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Bonkers?

T he spaceship, landing in my backyard, disguised itsalf as abird feeder with birds. The
birds—sparrows, a couple of grackles, a cardind—hopped and pecked with such verismilitude that |
experienced amoment of doubt. Had | seen a spaceship or hadn't | seen a spaceship?

There was aknock at the back door; a man dressed as aletter carrier gestured at me through the
glass. It occurred to me, my hand on the knob, that perhaps | should not open to him. But thiswassilly.
If they could crossinterstellar space, what protection would alocked door give me? | took a breath and
opened.

"Mr. Griffith?" asked the mailman (redly an dien).

"y e

"For you," he said, holding out along, white envelope.

The letter was addressed to me, dl right, but had no stamp or postmark. | signed on the mailman's
clipboard, which | noticed wasfilled with sgnatures.

The envelope was made of the finest paper—stiff, parchmentlike. Was | supposed to open the
envelope now? And was an answer expected? | was going to ask the mailman. But, looking up, | found
that he was gone, and with him the bird feeder and the birds. One bird did remain, a house sparrow, but
it was probably redl.

Délicatdly, | held the letter, sniffed it. What did it contain? What could it possibly contain, seeing as|
knew not asoul outside Earth. And not a soul outside Earth could be expected to know me. My name,
after al, had never been on radio or television, whose signastravel into outer space. Once, at the age of
nine, | wasin theloca paper, in the community activities—aBoy Scout picnic. | was awarded
something, | forget what. A badge. Surely an extraterrestria superrace would not follow our affairs that
closdy.

| picked up the phone and dided Lucille. Shewasin.

"Hdlo, Wdlly," shesaid. "Having trouble?"

| explained that | had seen a spaceship and was debating whether or not to open aletter fromiit.
That the spaceship had vanished, but not the letter.

"Well, open theletter,” she said, cheerful. But | could fed her sympathy over the wire. Though a
doctor, Lucilleisavery caring person.

"All right," | said, and hung up.

| opened the letter. It read:

Mr. Griffith:

Wefed that one who every day must
cope—and who copes successfully, on
the whole—with an exotic neurologica



disorder that causes him to suffer
darming hdlucinaionsregularly, yet who
notwithstanding this affliction remainson
atolerant, even friendly footing with his
mind—wefed that such apersonis
eminently suited tofill the difficult pogition
of guardian against the Ont.

"The Oht?' | asked.

The phonerang.

"They are, you might say, tourists," avoice began conversationally when | picked up the receiver.
"Tourigt' may not sound threatening, but consider what tourists are and what they do. The quick ruin they
work on an indigenous population.”

"Whoisthis?'

"Tourigts," the voice went on, "show no repect. They'll track mud in amuseum, eat potato chipsin
atemple. With their chewing gum and transistor radios they demordize the natives."

I hung up. No run-of-the-mill attack, this. | called Lucille again. She asked if | was keeping up the
medication.

| wes.

"Tdl mehow you fed, Waly. Areyou upset?'

Not too. A little fluttery in the somach. | didn't know where dl thiswasleading.

She thought amoment. " See it through. It may lead to an ingght. But no screaming.”

It took alot, these days, to make me scream. And yet there was atime | screamed so much that
screaming was like bresthing. But the body still had itsreflexes; it could knot up, panic, the panic feeding
on itself, the pulse going out of control. That waswhy | needed the pills.

One must confront—continued the letter in my

hand—not only radicaly different biologica
forms (and those in an incredible variety), but
radicaly different cultures, concepts, value
systems, weltanschauungs.

| looked up "Wetanschauung” in my Webster's. The entry reaed, immediately after the definition, in
tiny lettersthat flashed:

It isthe sequence of conceptua-moral
differences, rather than the biologicd,
that tends to erode one's grip on redlity.

"l suppose,” | muttered, "that if | turn on thetelevision, it will ddiver the next sentence.”

Thetdevison, asif to oblige, flicked on, though | was on the other side of the room and owned no
remote control. The show was Sesame Street. Ernietilted hishead and said, in Ernie's reasonable way:
"Weé're doing our best to communicate, Mr. Griffith."

"Communicate," | said, pulling up achair. So far nothing was legping out at me with fangs bared.

Ernie turned into abusinesdike Dan Rather, who said: "Mogt individuals are unableto serve asa
buffer between their species and the Oht for any practical length of time. Their personalities dissolve.”

"Where do these Oht come from?" | asked.

The famous anchorman gave one of his charming-wise smiles. "From an unimaginably grest number
of unimaginably distant places. They areidentified not by origin, and not in any political-territoria sense,
but solely by what you might call their religion or sport—because their visiting of other seats of civilization
has the e ements both of areligion and asport.”



"What harm doesthis vidting cause?"

The screen presented a scene (in vivid color, though my set was black-and-white) of another planet.
Y ou could tdll it was another planet because of the trees, which looked something like cactuses and
something like asparaguses. The houses among the trees were golden stucco with expansive, sombrero
roofs, giving theimpression of awarm climate.

The people, human in appearance, mostly lay about. | saw no one working. No collective effort of
any kind, not even for diversion (like card-playing). The scene shifted alittle and closed in on two forms
recumbent on a hill. One man had his elbows out and hands benegth his neck, gazing at the clouds. The
other, afew feet away, parald to him, was a corpse —so badly decayed that in placesthe skeleton
gleamed whitein the sun.

Then the camerawent up and down the streets of atown, revealing, bes des prodigious quantities of
garbage, other examples of how these people failed to bury their dead. Hyena-type animasfed in the
dleys, vulture-type birds were perched lethargica ly on the fences and gates.

There were afew old people, using canes as they walked, but not a child in sght. There were no
couples. No pets. The large buildings—probably schools, hospitals, offices—were al unoccupied, and
none of the vehicles werein operation. A caption ran aong the bottom of the screen:

The Oht were hereten sidereal years ago.

| phoned Lucille again. "The halucination isnot only amazingly sustained,” | said, "but instead of
trying to scare me, it seemsto be setting up one of those only-you-can-save-the-world stories. Do you
think I'vefinaly gone bonkers?'

"1 wouldn't worry about going bonkers," said Lucille patiently, even though thiswasthethird call in
five minutes. "It's like fainting—some do and some don't. | can't say | understand what you're
experiencing, Wally, but | don't believe you'rein any danger.”

"He's not," agreed my watch. "Not, at least, from us."

"Who'sthat?' Lucille asked.

| got sudden gooseflesh.

"Y ou mean—L ucille, you heard it too?'

Lucille answered dowly. "Wally, are you tdling me that something talked that shouldn't?"

"Hello, Lucille" said thewatch.

"That'sawatch taking?' Lucille asked.

"Yes, mine. That is, it'sthe people from, outer space speaking through the watch. Are you there,
Lucille?'

Therewas silence on her end.

"Perhaps someone's playing atrick onyou,” she said at last. But of course she knew that that could
not be the case. | was alone—no friends, no enemies. Mr. Tribovich was my only acquaintance,
inasmuch as | had been indtitutiondized from the age of ten, when the problem Started, and was released
less than amonth ago.

Thetdevison said, loud, in the voice of the president of the United States: "\Whether or not you can
save your world, Mr. Griffith, is open to question. The odds, actualy, are againgt it. Only oneinten
guardians, at best, in this corner of the galaxy, manages to keep the Oht out.”

"Wadly," said Lucille, "I think I'd better come over.”

"Y ou're hearing it too, Lucille?!

"I'll be there in fifteen minutes, ahaf hour, depending on thetraffic.” She hung up.

"Y our sanity, though you maintain an understandabl e skepticism toward it,” the president continued,
"isdl the more stable for having been so severdly and repeatedly assaulted.”

A sketch on my desk doodle pad caught my eye. Animated: another special effect. Depicted wasa
clown on atightrope, holding hisumbrelaout at this angle, that angle, while his polka-dotted body
twisted to avoid the fruit thrown at him.

" So we get discouraged—demoralized—by these tourists from Planet X," | said. "So everything



goesto pot for ten years, or maybe twenty. Won't the next generation pick up the ball?*

It wasn't the television that demonstrated, thistime, but an entire living room wall. The pictureswere
breath takingly lifelike, they were more than pictures. It was asif thewall had been replaced by a
window to other worlds. Severa examples, following in quick succession, made the same point.
Apparently, the kind of demoraization caused by the Oht was so profound, it led to nothing lessthan
complete extinction. The ghost towns, ghost cities, and ghost suburbsthat | saw were atheater only for
weeds and rodents.

"A one-in-ten shot," | said, clearing my throat, "isn't much.”

BETTER, HOWEVER, THAN NOTHING

—responded thewall, in block letters.
"What are you, then?" | asked. " Superheroes giving a hand to the underdog?”

CONSERVATIONISTS

—wasthe answer, thistime in the form of spotsinthe air, before my eyes.

Fedling giddy, | went outside and took a deep breath, standing on the front-door mat. It was afine
Spring day. But | didn't put my trust in anything in Sght—not the fence, not the lawn, not even the warm,
ydlow sun.

A squirrel flapped itstail and addressed me from alimb of the old maple near the driveway. Its
voice was deep and resonant. " The reason we cannot do more isthat greater interference on our part
would bring the whole matter to the attention, eventuadly, of those whose attention is best avoided.”

"How do you do that?" asked alady who was passing by.

| smiled at her and shrugged.

"That's sometrick," she sad, stopping.

"“Thank you."

Shelooked at me, then at the tree. (Wires? Speakers?)

