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HITCH YOUR SPACESHIPTO A STAR
by Donald Westlake

From the beginning of Time, man has been on the move, ever outward. First he spread over his
own planet, then across the solar system, then outward to the Galaxies, all of them dotted,
speckled, and measled with the colonies of Man.

Then, one day in the year eleven thousand four hundreds and six (11, 406), an incredible
discovery was made in the Master Imperial Computer back on Earth. Nearly 500 years before, a
clerical error had erased from the computer’ s memory more than 1000 colonies, all in sector
F.U.B.A.R. 3. For half a millenium, those colonies, young and struggling when last heard from,
had had no contact with the rest of humanity.

The Galaxy Patrol Interstellar Ship Hopeful, Captain Gregory Sandforth commanding, was at
once dispatched to re-establish contact with the Thousand Lost Colonies and return themto the
bosom of mankind.

BREAKFAST ON THE HOPEFUL consisted of ocher juice, parabacon, toastettes, mock omelet,
papjacks, sausage, (don't ask) and Hester’ s coffee. It was called Hester’ s coffee because Hester made
it and Hester drank it; the others had to draw the line somewhere.

Thismorning, dl hands had gathered for the prelanding medl. At the head of the round table sat Captain
Standforth himself, under the glassy eyes of nearly two score defunct birds mounted on the wals, the
stuffing of which was hisonly true vocation. Descended from those Standforths, the oneswho had so
routindy over the past seven generations covered themsdaves with glory in the service of the Galactic
Petrol, the captain had been compelled by both hisfamily and destiny to enlist when histurn came, just as
the patrol had been compelled by family and history to take him, inadvertently and unhappily proving that
sometimes neither nature nor nurture may create character. Taxidermy? A Standforth? Regrettably, yes.

Gathered around, scoffing down the fabrifood, were the rest of the expendable captain’ s expendable
crew, plus his lone expendabl e passenger, Councilman Morton Luthguster, as plump and pompous as a
pouter pigeon crossed with ablimp. The crew consisted of second-in-command Lieutenant Billy Shelby,
young and idedligtic but not to awfully bright; Astrogator Pam Stokes, very bright and very beautiful but a
stranger to passion; Ensign Kybee Benson, whose encyclopedic knowledge of human societies did not
keep him from being persondly antisocia; and stockily blunt Chief Engineer Hester (of the coffee)



Hanshaw, proud mistress of the engine room.

The captain wiped hislips on atoastette, then ateit. “Well,” he said to his murky band, “we' |l be landing
soon.” Hismild eyes gleamed with visons of this unknown planet and the unimaginable new birdshe
would soon disembowdl.

Councilman Luthguster, swirling aforkful of papjack in pseudoleo, said, “What isthis place we' re
coming to, Ensgn Benson? What areits characteristics?’

“No one knowsfor sure about this one, Councilman,” the ensign told him. “The old records smply say
the colonies were agroup of like-minded people whose god wasasmplelife free of surprises”

“Wel, we'll beasurprise,” the councilman said.

Councilman Luthguster said, “What' s the name of the place, Ensign Benson? I’ ve noticed that the name
the colonigts give their settlements frequently offersaclueto their socid structure.”

“It'scdled Figulus,” Endgn Benson said.
“Houlus?’

Blank looks around the table. Billy Shelby said, “Wasn't he one of the founders of ancient Rome? Figulus
and Venus”

“No, Billy,” said Ensggn Benson.

Jm frowned skyward. “ Y ou don’t suppose they got the coordinates wrong? Landed someplace else on
Figgy?’ Behind them, on the knoll where they stood, the pleasant town dreamily awaited.

“They redawdling over their bregkfagt, like asnot,” Hank replied. “In fact, there they come yonder.”

“Publius Nigidius Figulus,” Ensgn Benson said. “He was the most learned Roman of hisage, awriter and
agtatesman, died circaforty-five BC’

Billy looked sad. “Died at the circus? That' sawful.”
“Terrible,” the ensign agreed. “ Figulus was most noted for his books on rdigion and-----"

“We're,” Pam Stokes said, her ancestra dide rule moving like alive thing in her dender-fingered hands,
asubtle dteration smultaneoudy taking placein thefaint aura of engine hum al about them, * here.”

