A Negligible Experiment

By J. D. Beresford

“I can't get him right, somehow,” the young sculptor said, but he looked tenderly at the little
figure of the man he was moddling in plagticing, as if, despite its very obvious defects, he found
something to admire in his cregtion.

“Wants diffening, doesn't he?’ | suggested. “Couldn’'t you put a wire or something up his legs
and back?’

“Wadl, you see” my young friend explained, “1 could if | knew beforehand exactly what | was
going to do with him. Only | dorit. | like to make him up as | go dong. I'm no good at it redly. |
can't think it al out ahead and then St down and do it right off. | have to experiment and—see
how it comes, you know. Do you think his head istoo big?’

| thought it was rether big.

The young moddler regarded his cregtion with a look in which fondness ill seemed to
preponderate.

“Perhgps if. . . .” he said; then speech died out of him as his hands again began to fashion and
improve hislittle image of humeanity.

And as | watched hm a vison came to me. | host consciousness of the boy and his workshop. |
wandered away into a dreamland of the imagination, following the lure of a fantasy deeper and
more satisfying than the redlity of life.

When | read in my morning's paper of the “Nova’ in the congdlation of Sagittarius, | thought
fird of H. G. Wells's sory of ‘The New Star, and smiled. Later, | turned with a little shiver of
anxiety to that chepter in Professor Lowdl’s Evolution of Worlds in which he describes the
possible coming of a ‘dark sranger’ out of the depths of space. Already there were points of
griking resemblance between Lowdl’s imaginative account and the detals that were appearing
casudly, in the intervas between more important news, in the newspapers. This new dar
differed from those other novee s0 many of which have been recorded a various times. They
brought tidings of a collison that had dready occurred, blazing out suddenly into a short-lived
slendour and quickly waning again to invighility. This sranger, astronomers were agreed,
shone not by its own light but by the reflected light of the sun. Then it must be, rdatively, near.
Lowdl’s cdculations gave us something like thirty years to prepare before the invader wrought
the dedruction of the solar sysem. But, obvioudy, that cdculation depended on various
assumptions that the redity need not verify. This drange vistor might be much smdler than he
had assumed—he had taken the enormous mass of the sun as his sandard—its abedo might ke
lower; its gpeed greater. Also Lowdl’'s stranger was assumed to be coming a right angles to the
plane of the ecliptic; this one would, as it were, skim the edge of tha swimming saucer. Would
any of the outer planets be interposed between us and this dreadful visitor? Neptune, Uranus,
Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, might any of them be a buffer to us—provide us, perhaps with some
stupendous display in the heavens, but save us from ultimate disaster

Everyone treated the thing so lightly. Here and there darmist paragraphs appeared, but they
only displayed the hand of the sensation-monger. No one took the threat serioudy. And yet the



adronomers must know? They had had more than a week, now, in which to make ther
cdculations.

And then the shadow fell with such suddenness that it was impossible to say how the certainty
had come to us. Everyone knew. The astronomers confirmed one another without a dissentient.
And there was nothing in the way. With a horrible unanimity the outer planets had left a clear
gpace for the intruder, while the Earth, with that blundering indifference which is surdly its chief
characteristic, was golidly marching draight into the path of dedtruction. Is there any esoteric
ggnificance in the fact that the Eath has a greater dendty than any other member of the solar
sysem?

Everyone knew, but little was changed. We went on with our affars with little zest, no
doubt—we could never forget the degpening shadow. But what else was there for us to do but go
on? We could not ingtantly adter ourselves or our way of life. Religions blazed into a spasmodic
fever as men and women sought refuge from the dreadful redity. Crimes of lust and greed
increased for the same reason. But for the most pat we continued in the old ways by sheer
inertia, though there was a new and smdler moon vishle to us in the night sky, a moon that
waxed with infinite downess towards the full, and grew larger night by night. We knew by then
that the stranger was as big as Jupiter, and with adensty little less than that of the Earth.

The firs portents of disasster came when our own moon was gpproaching the new. The
Sranger’s mass had begun to affect the tides, and we were warned to evacuate dl low lands, near
the sea, upon the eduaries, and incidentdly the river levd in London. Four days before the
highest tide the Thames flooded Farringdon Street, Westmingter, and great digtricts on the south
bank, and the retreating river laid bare the river-bed as far down as Greenwich.