I nodded, smiling. She saw, findly, that she would receive no explanation, so returned the smile and
reluctantly went on her way.

"Now, that lady," | said to mysdlf, "would have got no farther than the spaceship. Sheld be
gibbering.”

A kid on abicycle rode up the driveway, handed me a. supermarket circular from his basket, and
left. Expecting amessage, | opened thecircular. A sdle on chicken. Wax beans, dental floss, duminum
fail. Nothing from thediens. | felt stupid.

Lucille drove up. She came stumbling out of the car, hair loose, face white. It darmed meto see her
in such agate. In my life she was the one who steadied, not who needed steadying.

"They spoketo me," she gasped, gripping my shoulder.

"The watch, you mean, over the phone.”

"No, the car radio! And fromthesigng!”

"Lucille, take one of my pills”

She shook her head. "They questioned me about you. As your doctor. About your history. Can this
redlly be happening?' She held on to me. ™Y ou know, Wally, this must be what it's been like for you dl
these years. | don't know how you took it."

I led her in and poured her acup of coffee. "Actudly, thisisnot what it's been like. The usud stuff is
mongters, grinning heads, cregpy things™

"Some of the Oht," remarked the refrigerator, making Lucille jump and give astrangled cry, "are
frightening to behold.”

"Waly," sad Lucille, "I'll have one of your pills.

She downed it with her coffee, not even blowing on the coffeeto coal it off.

"Excuseme,” | said to therefrigerator, and to the roomin generd. "If you could limit yoursalves,



with this communicating, to one object, such asatelevison s, it would be alot easier on us, especialy
on Lucille here, who isn't as accustomed as | am to hearing and seeing things.”

"Weliketo keep moving," said the refrigerator.

| gave that some thought.

"In order that whoever it isyou're afraid of won't get afix on you?'

The refrigerator nodded. "If we stay on one channdl, we leave what you might think of asfootprints."
The newspaper on the table between us unfolded by itself. The lead article read:

Not that we're doing anything to be ashamed of, you understand. On the contrary. It's aquestion of
juridiction.

"And the spaceship wasin your backyard?' Lucille asked in awhisper, going over to the window.

| explained to her how it descended, assumed the form of afeeder complete with birds, and
vanished. After vanishing, it could have assumed, of course, some other form. It could have become one
of the trees out back.

"How many trees do you have?' she asked, looking out the window.

"Hveor 9x."

"Whichisit? Fveor Sx?'

| wasn't sure. Who countsthe treesin his backyard?

"Y our friends from outer space,”" shetold me, "like your psychologicd profile. They cdl it favorable.
The only problem with you, according to them (I read this, God help me, off a cigarette billboard on the
expressvay), isthat you are alittle too salf-centered.”

" Sdf-centeredness,” avoice gurgled from the sink, "is not agood quality in aguardian. A guardian
should be devoted to his species.”

Lucille said she needed to lie down. | took her upstairs, made her comfortable, kept my fingers
crossed that she wouldn't be bothered by any more communicating, then went outside to see which of the
trees, if any, was aspaceship. They al had thefed of trees. Bark. | encountered no forcefield. My
neighbor, Mr. Tribovich, caled out to me from hisyard, over the fence. "How you?"

"Fine" | shouted.

"Time again to rake the leaves," he called happily, gesturing. Mr. Tribovich was dways happy.

"Right"

"And plant the garden.”

Actudly, thelandlord, old Mr. Forbes, had said no to gardens. But Mr. Tribovich took mefor the
owner.

"Everybody should have agarden,” Mr. Tribovich cdled. "Y ou get married, you have agarden. Eat
better." He smacked his pot belly. Asfar away as| was, | could hear the smack.

"Thefirg invason,” said avoiceinmy ear, "isnext Thursday, fifty mileswest of Bucaramanga, in
Colombia Just before noon."

"By invasion," | said, looking around for the speaker, "you mean the Oht?' (Wasit aninsect, this
time, amite? Or wasit my earwax now talking to me?)

"Y es. Fifty mileswest of Bucaramanga, you'll see from the road a high meadow. It'slessthan amile
north—within sght—of Barrancabermega Try not to belate.”

The voice, | had the impression, was saying good-bye. | was relieved that the aliens were departing,
but | had afew questions yet. | asked hurriedly, running back inside: " About thisguardian business.... is
there any danger to me personaly if | do—whatever it is|'m supposed to do? And what isit, exactly?
How do | keep the Oht off? Do you have some ray gun to give me? And suppose | don't chooseto be a
guardian?'

| ran up to see how Lucillefelt. She was sound adegp, snoring, unaccustomed to the drug. The
bedroom wallpaper design wiggled into words.

Y ou are not given achoice in the matter. Guardians, physically, run no persond risk. Use
psychology, not force, against the Oht.

I ran back down. "How can | use psychology when they're not even human?' | picked up the phone
for the answer.



The voice came from agreat distance. The dienswere definitely leaving. "Everybody's human, Mr.
Griffith."

"But wait! How am | supposed to get to this Baranga—"

"Bucaramanga.”

"By plane, or what? And who's paying? It costs abundleto fly to South America”

Only adid tone.

There was aknock at the door. The mailman again, the same one. He gave a short salute, handed
me another unstamped |l etter, and dispersed in a poof of reddish brown dust.

The envelope contained a round-trip ticket to Bogota. There was aso anote, which said:

Good luck! Hope you can save
your world. Were ataching a
peripherd to you, to assst inthe
details. Please remember, for the
sake of al concerned, to keep as
low aprofile aspossible,

"l don't even know Spanish,” | muttered.

The words on the paper vanished and in their place was acartoon. Tom and Jerry. Tom was
chasing Jerry as usud, but ran on tiptoe—past Spike, the big bulldog adeep in his doghouse. The
bulldog, | guessed, represented those whose attention is best avoided.

The page went blank.

| went and woke Lucille. | told her that the men from outer space were gone.

She blinked. It took her amoment to get her bearings. She propped hersalf up, shook her head to
clear it. "Maybe we've both gone off the deep end.”

"Lucille" | said, pointing to the window. Here was an opportunity to test the degp-end hypothesis.
"Do you see anything out of the ordinary over in that direction?'

She shook her head. She didn't. She looked a me. "What do you see, Waly?"

A hairy potato stting on thewindowsill. The potato, like adwarf, had alarge head and diminutive
arms and legs. Itsface, dirt-brown, lumpy, contained a mouth that went from ear to ear (except there
weren't ears) and was twisted, among bristles of beard, sardonically. The small and puffy eyesregarded
mewith an evil gloat.

"Nothing much,” | said. "A normd hdlucination.”

She got up, examined my watch, tested the telephone, and opened and closed the refrigerator a
coupleof times. "l haveto get back to the office," she said at lat, till looking around nervoudy. "Maybe
none of this happened.”

But the airplane ticket was entirely red. She cdlled and confirmed the flight.

"What do you think | should do, Lucille?"

"l don't know," she said. "But if we're going to be invaded by dien tourists, and these
Consarvationists say it'sup to you to keep them away . . . To tell the truth, Wally dear, | keep thinking
I'm..." But shedidn't finish. Shetold meto keep up the medication and | ft.

| watched her drive off, then went to the dictionary and looked up "peripherd.” The definition didn't
help. | had asnking feding that soon an awful lot would be expected of me. | had been out in theworld
for not even amonth, and just the job of being an average person, independent, taking care of mysdlf
from day to day, <till seemed, sometimes, morethan | could handle.

Also, it disturbed me, my reaction to seeing L ucille adeep on my bed. | was churned up abouit that,
even with the pill. What kind of ideaswas | getting?



Barrancabermega

My brain, due to some abstruse metabolic anomaly that in turn is due to some gene not being where it
should be on the chromosome, produces two or three chemicalsthat are powerful halucinogens. These
chemicas have impressvely long names, and |'ve seen their structures put up on the blackboard. The
doctors at the hospita were anxious to show methat the things| was seeing and hearing were in redity
purely molecular. It was amusing, Sometimes, to see apink bat perched on Dr. Grosss shoulder as he
explained. The bat and the doctor, opponents on either side of the existence question, were equaly
anug.

| hate the pink bats, because they actudly bite and can cause welts (or blisters). Power of
suggestion or no power of suggestion, | dodge when attacked. Who likes pain? It presents problems,
however, when I'm out in public or, worse, being examined by a psychologist. Sudden, unexplained
movements make people apprehensive.

A pink bat gppeared on the plane while they were serving food. With thetray in front of meand a
fat woman likeawadl| of pillows between me and the aide, | had no room to maneuver. Theillusion
gpproached dowly; it knew it had me. The damned thing sank itsfangsinto my wrist. All | could do, in
revenge, was pretend it wasn't there. | lifted my coffee cup and sipped.

It'strue that even without the medicine very little fazes me. Human beings, I've reed, are miracles of
adaptability, and | suppose I'm acasein point. My Aunt Penny—who visited me shortly after | was
released from Rosedale, and whom | haven't seen snce—complained that | was "unemotiond.” Dr.
Gross, on the other hand, said that he envied me my equanimity. | looked the word up: agood word.

The biggest problem about my condition isthat every now and then something redlly peculiar
happens and then | have no way of telling whether or not it's just my chemical s—those cortical
alkaoids— acting up. If alion escaped from azoo and | saw it on a street corner, 1'd probably ignore it
or try to walk straight through it.

