fromthe uphol -

stered chair armand there was a crackle of sparks and

she sai d.
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the faint smell of ozone.

"You sure are and nore than | bought--and qui cker

Get up."

She started up slowy. She finished the maneuver with
speed. As her body separated fromthe chair she was, for
a fractional second, seated in a tangle of spitting bl ue-
white threads. They, or she, propelled her a yard and a
hal f away, standing. Literally shocked half out of her
wits, she alnost fell

"Stay on your feet," he snapped and she recovered,

gaspi ng. He stepped back a pace. "Get up on the board.
Qui ckly now. "

She did as she was told, |leaving, for the two paces she
travel ed, two brief footprints of fire. She teetered on the
board. Visibly, her hair began to stir.

"What ' s happening to nme?" she cried.

"You're getting charged after all," he said jovially but
at this point she failed to appreciate the extension of even
her own witticism

She cried again, "Wat's happening to ne?"

"I't's all right," he said consolingly.

He went to the bench and turned on a tone generator

It mopaned deep in the one to three hundred cycl e range.
He increased the volume and turned the pitch control

It how ed upward and, as it did so, her red-gold hair
shivered and swept up and out, each hair attenpting
frantically to gat away fromall the others. He ran the
tone up above ten thousand cycles and all the way back
to a belly-bunping inaudible el even. At the extrenes her
hair slunped but at around el even hundred it stood out
in, as she had described it, golliwg style. She could fee
it.

He turned down the gain to a nore or |ess bearable

| evel and picked up the el ectroscope. He cane toward
her, sniling.

"You are an el ectroscope, you know that? And a living
Van de Graaf generator as well. And a golliwog."

"Let me down," was all she could say.

"Not yet. Please hang tight. The differential between
you and everything el se here is so high that if you got
near any of it you'd discharge intoit. It wouldn't harm
you--it isn't current electricity--but you mght get a burn
and a nervous shock out of it." He held out the el ectro-
scope. Even at that distance--and in her distress--she
could see the gold | eaves withe apart. He circled her,
wat ching the | eaves attentively, noving the instrument
forward and back and fromside to side. Once he went

to the tone generator and turned it down some nore.

"You' re sending such a strong field | can't pick up the
variations," he explained and returned to her, com ng

cl oser now.

"I can'truch norel can't," she murnured

He did not hear or he did not care. He 'nobved the

el ectroscope near her abdonen, up and from side to side.
"Yup. There you are," he said cheerfully, noving the
instrunment close to her right breast.

"What ?" she whi npered

"Your cancer. Right breast, |ow, around toward the
arnpit." He whistled. "A nean one, too. Mlignant as
hel | . "

She swayed and then coll apsed forward and down. A
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sick bl ackness swept down on her, receded explosively in
a glare of agoni zing blue-white and then crashed down
on her like a nountain falling.

Pl ace where wall neets ceiling. Another wall, another
ceiling. Hadn't seen it before. Didn't nmatter. Don't care.
Sl eep.

Pl ace where wall neets ceiling. Sonething in the way.
Hi s face, close, drawn, tired--eyes awake, though, and
penetrating. Doesn't nmatter. Don't care.

Sl eep.

Pl ace where wall neets ceiling. Down a bit, |ate sun-
light. Over a little, rusty-gold chrysanthemuns in a gol d-
green gl ass cornucopia. Sonething in the way again--his
face.

"Can you hear ne?"

Yes, but don't answer. Don't nove. Don't speak

Sl eep.

It's aroom a wall, a table, a man pacing--a nighttine
wi ndow and nuns you'd think were alive but don't you
know they're cut right off and dying?

Do they know that?

"How are you?"

Urgent, urgent.

"Thirsty."

Cold and a bite to it that aches the hinges of 'the jaws.
Grapefruit juice. Lying back on his armwhile he hol ds
the glass in the other hand.

Qi, no, that's not

"Thank you. Thanks very"

Try to sit up. The sheet--ny cl ot hes!

"Sorry about that," he said, the m nd--reader-al nost-
"Sonme things that have to be done just aren't consistent
wi th pantyhose and a mnidress. Al washed and dried
and ready for you, though--any tine. Over there."

The brown wool and the pantyhose and the shoes, on

the chair.

He's respectful, standing back, putting the gl ass next
to an insulated carafe on the night table.

"What things?"

