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As his secretary stepped into his quietly furnished office,
Christopher Ramsgard felt a moment of dizziness. He placed his
palms tightly against the edge of his desk.

“Are you feeling all right, Mr. Ramsgard?”

“Oh, yes, Sue. Just—” He felt steady again and
smiled at her pretty image. “I’m fine.”

“I have Mr. Wilkens’ presentation here.”

He took the carefully typed pages and turned to gaze out a
window at the bridge crossing a very gray San Francisco Bay with
its tiny white craft bobbing in the distance. He was a large man
whose face had remained smooth despite his 43 years; his blond hair
was as thick as it ever had been. His pale blue eyes finally
scanned over the words that Wilkens, the young and newly hired
copywriter, had chosen for a small trucking company which had asked
rather desperately to be represented by Bell and Ramsgard. His
attention focused on an underlined phrase. “Truck On Down
To Terrywell’s.”

He looked up at the girl. “What did you think of that
slogan? Corny, wouldn’t you say?”

“Well—” the girl said diplomatically.

“On the other hand, perhaps wise. There’s a need for
ten-percent junk, in our civilization. That’s the intake,
over the long haul. The problem here is—will junk appeal to
the customers Terrywell’s wishes to attract? Are they the ten
percent who prefer the junk message?”

“I always thought it was ninety percent who liked junk,
Mr. Ramsgard.”

He looked at her with penetrating eyes. “Do you think our
messages have been ninety-percent junk, in the past?”

Her pale young face colored. “Well, I didn’t mean
that, Mr. Ramsgard.”

“Quite all right. I said in the haul long,
Sue.”

“The which?”

He paused. “I mean, in the long haul.” He smiled
again, reflectively, thinking of Harry Bell, his senior partner,
who had taught him most of the advertising philosophies he knew and
who had died six months ago. He had missed Harry
badly—probably more than anyone else living; Harry had been a
widower, with no children. But he’d been left with
Harry’s knowledge of this business. “The old chestnut,
Sue. You can fool some of them all of the time, all of them part of
the time, but you can’t fool all of them all of the
time.”

“Yes, sir.”

He nodded, then returned the papers to the girl. “Tell
Wilkens to go ahead.”

“He’ll be very pleased.”

“But tell him to change that slogan to, ‘On Down To
Terrywell’s Truck.’”

The girl looked at him closely. “On Down To
Terrywell’s Truck?”

“Has a touch better sound, don’t you
think?”

“It’s—different.”

“Have a good morning, Sue.”

Her eyes flickered. “Thank you, sir.”

The small gold-and-leather electric clock on Ramsgard’s
desk indicated 3:26 in the afternoon.

 
Ramsgard lived in a large modern home on the west edge of Palo,
south of the City. When his train arrived at the small Southern
Pacific station at 6:30 that evening, Jenine was standing beside
the new Porsche. She was only a year younger than he, but she too
had retained a graceful, youthful appearance. Ramsgard smiled,
seeing her dark, chic beauty. As he strode from the station, he was
thinking that luck was the difference between complete or partial
success. He’d been luckier than most during his life,
especially with Jenine. From the time he’d first seen her in
the Theta House at the University of Nebraska, until this moment
early in a cooling autumn evening in Palo Alto, he’d had no
regrets.

“You look like you’re just starting out instead of
quitting,” she said.

“Enough true.” he said, kissing her cheek lightly.
He held the door for her, then got behind the wheel.

“Enough true? We’re getting fancy with the
language.”

“Work with it all the time. What’s new?”

“Simon had kittens.”

“Figures. She was goddamn pregnant when I left, this
morning. How many?”

“Six.”

“On a percentage basis, we don’t know enough people
in the world to count on placing six kittens.”

“You’ll have to develop a special sales
campaign.”

“I’ll work on it. What else?”

“Letter from Charlie. He’s unhappy with our dear
alma mater.”