Everyone jumped up to look out the view ports at Figulus, third of ten planetsin orbit around the Sollike



dar cdled Ptolemy. Only Ensgn Benson remained at the table, draining hisvia of ocher juice. “And
adrology,” hefinished.

“People of Fugulis-----"

“Hi, Senator,” Jm said.

Councilman Luthguster frowned across the top of his P.A.-system microphone at the two locals at the
foot of the extruded stairs. He was on the platform at the top. Both were middle-aged, mild-mannered,
Jmwith agray cardigan and a pipe, Hank with eyeglasses and atweed jacket. All four € bows sported
leather patches. “1 am acouncilman,” heinformed them.

“Hal” said Hank. “That’ safive-buck you owe me, Jm.”

Jm scratched his head. “1 would have sworn a plenipotentiary from Earth would be at |east a senator.”
Councilman Luthguster stared. “1 haven't told you that yet,” hetold the world through the P.A .-system.
Just ingde the ship where the others waited, Ensign Benson frowned and said, “What' s going on out
there?’ He edged closer to the open hatch, where he could hear both sides of the conversation. ”Well, in
any event,” Hank was saying, while his pa Jm sadly produced a five-buck from hiswallet and handed it
over, “the councilman is not the one we have to talk to here. No, we want the man in charge.”

“Y ou mean the captain?’

Hank said, “No, no, he' sjust some sort of hobbyist dong for the ride. We want the---what will you call
him? Socia scientist. Anthropologist.”

“Sociologig,” Jm suggested. “Ethnologist.”
Ensign Benson stepped out onto the light. “ Socid engineer,” he said.

“How do you do, sir,” Hank said, smiling behind his glasses, coming up the ladder with hand
outstretched. “1I’m Hank Carpenter, mayor of Centerville.”

Back on the ground, Jm made a dang-it gesture with hispipe. “1 knew he’ d be a Scorpio! Dang it, that’s
what we should have bet on.”

Ensign Benson accepted Hanks firm but friendly handshake. “ Centerville?”

“Wdll, sr,” Hank said, “it happensthat thisisthe center of the universe. May not look like much, but
that’ swhat it isand why our forebears came here. But lets quit jawing. Y ou and the councilman and the
four ingde the ship, come on to town and meet the folks.”

Endgn Benson held tight to the gair rall. “ Four ingde?’

“Wadll, therésyour captain,” Hank said. “Tall, skinny, distracted fella. A Pisces. And his number two, a



nice young boy but not too quick upstairs-probably aMoon Child. Moony, anyway.”

“Show-off,” Im said. Hewas till smarting over hisfiver.

Hank went on, pretending not to notice. “ Then there's your navigator---

“ Adrogetor.”

“Samething, just gussied up. A highly motivated young person, probably femae.”

“Not yet,” Ensggn Benson muttered.

“But definitdy Virgo.”

“That I'll go dong with.”

“Now, your engineer,” Hank went on, “asolid Taurus, but we just can’t decideif it'saman or awoman.
“Nobody can,” Ensign Benson said.

“I heard that,” Hester said, coming out onto the platform to shake awrench at the ensign. “I’m awoman,
and don't you forget it.”

“Why rK)t?’

“Comeon, folks,” Hank said, gesturing toward town. “Y ou’ ve had along, hard journey; come aong and
relax.”

The captain, the lieutenant and the astrogator joined the three other earthlings on the platform and they al
looked off toward town. A pretty little place with peaked roofs, atraditional white steeple and a sports
ground divewith running, yeling children, it nestled in asetting of low hillswhere neat farms mingled with
elm groves, the whole area very much like bits of Devon and Kent-the parts beyond commuting distance
from London. "What anice place,” Pam said, her diderule for one instant forgotten.