"Throw ng up. Bedpans," he said candidly.

Protective with the sheet, which can hide bodies bat
Oh--not enbarrassnent.

"Ch, I'msorry. Ch. | nust have"

Shake head and he slides back and forth in the vision
"You went into shock and then you just didn't cone

out of it."

He hesitated. It was the first time she had ever seen
hi m hesitate over anything. She becane for a nonent an
al nost - m ndr eader .

Should | tell her what's in ny mnd?

Sure, he should. And he did.

"You didn't want to cone out of it."

"It's all gone out of ny head."

"The pear tree, the electroscope. The injection, the

el ectrostatic response.”

"No," she said, not know ng. Then, know ng: "No!"

"Hang on," he rapped and next thing she knew he was

by the bed, over her, his two hands hard on her cheeks.
"Don't slip off again. You can handle it. You can handl e
it because it's all right now, do you understand that?
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You're all right."

"You told me | had cancer."

She sounded pouty, accusing.

He | aughed at her, actually |aughed.

"You told nme you had it."

"Ch, but | didn't know. "

"That explains it, then," he said in a | oad-off-ny-baok
tone. "There wasn't anything in what | did that could

cause a three-day withdrawal like that. It had to be some-
thing in you."

"Three days!"

He sinmply nodded and went on wi th what he was say-

i ng.

"I get alittle ponpous once in awhile," he said en-

gagi ngly. "Comes from being right so nuch of the tine.
Took a bit nore for granted than | should have, didn't [?
When | assuned you'd been to a doctor, naybe even

had a bi opsy? You hadn't, had you?"

"I was afraid," she admtted. She |ooked at him "M

nmot her died of it--and nmy aunt--and ny sister had a

radi cal mastectomy. | couldn't bear it. And when you"
"When | told you what you al ready knew and what

you never wanted to hear--you couldn't take it. You

bl acked right out, you know Fainted away. And it had
nothing to do' with the seventy-odd thousand volts of
static you were carrying. | caught you." He put out his
aims where they were, on display, until she | ooked at
them and saw the angry red scorch marks on his fore-

arnms and heavy biceps, as nuch of them as she coul d see
fromunder his short-sleeved shirt. "About nine-tenths
knocked nme out too," he said. "But at |east you didn't
crack your head or anything."

"Thank you," she said reflexively and then began to

cry. "What am .1 going to do?"

"Do? Go back home, wherever that is--pick up your

Iife again, whatever that mght nean."

"But you said"

"When are you going to get it into your head that what

| did was not a diagnostic?"

"Are you--did you--you nmean you cured it?"

"I mean you're curing it right now | explained it al

to you 'before. You remenber that now, don't you?"

"Not altogether but--yes." Surreptitiously (but not
enough, because he saw her) she felt under it--he sheet for
the lunp. "It's still there."

"I'f | bopped you over the head with a bat," he said

with slightly exaggerated sinplicity, "there would be a
lump on it. It would be there tonmorrow and the next day.
The day after that it nmight be snaller. In a week you'd
still be able to feel it but it would be gone. Same thing
here. "

At last she let the enornmity of it touch her. "A one-
shot cure for cancer"

"Ch, Cod," he said harshly. "I can tell by |ooking at

you that | amgoing to have to listen to that speech again.
Well, | won't."

Startled, she asked, "What speech?"

"The 'one about ny duty to humanity. It comes in two
phases and many textures. Phase one has to do with ny
duty to humanity and really nmeans we coul d nake a

classic buck with it. Phase two deals solely with ny duty
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to humanity and | don't hear that one very often. Phase
two utterly overlooks the reluctance humanity has to ac-
cept good things unless they arrive fromaccepted and
respectabl e sources. Phase one is fully aware of this but
gets rat shrewd in figuring ways around it."

