"Sheflies" thefather said, indicating thelittle girl dangling uncomfortably midway between abaroque
chanddlier and the rather mottled carpeting. "And she has for more than five years. Y ou can imagine that
it gave us quite aturn when we saw this three-year-old just swoop up from her toys and begin to bat
around the room, but after awhile you can become accustomed to almost anything. That's the human
condition, am | right?' He spread his hands and looked at the guest directly, gave alittle laugh. "Actudly,
she'savery swest, unspoiled little child and I've tried to give her a hedlthy, wholesome upbringing to
make her take her gift in stride. Never in front of anyone other than me without permission and double
never out of the house. All right dear,”" he said, "our guest has seen everything he needs, I'm sure. Come
down now."

Thelittle girl bobbled near celling leve. "I canturn over intheair,” she said to the guest. "I can do
dips and floats and even pirouettes. If | went to ballet school like | wanted to | could do even the better
suff but hewon't let me."

"I'm sure he would," the guest said gently. He opened the loose-leaf binder on hisknee, took a pen
from his suit pocket and made anote. "Y ou have avery kind and understanding father."

"l have avery kind and under standing father but he won't Iet me go to ballet school and he won't
even let mefly unless he wantsto show me off," thegirl said. "I don't think that's right, do you? Not
letting someone do what they really do best except when he wants meto.” Sherevolved dowly, drifted
toward the floor headfirgt, reversed hersdf clumsily near the prospective point of impact and landed,
wobbling, on her feet. "I'll go and watch televison," shesad. "I know you want me out of the room now.
He aways wants to show me off and then throw me out.”

"That's not necessary, Jessica," her father said uncomfortably, "and you know perfectly well—"

"Butit'strue," thegirl said. She nodded at the guest. "Actudly | can't fly dl thetime," she sad, "you
ought to know thetruth; | can't even do it every timel want to. Actudly it'savery tiring thing. No more
than fifteen or twenty minutes and then | haveto rest for awhole day.” She waked to the door, as
clumsy on her feet asin the air, attempted a curtsy and | eft, closing the door not too gently.

The guest and her father sat in the living room, looking at one another rather uneasily for atime. The
clock banged out four syllables; or then again the guest thought that it might have been five; it was very
hard to keep track of the sounds which were swallowed by carpeting and then too, thiswas a peculiar
household. Nothing was quite asit seemed to be. Four or five, however, it was certainly late afternoon
and he wanted to complete hisbusiness and go on hisway.

Idly, the guest imagined alarge frosted cocktail glass before him. Around him was alarge roadhouse,
quiet conversation. He could ask this man for adrink, of course. But that would only compromise their
dedings. A drink could cost him ahundred dollarsin thisliving room. | must get hold of myself, the
guest thought rather franticdly, thisisonly a job and | ought to be glad to have it, everything
considered Involvement, pressures are on the agency, not on me. "Remarkable child," hesad
hoarsdly, scribbling something else and then damming the binder closed, reinserting pen in pocket. "Very
intelligent for her age. Of course extremely undevel oped as both you and she know. Her management of
distances—"

"Well," her father said, Spreading hishands again, "I have tried. Thefact that she has one remarkable
talent doesn't excuse her, after dl, from living in the world. She'sin an accelerated program at school
where they take her to be smply abright, normal child and I've dso arranged for reading tutorias at
home and music lessons twice aweek. She's studying theviolin, my favorite ingrument. Frankly, the
child hasamost no ahility but the culturd background—"

"l understand,” the guest said rather hurriedly, "you're doing an excellent job within the limits—"

"It isn't easy in amotherless household you know. 1've had to be both parents to Jessica, which
would be difficult with even a dull child, and she hasto be shielded and educated carefully.” The man
paused, wiped ahand across his streaming forehead. "It'sreally been quite difficult,” he said, "I'm sure
that my wife had her reasonsfor leaving me and | wasright to ingst upon custody and I'll concede too
that it was a relief when shewalked out, but al of this has descended on me and I've had very little help



from the woman or anyone else for that matter. She was aways selfish and inconsiderate, her mother,
and | think that the flying busnesswasthe last straw in amarriage that frankly, was never very good."
He paused again, eyesrolling meditatively. "But that's neither here nor there," he said, "and you're not
over hereto be burdened with my personal problems. The point is: what are you going to do? | brought
you herefor your proposd.”

"Um," theguest said, "isn't the point though what you want to do? What do you expect, sir? The
organization which | represent, you understand, is an exceptionaly cooperative one and never makes
outright conditions. Rather, we're here to listen to what you thought you might have had in mind.”

Carefully, the guest put ahand into his jacket pocket and fumbled for apack of cigarettes, extracted
one, lit it hurriedly and then, in response to along, poor glare from hishogt, put it out in alarge, green
ashtray at hiselbow. Little foul emanations stabbed at him like vipers and he choked. " Sorry," he said.
Sinustrouble again; nervous strain. Why did the caseload dways turn out like this? By definition, parents
of the psonicdly gifted, particularly the levitators and telepaths, seemed to be a least mildly insane.
Maybe that was the biologica secret: insanity transmuted itsdlf to psionicsin the second generation. Or
then again, maybe levitators and telepathy made parentsinsane. That was athought, athough, unhappily,
not anew one. He choked again. "l gpologize," he said, motioning toward the cigarette, I didn't redlize
that smoke offended—"

"I will not tolerate smoking here," hishost said. " That woman smoked, dl she did was smoke; it took
me three years after sheleft to get the air cleared and the smdll out of the house. Smoke also inhibits
Jessicaslevitation.”

"It shouldn't," the guest said firmly. "Thereis no connection.”