Ramsgard considered their eighteen-year-old son whom he’d
sent off to Lincoln to enroll at their old college and pledge the
SAE house, as he had. Charlie had always been a kid who’d
liked to stay home. He’d wanted to stay home this fall and
enroll at Stanford. But despite Jenine’s subtle support of
her son, he’d got him onto a plane and off to Nebraska. He
loved that boy, but he wanted him to feel life out alone, for a
change. “What about?”

“It seems there was one sweet drunken party right after
they pledged him. He is very disillusioned.”

“Well, nothing’s changed since I was there. Now is
the time for him to become disillusioned—not when he strikes
forty.”

“Only slightly, I hope.” She looked at him as he
drove a palm-lined street in the growing darkness. “Good
day?”

“Very. Wilkens got up his first presentation, for the
Terrywell account. Worked out a slogan. Try it. ‘On Down to
Terrywell’s Truck.’”

She tried it for several seconds, looking at him again.
“Well, it’s—different.”

 
The driveway to the house ran off a quiet avenue into three
acres owned by Ramsgard. A white-stone wall, which Charlie had
built two summers ago, fronted the property. Behind was a smooth,
sloping lawn from which grew several oaks, two digger pines and
Ramsgard’s prized pair of madroña trees. Two street lamps
and the lighting from above the doors of the garage made the broad
windows glisten; the swimming pool caught the reflection of an
early moon.

Ramsgard stopped the Porsche at the mouth of the drive, then
carefully backed in.

“Backing?” Jenine said in surprise.

“Best way. You’re all set in the morning.”

“You never have before.”

“Change,” he said, “is the heart of
joy.”

Ramsgard stopped the small car beside his black Imperial and
nodded. “Home to be good.”

“Darling,” Jenine said, “do you feel all
right?”

“Feel swell.” He got out to round the car and open
the door for her. “What’s for breakfast.”

“Breakfast?”

“Dinner, I mean.”

They moved into a compact kitchen with copper-edged appliances.
“I was so busy today, I just didn’t have time to
prepare anything special. It’s either cold roast beef, or a
frozen dinner—take your choice—or else anything else I
can do in a hurry.”

“We should hire a cook again. I damned well can afford
one.”

“You liked my cooking better.”

“I don’t want to selfish be.”

“Are you tired, dear? You don’t look it,
but—”

“I feel as though I just woke up. I know. Cornflakes or
hot cakes.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Not absolutely.”

“Well—would you fix a Martini for us
first?”

“I’ll have mine after I eat.”

 
In the dark-wooded library, before they retired, he read
briefly, then put the book down, nodding with satisfaction.

“You couldn’t possibly have finished that by
now,” Jenine said. “Not even a mystery.”

“I read the ending.”

“You’ve never done that before.”

“Time I started. Think of all the hours I’ve wasted
trying to figure out who did it. There it is, right at the end of
the book. Over it is.”

She got up and placed a hand gently on his forehead. “I do
love you so much, Chris.”

“You love I.”

“You haven’t felt, well—different
today?”

“Oh, a small dizzy spell. Nothing, really. What the hell,
I’m forty-three.”

“You shouldn’t work so hard. Ever since Harry passed
away—”

“Nonsense. I feel wonderful.” He reached up and
brought her face down, kissing her hard and long. She finally
sighed happily, her mouth soft. “Well, I guess
maybe—”

“Damned sleepy,” he said. He disengaged himself and
stood up to walk briskly to their bedroom where he undressed
swiftly, got into his pajamas and into bed. She followed shortly to
find him asleep.

In the morning, with the first sunshine streaming over the bed,
she awoke to find him kissing her again. She felt his hand firmly
against her hip. “My goodness,” she whispered.
“What’s happening?”

“Whatever it is,” he said huskily,
“you’re going to like it.”

 
A week later Ramsgard sat at the breakfast bar eating a thick
filet of mignon. It was shortly after seven thirty in the morning;
although there was a low layer of fog hiding the hills to the west,
the sun shone brightly on Palo Alto.