“You'll learnto loveit,” Hank assured them, “intime.”

“Chick, chick, Nero,” Jm said as Hank explained to the Earthers, “ Our energy sources areredly very
dender. No ail, ho cod. Hydropower and solar power give us enough electricity to run our homes and
businesses, but there was no way we could keep powered transportation. Fortunately, there were
severd indigenous animals cgpable of dometication, including the like of old Nero here”

Nero, agray-and-white creature that might very well passfor ahorsy steed in the dusk with the light
behind it was gpparently quite strong; without effort it pulled this ten-seater surrey and its eight
passengers along the gently up-and-down crushed-stone road toward the town. A farmer in anearby
field, plowing behind another Nero, waved; Hank and Jm and Billy and Hester waved back.

“Have any hirdshere?’ the captain asked.



“Oh, dl sorts”

Ensign Benson had been deeply frowning, intensaly brooding, acutely staring into the middle distance, but
now all at once he nodded and said, “Hyperradio.”

Jm frowned around his pipe. “ Say what?’

“Y ou must bein hyperradio contact with one of the colonieswe aready visted.”

“Not us,” Jmsaid. “never heard of hyperradio.”

“Then someone &l se has been here from off planet. Recently.”

“No, sir.” Jm shook his head and Nero'sreins.

Hank said, “You're our first vistorsin five hundred years. Y ou' Il be starting the guestbook.”

Ensign Benson gave him the old gimlet eye. “Y ou knew we were coming. Y ou knew how many of usand
where we were from and our misson. Somebody had to tell you al that.”

“Easy,” Hank said, grinning. “The garstold us.”

The town was smal but busy, with abustling, shop-filled main street, Nero-powered surreys and wagons
everywhere, and an aura of prosperity and contentment.

“What'sthat?’ the captain asked as they made their way around awhite-stone obelisk initsown little
center-of-the-street garden.

“The peace memorid,” Hank said. “We ve never had anybody to have awar with, but the town plan
called for amemoria there----our ancestors original town back on earth had one at that spot----so
about a hundred years ago, they just went ahead and put up a peace memoria.”

People waved as they went by, and a dressed-up reception committee waited out front of the grange
hall. “1 know you've dl had breskfast,” Hank said, *but you could probably tuck into somereal food.
Comeon.”

Everybody climbed out of the surrey. Billy Shelby, ahappy and innocent smile on hisface, said to ensign
Benson, “Gally, Kybee, isn't this place nice?’

“I’'m not so sure,” the ensign muttered, glowering at al those happy people. “Keep your eyes open, Billy.
There s something wrong here.”

It was agaabreskfagt, [aid on just for the visitors and with nearly 50 of the most prominent loca citizens
in attendance. The Terrans were introduced to, among many others, the principals of both high schoals,
three ministers, one priest, four doctors, both judges, the police chief, the editors of both newspapers....
Oh, thelist went on and on. Then they all sat at long trencher tables under crepe-paper decorations of
umber and sienna---Earth colors--- and happy chitchat filled the hal as the food came ouit.

Redl eggs. Real homemade bread with real butter. Real bacon. “Hester,” Councilman Luthguster said,



“thisiswhat coffeetastelike.”
“Not my coffee,” said Hester.

“1 know,” said the councilman.

“How do you like the breakfast?” Hank asked.

“Fine” said Ensgn Benson, though, in fact, it was dl asashesin hismouth. Looking up, he noticed the
designs painted high on the walls, just under the ceiling, 12 on each side, six aong each end. Beginning at
the front | eft, three designsincorporated rams' heads, threeinvolved bulls, then. ... “The zodiac,” Ensign
Benson said.

“You know it, then.” Hank Carpenter seemed pleased.

“ Agtronomy. Publius Nigidius Figuluswrote on astrology.”

“One of the great early scholarsin the science.”

Ensign Benson raised such askeptica brow. “ Science?”

Hank offered such an indolent chuckle: “Y ou’ refrom Earth, of course,” he sad, “whereit doesn't
operate asefficiently.”