She said, "I don't" but could get no farther

"The textures," he overrode her, "are acconpani ed by

the light of revelation, with or without religion and/or
mysticism O they are cast sternly in the ethical-philoso-
phy nold and aimto force me to surrender through

guilt mxed--to sone degree all the way up to total--with
conpassi on. "

"But | only"

"You," he said, aimng a long index finger at her,

"have robbed yourself of the choicest exanple of every-
thing I have just said. If nmy assunptions had been right
and you had gone to your friendly |ocal sawbones--and

he had di agnosed cancer and referred you to a speciali st
and he had done |ikew se and sent you to a coll eague

for consultation and, in random panic, you had fallen
into nmy hands and been cured--and had gone back to

your various doctors to report a mracle, do you know
what you'd have gotten fromthenf ' Spontaneous rem s-
sion,' that's what you'd have gotten. And it wouldn't be
only doctors,"” he went on with a sudden renewal of

passi on, under which she quailed in her bed. "Everybody
has his own comercial. Your nutritionist would have
nodded over his wheat germor his macrobiotic rice cakes,
your priest would have dropped to his knees and | ooked

at the sky, your geneticist would have a pet theory about
generation-ski pping and would assure you that your
grandparents probably had spontaneous rem ssions, too,
and never knew it."

"Pl ease!" she cried but he shouted at her.

"Do you know what | anf? | am an engi neer twice

over, nechanical and electrical--and | have a | aw degree.
If you were foolish enough to tell anyone about what has
happened here (which | hope you aren't--but if you are

I know how to protect nyself) | could be jailed for prac-
ticing nedicine without a license. You could have ne up
for assault because | stuck a needle into you and even
for kidnapping if you could prove | carried you in here
fromthe | ab. Nobody would give a dam that | had

cured your cancer. You don't know who | am do you?"

"No. | don't even know your nane."

"And I won't tell you. | don't know your nane

either"

"Ch! I1t's"

"Don't tell nme! Don't tell me! | don't want to hear

it. I wanted to be involved with your lunmp and | was.

I want it and you to be gone as soon as you're both up
toit. Have | nmade nyself absolutely clear?"

"Just let nme get dressed," she said tightly, "and |1

| eave right now. "

"Wt hout naking a speech?"

"Wt hout naking a speech.” And in a flash her anger
turned to msery and she added: "I was going to say |

was grateful. Wbuld that have been all right, sir!"

And hi s anger underwent a change too, for he cane

close to the bed and sat down on his heel, bringing their
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faces to a level, and said quite gently, "That woul d be
fine. Although you won't really be grateful for another
ten days, when you get your 'spontaneous remnission' re-
ports--or maybe for six nonths or a year or two or five,
when exam nations keep on testing out negative."

She detected such a wealth of sadness behind this that

she found herself reaching for the hand with which he

st eadi ed hi nsel f agai nst the edge of the bed. He did not
recoil but he didn't seemto wel come her touch either

"Whay can't | be grateful right now?"

"That would be an act of faith," he said bitterly, "and
that just doesn't happen any nore--if it ever did." He rose
and went toward the door. "Please don't go tonight," he
said. "It's dark and you don't know the way. I'Il see you in
t he norning."

When he came back in the norning the door was open

The bed was nmade and the sheets were fol ded neatly on

the chair, together with the pillow slips and the towels
she had used. She wasn't there.

He cane out into the entrance court and contenpl at ed

hi s bonsai .

Early sun gold-frosted the horizontal upper foliage of

the old tree and brought its gnarled |inbs into sharp re-
lief, tough brown-gray creviced in velvet. Only the com
pani on of a bonsai (there are owners of bonsai but they
are a | esser breed) fully understands the relationship.
There is an exclusive and individual treeness to the tree
because it is a living thing and living things change--and
there are definite ways in which the tree desires to change.
A man sees the tree and in his mind makes certain exten-
sions and extrapol ati ons of what he sees and sets about
maki ng them happen. The tree in turn will do only what

a tree can do, will resist to the death any attenpt to

do what it cannot do or to do in less time than it needs.
The shaping of a bonsai is therefore always a com

promni se and al ways a cooperation. A nan cannot create
bonsai, nor can a tree. It takes both and they nust un-
derstand one another. It takes a long tine to do that. One
menori zes one's bonsai, every twig, the angle of every
crevice and needl e and, |ying awake at night or in a

pause a thousand nmiles away, one recalls this or that |ine
or mass, one nmakes one's plans. Wth wire and water and
light, with tilting and with the planting of water-robbing
weeds or heavy, root-shadi ng ground cover, one expl ains

to the tree what one wants. And if the explanation is well
enough made and there is great enough understandi ng

the tree will respond and obey--al nost.