“Really,” Jenine said, crisp and pretty in a yellow
frock, but looking worried. “Brandy, before
breakfast.”

“Well, drink it I didn’t. Felt like it just I,
that’s all.”

“Darling,” she said, coming to the other side of the
bar and looking at him intently. “There’s something
wrong.”

“Wrong nothing’s.”

“We’ve got to talk about it.”

“What about talk?”

“Just like that—the way you said it. You meant,
‘Talk about what.’ You said, ‘What about
talk!’”

Ramsgard shrugged. “Nothing it’s.”

“Darling, I suppose I shouldn’t
have—I’ve never interfered with your business affairs.
But I checked, and everybody in the office has noticed it. I
have. And it’s getting worse every day.”

“Worse getting what”

“You’re doing everything backward!”

Ramsgard held his fork with a morsel of steak on its prongs. He
looked at the meat carefully. Then he moved the fork from his right
hand to his left and resumed eating. “Nonsense.”

“It is not nonsense. It began seven days ago, when you
started talking funny, putting everything partially backward. Now
it’s almost totally backward. It isn’t just the way you
say things either. It’s everything, including backing into
the garage.”

“Way best.”

“You want breakfast at night, dinner in the morning. You
even want to make love in the morning, instead of before we go to
sleep. You never have before!”

“Complaining?”

“No! But it’s a part of the entire pattern! Chris,
you’ve got to see the doctor. Will you, please?”

He cut another portion of steak and ate hungrily.

“Will you let me make an appointment with John, Chris? For
this afternoon?”

Ramsgard shrugged again. “KO.”

 
An hour before he was expected home that evening, Jenine picked
up the telephone and dialed Dr. John Cowley’s office.
“Did you find anything, John?”

“That man is the healthiest animal I’ve ever
examined, Jenine.”

“But didn’t you notice the way he talks?”

“That is kind of nutty, isn’t it? Talks backward
half the time, doesn’t he?”

“And he’s doing other things backward
too!”

“Now don’t panic, Jenine. He might be in top-level
health otherwise. But he’s been working awfully hard since
Harry died. Perhaps mental fatigue. Why don’t you try to ring
Neal in on it. Not obviously. You can figure some way. Let me know
what happens.”

“All right, John.”

 
When Ramsgard had finished his cornflakes and drunk a Martini,
Jenine said carefully, “How long has it been since
we’ve invited the Lyles, dear?”

“Well, let’s now see—” Then he looked at
her quickly. “God, oh! Dr. Neal Lyle. The psychiatrist! Why
that isn’t?”

“I just thought it might be nice to have them over for
dinner this weekend.”

“Lord, oh! Was I John didn’t say fiddle as a
fit?”

There was a bright look of fear in Jenine’s eyes, but she
kept her voice softly calm. “The Lyles are our friends,
dear.”

“Hell the what,” Ramsgard said wearily.

 
Marsha and Neal Lyle arrived at eight o’clock the
following Friday evening. Marsha was a thin, smartly dressed woman
with an edging voice which tended a great deal toward nervous
laughter; she’d been a client of Neal’s before
he’d married her. Dr. Neal Lyle was a slight crew-cut man
with an intense expression; his every motion bristled with energy
and momentum. They all sat in the large living room and talked
animatedly, until Ramsgard said, “Well, God by! Hungry I am!
Else everybody?”

“Wouldn’t you like to serve drinks first,
dear?” Jenine asked.

“Dinner before? Me for after! First teeth his
brush?”

“You go ahead, dear. We’ll all eat then.”

Marsha stared at Jenine with shocked eyes, as Ramsgard
disappeared. Dr. Lyle rubbed a finger nervously across his
upperlip.

“You see, Neal?” Jenine said.

He nodded. “Sure as hell do. Started a week and a half
ago?”

“Yes. Do you know what he did last night? Showered,
shaved, then put on his best business suit—and went to bed.
You’ve got to help him!”