The probability of seeing alion on agtreet corner islow, it'snegligible. But in aforeign country, ina
lessfamiliar, less citified area of the Earth, alion on a street corner might not be so farfetched. | worried
about this, getting off the plane at Bogota. How would | know an Oht when | saw one?

I managed well, much better than | thought | would, with the business of finding and checking into a
hotel. | didn't have to use my phrase book or pocket dictionary once. Everyone spoke English. They
treated melike an old friend. It wasn't until | wasin bed, with the blanket tucked comfortably under my
chin, that | redlized that no one had spoken English to me. | had spoken Spanish the wholetime, with the
ease of andive,

The next morning | returned to the airport and took a plane to Bucaramanga. During theflight the air
was crystal clear. Underneath us, one town after another passed by, al picturesque, nestled between the
mountains. They looked like kingdomsin afairyland. But in Bucaramanga the sky was overcast and the
ar muggy. My hotel room had roaches. Obscenities were written in the toilet stal at the end of the hall.

The next day—Wednesday, the day before the invasion, according to the visitors from outer space
—1I had afew hoursto kill, after breskfast, until the bus|eft for Barrancabermeja, so | went for awak in
the city. | saw two eighteenth-century churches, pastd yellow and white, and the Bucaramanga
Univergty, acollection of massve gray buildings and green parks. There weretraffic lights, stores, and
evenar pollution.

| bought a hat and sunglasses. Then a pack of scrawny children attached themselvesto me. They
wanted money. Not that | objected to giving them something—but | was afraid they might jump me at the
sght of my wallet, like piranhaat the smdl of blood. They were scruffy, muddy, and looked amora
around the eyes and mouith.

To shake them off, | went into apost office. | mailed Lucille apostcard depicting a coffee plantation,
coffee being one of the department of Santander's claimsto fame. "Wish you were here" | wrotein



English. The gamins, | saw, werewaiting for me outside. | asked aclerk if there was abakery nearby.
Indeed yes, hereplied, just around the corner. So | led my band of predatorsto the bakery. The baker
began to curse at them, shaking hisfist, but | raised my hand and presented him with alarge, crisp note.

"Order what you like, go ahead,” | said to the children, who after amoment of hesitation charged the
counter. | made aquick exit.

There were no followerswhen | walked through the drizzle to the bus station. | was proud of myself.
Perhaps, after al, | might be able to dedl with the invaders, too, when they came. Avoid confrontation,
be credtive.

The bustook four and ahaf hours. By the time we arrived, | was too exhausted to think of supper.
Thejostling, the fumes, the crowd of people in the seets and aide, the noise had worn me out. All 1
wanted was to get into bed. But my room wastoo hot. The fan didn't help abit—and the top sheet
couldn't be flung off because of the mosguitoes.

What if | overdept Thursday? Would that be the end of the world? | kept checking my watch. Neon
snakes, smelling of sauerkraut, dithered on and off the furniture. Or voices caled my name, with monster
laughter. | wished | could talk to Lucille. But she had said to me: "Wally, you've done beautifully on your
own. And now you'll be on your own in away that would challenge anyone. | know you can do it—I
havefaith in you—but it will be easier, better, if you let go of my hand." | wasto cdll, shesaid, only in
dire emergencies.

Spesking to Lucillein my thoughts and imagining her answers made mefed better. But degp didn't
come. How would | function tomorrow, without deep? | dozed, on and off, until the dawn. At dawn |
got up, afraid that if | stayed in bed, | might fall into a deep deep, with my fatigue, and misstheinvasion. |
went out to have alook at Barrancabermeja.

Barrancabermgawas an interesting town, full of boats and docks dong the wide river—the
Magda ena—and there were mountains in the background, on both sides, but one could not call the
place charming or picturesque. It wasindustrid. Smokestacks, abig oil refinery. The houses on the
perimeter of the factories, crammed together, were squalid. | was reminded alittle of Pittsburgh.

| had breskfast at agreasy spoon on the waterfront. Killed time reading a newspaper. Drank coffee,
dozed, checked my watch—until aman came over to my table.

"You areasdesman,” hesad.

| shrugged and invited him to Sit down.

He introduced himsdlf as Velez—I didn't catch the first name—from Velez, wherehehad a
plantation on the Suarez. Mr. Velez had alot to say about taxes. Experiencing tax difficulties, he was
interested in textile production in Barrancabermeja, and believed that the future of northern Colombia
was water powe.

My name? | made something up. Mr. Velez observed that although | spoke with barely an accent |
was obvioudy not of this part of the world.

"How canyou tdl?' | asked.

"The cast of your skin showsthat you are unaccustomed to the hest. In Maracaibo, once, | met a
salor from Finland with exactly such skin."

The heat wasin fact becoming uncomfortable. The sun, risng in the sky, had aready reached a
surprising height. But we were not far, | remembered, from the Equator.

| admitted that | was not anative. | came from central Argentina, | told Mr. Velez: the Rio Negro
province, Viedma. Interested, he asked me question after question about the area's commerce. | excused
myself; | had an appointment, | said. He shook my hand and gave me his card. He looked at me
expectantly, waiting—I redlized—for my card in exchange. | explained that | had no card.

"You areasngular sdlesman,” he said, shaking my hand again. "But | wish you every successin
Santander.”

"Thank you."

The high meadow was in sight. On the other Side of the smokestacks and the bridge, it faced the
harbor, overlooking the Magdalena. To get to the bridge, | had to pick my way through a maze of
narrow streets, but every choice | made proved correct. (My peripheral at work, | guessed.) The sun



overhead was brutal—or it may have been the humidity—but the hat and sunglasses helped. | removed
my jacket and dung it over my shoulder.

The meadow above Barrancabermea, when | approached it, turned out to be acemetery. It wasa
quarter to eleven, so | had about an hour to wait. | sat on abroken bench and listened to mysdlf pant.
Boats honked. The factory next to the refinery rumbled.

A black skeleton came out of the ground and walked toward me. "That'sfine," | said. "Just stay
conventiond, or | won't be ableto tell you from the Oht—whatever it isthey look like." | assumed the
Oht would be un-Halloweenlike.

L ater, a beetle-green gourd came out of the ground. | frowned. Thered thing, thistime, or afase
aarm?1 got up and accosted the gourd. " Are you an Oht?"

"I'maChivri and aBdiever," snapped the gourd. "And if you crowd me or become rude, I'll give
you afillip you won't soon forget.” It spoke with such firmnessthat | automaticaly retreated a step and
assumed a head-lowered posture of respect. This creature was definitely un-Halloweenlike.

"Excuseme,” | asked, "but are you here asatourist?

"We're going to have aparty,” replied the gourd.

And, infact, | saw that several more gourds had emerged from the earth. They were green—in
different shades: olive, pea, moss. What puzzled me the most was that they were arriving from below
instead of from above. Materiadizing through some kind of space warp?

| call them gourds—actually they were bipeds, but one tended not to notice the legs, which were
short and colorless. There were fringes and flapsin places on the body, but it was hard to say whether
thiswas clothing or anatomy.

| cleared my throat. "Excuse me, but, as you can see, the town here isn't much to look at. | doubt
that there are any entertainment spotsin it. And around and about, for miles, dl youll find are dirt farms."

"Whoopee," said the gourd, and moved on.

It was followed by hundreds of gourds. And hundreds more appeared behind those hundreds. |
watched from the hill as a stream of bobbing green balloons wound its way down and across the bridge
toward the Barrancabermeja harbor and refinery.

What specificaly the Chivrishad in mind, in theway of partying, | didn't know. | hurried after,
feding ineffectud. Apparently | had failed to seize whatever opportunity | had had. Y et what could have
been done at the cemetery (it al happened, was al happening, so quickly) and what could be done, now,
againg this strange horde of pleasure-seekers?

Downtown, the gourds were partying in arecognizable fashion. They ate, laughed, drank, told
jokes, sang, danced, embraced. | wasrelieved to seethat in every respect their activities were confined
to themsalves. They had even brought their own refreshment with them. The main thing: they ignored
completely the citizens of Barrancaberme a, who stood riveted, gawking.

Although | wasignorant of the biology of the gourds, it was soon plain to me—and must have been
to everyone—that the embracing that was going on was of the type best done behind closed doors and
not in public view. The gourds were shameless; they threw themsdavesinto their merrymaking with an
abandon that made one's mouth fall open.

Hesistantly | gpproached a Lincoln-green gourd who stood aone. "Sir or Madam,” | began, afraid
of afillip, "excuse mefor interrupting.” The gourd, | now saw, was engaged in sdf-abuse; shuddering
with pleasure, it probably could not have spoken, just then, even if it wanted to. | withdrew, averting my
eyes, and tried another gourd, one drinking.

"l dont meantointrude,” | said.

"Want some?' The gourd, more khaki than green, offered meits bottle.

"Thank you, no. | wonder if you could tell me something?”

The gourd turned away—to pick up what resembled awedge of chocolate cake. It ate, moaning
softly with pleasure.

"l don't meantointrude," | said, "but | was wondering what the occasion is, for the party.”

The gourd belched. | had never heard such relish in abelch. The creature put its soul into it,
prolonged it, practicaly sangit.



"Excuseme,” | tried again, but an electric shock sent me sprawling on cobblestones.

"Don't crowd," warned the gourd, briefly stern.

My hair stood on end alittle, and my fingers and toestingled. There was no rea pain involved, but
thefillip left me edgy, asif | had consumed too much caffeine. My heart flopped now and then, out of
rhythm. No more questions, | decided.