“Oh, reglly?

“If you were to take an ordinary chemistry-lab experiment,” Hank suggested, “and try it under water, the
resultswouldn’t please you. Would that disprove the science or reflect the surroundings?’

“So what makesthis place better surroundings than Earth?’
“To beginwith,” Hank said, “our being at the center of the universe meansthere's no digtortion. Then,

our year is precisdly three hundred sixty dayslong, so we don’t have to keep eterndlly adjusting things.
And Ptolemy’ s system includes ten planets, and our planet has two moons and our sun; twelve. One

heavenly body per house.”

“Oh, but you can’t serioudy----"

“Asthe bumblebee said to the physicist,” Hank said, “All | know is, it works.”

The extremely beautiful blond girl to Billy’ sleft sad, “Hi, I’'m Linda. What' syour Sgn?’
“Billy.”
“Billy?No, that' s your name. When were you born?’

“About three-thirty in themorning,” Billy said. “Mom said everybody’ s born at three-thirty in the



morning. Can that beright?’

Lindathought about that. She had beautiful violet eyes. *Y ou were bornin July,” she decided and turned
to talk to the person on her other side.

Ensgn Benson ate toast, eggs, bacon, waffles; but he did nat, in fact, taste athing. He was thinking too
hard. “If astrology works,” he said, “it rules out free will.”

“Not at al,” said Hank. The heavens don't say certainly thus and so will happen, or everybody born at
the same time in the same generd areawould be identical. Astrology dedlsin probahilities. For instance,
the agtrd alignment so strongly suggested Earth would make fresh contact with its Lost Colonies now that
we pretty well discounted any other possibility, but as to the exact make-up of the crew, there were
some detailswe couldn’t be sure of.”

“Stll,” Ensgn Benson said, “you' re telling me you people can reed the future.”

“The probabilities,” Hank corrected.

“Of course,” Pam Stokes said, an actual real piece of bacon in one hand and her ever-present dide rule
in the other, “there are many waysto define the center of the universe.” She bit off a piece of crunchy
bacon.

“Oh, sure,” IJm Downey agreed. “And they all work out to beright here.”

Pam frowned, “ This doesn't taste like bacon.”

“Something wrong?’

“No, its---Actudly, its better.”

Putting the dide rule down, she picked up afork and had at the scrambled eggs.

Pointing, Jm said, “ What isthat little stick, anyway?’

“Thisdiderule?It'sasort of caculator, used before the computer camein.”

“Likethe abacus?’ Jm picked it up, pushed the inner pieces back and forth, watched thelittle lines and
numbersjoin and separate.

“I guess s0,” Pam said, reaching for the toast, pausing in amazement when the toast flexed. “It was my
mother’s,” she explained, “and my mother’ s mother’s, and my mother’ s mother’ s mother’ sand my

“Very interesting,” Jm said and put it down.



Ensign Benson, logt in thought, had stopped esting. “If you' re done, “ Hank said, “We Il show you to
your house.”

The ensgn looked a him. “My house?’

“Y ou and your friends. We thought you' d probably al want to live together at first until you get to know
the town, make friends, find employment----"

“Wait, wait aminute.” Ensign Benson was amost afraid to phrase the question. *How long do you
expect usto stay?’

“I’'msorry,” Hank said, “ Y ou haven’t read your chart, of course. You'll be hereforever.”

Give Councilman Luthguster a crowd, hell make you a speech. “ Earth can do much better for the people
of Figulus.” He declared to the locd citizens assembled at histable. “ Technology, trade agreements. A
chickenin every pot; g, a, a, ahorsein every stable. Peace, prosperity----"

“Wevegot dl that,” said acitizen.

“And astable buck,” said another.

Councilman Luthguster paused in mid-flight. “Buck? A stable buck?’ Visonsof deer, dl with
symmetrica antlers, legped into his head.

“That’sour unit of currency,” acitizen explained. “\We have the quarter-buck, half-buck, buck,
five-buck, sawbuck, al the way up to the C-buck and the grand-buck.”