 
Jenine met Dr. Neal Lyle for lunch in a small grill on Post
Street six weeks later. He ordered vermouth with a twist of lemon
for each of them. Jenine held up her glass and smiled glowingly.
“To you, Neal—a marvelous doctor of
psychiatry.”

Neal smiled obliquely. “He has shown considerable
improvement, hasn’t he?”

“Tremendous! He speaks almost naturally again. He eats
breakfast in the morning, dinner at night, and we
even—”

“I know,” the doctor nodded. “He tells me
everything.”

“But he doesn’t tell me. What happened? What was
wrong? And how did you cure it?”

He tasted his wine absently. “Psychiatry’s hardly a
definite science yet, you know. I simply listened to him,
exploring, here, there. Then I tried to reduce it to its simplest
terms by digging into something that might have jolted him,
recently. I couldn’t find anything but the death of Harry
Bell.”

“I know he took it pretty hard. Yet—”

“Yet there wasn’t anything else that might have
upset his mental balance. Harry was his senior partner, his
teacher—perhaps his father image, if you will. On the surface
maybe it didn’t seem Chris took it all that badly at the
time. But I know something about a thing like that. I studied for a
long time under Dr. Hugo Wenz. He was my mentor. Hero. Idol,
if you will. He died just a year ago.”

“I remember,” Jenine nodded.

“He was far more important to me than I’d realized.
Perhaps some of us never really grow to full maturity until
we’ve kicked all the supporting traces. Maybe I was one of
those. Because when Hugo died, I felt utterly helpless, as though I
could never remotely approach my goals, with Hugo gone. So I
thought—did Chris feel that way after losing Harry
Bell?”

“You think he did?”

“Those were the symptoms, Jenine. Because he’d begun
reversing things, I thought of it in the entire context of a
subconscious urge to reverse everything in general—in an
effort to go back to the way things had been before Harry Bell
died. I concentrated on that. And treated him accordingly. Thank
God, it seems to have worked.”

Neal glanced at his watch; she saw it.

“I didn’t mean to hang you up with this lunch if
you’re terribly busy.”

“No, no. Plenty of time. I was just thinking about getting
on a plane this afternoon. Hate to fly, you know. Should see a
psychiatrist about it. But I have to be in Washington tomorrow
morning.” He smiled, but there was tension at the corners of
his mouth. “I’ll make it back in time to see Chris on
Wednesday afternoon. That should be the last session.”

 
Dr. Lyle’s office was austered in its furnishings, but the
pale pink walls and ceiling gave it a restive atmosphere. Ramsgard
sat on a couch, watching the doctor filling a hypodermic
needle.

“Now you’re using needles, Neal?”

“Little wind-up, old friend. Final check. To see how the
progress has been.”

“Something psychedelic for me?”

Neal walked around the desk to sit down on its corner, smiling.
“Something like that.”

“Have a nice trip to Washington?”

“Very nice.” He rested the needle gently against his
knee. “Jenine told you about our lunch before I
left?”

“Should I be jealous?”

“Not at all. Did she describe how I’d diagnosed your
problem?”

“It sounded very reasonable.”

“Actually,” the doctor said, “it was a lot of
crap.”

Ramsgard remained motionless, but his eyes were steady and
alert. “Crap?”

“That’s the word.”

Finally Ramsgard laughed. “You’re confusing me this
afternoon, Doctor.”

“Am I?”

Ramsgard looked at the needle. “You’ve got something
to say. Say it.”

A pulse was beating visibly in Neal’s neck. “I
did think at first that it might have been something along
the lines that I described to Jenine. Not having seen a similar
problem such as you were demonstrating before, I was willing to
grab any straw. So I developed the theory of subconscious
regression, based on your admiration for Harry Bell, who was dead.
But still I knew that it was only a straw. So I took it up with one
of my colleagues. That was when I found out what it really
was.”

“What it really was?” Ramsgard’s voice was
cold.

“My colleague had already discovered a similar case.
He’d gotten in touch with other psychiatrists.
They’d discovered some. Now you. The information has
been pooled, in Washington. Shocking, but undeniable.”

