Nancy
Two nmen faced Gordon Greene as he came into the room The
young ai de was a nonentity. The general was not. The conmandi ng
general sat where he should, at his own desk. It was placed squarely
in the room and yet the infinite courtesy of the general was shown by
the fact that the blinds were so drawn that the light did not fal
directly into the eyes of the person interviewed.

At that time the col onel general was Wenzel Wallenstein, the first man
ever to venture into the very deep renoteness of space.

He had not reached a star. Nobody had, at that time, but he had gone
farther than any man had ever gone before.

Wal | enstein was an old man and yet the count of his years was not high
He was less than ninety in a period in which many nmen lived to one
hundred and fifty. The thing that nmade Wallenstein | ook old was the
suffering which came frommental strain, not the kind which came from
anxi ety and conpetition, not the kind which came fromill health.

It was a subtler kind a sensitivity which created its own painfu
ness

Yet it was real

Wal | enstein was as stable as men cane, and the young |ieutenant was
astoni shed to find that at his first nmeeting with the comrander in
chief his instinctive enotional reaction should be one of quick
synmpat hy for the nan who commanded the entire organization

"Your nane?"

The |ieutenant answered,

"Cordon G eene."

"Born that way?"

"No, sir."

"What was your nane originally?"

"G ordano Verdi."

"Why did you change? Verdi is a great name too."

"People just found it hard to pronounce, sir. | followed al ong the
best | could."

"I kept my nane," said the old general

"I suppose it is a matter of taste.”

of Man The young lieutenant lifted his hand, |eft hand, pal moutward,
in the new salute which had been devised by the psychol ogi sts.

He knew that this meant military courtesy could be passed by for the

nmonent and that the subordinate officer was requesting permssion to
speak as man to man. He knew the salute and yet in these surroundi ngs



he did not altogether trust it.

The general's response was qui ck. He countersigned, |eft hand, palm
out war d.

The heavy, tired, w se, strained old face showed no change of
expression. The general was alert. Mechanically friendly, his eyes
followed the lieutenant. The |ieutenant was sure that there was
not hi ng behi nd those eyes, except world upon world of inward

troubl es.

The |ieutenant spoke again, this time on confident ground.

"Is this a special interview General? Do you have sonething in nind
for me? If it is, sir, let nme warn you, | have been declared to be
psychol ogi cal | y unstabl e. Personnel doesn't often nake a m stake but
they may have sent me in here under error.”

The general snmiled. The smile itself was nmechanical. 1t was a contro
of muscles, not a quick spring of human enotion

"You will know well enough what | have in mind when we tal k together
Lieutenant. | amgoing to have another man sit with me and it wll
gi ve you sone idea of what your life is | eading you toward. You know
perfectly well that you have asked for deep space and that so far as
' mconcerned you've gotten it. The question is now,

"Do you really want it?" Do you want to take it?

Is that all that you wanted to abridge courtesy for?"

"Yes, sir," said the |lieutenant.

"You didn't have to call for the courtesy sign for that kind of a
guestion. You could have asked me even within the limts of service.
Let's not get too psychological. W don't need to, do we?"

Agai n the general gave the lieutenant a heavy snile

Wal | enstein gestured to the aide, who sprang to attention

Wl | enstein said,

"Send himin."

The ai de said,

"Yes, sir.

The two nmen waited expectantly. Wth a springy, lively, quick, happy
step a strange lieutenant entered the room

Cordon Greene had never seen anybody quite like this lieutenant. The
lieutenant was old, alnmpst as old as the general

H s face was cheerful and unlined. The muscles of his cheeks and
forehead bespoke happi ness, rel axation, an assured view of life.

The lieutenant wore the three highest decorations of his service.



There weren't any others higher and yet there he was, an old man and
still a lieutenant.

Li eutenant Greene couldn't understand it. He didn't know who this man
was. It was easy enough for a young man to be a |ieutenant but not
for

a man in his seventies or eighties. People that age were col onels, or
retired, or out.

O they had gone back to civilian life.
Space was a young man's gane.
The general hinself arose in courtesy to his contenporary.

Li eutenant Greene's eyes widened. This too was odd. The general was
not known to violate courtesy at all irregularly.

"Sit down, sir," said the strange old |lieutenant.
The general sat.

"What do you want with ne now? Do you want to tal k about the Nancy
routine one nore time?"

"The Nancy routine?" asked the general blindly.

"Yes, sir. |It's the sane story |I've told these youngsters before.
You' ve heard it and |'ve heard it, there's no use of pretending."
The strange |ieutenant said,

"My nane's Karl Vonderl eyen

Have you ever heard of nme?"