“Anditsstable,” another said. “Been along time since there was adrop in the buck.”

“It' sentered the language idiomaticaly,” said acitizen who happened to be a high school principd. “Pass
the buck, for instance, meaning to pay adebt.”

“Buck thetide,” offered another.

“That’ sto throw good money after bad.”

“Buck and wing.”

“To buy your way out of adifficult Stuation.”

The councilman stared, popeyed. “But that’ sal wrong!”

A friendly citizen patted hishand. “You'll learn them,” she assured him. “Won't take long-a strong-willed
Leolikeyou.”

“Oh no.” The councilman was firm on that. “How happy | am I’ll never have to learn such gibberish.’



Hisaudiencejust amiled.

“If your garstell you we' re saying here,” Ensgn Benson said, “they’re crazy.”

“Look, friend,” Hank said. “What if the billions and billions of human beings scattered acrossthe
Gdaxieswereto learn that right here, smack in the middle of it dl, was a place where they could find out
amog everything about the future? What would happen?’

“Y ou could do agreat mail order business.”

“They would come here,” Hank said. “In their billions. Our town would be destroyed; our way of life
would smply cometo anend.”

Reductantly, Ensign Benson nodded. “It could get difficult.”
“And that’ swhy the stars say you'll remain here and never expose usto the rest of the human race.”
“Sorry,” theensign said. “1 understand your feelings, but we have our own job to do. Wejust can’t stay.”

“But you will,” Hank said gpologeticaly but firmly. “Y ou see, thereés an armed guard at your ship right
now, and therewill befor therest of your lives.”

Odd how easily the next month flowed by. Billy Shelby got a paper route and ajob ddivering for the
supermarket. Pam became a substitute math teacher at one of the high schools, where the male students
could never figure out what she was talking about but flocked to her class anyway. Captain Standforth,
roaming the country side with his stun gun, brought back many strange and---to him--- interesting new
birdsto stuff. Councilman Luthguster took to hanging around down at city hall, and Hester Hanshaw
became a sort of unofficia gpprentice at the neighborhood smithy.

Socidly, the locd bdief that ‘ those who sign together combine together’ made it easy to met folks of
amilar interests. Herds of hefty Taurianstook Hester away for camping trips, Billy joined acharitable
organization called Caring Cancers, a Piscean gardening-and-water-polo club enrolled Captain
Standforth, Pam linked up with the Friends of the Peace Memoria (an organization devoted to
maintaining the patch of flowers and lawn around said memorid) and Councilman Luthguster joined the
locd branch of Lions Club Intergdactical.

Only Ensign Kybee Benson failed to make the dightest adjustment. Only he sat brooding on the porch of
their nice white-clapboard house with the green shutters. Only he resisted the overtures of hissign’s
organization (the Scorpio Swinging Singles Club). Only hefailed to learn theloca idioms, take an interest
in the issues raised by the morning and evening newspapers (which gave the following day’ s westher,
with perfect accuracy), involve himsdf in the community. Only he refused to accept the redlity of the local
saying that meant the end of negotiation, parley, haggling. The buck stops here.

“Buck up, Kybee,” Billy said, coming up the stoop.



“What?" Ensign Benson, in hisrocking chair on the porch, glared red-eyed at the returning delivery boy.
“What isthat supposed to mean in this miserable place?’

“Gee, Kybee,” Billy said, backing away alittle, “the same asit does back on Earth. It means‘ be
cheerful; look at the sunny Sde’™”.

“What sunny side? We re trapped here, imprisoned in this small town for the rest of our----"

“Garr-rraaaghhh!” Ensign Benson announced, legped to hisfeet and chased Billy three times around the
block before hiswind gave out.