“I don’t know the hell what you’re about
talking.”

The doctor’s eyes were watchful and shining. “You
slipped on that last sentence.”

“It say!”

“All right. The finest brains in the world were combined
to figure it out—including those of several of our best
theologians. The simple fact is that you are no longer Christopher
Ramsgard. Chris’ body, yes. But not what’s
inside.”

“Ridiculous!”

“Hard to accept by us, at first. But the evidence is
undeniable.”

“Who the hell I am, then? Beast from space
outer!”

“No,” the doctor said softly. “A soul from a
place that we know nothing about—death.”

“Crazy you’re!”

“There are some who have died—that is, their
bodies have died. But whatever you want to term it—the
soul, spirit, whatever—has landed somewhere in a void.
Neither here nor there.”

“There is where?” The voice had become thin and
hard.

“I don’t know. But it seems evident that most of the
rest have reached there, whatever, wherever it is. But not
all. And those that haven’t have combined together and,
unwilling to move on to any ultimate destination, yet unwilling to
hang in the void, have worked to return to this life. They are, we
believe, of natural superiority, and have been able to accomplish
this by means of a spiritual osmosis. Because of that superiority,
they have been able to take over living bodies, pushing the lesser
soul normally residing there out. Where, I don’t know.
Perhaps into some dimension that we know nothing about, or even
could understand if we did. One here. One there. And the only thing
that’s gone wrong, so far, is that in the transfer there was
the tendency for the alien soul, in the new body, to reverse
things—especially as the take-over became complete.
It’s been a single similarity in all cases so far detected.
Beat once the will was properly exerted, it was possible for all of
you to correct the malfunction—as you have done.
Except, that is, in moments of stress, when it shows up
again.”

“Lleh ot og!”

“Perhaps I eventually will, if there is one. Perhaps to
heaven, if there is one. But if I land in that mid-point, like you
did, I’ll probably try to do the same as you and the others
are doing—come back to this life by pushing someone
else’s soul aside and using his body. Can’t blame you
for that. But I’m of the living, you see. One of you may want
my body. I’m not willing to give that up. Neither is anyone
else, including the President. That’s why you are going to be
removed from this life, each of you, as you’re
detected.”

“Devomer?”

“I talked to the President when I was in Washington. I was
given an ultimate authority—license to kill.” He lifted
the needle. “It will be handled quite smoothly. A fake
autopsy—diagnosing heart attack. A properly signed death
certificate. You’ll have to try over again. Tough on Jenine
and Charlie, of course. But they lost Chris Ramsgard weeks ago.
Shall I make a calculated guess about who I think you
are?”

The familiar eyes of Christopher Ramsgard stared at the needle.
“Sseg.”

“Not only healthy bodies have been of prime consideration,
but also positions of influence. Advertising is a position of
influence—to create a center of power as you come back and,
hopefully, multiply in numbers. Yes, you could use the knowledge of
mass persuasion, very nicely. I suspect that even a psychiatrist
might be of some use to you, too.” He stood up and moved
slowly toward the figure of Christopher Ramsgard. “Sorry,
Harry Bell.”

 
The pale blue eyes watched the needle approaching. The smooth
forehead glistened with sweat. The needle came closer. Then the
hand holding it stopped. Blue eyes looked at Dr. Neal Lyle; there
was a soft count: “5, 4, 3, 2—”

“Can’t it do!” the doctor whispered, swaying
slightly.

Christopher Ramsgard’s body relaxed. “Close,”
he breathed. “Awfully close.”

The doctor looked at him, then backed and placed the needle on
the table.

The other stood up, smiling. “Welcome, Hugo.”

“At all not I’m certain.”

“You will be.”

The doctor wagged his head. “Getting used to takes
some.”

“Relax,” said Harry Bell. “You’ll get
the hang of it. Just sit down there. And I’ll tell you just
how we’re going to beat them.”
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