"No, sir," said the young |lieutenant The old |ieutenant said,

"You will."

"Don't get bitter about it, Karl," said the general

"A lot of other people have had troubl es, besides you. | went and did
the sane things you did, and I'ma general. You mght at |east pay ne

the courtesy of envying ne."

"I don't envy you, Ceneral. You've had your life, and |I've had nine
You know what you've mssed, or you think you do, and | know what 1've
had, and I'msure | do."

The old lieutenant paid no nore attention to the commander in chief. He
turned to the young man and said, "You're going to go out into space
and we are putting on a little act, a vaudeville act. The genera
didn't get any Nancy. He didn't ask for Nancy. He didn't turn for
hel p. He got out into the Up-and-CQut, he pulled through it. Three
years of it. Three years that are closer to three mllion years,
suppose. He went through hell and he cane back. Look at his face.
He's a success. He's an utter, blasted success, sitting there worn



out, tired, and, it would seem hurt. Look at ne. Look at me
carefully. Lieutenant. I'ma failure. I'ma lieutenant and the Space
Servi ce keeps me that way."

The conmmander in chief said nothing, so Vonderleyen tal ked on

"Ch, they will retire me as a general, | suppose, when the tinme cones.
I"'mnot ready to retire. 1'd just as soon stay in the Space Service as
anything else. There is not nuch to do in this world.

I"ve had it."

"Had what, sir?" Lieutenant G eene dared to ask

"I found Nancy. He didn't," he said.

"That's as sinple as it is.”

The general cut back into the conversation

"It's not that bad and it's

not that sinple, Lieutenant Geene. There seens to be sonmething a
little wong with Lieutenant Vonderl eyen today.

The story is one we have to tell you and it is sonething you have to
make up your own mind on. There is no regulation way of handling

it."

The general |ooked very sharply at Lieutenant G eene.

"Do you know what we have done to your brain?"

"No, sir." Geene felt uneasiness rising in him

"Have you heard of the sokta virus?"

"The what, sir?"

"The sokta virus. Sokta is an ancient word, gets its name from
Chosen-real, the |language of AOd Korea. That was a country west of
where Japan used to be. It means 'maybe' and it is a 'maybe’ that we
put inside your head. It is a tiny crystal, nore than m croscopic.
It's there. There is actually a machine on the ship, not a big one
because we can't waste space; it has resonance to detonate the virus.
If you detonate sokta, you will be like him If you don't, you will be
like ne assuming, in either case, that you live. You may not |live and
you may not get back, in which case what we are tal king about is
academic. "

The young man nerved hinself to ask

"What does this do to me? Wy do you nmake this big fuss over it?"

"We can't tell you too nuch. One reason is it is not worth talking
about . "

"You nmean you really can't, sir?"

The general shook his head sadly and wi sely.



"No, | missedit, he got it, and yet it sonehow gets out beyond the
l[imts of tal king."

At this point while he was telling the story, nany years later, | asked
nmy cousi n,

"Well, Gordon, if they said you can't talk about it, how can you ? "
"Drunk, man, drunk, " said the cousin.

"How | ong do you think it took ne to wind nyself up to this point? I'lI

never tell it again never again. Anyhow, you 're ny cousin, you don't
count. And | promi sed Nancy | wouldn't tell anybody. " "Wo's
Nancy?" | asked him

"Nancy's what it's all about. That is what the story is.

That's what those poor old goo ps were trying to tell ne in the office.
They didn't know. One of them he had Nancy; the other one, he

hadn't. " "Is Nancy a real person ? " Wth that he told me the rest
of the story.

The interview was harsh. It was clean, stark, sinple, direct.

The alter-

natives were flat. It was perfectly plain that Wallenstein wanted
Greene to cone back alive. It was actual space conmand policy to bring

the man back as a live failure instead of letting himbecone a dead
hero. Pilots were not that common. Furthernore, noral e woul d be
worsened if men were told to go out on suicide operations.

The whol e thing was psychol ogi cal and before G eene got out of the room
he was nore confused than when he went in.

They kept telling them both of themin their different ways the
general happily, the old lieutenant unhappily that this was serious.
The grimold general was very cheerful about telling him The happy
i eutenant kept being very synpathetic.

Greene hinsel f wondered why he could be so synpathetic toward the
conmandi ng general and be so perfectly carefree about a failed old
lieutenant. H s synpathies should have been the other way around.