Somehow, the second month was less fun. The arearound about Centerville had shown to Captain
Standforth itsfull repertory of birds; the board of aldermen would let Councilman Luthguster neither
ddiver agpeech to them nor (as anoncitizen) run for office againgt them; the high school boys, having
grown used to Pam’ s usaless beauty and having realized none of them would ever either clam her or
understand her, now flocked away from her classes; at the supermarket , Billy was passed over for
promotion to assistant produce manager; and a Nero kicked Hester in the rump down at the smithy,
causing her to limp.

Onthe socid sSde, things weren't much better. Hester found her biking Taurians too bossy and quit.
Caring Cancers met every week in adifferent members hometo discuss, over milk and gingersnaps,
possible recipientsfor its good works but so far hadn’t found any, which made Billy fed slly. The
captains gardening-and-water-polo club kept postponing its meetings, necessitating constant rounds of
messages and plan reshufflings. No two Friends of the Peace Memoria could agree on aflower
arrangement. And Councilman Luthguster, after ahard-fought campaign in which he had taken an
extremely active part, had been blackballed at the Lions Club.

More and more, the former space rovers hung around the house, vaguely fretful. The bilious green sky,
the nasty sun (color of ochre juice), the two mingy little marble moonsin the eccentric orbits al pressed
down on the landscape, on the town, on their own little gabled house, with its squeaking floors and doors
that stuck. The locd citizens had brought from the Hopeful al their persond possessions---cloths, tools,
video cameraand monitor, the captain’ s birds, Pam’s sky charts Billy’ s collection of the Adventures of
Space Cadet Hooper and His Pd Fatso and Chang, Ensign Benson’ sfolders of Betel geusean erotica,
the bound cassettes of Councilman Luthguster’ s speeches to the Galactic Council (with the boos edited
out), even Hester’ s coffee mug---but al these things smply reminded them of their former lives, made
their present state less rather than more bearable.

Centervillewasasmdl town in no nation. Digtractions were few and loca. No movies or videos, only the
Morning Bugle and the Afternoon Independent for reading matter, very little variety in clothing or food
(al good, al salid) and no real usefor any of their skills or taents. In 500 years, the population had
grown from the original 63 to just over 11,000, but 11,000 aren’t very many when that’ sal there are.

Even the news that both high school bands would march in next month’s Landing Day parade didn’t lift
their spiritsahell of alot. That's how bad things were.

Ensign Benson brooded adonein hisrocking chair on the front porch, watching the world (hah!) go by,
when abit of theworld in the person of mayor Hank Carpenter came up onto the stoop to say, “Hey,



Kybee.” The ensign gave him alook from under lowered brows. Hank cleared histhroat, a bit
uncomfortable. “We re sending an ambulance,” he said.

“You rewhat?

“Sorry,” Hank said, looking truly sorry, “but we'll be taking the captain over to the hospita for awhile.”
“What for?’

“Well, uh, he'sabout to commit suicide.”

Ensign Benson stared. He knew these people now; they didn't lie and weren’t wrong. But the captain?
Hesad, “I thought I’ d be thefirst to snap.”

“Oh, no,” Hank assured him. “In fact, you'll, uh, bethe last.”

“That'sit,” Ensgn Benson said. Rising, he pointed stern finger at Hank. “Keep your ambulance. WE Il
take care of our own.”

“Wadll, if your sure you----"

But the ensgn had goneinto the house and dammed the door.

Hefound the captain upgtairsin hisroom, fooling with arope. “ Come downgairs,” he said. “Now.”

In the kitchen Billy and Hester were making coffee-separately, in different pots. The ensign and the
captain entered and the ensign said, “Watch him. If he sarts drinking anything funny, sop him.”

Billy said, “Y ou mean, like Hester’ s coffee?” But the ensign was gone.

Soon he was back, with Pam and the councilman. “Itstime,” hetold them dl,

“To quit fooling around and get out of here”

“But, Kybee,” Billy said, “we can’t. These people know the future, and they say we' Il never leave.”
“Probabilities,” The enggn corrected him. “ Thefutureis not fixed, remember? Theres ill freewill. The
probabilities are caused by our narrowing freewill. Thingswill probably happen in thisway or that way
because we are who we are, not because the stars force us into anything.”