The population of London had fled to he heights North and South before the great floods that
devadtated dl the low lands of Essex, Kent, Surrey, and Middlesex. And within that rush for
sdfety and the rapidly increesng portents of disaster the routine of civilisation was definitely
broken. It seemed as if in the mass we were being gradudly dripped of al our tedioudy-
acquired virtues and vices, until but one indinct remained, the indinct for sdf-preservation.
That, however, was only the effect produced by the panic movement of the crowd; when one
cametoindividuas. . . .

| can, however, only spesk of two, mysdf and another man. We sat together on a hill in
Derbyshire and watched through the last night.

A certan camness had come to me, then, mingled with the queerest fedings of excitement and
expectation. Within sght of deeth, | could Hill enjoy this amazing cdestid adventure. The new
planet that was rushing in upon us had dready torn us from our steedy path about the sun, and
our old familiar moon dwindled to the dze of a sxpence, and, diminishing dmog vighly, was
within a few hours of destruction. For the moon had fled its old alegiance to the Earth and was
rushing to the arms of this great stranger like some passionate, unfaithful lover.

But the new planet itsdf drowned dl consciousness of lesser things when it rose magnificently
above the eastern horizon. That night it was a full circle of ydlow light, and across its great
expanse moved one circle of intense blackness, the size of our old moon, a circle that was $owly
increasing in sSize, the shadow of our own Earth. So great a thing agppeared this new planet, then,
that when its lower rim was a last clear of the horizon, its upper limb towered haf-way to the
zenith. 1t had few markings, but from one pole, which was turned markedly towards us, radiated
uneven, dark lines—chains of mountains, perhgps—that definitely produced the effect of a solid
globe long before its actual convexity was recognisable. All the rest of the planet presented a
smooth, unbroken expanse, possibly the vast bed of some long-vanished sea.



For an hour or more my companion and | had sat in slence watching this gigantic spectacle;
then he said quietly, “We are witnessing the failure of a negligible experiment.”

| did not answer a once. | had not caught his drift. | was druggling with a foolish
preoccupation, the result of an dmost lifdong habit. As | watched | was searching for words to
describe what | saw. | wanted to write my experience; yes, even there, under the sentence of
death pronounced not only upon me but upon dl humanity, | was druggling with this
meaningless desire to create a record that none could ever read.

| made an effort and roused mysdf from this inane preoccupation. “Negligible?” | sad,
grasping at what seemed to be his most prominent word.

“Proved to be negligible” he asserted. “You are a serious man? You don't cling to straws?
You have no doubt that this is the end of the Earth? Very wel then, you know that we are to be
destroyed? By an accident? Possibly. Or it may be that this arrow that has been discharged a us
was shot deliberately; with a definite purpose.

“It isn't as if the same thing had not happened before,” he continued after a pause. “We have
seen it—seen the effects at least. When some temporary star blazed up in the sky, we inferred
some such collison as this. It may very wel be that from a planet in some other sysem men may
cach dght of this tiny blaze of ours—and wonder. It will be rddively a very amdl affar. Some
of those we' ve seen must have been many thousand times greeter.

“But the point is that this experiment of making men upon the Eath is now proved to be
negligible. In a few hours it will be finished, wiped out. And whether that termination is the
result of accident or design makes no difference to the effect. This is an answer to dl our
philosophies and religions. Either we are the creatures of some chance evolutionary process, or
we are an experiment that has failed.”

| looked a him, and noted with a curious gtir of unplaceable recollection that his head was too
large.

“It is certain that we shal go off like an exploded shell?’ | asked.

“I don't fancy that many of us will live to see that,” he replied. “Mogt of us will be drowned in
the next tide. It will come in a wal of water many thousand feet high. Don’'t you notice a feding
of lightness in your body? The attraction of this great stranger is beginning to drag a us. On the
other 9de of the Eath men are feding an intolerable heaviness. And our speed increases. We
have been drawvn out of our orbit. We are rushing now to gregt the stranger with a kiss of fire.
Our circling about the sun is done for ever. We and the stranger are legping together like two
bubblesin acup.”

| believe some hours passed before | spoke again. A sense of imminence had grown upon me
in the meantime. | was aware of the guards that were fetching me to execution.

“After dl,” | cried, “there may Hill be such a thing as an immorta soul. Though every physicd
expresson is smashed a one blow, that does not prove. . . .”

“There is no such thing as proof possble” my companion interrupted. “But don’'t you know in
your heart that it's no good?’

* * %

“No good. It sno good.” | woke with astart at the repetition of that statement.
My young modeller was rolling a great bdl of plagticing, before | could sop him he had
thrown it with deedly accuracy & his effigy of man.



“He wouldn’'t come right,” he explained, picked up the shapeless mass of clay, and tossed it
cardedy into a corner of workshop.
“Oh, but you shouldn't have done that,” | sad, with the incurable didacticism of the

pedagogue.