Always there will be its own self-respecting highly in-

di vidual variation. Very well, | shall do what you want,
but I will do it -my way. And for these variations the
tree is always willing to present a clear and |ogical ex-
pl anati on and, nore often than not (alnmost sniling), it
will nmake clear to the man that he coul d have avoi ded it

i f his understanding had been better

It is the slowest sculpture in the world, and there is,

at tinmes, doubt as to which is being scul pted, man or
tree.

So he stood for perhaps ten mnutes, watching the flow

of gold over the upper branches, and then went to a

carved wooden chest, opened it, shook out a |length of

di sreputabl e cotton duck. He opened the hinged gl ass at

file:/l/G|/rah/Theodore%20Sturgeon%20-%20Slow%20Sculpture.txt (12 of 16) [2/14/2004 12:56:49 AM]



file:///G|/rah/Theodore%20Sturgeon%620-%20Sl ow%20Scul pture.txt

one side of the atrium and spread the canvas over the
roots 'and all 'the earth to one side of the trunk, |eaving
the rest open to wind and water. Perhaps in a while--a
month or two--a certain shoot in the topnost branch
woul d take the hint and the uneven flow of npisture up
through the canmbium |l ayer would nudge it away from

that upward reach and persuade it to continue the hori-
zontal passage. And perhaps not--and it would need the
har sher | anguage of binding and wire. But then it m ght
have sonething to say, too, about the rightness of an up-
ward trend and woul d perhaps say it persuasively enough
to convince the man--altogether, a patient, mneaningful,
and rewardi ng di al ogue.

"Good norning."

"Ch, god--dam " he barked. "You nade ne bite ny

tongue. | thought you'd gone."

"I had." She kneeled in the shadows, her back agai nst

the inner wall, facing the atrium "But then | stopped to
be with the tree for a while."
"Then what ?"

"I thought a lot."
"What about ?"

"You. "

"Did you now?"

"Look," she said firmy. "I'mnot going to any doctor

to get this thing checked out. | didn't want to | eave unti
| had told you that and until | was sure you believed ne."
"Conme on in and we'll get sonmething to eat."

Fool i shly, she giggl ed.

"I can't. My feet are asleep.”

Wthout hesitation he scooped her up in his arns and
carried her around the atrium

She asked, her arm around his shoul ders and their

faces close, "Do you believe ne?"

He continued around until they reached the wooden

chest, then stopped and | ooked i nto her eyes.

"l believe you. | don't know why you deci ded as you

did but I"'mwilling to believe you."

He sat her down on the chest and stood back

"It's that act of faith you nmentioned," she said gravely.
"l thought you ought to have it at |east once in your life
SO you can never say again what you said." She tapped

her heels gingerly against the slate floor. "OM" She made
a pained smle. "Pins and needl es."

"You nust have been thinking for a long tine."

"Yes. Want nore?"

"Sure."

"You are an angry, frightened man."

He seened deli ght ed.

"Tell nme about all that!"

"No," she said quietly. "You tell nme. |I'mvery serious
about this. Wiy are you angry?"
"I'"'mnot."

"Why are you so angry?"

"I tell you I'mnot. Although," he added good-na-
turedly, "you're pushing ne in that direction."
"Well then, why?"

He gazed at her for what to her seened a very |ong
time indeed.

"You really want to know, don't you?"
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She nodded.

He waved a sudden hand, up and out.

"Where do you suppose all this came from-the house,

the land, the equi pnent?"

She wai t ed.

"An exhaust system" he said, with a thickening of his

voi ce she was coming to know. "A way of guidi ng exhaust
gases out of internal conbustion engines in such a way

that they are given a spin. Unburned solids are enbedded
inthe walls of the nuffler in a glass wool liner that slips
out in one piece and can be replaced by a clean one

every coupl e of thousand niles. The rest of the exhaust is
fired by its own spark plug and what will bum burns.

The heat is used to preheat the fuel. The rest is spun again
through a five-thousand-nile cartridge. Wat finally gets
out is, by today's standards at |east, pretty clean. And
because of the preheating it actually gets better nil eage
out of the engine."

"So you've made a | ot of noney."