Hester said, “1 don’t see how that helps.”

“We have to break out of the probabilities. Somehow or other-1 don’t seeit clearly yet, but somehow or
other-if we do what we wouldn’t do, well get out of here.

Pam said, “But what wouldn't we do?’ The ensign gave her ajaundiced look. “I know what you
wouldn’'t do,” he said. “But | would do it, so that’ sthat. No, we need something that' s so far from the
probabilitiesthat , thet....”



The otherswatched him. Ensign Benson seemed to be reaching down far ingde himsdlf, willing asolution
where there was none. “ Take it easy, Kybee,” Billy said.

Hegter said “Do you want some coffee? Billy’ s coffee.”

Sowly, the ensgn exhaed; it had been some time since he d breathed. “I know what were going to do,”
hesad.

“No!” said the captain. “I won't!”

“That' sthe point,” Enggn Benson said.

Hester said, “ There sno way your going to get meto do athing like that.”

Pam said, “Kybeg, thisisjust ascheme of yours; | cantell.”

“Gosh, Kybee” sad Billy.

“My dignity,” sad the councilman.

“Precisdy!” Endgn Benson said. “ Y our dignity iswhat keepsthe probabilitiesdl lined up in aneat and
(;I:\)/(I):Jt Zﬁd and predictable row. It'sthe only way were ever going to get back onto the Hopeful. Think

They thought about it. They hated it. But that, of course, was the point.

“Hidy, Kybee. The captain feding better?’

“Oh, wée'll dl adapt, Hank.”

“What' sthat you' re watching?’

“Just alittle video | made of the captain shooting birds. Never saw one of these machines?’
“No, gr, can't say | have.”

“They’re easy to operate. Come here, 11l show you.”

One nice thing about knowing the future, you never have to worry about arain date for your parade. The
sun shone bright, the bands and the marchers were respendent, and this year, thanks to the Earthpeople,
there would be a permanent record of the whole affair! Hank Carpenter, armed with the video camera,
stood atop awagon right down by the Peace Memorid, ready to tape the whole show.

And ared nice show it was. The South Side High School band led off, in uniforms of scarlet and white,



and the North Side High School band, in blue and gold, brought up the rear. In between were
contingents of the 4-H, the Grange, the police department, bowling leagues, volunteer firemen, agiggle of
beauty-contest winnersin abedecked surrey; oh, dl sorts of interesting things.

Including the crew of the Hopeful. Naked.

“Keep taping!” Ensgn Benson yelled at Hank Carpenter. “ Tape! Tape!” And hedid, and they all looked
at the tgpe later, and it was still impossibleto believe.

What an array of uncomfortable-looking people. What avariety of flesh was here on display. What an
embarrassment dl the way around.

Captain Standforth and Hester appeared first, side by side but determinably separate. The captain sort of
vagudy squinted and blinked, pretending to do difficult math problemsin his head, while Hester marched
aong like an angry rhinoceros, daring anyoneto tell her shewas naked. The captain in the buff looked
more minerd than animd: an angular, gawky armature, a scarecrow that wouldn't scare awren, an
espalier framework for no known tree. Hester, on the other hand, merely became more Hester: chunky,
blocky, squared-off.

A rosy astrogator came next: Pam Stokes blushing from nipple to eyebrow, accompanied by an ashen
legidator. Councilman Luthguster, shaped very much like the balloons being carried by some of the
younger spectators, gppeared to have been drained by avampire before leaving the house that morning.
Upon this pallid sausage casing, the hobnails of embarrassed perspiration stood out in bold rdlief. Would
he faint, or would he make it to Main Street? He suffered from the loss of his pomposity much more
severdy than the smplelossof hisclothes.

Pam suffered from the loss of clothes. She was beautiful, but she didn’t want to be beautiful; she was
graceful, but she didn’'t want to be graceful; shewas atrest, but the last thing on Earth-or Figulus-that
Pam Stokes wanted to be was atreat. Her expression was like that sometimes seen in dentist’ s offices.