The Chivris—or Oht—were a humorless bunch in spite of their revelry. Officias of somekind, was
my guess, on vacation. They probably had no fun for years on end, working long hours, without coffee
breaks, in gray offices, for taskmasters stonier than themsalves—and then they were given aweek to
blow off steam.

| got up and dusted mysdlf off. | had a sore throat—from speaking Chivri‘ese, an unusually guttura
tongue—and the swest trickling down my forehead made my eyes sting. The Colombian sun wasfierce.

Green gourdsfilled the street; they filled the streetsin every direction. Even the hillsides around the
river were crawling with the invaders. And everywhere they were doing the same thing: seizing the
moment.

Meanwhile more and more, thousands, tens of thousands, were emerging from the cemetery above
the Magdaena, each Chivri determined to make the most of its short vacation. In my mind'seyel saw
them spreading out over the countryside, like an infection, until they reached Bogota, the Pacific, the
Caribbean. | saw them overrunning the continent, the hemisphere, the world.

But why Earth? What attractions did we have to offer? Perhaps Earth was Smply amore primitive,
less civilized place for them—where they could let their hair down, so to speak, without worrying about
witnesses. (An evolutionarily inferior witness doesn't count. A dog watching isthe same asno one
waiching.)

| went to the Barrancabermeja bus depot to take the next bus back to Bucaramanga, bitterly
chewing my defeat. What had the Conservationists said? One chance in ten? What amistake, on their
part, to have chosen me, of al people, to serve as guardian. But maybe these Oht would leave soon, on
their own, and there would be no lasting damage.

The depot was packed inside and out with partying gourds. There would be no transportation
today. An old busthat stood off to the sSide also had been taken over. | observed with alarm that there
were peopleinit, not only gourds, and that the people were partying, too. Was this the beginning of the
fatal demoralization that the Conservationists spoke of ?

One woman had removed her clothes. She was pouring wine on her head, letting it run down her
hair and down her brown body. It took me some effort to look away, having not seen a naked woman
before, except in magazines.

There was no question but that the attitude of the gourds was catching. Seeing a person enjoying
himsef totally, wholeheartedly, without guilt, the Spectator beginsto ask himsdf why not. | wasin the
midst of aseething orgy.

| left the depot, appropriated abicyclein an dley, and headed east on the road to Bucaramanga.
Then | wasin adriving rain. Soaked, | continued biking. Therain stopped, the sky grew brighter, but the
sun was unable to break through the clouds. Mist billowed up from the surface of the road. It waslike
traveling in a Turkish bath; hard to breathe. Buildings took shape in the mist ahead—but how could this
be Bucaramanga aready? | had been pedaling less than an hour.

It was the Barrancabermgjarefinery. Somehow | had become turned around. Or elsg, intheran
and migt, | had got onto side roads without knowing it and made acircle. To my right, agroup of gourds
danced ecaticdly in afield of mud, and humans—of Indian extraction—uwere clapping for them,
sanging.

Back toward Bucaramanga | pedaled, eastward, wanting desperately to be home again, to see
Lucille. Would she be disgppointed in me? (And how long would it take the invasion to reach us, if it
kept going?) Suddenly | knew that | was not riding in the direction | intended. This had to be the work of
the peripheral. Would it keep returning me, by the scruff of the neck, to my duty?

"The Consarvationigts,” | muttered, "don't put much stock in free will."

| jumped off the bicycle, let it fal, and bolted into the woods, improvising. Acting on impulse might



shake whatever was monitoring me. The woods gave way to afield that contained an unfamiliar crop
(probably anillega drug), and then there were more woods. The underbrush became so thick, | could
move forward only with the utmost exertion.

It occurred to me, as | waded, that there could be poisonous snakes on the ground. | had no way of
knowing, placing my feet blind, snce the foliage shut out everything. So | climbed atree, frightening little
lizards off the bark, and rested, in a crotch high up, exhausted. It rained again; athin stream of water fell
on my head, asfrom a spigot; but | was dready soaked, so it didn't matter. Would | get malariafrom
this?Ydlow fever?

A sound like someone clearing histhroat. | looked up and saw, on alimb not far from me, a
gorgeoustropical bird with ahuge besk.

"You're beautiful," | said, "but funny-looking."

It turned its head and regarded me with one eye.

"From your point of view, | suppose so," said the bird.

| was disappointed. "Oh, for amoment | thought you werered."

After apause, asif consdering what | had said, the bird spoke again. "And what caused you to
change your mind?'

| smiled. Thiswasalogical figment. "Birdsdon't talk. And besides, | frequently seethingsthat aren't
there

Thebird's head feathers shifted dightly, giving theimpression that it raised its eyebrows (of course
birds don't have eyebrows). "Birds do tak," it said. "They have been talking since the Jurassic. Though, |
grant you, what they have had to say in that time has not been earthshaking.” It made a clucking, whirring
noise. "What surprises me,” it went on in adifferent tone, haf to itself, "isthat you deny that birdstalk
and yet you speak our language impeccably.”

"Birds have alanguage?'

Therain let up, and the stream of water, thank goodness, stopped funneling onto my head. But the
forest wasfilled with the pat-pat of dropsfaling from leef to leaf. The pat-pat would probably go on all
day, even if the sun came out, there were so many leaves. | felt drowsy, but my perch wastoo
uncomfortable to alow meto deep, and my wet clothes chafed.

On the bough near me, the bird, brilliant red, yelow, white, and black, shook its begk. "If we're
going to converse," it said, "we ought to introduce oursalves. My nameis Ramphastidusand I'm a
toucan." It added, in an aside, "The beak, which appearsto amuse you, isfor eating fruit. You are
probably accustomed to finches, who eat seed.”

| introduced myself and in afew words gave the toucan my story. The toucan was skeptica but
polite, interrupting only once, to ask what outer space was.

"Too abstract for me," it said, after | attempted to explain about vacuums. "'l don't see how an
object can travel through nothing. There hasto be something there, you know, to buoy it."

What language was | spesking? It seemed American English, but, then, so had Colombian Spanish
at first. Weremy lips puckered, to make whistles? Did my tongue trill? And—another question, assuming
that this was not a hallucination—did al birds have one language, or did each species possessits own,
like different countries? Could | be speaking toucanese?

The toucan was disgusted by the image of massive, unbridled pleasure-seeking. "Nothing could be
moreforeign,” it said, "to the nature of birds."

| pointed out that birds, however, did have the reputation of being frivolous and impractica. Free
spirits. Singing while othersworked.

The toucan retorted, with asound close to asnort, that of the creatures of the animal kingdom the
birds were unquestionably among the most industrious. ™Y ou will not find abird sunningitsdf.” A
prodigious amount of food had to be consumed, each day, to supply the energy for the labor of flight.
Nests had to be built, fledglings nurtured. Migration twice ayear, for many, for thousands of miles.

"Our life," said Ramphastidus, "is aconstant struggle. Read Darwin, reed Marx."

"You'refamiliar with Marx?' How could atoucan in ajungle possibly know Marx? (How, without
hands, could it turn the pages of Das Kapital ?)



"l happen to beaMarxig," said Ramphagtidus, raising his beak with pride.

"What possessed you to becomeaMarxist?' | asked.

"Inthis part of the world, oneiseither aMarxist or ascoundrel.”

True, | had forgotten how much injustice there was throughout Central and South America. Banana
republics, military juntas. Thistoucan could have learned its Marxism from some Communist guerrilla
passng through. Perhaps the guerrilla, sitting with his back againgt atree, had perused Das Kapital, and
the toucan, on a branch, looked over the man's shoulder.

"The political history of our land,” the toucan went on, "isalitany of violence and oppression. And of
exploitation by foreign powers.”

"You do sound likeaMarxig," | admitted.

Ramphastidus commenced a speech. Therising proletariat of Colombia Hedlth and literacy
problems. The need for collectivization of agriculture. Modern farm machinery. Mining. Asthebird
talked, | thought how different this gpproach to life was from that evident in the holiday rampage of the
green gourds. Here you had duty, a sense of high purpose wedded to sober realism, and the sacrifice of
sdf for the common good; there—nothing but eet, drink, and be merry, the gratification of the flesh.

A giant black spider reached for me from below, but | paid no attention to it. Disappointed, it
vanished. My pulse, however, had gone up. In the excitement of the day, | had completely forgotten to
takeapill. | fished the plastic via out of my jacket pocket; not having acup, | swallowed the pill dry.

The toucan looked at me sharply. "Areyou an addict?" .

| explained my problem and the effect it had on the sympathetic nervous system. But in whatever
language it wasthat | wasusing | couldn't find the necessary medical terms, so the explanation came out
lame

"l don't abide drugs,” saild Ramphastidus, shifting from one foot to another on the bough, asif
preparing to fly away. "They are awaste of productivity."

A light went onin my brain. "Ramphastidus,” | said, "I don't think you appreciate the danger of these
gourds. They'reinvading. In a couple of weeks, unchecked, they might spread their influence over the
entire country and farther.”

Thebird grew ill. "I'm only atoucan,” it said quietly. "If you're gppeding to me, asaMarxig, to do
something, | must remind you that I'm only atoucan. Toucans cannot take up arms."

"Y ou can speak, though. Y ou could deliver speeches.”

"In no tongue that men, much less beings from outside our ecosystem, would understand.”

"But suppose | take care of that difficulty.”

| reasoned: the periphera overcame language barriers. Though attached to me, it might agreeto

extend its action to my deputies, who would be, after dl, fighting on the same side.