"I made a | ot of noney," he echoed. "But not because

the thing is being used to cut down air pollution. | got

t he noney because an autonobil e conpany bought it

and buried it in a vault. They don't like it because it costs
sonmething to install in new cars. Sonme .friends of theirs in
the refining business don't like it because it gets high
performance out of crude fuels. Well, all rightl didn't

know any better and I won't make the sane mi st ake

again. But yes I'mangry. | was angry when | was a kid

on a tank ship and we were set to washing down a bul k-

head with chi pped brown soap and canvas. | went ashore

and bought a detergent and tried it and it was better,
faster and cheaper, so | took it to the bos'n, who gave ne
a punch in the mouth for pretending to know his job

better than he did. Well, he was drunk at the time but

the rough part came when the ol d shellbacks in the crew
gauged up on ne for being what they called a 'conpany

man that's a dirty name in a ship. | just couldn't un-
derstand why people got in the way of sonething better
"I've been up against that all my Iife. | have sonething

in ny head that just won't quit. It's a way | have of ask-
ing the next question: why is so-and-so the way it is?
Wiy can't it be such-and-such instead? There is al ways
anot her question to be asked about anything or any situa-
ti onespecially you shouldn't quit when you |ike an an-
swer because there's always another one after it. And we
live in a world where people just don't want to ask the
next questi on!

"I'"ve been paid all nmy stomach will take for things
people won't use and if I'mnad all the tinme, it's really
my fault--1 admit it--because | just can't stop asking that
next question 'and coming up with answers. There are a

hal f -dozen real bl ock-busters in '"that |ab that nobody will
ever see and half a hundred nore in ny head. But what

can you do in a world where people would rather kil

each other in a desert, even when they're shown it can
turn green and bl oom-where they' Il fall all over them
selves to pour billions into developing a new oil strike
when it's been proved over and over again that 'the fossi
fuels will kill us all? Yes, I'"'mangry. Shouldn't | be?"
She | et the echoes of his voice swirl around the court

and out through the hole in the top of the atrium and
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waited a little longer to |l et himknow he was here with her
and not beside hinself and his fury. He grinned at her
sheepi shly when he cane to this.

And she said, "Maybe you're asking the next question

i nstead of asking the right question. | think people who
live by wise old sayings are trying not to 'think--but I
know one worth paying sone attention to. It's this. If you
ask a question the right way, you've just given the an-
swer." She went on, "I nean, if you put your hand on a

hot stove you mi ght ask yourself, how can | stop ny hand
from burning? And the answer is pretty clear, isn't it? If
the world keeps rejecting what you have to give--there's
some way of asking why that contains the answer."

"It's a sinple answer," he said shortly. "People are

stupid."

"That isn't the answer and you know it," she said.

"What is?"

"Ch, | can't tell you that! Al |I know is that the way
you do sonet hing, where people are concerned, is nore

i mportant than what you do. If you want results, | nean

you al ready know how to get what you want with 'the
tree, don't you?"

"Il be dammed."

"People are living, growing things, too. | don't know a
hundredth part of what you do about bonsai but | do
know t hi s--when you start one, it isn't often the strong
straight healthy ones you take. It's the tw sted sick ones
that can be nade the nost beautiful. Wen you get to
shapi ng humanity, you m ght renmenber that."

"Of all the--1 don't know whether to laugh in your face
or punch you right in the nouth!"

She rose. He hadn't realized she was quite this tall.

"I'"d better go."

"Conme on now. You know a figure of speech when you
hear one."

"Ch, | didn't feel threatened. But--1'd better go, al
t he same. "

Shrewdl y he asked her, "Are you .afraid to ask the next
question?"

"Terrified."

"Ask it anyway."

"No. "

"Then I'll do it for you. You said | was angryand
"afraid. You want to know what |I'mafraid of."

"Yes. "

"You. | amscared to death of you."

"Are you really?"

"You have a way of provoking honesty," he said with

some difficulty. "I'lIl say what | know you're thinking: I'm
afraid of any close human relationship. I'mafraid of sone-
thing I can't take apart with a screwdriver or a mass spec-
troscope or a table of cosines and tangents. | don't know
how to handle it."

Hi s voice was jocul ar but his hands were shaking.

"You do it by watering one side," she said softly, "or

by turning it just so in the sun. You handle it as if it
were a living thing, like a species or a woman or a bonsai
It will be what you want it to be if you let it be itself and
take the tinme and the care."

"I think," he said, "that you are naking nme sone kind
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of offer. Wy?"

"Sitting there nost of the night," she said, "I had a
crazy kind of image. Do you think two sick twisted 'trees
ever nmade bonsai out of one another?"

"What's your name?" he asked her.
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