Finally there came Billy and the ensign, and here the mark of the ensgn’ s determination redly showed
itsdlf. Although it would certainly be embarrassing for him or for Billy to appear naked in public, it
wouldn't, in truth, be quite the horror it clearly wasfor the others, so for himsalf and Billy the ensgn had
escalated the attach.

They were dancing.

Arminam, theensgn leading, Billy following pretty well, they turned and turned in greet loops, watzing
to John Philips Sousa s The Thunderer-not impossible but not easy.

Nobody stopped them; nobody knew what to do but stand and gape. For two blocks past the
astounded populace, down Broadway from Elm past Church to Main-that being the reach of the video
camera-the captain paced, the chief engineer plodded, the councilman trudged, the astrogator
inadvertently and unwillingly promenaded and the lieutenant and the ensign waltzed. At Main, surrounded
by apopulace ill immobilized by disbdief, they broke and ran for it, around behind the crowd, through
back yards and alleys and away. With many ahoarse cry and broken gasp, thisunlikely herd thundered
al theway home, up the stoop, across the porch, into the house and sammed the door.



Knock, knock.

“Who'sthere?’

“Hank Carpenter, MissHanshaw. Y ou folks dl right in there?”

1] GO a/vw.”

“It’s been five days; you can’t just----"

Hank waited. He went over and sat on the porch railing and looked out at the sunny day. The
rubbernecks who had filled this street at first had given up by now, and everything was back to normal.
But what had it al been about, anyway?

Thiswas one of those rare moments when the charts didn’t help. If it were Smple madness, of course,
that would explain alot, Snceinsanity can play merry hob with your probabilities, but somehow Hank

didn't believe lunacy wasthe answer.

Thefront door opened and Ensign Benson came out, carrying athin folder. He shut the door behind
himsdf, gave Hank aquick, nervous smile, then frowned out at the street.

“They'vedl gone,” Hank assured him.

“I didn’t know it would be quite that | bad,” the ensign said. “It does something to your nervous system
to be naked in front of that many people.” He had atwitchy look to him and didn’t quite meet Hank’ s

eye.
“What we can't figure out iswhy you did it.”

“So you could let usgo, of course.”

Hank smiled in confusion. “Y ou mean, we d take pity on you because you lost your minds?’

“Wedidn't lose our minds, just our clothes. Y ou’'ve got it dl on tape, right?’

“I don’t know why you’ d want such athing,” Hank said, “but yes, we do.”

“Look at this” Ensign Benson said, extending the folder.

Hank took it, opened, found himsalf reading areport to the Galactic Council about thelost colony known
as Figulus. “ Says here, the settlement was abandoned. Colonistslong dead. Some unanticipated poison
in the aamosphere.”

“Not suited for human life,” the ensign said. “ As soon as we're aboard ship, that’ sthe report we' |l send.”
“Why?'

“Y ou' re keeping us here because your afraid well spread the news about you and alot of people will



show up to learn dl about the future.”
Hank nodded. “ Destroying our future in the process.”

“If anybody did arrive, theensign said, “you’ d blame us. Y ou' d probably be mad enough to show that
tape.”

“I'm beginning to see thelight,” Hank said. “Y ou were looking for away to bust loose from the
probabilities”

“That’ sright. What could we do that we wouldn't do?’

“Walk down Broadway at high noon, naked, with abrass band.”

“Aslong asyou havethat tape,” Ensgn Benson said, “we Il do anything-anything-to keep therest of the
human race away from here.” Wanly he smiled. “And if thisdoesn’'t work,” he said, “if you still won't et
usgo, we' Il just have to get more improbable.”

“How?’ Hank asked, abit wide-eyed.

“I don’t know yet,” the ensagn told him. “1 hope | never know. How about you?’

Out, out, out acrosstheillimitable void soared the Hopeful. Its crew, garbed in every piece of clothing
they owned and not looking one another in the eye, had left Figulus without even having their charts done.
They knew nothing of the future.

Just aswdl.