Theideawas to have Ramphastidus lecture not the people of Barrancabermeja, but the Oht. |
thought, putting mysdlf in the shoes of atourist bent on carousdl, that there could be nothing more
objectionable than having a persistent, sour presence standing over one and preaching civic duty.

"But there are millions of these gourds, you said,” Ramphastidus pointed ouit.

"A single toucan would have a problem reaching such an audience, of course, but surely there are
other toucans of your acquaintance who share your political views." | crossed my fingers.

Ramphastidus nodded.

| urged the bird, to round up its Marxist colleaguesimmediately. We would meet in an hour— there
was no time to lose—at the harbor bridge. Ramphastidus, crying, "Workers of the world, unite!" took to
theair gracefully, whilel scrambled down the tree, skinning my shins. But would | be able to find my way
back to the road and the bicycle?

A signthat | had not noticed before, awarped, weather-besaten board nailed to a dead tree,
contained an arrow. The paint was badly faded, and the nails made long drip-stains of rust in the wood,
indicating that the sign had been there for ages and was forgotten. But, beginning to suspect the devious
ways of the periphera, whose creators were masters of illusion, | guessed that the arrow was entirely for
my benefit, so | followed it.

There were other arrows like thefirst, at convenient intervals. Sure enough, they led me back to the



bicycle, which was not lying in the middle of theroad as| had left it, but instead stood negtly off to the
side, propped againgt afence post. The chain and pedas had been ailed.
After five or ten minutes of hard pedaling | cameto asign that said:

BULLHORNS
UP AHEAD
40% OFF

How could there be, in Barrancabermeja, a demand for bullhorns great enough to support a
business devoted exclusively to the sde of them? This seemed so unlikely that | dismissed theredlity of
the store, when | reached it, and rode past; but suddenly the bicycle swerved onto the store's gravel
driveway. . What did | need bullhornsfor?

But of course: the toucans would have a problem making themsalves heard over the merriment.
(And how exactly, | wondered, would the peripheral handle the trand ating? Would my toucans do their
exhorting in Chivri'ese? Would the gourds understand toucanese? Or would the sound waves be atered
appropriately between them? Not that it mattered.)

The man who appeared, finally, after | rang the bell on the counter, was large and swarthy. Although
it was late in the afternoon, he looked like he had just got up, and with ahangover. | asked, trying to
sound al business; if | could use acredit card. His answer was avery dow, sarcastic smile. | told him
that | required a considerable quantity of bullhorns, maybe a couple hundred. "Even &t forty percent off,"
| explained, "I wouldn't have the cash for that." (But did the man stock that many bullhorns?) "Also," |
sadto him, "if at al possble, I'd like them to be on the smdl side. | mean, with small handles. The
handles should be smal enough for atoucan, for example, to use.”

| offered to write acheck. He said nothing, only smiled his nasty smile. I went cold. What if the man
inssted on cash? The fate of the world could depend on those bullhorns. Desperation gave me strength. |
felt suddenly capable of breaking thelaw, of killing, even, if it was necessary. The man outweighed me,
had big shoulders, but what was there to lose? What did a punch in the face matter, giving it or receiving
it, with the end of the human race looming?

"Where are the bullhorns?" | shouted, and pushed the man out of the way, my hand sinking in his
bdly.

Hedid not resist. Possibly he took me for a gangster-bandit, who would be armed. Colombia, after
al, isoverrun with gangster-bandits.

The bullhornswere in along building in the back that smelled of chickens. And there was feather
fluff on thefloor. Thismust have been an egg farm before the man went into bullhorns.

| cursed the man and told him to start loading the bullhornsimmediately onto his pickup truck, which
| had seen in the driveway, and to get hisfamily to help him, sinceit wasimperative that | be at the bridge
within the hour.

But would the truck work? Was there enough gas? Would the toucans show up? My forehead was
covered with swedt.

And Lord knows how much in the meantime the Oht had multiplied.

Bacchanal

At Rosedale, Cliff liked to hit mein the shoulder, hard, with the knuckles, when he greeted me, so thét |
had a constant bruise there. For him, that was like ahandshake. | hated being hit, but knew that it was



out of the question to return blow for blow. Once | saw him shoved by an orderly, a beer-bellied
character with atattoo and war storieswho didn't remain with uslong. Not much of ashove, ether, but it
triggered ablind rage. Red eyes, foaming mouth, clawing fingers.

These gourds—I could sense it—werelike that. Any physicd threat to them, anything so much as
resembling athreet, and you'd be blasted. Retaliation totaly out of proportion.

So when the pickup truck, turning a corner, confronted awall of cavorting green, | told Carlos (the
teenage son of the bullhorn sdller) to stop and not to honk. There was no way we could reach the bridge,
our rendezvous point with the toucans.

"They will moveasde" said Carlos. "I will go dow."

"Donttry, please," | said. For an object aslarge asatruck, thefillip would have tremendous
voltage.

Why was Carlos not speechless at the sight of asea of diens? Perhaps he thought that thiswasa
convention. And it was: busnessmen away from home.

| got out of the truck, searching the sky. The clouds were cream as the sun went down. The
smokestacks of the plant by the refinery, tranquil above the seething invasion, turned a golden yellow.
We could dl drop dead for &l the smokestacks cared. Where, where were the toucans?

Carloswas gone. Then | saw him. In the street, he had a bottle to hislips, and his chest was bare. |
ran to retrieve him. The boy was not even fifteen. But in the crush someone pulled my head to one side
and kissed me on the mouith. | freed myself, climbed onto the back of the truck, picked up one of the
bullhorns, and attempted a speech.

The speech was limp, without conviction. | redlized that | didn't redlly know what "dialectical
materidism” meant. And phraseslike the state "withering away” or the "dictatorship of the proletariat”
were suddenly confusing. Doubts assailed me as | spoke. | regretted that | had been unable to attend
school like other people. Any do-it-yoursalf education, especialy one from apoorly stocked library, is
bound to have embarrassing gaps.

Thelibrarian, old Mrs. Merkle with the pince-nez, never answered my questions. She only smiled.
She probably thought that | could not read. She probably thought it was "cute,” the way | took out books
and returned them, pretending to be normal. The afflicted are looked upon as children.

The bullhorn, however, was sufficiently loud. And its booming sound revealed my location, thank
goodness, to Ramphastidus and hisMarxist friends. They appeared in the sky like brilliant kitesdipping in
thewind, like silent fireworks, red, yellow, and white, descending against the soft magenta of the sunset.
A memorablesight. | can till seeit.

"Y ou werent at the bridge," said Ramphastidus, alighting. "Poor organization.”

We experienced some difficulty equipping the birdswith bullhorns. A toucan's claw islarge enough
but unaccustomed to holding heavy objects for any length of time. Also, the beak tendsto get in the way.
But we managed, with straps. Each toucan took abullhorn and flew off in adifferent direction, according
to Ramphastidussingtructions.

Ramphastidus himself got into position on the roof of the pickup truck and began. He was perfect. If
you closed your eyes, you wouldn't have known he was atoucan. A good thing, that the language,
whatever the language was, was not for human ears, because the police would have had afit.

How could peoplethink of partying, asked Ramphastidus, when al around us, in the Colombian
countryside, in the streets of Colombian cities, poverty, the worst poverty, was so evident? For this
shame he blamed the aristocrats, the plantation owners, the press, the generals, and especialy the
cocaine tycoons and their lackey politicians. He spoke of fascist dictatorships supported by big business,
of decadent jet-setters who squandered the wedth of their nation, and of the Third World'sfight
everywherefor human dignity. He denounced Washington, the CIA, and the government of Paraguay.

Seeing that thiswould taketime, | went to get abiteto eat. | hadn't had athing since breakfast. But
after more than an hour of ebowing my way through crowds, | redlized that no restaurant, no store of
any kind, would be open. In any case, dl the available food in Barrancabermeja had surely been
consumed by now in thisraging epidemic of hedonism. | saw people doubled over and vomiting, they
had gorged themsalves so much.



A giant gray earthworm stuck its reared head out from behind a corner of a building; wet and
faceless, it lunged a me, all one hundred feet of it, with the speed of acannonball. Likeafoal, | ducked.
A Chivri sang asong about a maiden loath who finally agrees, under pressure, to participate in something
unhygienic but enjoyable. A human couple of undetermined sex rolled and dobbered over each other at
my feet. Would my idea of using the toucanswork? | kept my fingers crossed.

Somereveers, for ajoke, tried to push abus over. Othersjoined in, laughing. They set it rocking
from side to side, more and more. There was amighty cheer: the bus, at atilt, was poised to fal. It fell,
but fell in the opposite direction and more quickly than was anticipated. | noticed that the gourdsin its
path, no matter how they were engaged, al hopped nimbly out of the way, so that the only victims were
humans. Besotted or befuddled, severa people were squashed.

Apparently the Chivris, even in the throes of ecstasy, never lost their presence of mind. In asplit
second, if the Situation required it, they could be completely sober. It annoyed me that they showed such
solicitude for their own skins, and that ours didn't matter to them.

Where were the police? Why was there no ambulance? A block farther, | came upon atrampled
toucan, its brilliant feethers drab in the dust of the street. A fallen hero. But other bullhorns—I could hear
them—persisted, so the cause was not yet lost. The echoed word "duty” hung in the air above me, faint
but reproachful.

The partying increased in intengity, became furious. Empty bottles were hurled againgt wals, and
then the people danced wildly on the broken diverswith their bare feet, asif their pain and blood were a
practical joke, like having abucket of water dumped over your head or sitting on atack. | heard shots:
some were whooping it up in the style of cowboysin westerns. One elderly gentleman stood clutching a
post in front of apharmacy; he held asix-gun, but his face was twisted and blue. | guessed that he had
been roundly filliped for firing too near agourd.