Fifteen hundred million mles later, four nonths later in ordinary
time, four lifetines later by the tine which he'd gone through, G eene
found out what they were tal king about. It was an old psychol ogi ca

teaching. The nmen died if they were left utterly alone. The ships
were designed to be protected against that. There were two nen on each
ship. Each ship had a | ot of tapes, even a few quite unnecessary
animals; in this case a pair of hansters had been included on the ship.
They had been sterilized, of course, to avoid the problem of feeding

t he young, but nevertheless they nade a little famly of their owm in a
m niature of life's happi ness on Earth.

Earth was very far away.
At that point, his copilot died.

Everything that had threatened G eene then cane true.



Greene suddenly realized what they were tal king about.

The hansters were his one hope. He thrust his face close to their cage
and talked to them He attributed noods to them He tried to live
their lives with them all as if they were people.

As if he, himself, were a part of people still alive and not out there
with the screaning silence beyond the thin wall of metal

There was nothing to do except to roamlike a caged animal in nmachinery
whi ch he woul d never understand.

Time lost its perspectives. He knew he was crazy and he knew that by
training he could survive the partial craziness. He even realized that
the instability in his own personality which had nade himthink that he
woul dn't fit the Space Service probably contributed to the hope that
went in with service to this point.

H s m nd kept comi ng back to Nancy and to the sokta virus.

of Man VWhat was it they had sai d?

They had told himthat he coul d waken Nancy, whoever Nancy was. Nancy
was no pet nanme of his. And yet sonehow or other the virus always

wor ked. He only needed to nove his head toward a certain point, press
the resonating stud on the wall, one pressure, his mssion would fall
he woul d be happy, he would cone hone alive.

He couldn't understand it. Wy such a choice?

It seened three thousand years later that he dictated his |ast nmessage
back to Space Service. He didn't know what woul d happen. Obvi ously,
that old lieutenant, Vonderleyen, or whatever his nane was, was stil
alive. Equally obviously the general was alive. The general had
pul | ed through. The |lieutenant hadn't.

And now, Lieutenant Greene, fifteen hundred mllion nmiles out in space,
had to make his choice. He nade it. He decided to fail.

But he wanted, as a matter of discipline, to speak up for the nan who
was failing and he dictated, for the records of the ship when it got
back to Earth, a very sinple nessage concluding with an appeal for
justice.

" and so, gentlenen, | have decided to activate the stud. | do
not know what the reference to Nancy signifies. | have no concept of
what the sokta virus will do except that it will make ne fail. For
this | amheartily ashanmed. | regret the hunman weakness that has
driven ne to this. The weakness is human and you, gentlenen, have
allowed for it. In this respect, it is not | who is failing, but the
Space Service itself in giving ne an authorization to fail. Gentlenen,

forgive the bitterness with which | say good-bye to you in these
seconds, but now | do say goodbye."

He stopped dictating, blinked his eyes, took one |ast |ook at the
hansters what might they be by the tine the sokta virus went to work?
pressed the stud and | eaned forward.



Not hi ng happened. He pressed the stud again.

The ship suddenly filled with a strange odor. He couldn't identify the
odor. He didn't know what it was.

It suddenly cane to himthat this was newnmown hay with a slight tinge
of geraniuns, possibly of roses, too, on the far side.

It was a snell that was common on the farma few years ago where he had
gone for a sumrer. It was the smell of his nother being on the porch
and calling himback to a neal, and of hinself, enough of a man to be

i ndul gent even toward the worman in his own nother, enough of a child to
turn happily back to a famliar voice.

He said to hinself,

"I'f thisis all there is to that virus, | can take it and work on with
continued efficiency."

He added,

"At fifteen hundred mllion mles out, and nothing but two hanmsters for
years of |oneliness, a few hallucinations won't hurt nme any."

The door opened.

It couldn't open.

The door opened nevert hel ess.

At this point, Greene knew a fear nore terrible than anything el se he
had ever encountered. He said to hinself,

"I"'mcrazy, |I'mcrazy," and stared at the openi ng door
A girl stepped in. She said,

"Hell o, you there. You know ne, don't you?"

G eene sai d,

"No, no, mss, who are you?"

The girl didn't answer. She just stood there and she gave him a
smile.

She wore a blue serge skirt cut so that it had broad, vertical stripes,
a neat little waist, a belt of the same material, a very sinple blouse.
She was not a strange girl and she was by no neans a creature of outer
space.

She was sonebody he had known and known well. Perhaps |oved. He just
couldn't place her not at that noment, not in that place.