"But it does." The man leaned forward, dmost forehead to forehead now. "The time for amenitiesis
past, don't you think?' he said. "And | know you're a busy, responsible man. Now what I'd like to hear is
your offer."

The guest Sighed. "It isn't that easy.”

"And why not?'

"Everybody, dl of the people, think in terms of offers, ample al-inclusve figures. But thereare so
many other thingsinvolved: the terms, the conditions, and more importantly the strength of the talent and
the degree of its refinement—"

"Hat offer,” the man said, touching pamswith himsdlf. His face seemed tinted with sweet or
excitement; he had to work on hisforehead again. "All inclusve. Everything. Full respongbility, full
contral. Live-in."

"Y ou wouldn't even want to retain—"

"Nothing," the man said quickly. "I've done everything | can for my child. Now she ought to bein the
hands of people who can really develop her. | want an dl-inclusive offer for tota control.”

"No subsidiary? How about participation in the secondary rights. performing, options, a
percentage—"

The man cleared histhroat. "I'll takeit al on thefront end, as much as| can get," he said.

"Ah," the guest said. "Ah." He opened his notebook again, extracted the pen, thought for amoment,
and then quickly wrote down afigure on afresh, blank sheet, toreit past the reinforcements and handed
it to the man, who seized it. "That's redlly the best we can do," he sad, "it'sanicelittle talent, but
levitation isfar more common than you might think, and Jessicais completely untrained. Sheld haveto be
trained from the beginning; thefirst thing shewould haveto doisto unlearn levitation so that we could
gtart her from the beginning without any bad habits. The child has no body control at al."

He closed the book, sighed. "People think that al we do isgo to work," he said, "but theré's more
than you might think and the key issueisthetraining, which isincredibly complex and expensive. Bdieve
me, | have seen many who would cost more to train than they would eventudly return, like doing heavy
repairson old cars. Fortunately Jessica does show some ahility, very raw, but she might be third-string
somewhere and thereés aneed for this."

The man closed his mouth findly and handed back the paper. "Thisisridiculous” he said dowly, "l
mean it'srobbery. It'slessthan aquarter of what the child isworth. A truelevitator! A natura taent! Any



one of the other agencieswould double thisprice. | don't care who I'd see there.”

"Then | suggest you go to one of our competitors,” the guest said quietly; he put his pen away for the
second time, closed his book with a snap and stood. "'I'm afraid that we do not misrepresent or pack our
offers as our competitors do. Our policy isonefigure, afar offer, taking into account every aspect of the
gtuation. If it'staken, fine, and if it's not we happily accept the loss because a higher offer would have
been unprofitable and thus self-deceiving. Our policy isbuilt on rigorous fairness and the skills of its
highly-trained field staff; and now," he added, moving toward the door, "if you will excuse me, my
working day isdone."

"Now wait aminute," the man said dowly, the words wrenched from him one by one like sobbing
exhdationsfrom aballoon. "I didn't say no. | mean, | didn't flatly say no. | mean, if that'sredly your
policy, one offer, how was| to know that?' He touched the guest on the arm, trembling dightly, backed
off a once. "I mean, | know your reputation,” he said, "that you're honorable people.”

"Thank you."

"But frankly, | have to get alittle more than that.”

"Try one of our competitorsthen. Y ou said they would do better.”

"But | haveto think of my child," the man said quickly, dmost hystericaly. "Now | mean to say,
what's afew dollars more or lesswhen it's your own child at issue; and | know that you'd get the best for
her, make the best possible devel opment.”

"If wecan."

"So maybe, well let me put it thisway then." He placed the most delicate of hands on the guest'swrist
again, thistimelet it rest there. "Would there be maybe aten percent givein your position? On the
upward arc of course.

"Of course," the guest said, "of course upward, aways upward. No one ever thinks downward, do
they?'

He paused, sighed, looked at the man. "Levitation isadime adozen," he said. "We rgject more
levitators than we take. Inits crude, unfocused stateit's worthless except as a party trick. How many
violinists are there for every concertmaster? He paused again and then shrugged. "L ook here" he said.

The guest put the binder under hisarm, lifted hisindex finger and as clumsily as Jesscamoved
upward two or three feet, dangled hisfeet, kicked for effect and then swam inexpertly through the air to
his chair. Bresthing unevenly he hung there for an instant, then released the field and dropped into the
chair. Thefather watched thisintently.

"Y ou see?’ the guest said, taking out ahandkerchief and wiping hiswet forehead. "And I'll never be
anything more than afidd investigator.”

That hung in the air for amoment. The father ssemed to dwindle within himself, dropped his gaze,
looked &t the floor thoughtfully. At length he lifted his head, looked at the guest again and very
awkwardly rose from hisown chair, hanging inthe air tensdly.

"All right," hesad. "l see. I'll 9gn anything."

And so the negotiations ended. Another day; another dollar, the guest thought. |

In Timesto Come

The planet Mercury hasn't been kind to science-fiction writers. Severd very fine stories set on
Mercury have been invalidated by advancing astronomica knowledge about the Sun's nearest neighbor.

A new writer, Brenda Pearce, brings together dl that's known about conditions on Mercury for a
strong story of men against nature—and againgt each other—called "Hot Spot.” It'sthe lead novelettein
April'sissue, with adramatic cover painting by John Schoenherr.

Inthis age of militant feminism, it would be chauvinigtic to marvel about awoman writing a"hard
science' story. But regardless of gender, Ms. Pearce has produced astunning story in the Hal Clement
tradition, no mean feet for any new writer.

The science article next month will be "Extraterrestrial Organic Matter," by LouisLenhard. It dedls
with the discoveries of organic chemicalsin interstellar space and in meteorites, and the implications for



the origin of life on Earth.