"Areyou okay?' | asked. Hisbody, half-crouched, wasrigid. Hislower lip trembled.

| went past him into the pharmacy, with the idea of finding something that might help. | tried the
drawers behind the counter, but they werefilled with papers, not medicine. | did find Band-Aids and
applied afew to my knees, which were badly scraped, dthough | didn't recal falling down.

Threelooters burst in and began shooting—at me. | ducked. Thistime the reflex wasfortunate,
because the looters and their bulletswerereal. | scuttled into aback room on my hands and kneeswhile,
laughing, they hurled the cash register to the floor with atremendous crash.

"Damn! Someone got here before us!™ cried one of the men. The cash regigter, it seemed, was
empty.

"Theskinny guy!" cried another, meaning me.

" wasonly looking for medicine,” | called out to them from the back room. "I didn't take any
Now, the question was, if they came after me, should | or shouldn't | jump out the window? The
window looked onto an aley packed with gourds. If | jumped, | would land on agourd, and that could
befatd. Thelooters, on the other hand, looked the type that snuffed out lives easily, for little or no
reason.

Out of the corner of my eyel saw something green. An old tarp, cracked and mildewed, lay folded
on achair. Then one of the looters gppeared in the doorway, not six feet from me, hisgun leveled and a
grin on his sweaty face. Asthe gun went off—I could actualy see fire and smoke erupt from the
muzzle— | grabbed the tarp, shook it open like a bedsheet, and pulled it over my head and ringing ears
as | dove out the window. The gun went bang, bang, bang. It wasamiracle | wasnt hit; the looter must
have been drunk.

With the tarp | hoped to passfor agourd, at least a the moment of falling. | hurt my shoulder, but
therewasnofillip.

"In what do you havefaith, brother?' asked a Chivri, pressng against me.

"Fun,” | answered, guessing at the catechism. "Pleasure,” | tried again, when that met with no
success. The Chivri stared at me. | cleared my throat and said, "Making hay while the sun shines.” (In
Chivri'esethe expression, literdly, was "Pinch your Seve unlessthefraction.”)



We were jostled and separated by apair of gourds moving through. | took this opportunity to pose
the same question to a gourd behind me, to see what the answer was. The answer was. "In nothingness.”
(Except that in Chivri‘ese the word for nothingness had one syllable, not three, and made asound like a
short cough.)

What did it mean, to have faith in nothingness? Wasit like having faith in nothing? | heard this
exchange again, between two other gourds. It seemed to be aformulaof greeting. | pulled the tarp tighter
around me and worked my way toward the intersection, where atoucan with a bullhorn was holding
forth.

"Together," the toucan said, "we can awaken our nation. L et the cry of the poor be heard throughout
theland. From Barranquillato the Amazon let usrise up as one and cast off the yoke. Together,
compadres, we can reaffirm our dignity. We can reach out at last for hope. Our inheritance. Progress.
We can modernize. We can stand proud, make the world a better place for our children, for our
children's children, and we can purge our shores, once and for dl, of the noxious profit motive.”

Difficult to pay attention. My shoulder throbbed. The police were present, | saw, but they stood to
the side, not interfering. They were amused; they watched. Perhaps they thought that amovie was being
filmed.

People fell, but no one helped them up. They were trampled, young and old, completely unnoticed.
If they regained their fet, they continued gamdy with the party. But many lay ill. | saw agray sailor in
the guitter, dready iff with desth but smiling horribly out of his bruised face, asif someone had told him a
terrific joke at the end.

The gourds churned, danced, made merry with more abandon than ever, asif there were no
tomorrow. Severa danced with mein aring. Severd invited meto accompany them. In their charades. In
their leapfrog. In their copulatory two-step. They copulated upright, avoiding the prone position, perhaps,
because of the crowd, which waslike Times Square on New Year'sEve.

| saw stars when someone bumped into my shoulder. Under thetarp, | looked at it. A dark stain:
blood? Y es, and it went dl the way down to my socks. Feeling suddenly wesak, | went over to one of the
policemen and asked him where the hospital was. He pretended not to understand me. (Was|
addressing him in theright language?) A nasty pink bat gppeared from behind the policeman's ear and
stuck itsforked tongue out at me: ataunt.

It was hard work moving through the crowd. Petiently | made for the large stucco building at the end
of the street. It turned out to be not a hospita but an empty warehouse. Inside, between some barrels,
was agroup of smal children huddled together and thin as toothpicks. | asked them where the hospital
was. They looked at me with enormous eyes. Findly, the oldest child, agirl, informed me that there was
ahospita in Bucaramanga. Her sster had had her tonsils removed there and was given Jell-O to edt, as
much Jal-O as sheliked. Cherry.

"That'stoofar,” | said. | felt feverish. Some gourds, entering the warehouse, invited meto sng with
them. | sang, faking the words. In lessthan aminute my throat was raw (the language had so many
impossible velarsand glottals), so | had to beg off. Other gourds commenced roughhousing—or playing
ball, | wasn't sure—and | was knocked into again, on the bad shoulder. The next thing | knew, | was
cramped and haf-suffocated in my tarp, under alot of weight. | must have fainted, and the gourds piled
ontop of me, asinafootbal game.

Dizzy, | struggled to my feet. The gourdsrolled off. It had not been any kind of scrimmage, |
redlized. There was no mistaking the gobs of acrid bluein severa placeson thetarp. | was—asfar as|
could tell—untouched myself, intact (except for the shoulder), but | felt humiliated, and wanted nothing
more than to berid of my ridiculous disguise.

The gourds, pursuing another activity, bore me with them out into the street, where | looked for a
current in the crowd which would take me away from the town. There were currentsgoing in all
directions. Then, by luck, | spotted asign that read:

BARRANCABERMEJA
INFIRMARY EST. 1823



Intheinfirmary, an old, bone-white building full of fliesand crucifixes, lay people on rowsof iron
beds. The smell wasintolerable. The patients could not get up, and no one had changed them or even
emptied the bedpans. My head burned so much, however, that | was tempted to get into one of the beds
mysdf.

"Oh, look, it'sacarniva thing!" cried abloated woman, pointing at me with afeeble hand.

"Excuse me, isthere adoctor around?’ | asked.

"Everyone's at the carniva," said the woman. "Oh, can we go, too?"

"I'm ahuman being like yoursdlf." | lifted the tarp to show my face.

She closad her eyes and sank back with agrimace of disappointment.

| went through a courtyard to an office, but the office was deserted. On the desk a speckled bug
crawled across an open dictionary. | stopped and considered, with the bug, along Spanish word that
meant divison into equd parts.

Why was| standing here? My mind was not functioning; it wasthefever. | needed medicd attention,
probably an antibiotic.

Theradio on the desk worked; | got astation— Meddllin. Polkas, frantic polkas: suitable
accompaniment to the invasion. Then the news came on, crackling. Y es, the gourds had spread asfar as
Meddllin. It didn't seem that the announcer could make up his mind whether or not thiswas a bad thing.
He made mention of the soapbox orators but omitted the fact —or else did not know—that they were
not only birds, but leftists.

"The army has been derted,” said the announcer, "but as yet the green mob shows no inclination to
violence. Mayor Felice said, in acommunique issued earlier today, that there is no need to panic and that
the whole thing may be only a promotiond stunt. The commissioner fedsthat, consdering the numbers
involved, thisaffair could bring in abit of revenueto Meddlin.”

| found adoctor in aside room. Hewas Sitting reading a magazine.

"Y ou're not out with the others?' | asked him.

Bestle-browed, he frowned. "I don't like parties,” he said, not bothering to look up at me.

"How canyou st there," | was moved to say, "while your patientsin the other wing are lying in their
filth?"

Heturned apage, said nothing, asif | wasn't there.

To hel with the doctor and to hell with the patients, | thought.

The painin my shoulder was spreading to the arm, neck, and back, taking over the mgjority of me,
s0 that beside the pain there wasllittle | eft. | wandered out in search of help. Gourds greeted me.

"Inwhat do you have faith, brother?' one asked.

"In nothingness,” | said.

We passed agroup of people playing wobbly soccer with an empty whiskey bottle, a group of
people convulsed with laughter on the ground, and agroup convulsed on the ground erotically. Perhaps
having faith in nothingness meant that the Chivris—this species of Oht—believed that in the efterlife there
was no gathering of rosebuds, so one had better gather them while one had the chance.

The gourds recruited me for agame that involved climbing up and down alarge pam treein front of
aboating-supply store. Rotund, they had great difficulty climbing and at best got two or three feet off the
ground; but the difficulty seemed to be the whole point of the game. They put everything they had into it.

Weakened by the shoulder wound, | did worse than any of the gourds, but my trouble pleased
them. Cough-coughing in Chivri‘ese, they complimented me. My forehead gave out so much hest, it was
an oven under the tarp.

Ramphastidustold usto repent of our selfishness. Weignored him, of course. But he was amazingly
persstent. What wasit, | wondered, that kept do-gooders doing good? All the discouragement they met
with, continudly, didn't discourage them. | remembered asocial worker at Rosedae, Mrs. Evans, who
aways greeted Frank with awide, confident smile—asif today things would be okay—even though at
thefirst opportunity Frank would try to do away with himself.