She still stood staring at him That was all
It all came to him O course. She was Nancy. She was not just that

Nancy they were tal king about, she was his Nancy, his own Nancy he had
al ways known and never met before.



He managed to pull hinmself together and say it to her

"How do | know you if | don't know you? You're Nancy and |'ve known
you all ny life and | have al ways wanted to marry you. You are the

girl 1 have always been in love with and | never saw you before. That's
funny. Nancy. |It's terribly funny. | don't understand it, do you?"
Nancy cane over and put her hand on his forehead. It was a real little

hand and her presence was dear and precious and very wel come to him
She sai d,

"It's going to take a bit of thinking.

You see, | amnot real, not to anybody except you. And yet | am nore
real to you than anything else will ever be. That is what the sokta
virus is, darling. It's ne. I|'myou."

He stared at her. He could have been unhappy but he didn't fee
unhappy, he was so glad to have her there.

He said,
"What do you nean? The sokta virus has nade you?
Am | crazy? |Is this just a hallucination?"

Nancy shook her head and her pretty curls spun

"It's not that. I'msinply every girl that you ever wanted. | amthe
illusion that you al ways wanted but | amyou because | amin the depths
of you. | ameverything that your mind mght not have encountered in

life. Everything that you might have been afraid to dig up. Here |I am
and I'"'mgoing to stay. And as long as we are here in this ship with
the resonance we will get along well."

My cousin at this point began weeping. He picked up a wine flask and

of Man poured down a big glass of heavy Dago Red. Fora while he
cried.

Putting his head on the table, he |ooked up at me and said,

"It's been a long, long tine. It's been a very long tine and | stil
renmenmber how she talked with ne. And | see now why they say you can't
talk about it. A man has got to be fearfully drunk to tell about a
real life that he had and a good one, and a beautiful one and let it
go, doesn't he?" "That's right," |I said, to be encouraging.

Nancy changed the ship right away. She noved the hamsters.

She changed the decorations. She checked the records. The work went
on nore efficiently than ever before.

But the home they made for thenselves, that was something different. It
had baking snmells, and it had wind snells, and sometines he woul d hear
the rain although the nearest rain by now was one thousand six hundred
mllion nmiles away, and there was nothing but the grating of cold
silence on the cold, cold nmetal at the outside of the ship.



They lived together. It didn't take long for themto get thoroughly
used to each other.

He had been born G ordano Verdi. He had |imtations.

And the time canme for themto get even nore close than | over and | over.
He said,

"I just can't take you, darling. That is not the way we can do it,
even in space and not the way, even if you are not real. You are rea

enough to nme. WII you marry nme out of the prayer book?"

Her eyes |it up and her incomparable lips gleaned in a smile that was
all peculiarly her own. She said,

"Of course."

She flung her arms around him He ran his fingers over the bones of
her shoulder. He felt her ribs. He felt the individual strands of her

hair brushing his cheeks. This was real. This was nore real than life
itself, yet some fool had told himthat it was a virus that Nancy
didn't exist. |If this wasn't Nancy, what was it? he thought.

He put her down and, alive with |ove and happi ness, he read the prayer
book. He asked her to make the responses. He said,

suppose |'mcaptain, and | suppose | have married you and me, haven't
I, Nancy?"

The marriage went well. The ship followed an i nmense perineter |ike
that of a comet. It went far out. So far that the sun becane a renote
dot. The interference of the solar systemhad virtually no effect on
the instrunents.

Nancy cane to hi mone day and said,

"I suppose you know why you are a failure now. "

"No, " he said.

She | ooked at himgravely. She said,

"I think with your nind.

I live in your body. |If you die while on this ship, | die too. Yet as

long as you live, | amalive and separate. That's funny, isn't it?"
"Funny," he said, an old new pain growing in his heart.

"And yet | can tell you sonething which | know with that part of your
mnd | use. | know without you that I am | suppose | recognize your
technical training and feel it sonehow even though | don't feel the
lack of it. | had the education you thought I had and you wanted me to

have. But do you see what's happening? W are working with our brain
at al nost hal f-power instead of one-tenth power. All your inmagination
is going into making ne. Al your extra thoughts are of me. | want
themjust as | want you to love me but there are none |left over for



energencies and there is nothing left over for the Space Service.
You are doing the minimum that's all. AmIl worth it?"

"OfF course you are worth it, darling. You' re worth anything that any
man coul d ask of the sweetheart, and of love, and of a wife and a true
conpani on. "

"But don't you see? | amtaking all the best of you. You are putting
it into me and when the ship conmes hone there won't be any ne."