If there was nothingness after this existence, awhole endless sea of nothingness, then it redly didn't



matter, did it, al this puritanical fuss over right and wrong and what others thought. We passed a beggar
thin asarail. Bent, he sood with one hand out, pam up. More out of habit than hope. Worse luck for
you, was my thought. Y ou may starve, but | intend to est. | wanted, seeing hisbony head and jaw, to
sink my teeth into a cheeseburger—into adozen cheeseburgers—into a hundred cheeseburgers, with
millionsof french fries

"How," intoned the toucan, "can you wallow?' And what waswrong, | thought, with alittle
wdlowing?

"How," intoned the toucan, "can you turn your back on?"'

Phooey, | thought, on whatever it is1'm turning my back on. So some have food and some don't.
That's Darwin. Aslong as| don't haveto look &t it.

We moved away from the bullhorn as one moves away from bad bresth.

The problem was, when we got out of its range and wanted to stop to have some fun, the others
behind us, still moving, kept us moving, too. All thisinvoluntary moving and shoving grew tedious. | heard
afew Believers say that, shit, if thiswasthe way it was here, they would go someplace else. The thought
of wadting vauabletime like thiswas indeed exasperating. Sacrilegious.

And the police just grinned like imbeciles. So we hurried back to the porthole, followed by the
boring bullhorns (who couldn't even speak the language right, the ridiculous way they drew out their
hgkg's to two or three syllables). We were filled with contempt for the natives, whose notions of agood
time were primitive, to say theleast. We were fed up with their anemic sun, which made a person fed
that he was dowly losing hisvision. There was another planet, someone said, much better than thisone
and not far at dl. We madefor it, diving into the soil between the marble markers on the hill.

But one of us had a problem departing. He was wearing something, oddly enough, and underneath
what he was wearing—it turned out, when he tripped over a stone and fell—he was not one of usat al,
but actualy anative. (But thisistypical, the way the natives copy us.) It wasn't until we—or, rather,
they— the Chivri, that is—were dl gone, it wasn't until then that | redlized that: 1) | wasin great pain, 2) |
was Walter Griffith and in Colombia, and, findly, 3) the plan usng Ramphastidus had miraculoudy
worked and | had saved the world.

An ambulance rushed me to a hospital in Bucaramanga. | wastold that al the hospitalsin the area
(asfar north asMgagual!) were packed on account of theinvasion. "It islikewar," said an intern, atall
young man with the face of an intellectual, as he wheeled me down the corridor and into aroom that had
groaning people wdl-to-wall.

Thefollowing couple of days were unpleasant. | kept wading through marmal ade that bubbled
sulfuroudy. | was ravenous, but vomited whatever | ate, and the vomit came out steaming and dive with
black worms and red spiders that writhed as things do when one didodges a heavy rock in adamp place
and looks underneath. My heart, because the pills were gone, went wham-wham-wham.

Theinjectionstook care of the fever and the pain. | was patched up, my armin ading, like ahero.
They brought me the phone; acadl from the northern hemisphere; through the intercontinenta static Lucille
asked how | felt. Whatever | said in reply must have been too persond, because it produced an
embarrassed silence at the other end of the line.

The media, curioudly, reduced the event to ordinary proportions. There was not aword about
gourds from outer space or toucans who spoke through bullhorns. The invasion was a"disturbance.” On
Colombian televison, on an evening news show, reference was made, parentheticaly, to "dozensinjured”
and "afew fatdities.” Could thisbe, | asked mysdf, thework of my periphera, which was now
cleaning-up-after: in order to avoid the attention of those whose attention, etc.?

| till had adight temperature, but was discharged from the hospital. Luis, who lay in the cot next to
mine and with whom | enjoyed severa interesting conversations and exchanged jokes, didn't fare aswell.
The night before | 1€ft, he developed a severe pain in the abdomen and none of the medications available
helped. He ground histeeth and thrashed until dawn, when, with a phlegmy cough and a shudder, he
expired.

"Luis" | remember asking himin the middle of the night, "isthere anything | can do for you?"

"Makethetimego faster,” he sad.



An unusua horniness fflicted me on the plane back to Bogota. | could not keep my eyes off the
women, even the ones pockmarked and dumpy. All | could think of was breasts, thighs, buttocks,
breasts, thighs, buttocks. At the hotdl | was so famished that | trembled at the dinner table, and the more
| ate, somehow, the more famished | became. Eating, | could not catch my breeth, and my belly swelled
like aballoon.

| tossed and turned al night, in worse rut than ever. Even the pink and purple bats were lewd, a
strange novelty. Ejaculating gave no rdief. | went downstairs to find some rum, to help me get to deep,
but none of the barsin the hotel were open.

On the plane home, drinks were available, but they tasted vile. This, | stopped to think, was my first
acquai ntance with acohoal. | dso smoked—also for the first time. The cigarettes made me light-headed. |
pictured mysdlf, adrink in one hand and a cigarette in the other, and thought, chuckling, that Lucille
would not recognize me now. | told jokesto the people across the aide from me, but they stuck their
facesin their magazines and pretended not to hear.

No reporters greeted me at the airport with flash cameras; no officia from the State Department
came forward to debrief me; no one even shook my hand and said thanks. | wondered how
Ramphastidus was doing, in hisforest, and whether Mr. Velez was back with histextiles. | had fried
shrimp for supper, at arestaurant, then asteak, then ham. The waitress stared. My hands shook.

Four brown zombies sprang up out of my front lawn as | opened the gate. In a chorus line they sang,
"Car-pay-dee-em, car-pay-dee-em,” then vanished, leaving only their stink inthe air.

Home sweet home, | thought.

| caled Lucille. Shewasn't in. | went out again and bought abig bottle of whiskey. Without acohol |
would be up dl night gaculating. But instead of knocking me out, the whiskey made mewild. | broke
glasses on the kitchen floor, turned on the sprinkler in the back (with the stars looking down), and then,
wearing nothing but my ding, caled Lucille a threein the morning and made an indecent proposa. Then|
ran outside for awhile and let dogs bark at me.

At onepoint | said to mysdlf, serioudy, that | must shampoo the living room rug to get rid of thered
footprints. The rug wasn't mine, it belonged to old Mr. Forbes. Old Mr. Forbes didn't like messes.

| raided the icebox and ate the rest of the potatoes, just as they were from the sack—skin, dirt,
eyes, and dl—and, puffing like a steam engine, copulated with the rough and dusty sofa.

The next thing | knew, it was morning, and the singing of the birdswas such tortureto methat |
wished, | honestly wished, that | was dead.

On to Omsk

T he next Oht were dmost the opposite of the Chivri. They looked like macrame, extremely dry, and
they came not in search of pleasure but in search of novety, being bored. Also, there were only afew of
them, relatively. No more than two or three hundred. | learned of their impending invasion from a candy
wrapper (clever Conservationists!). The smal print was laconic: omsk, oct 20, 2 p.m. | had, thistime, a
month to prepare.

No airplaneticket arrived in the mail, and | decided that | had better not wait for one. If timeran
out, and aticket didn't materialize at the last minute, | would be on the wrong side of the globe when the
Ont struck, and my periphera, handy asit had shown itsdlf to be, would not be able to bail me out of
that predicament. So | booked aflight, round-trip, and paid out of my own pocket.

Lucille, when | told her about the message on the candy wrapper, reminded methat | needed avisa
and that the Soviet Union'swhedls of bureaucracy, asarule, turned dowly and unrdliably.



Therefore | had better apply at their consulate right away.

The consulate, near the United Nations, was in amodern office building that had no hint of Mother
Russia. The secretaries were norma women, not built like wrestlers, and they didn't wear babushkas or
boots. One, leaning back, filed her fingernails quietly with an emery board. When she spoketo tell me
what forms | was supposed to fill out, she had hardly any accent.

My degtination interested her. Very few people, she said, went to Omsk. | had relatives there, yes?

| shook my head.

"Y ou are on business, then?' inquired the secretary.

"I'mintextiles”

"How interesting. Y es, Omsk isknown for its manufacture of textiles. What American company do
you represent?'

OmsK, like Barrancabermeja, was an industria town located on ariver. (But, then, most industria
townsin the world are located on rivers, sncerivers provide power aswell asaway to dispose of
wastes. Omsk aso, like Barrancabermeja, possessed alarge ail refinery. Could it be that il refineries
somehow drew the Oht?)

"It'sasmall company,” | said, my face hot. "Y ou wouldn't have heard of it."

A bright green earthworm came toward me menacingly across the desk. | averted my eyes.

"Do you spesk Russian?' asked the secretary.

"That won't be aproblem.”

Shelooked at me questioningly. Then | understood that she needed to know whether or not their
government, through Intourist, would have to supply mewith atrandator on my businesstrip.

My periphera alowed meto say afew sentences, to show her. She made afuss about how well |
spoke. "You must be of Russian extraction! Y our parents?'

Embarrassed, | changed the subject. My parents, asfar as| knew—at least according to Aunt
Penny— belonged to a screwball commune on the West Coast where people went around in white
robesand didn't believe in children.

| do not have an image of my parents, beyond the fact that my father wastall and wore a mustache.

No problem with the visa. The secretary stamped a paper and handed it to me with asmile.

Mr. Tribovich, when | told him | was leaving for Russaand therefore couldn't put lime down for the
winter as he suggested (the subject was grass and acidity), became ingtantly serious. He waved me over.
| approached the fence between us. With alarge stained hand he gripped my shoulder and pulled me
even nearer, asif there were agents of the KGB in both our backyards, behind the bushes, straining their
earsto catch American conversation.