In a strange way he realized that the drug was working. He could see
what was happening to hinself as he | ooked at his well-bel oved Nancy
wi th her shimering hair and he realized the hair needed no prettying
or hairdos. He |ooked at her clothes and he realized that she wore

cl othes for which there was no space on the ship. And yet she changed
them delightfully, w nsonely, attractively, day in and day out. He
ate the food that he knew couldn't be on the ship. None of this
worried him And now he couldn't even be worried at the thought of

| osi ng Nancy hersel f.

Any ot her thought he could have rejected fromhis subconsci ous m nd and
coul d have surrendered to the idea that it was not a hallucination
after all This was too nuch. He ran his fingers through her hair. He
sai d,

"I know |I'm crazy, darling, and | know that you don't exist " "But | do
exist. | amyou. | ama part of Gordon Greene as surely as if 1'd
married you. |'ll never die until you do because when you get hone,
darling, I'Il drop back, back into your deeper mind but I'll live in

your mind as long as you live. You can't lose ne and | can't |eave you
and you can't forget me. And | can't escape to anyone except through
your lips. That's why they talk about it. That's why it is such a
strange thing."

"And that's where | know I'm wong," stubbornly insisted Gordon

"I love you and I know you are a phantom and | know you are goi hg away
and | know we are conming to an end and it doesn't worry ne. |'lIl be
happy just being with you. | don't need a drink. | wouldn't touch a
drug. Yet the happiness is here."

Note: In the version published in Satellite Science Fiction, the story
ended at this point. Editor

They went about their little donmestic chores. They checked his graph
paper, they stored the records, they put a fewsilly things into the
per manent ship's record. They then toasted marshmall ows before a | arge
fire. The fire was in a handsone fireplace which did not exist. The
flames coul dn't have burned but they did. There weren't any

mar shmal | ows on the ship but they toasted them and enjoyed t hem

anyhow.

That's the way their life went full of magic, and yet the magic had no
sting or provocation to it, no anger, no hopel essness, no despair.

They were a very happy coupl e.

Even the hansters felt it. They stayed clean and pl unp.



They ate their food willingly. They got over space nausea. They
peered at him

He | et one of them the one with the brown nose, out and let it run
around the room He said,

"You're a real arny character.
You poor thing. Born for space and serving out here in it."

Only one other tinme did Nancy take up the question of their future. She
said, "W can't have children, you know. The sokta drug doesn't allow
for that. And you may have children yourself but it is going to be
funny having themif you marry sonebody else with me al ways there just
in the background. And I will be there."

They made it back to Earth. They returned.

As he stepped out of the gate, a harsh, weary nedical colonel gave him
one sharp glance. He said, "Ch, we thought that had happened.™

"What, sir?" said a plunmp and radiant Lieutenant G eene.
"You got Nancy," said the col onel .

"Yes, sir. I'Il bring her right out."

"Go get her," said the col onel.

Greene went back into the rocket and he | ooked. There was no sign of
Nancy. He cane to the door astonished. He was still not upset. He
said, "Colonel, | don't seemto see her there but I'msure that she's
somewher e around. "

The col onel gave hima strange, synpathetic, fatigued snile.
"She always will be somewhere around, Lieutenant.

You' ve done the mininmumjob. | don't know whether we ought to

di scourage people like you. | suppose you realize that you are frozen
in your present grade. You'll get a decoration. M ssion Acconplished.
M ssi on successful, farther than anybody has gone before. Incidentally,
Vonder | eyen says he knows you and will be waiting over yonder. W have
to take you into the hospital to nmake sure that you don't go into
shock. "

"At the hospital," said nmy cousin, "there was no shock."

He didn't even miss Nancy. How could he niss her when she hadn 't
left? She was always just around the corner, just behind the door,
just a few m nutes away.

At breakfast tinme he knew he'd see her for lunch. At |unch, he knew
she'd drop by in the afternoon. At the end of the afternoon, he knew

he'd have dinner with her.

He knew he was crazy. Crazy as he could be.



He knew perfectly well that there was no Nancy and never had been. He
supposed that he ought to hate the sokta drug for doing that to him
but it brought its own relief.

The effect of Nancy was an inmol ati on in perpetual hope, the promise of
somet hing that could never be |lost, and a prom se of sonething that
cannot be lost is often better than a reality which can be |ost.

That's all there was to it. They asked himto testify against the use
of the sokta drug and he said, "Me? Gve up Nancy? Don't be silly."

"You haven't got her," said somebody.

"That's what you think," said nmy cousin. Lieutenant G eene.