"Wadly," hesaidinagravely voice, "don't trust ‘'em. They lig, they liedl thetime. That'sall they
know."

| began to reply that the Russians, | thought, were probably people like everybody else, but he
shook his head. He leaned over and brought hislips so close that for amoment it seemed that he was
going to plant akiss on my cheek. He whispered, "My brother-in-law.”

Mr. Tribovich wasaCroat, but his sster had married a Russian. He said "Russian” asif Russan
were reptilian. He knew from persona experience.

| promised | would keep my guard up.

At the airport, Bea handed me a present: apair of eermuffs. "It's probably below zero there," she
sad, explaining the practicality of it to cover her confusion.

"But it won't even be winter there," | protested.

"It's Sberia, for heaven'ssake."

| accepted the present and thanked her as gracioudly as| could. She was after me; it was painfully
obvious. Midfits, somehow, seek each other out— when it makes the most sense for them to hook up
with people who are normal. Beawasn't from Rosedale but had been put away for awhilein aplace
upstate, asaresult of some family trauma. She was young, poor thing, not even twenty-one.

A chasm opened up in the ground as | walked with the other passengers to the plane. It took me by
aurprise. | actudly flinched and ssumbled, asin the old days. "Wally," | told mysdif, "get your mind off



women."

On the way to Omsk, from Moscow, there were severa stops, dl at townsthat ended with sk.
Sverdlovsk. Chelyabinsk. Tobolsk. Tyukainsk. Our small, single-engine plane shook like an old bus,
reminding me of my nauseeting, daylong ride, not that long ago, from Bucaramangato Barrancabermega

| wondered what Ramphastidus would think, to be in the stronghold, asit were, of Marxism. The
toucan would need a swegter.

The pilot said nothing. He smoked foul-sweet Bulgarian cigarettes, one after the other, and sipped
teaout of adiscolored plastic mug. When the plane lurched, which was often, the tea spilled. Each time,
the pilot carefully refilled his mug from athermaos. He spent more time with the tea than with the controls.

| never saw agrayer landscape. It waslike being in the middle of an old newsred—from the thirties
or forties—where even the children and the flowers seemed to have dinge on them.

"Smokeand teq,” | said to the pilot, "will Stain your tegth.”

He turned dowly to me and winked. "I'm an old married man. It doesn't matter if my teeth are
brown."

A woman whose destination was farther than mine, Irkutsk, and who had been complaining al day
about shortages, told us that her Sster in Tomsk once made seven hundred rubles profit in aweek sdling
tubes of toothpaste that she bought by the carton in Moscow, because in Tomsk toothpaste couldn't be
had for love or money after the Christmas season. People used elther baking soda or sdt.

Another passenger, aman with atuft of hair at the bottom of his chin, said that in Tomsk there used
to be adentist who gave hislady patients gas so that he could feel them up.

The woman whose destination was Irkutsk replied, raising her voice, that the best remedy she knew
for toothache was a poultice that contained mint and camphor, which her mother, God rest her soul, used
during the war, when they didn't have the luxury of such things as dentists.

Then the plane took adip and everyone held on. The pilot lit another cigarette. Bulgarian smoke
hung in the air aswe dipped and dipped. Were the passengers asill as| was? Their pinched,
weather-beaten faces showed no greenness. These were people accustomed to discomfort.

Finaly welanded. Lugging my suitcase, | walked around for awhile, to get my bearings. The point
of entry for theinvasion, | figured, would be the town's only landmark, the statue at the central square: an
ugly, high, huge bronze representation of agroup of citizens marching, their headsraised asif listening to
some celestia announcement. Instead of banners or swords they carried shovels and hoes.

After supper, in my room at the hotel, the Komsomolyetz, | discovered thet | had fleas. The bites
were painful and itched. Cursing, | went to the drugstore around the corner, but the pharmacist, aman
with around head and hardly any hair, told me with anidiotic grin that there was no such thing asa
poison for fleas.

"Then what do you peopledo,” | asked angrily, "if your dogs have fleas?'

The pharmacist grinned even wider. (Perhaps in Omsk dogs were not kept as pets. Or perhaps the
natives here would not dream of putting anything on themsalves that was used for their dogs. | reminded
mysdlf thet | wasin aforeign country.)

| tried taking a bath. The rusty water that trickled from the spigot in the tub was cold, no matter
which knob | turned. | splashed rubbing acohol on mysdlf, to discourage the fleas. Shivering, | wrapped
ablanket around me, but found that the blanket too was infested with fleas. Thiswas a hundred times
worse than the hot night and the mosquitoesin Barrancabermeja. | didn't degp awink.

The hallucinations, too, were more troublesome than usua, possibly on account of jet lag. Lucille
appeared at one point. Her hair was green with streaks of white, and when she opened her mouth, the
flicking forked tongue of asnake emerged digbolically. It wasthefirst timel had ever seen Lucilleina
hdlucination. | wondered what, if anything, that signified.

Inthe morning | took two pillsinstead of one, and an aspirin for the flea bites. After aglass of hot
teaand alittle black bread and herring, | began to fed human. | went for awalk. The air wasinvigorating
but had the sour smell of factories. Wasthere no place free of pollution? A street with potholes followed
the curve of theriver. The date-gray river, the Om, seemed motionless beneath the heavy sky. Ona
barge out in the middle of the water aman sat on achair and scrubbed a boot that he held in his hand.



The scrub-scrub-scrub was as regular as sawing.

"Welcometo Omsk," said avoice. A man came toward me, smiling, from one of the bridges. He
looked very Russan: fur hat, athick, black beard. "Allow meto introduce mysdlf," he said, showing his
teeth. "My nameis Anatoly—" | didn't catch the last name. Sergeyevich? We shook hands.

"| supposeit'sobviousthat I'm avistor,” | said.

He laughed. "It's obvious. And you come from the United States, even though you spesk flawlesdy."

"My dothes”

"Actudly, it'smorein theway aperson carries himsaf. How he holds his head, what he doeswith
his hands." Anatoly demonstrated. "A Frenchman isrelaxed, unsafconscious. He moves his head around
eadly. The German is dtiffer in the spine and neck, and his hands hang at hissde or dsethey are carrying
something. He never loiters.”

"And Itaians gesticulate,” | suggested.

"ltdianswak unafraid, with their belliesout.”

Anatoly accompanied me on my groll dong theriver. Beforel knew it, | was calling him Tolyaand
he was cadling me Wally—except that, in Russian, Waly sounded like"valley," asinvolleybdl. | asked
him what to do about fleas. He told me to use oil— cooking ail. "One sméllslikeasdad," hesad. "But
there areworse thingsto smell like."

Tolyaworked as an engineer of some kind, but the passion of hislife was balet. He had acollection
of records, a collection of books, and a collection of autographed portraits of world-famous dancers. He
pirouetted and leaped as he spoke, not constrained by his hat or coat. "But Moscow is so far," he sighed.
"Y ou have no ideawhat it'slike, Valley, living out herein the middle of nowhere. The last ballet troupe
that came to Omsk—it was more than ayear ago— and, ah, they were dreadful.”

| commiserated. | knew aNew Y orker (John, who did inventory at my department store) who had
suffered Smilar ennui when visiting hisaunt in Minnesota

Tolyainvited meto his apartment to see the autograph of the great Bondaryov. "L et us keep our
fingers crossed,” he said to me, "that they don't let him out of the country. Our great dancersall defect to
the West. And then, you know, | would never see Bondaryov again, even if | went to Moscow, which,
believe me, | can't afford to do often.” We turned down a side street of flagstones and whitewashed
walls. Thewind played with afew withered leaves, they spirded in the corners, rising and faling dowly.

The gpartment wasin alarge, modern building that stood unconnected to any road or sdewak. Y ou
reached it by going through a courtyard and around afield of rubble. "Construction,” Tolyaexplained.
The concrete of the facade had cracks and patches everywhere, and rust stainsfell like waterfals of
brown from therailings on al the ba conies, floor after floor. Over the entrance along, bright
red-and-white banner announced:

50 year s of the union of
metallur gy production
" caucasus'

Insde, we climbed severd flights of sairs. | wasintroduced to afat woman named Irena
Matvyeyevna Syeryebryakina and her femae cousin, shorter, with a sunny smile, whose name was
Dorotyeya Vasslyevna Shchebotinskaya. Tolyas father, Sergey, sat at the kitchen table and waved
lazily: no need for formdlities. | never learned what relationship IrenaMatvyeyevnaand her cousin were
to Tolya, but they seemed to take the place of his mother, whose photograph stood framed in silver on
the dresser. They fussed over inconsequentid things the way mothersfuss, and everyone, the father
included, deferred to them. A thin man with a sardonic smile shook my hand. An athletic younger woman
asked me, poking her face into mine, what | thought about dol phins being murdered by the Japanese for
cat food.

The autographs werein an old trunk under Tolya's bed. "My riches," he said to me, winking, but it
was clear that he meant it. He showed me, slently, the picture of the great Bondaryov: ablond,
cleanshaven manin profile, ahao of diffused light, an outstretched hand, an open chest, and alarge,



ornate belt around anarrow waist.

DorotyeyaVasslyevnainssted that | have tea. While | spped, she questioned me closdly, asif |
had come to seek her daughter's hand in marriage. She introduced me to afamily that said not aword the
wholetime but huddled together and grinned incessantly.

"Thisislifein Omsk," the younger, ahletic woman said. "Y ou'll have to excuse us™

Irena Matvyeyevna, looming, objected. "Nonsense, Y evdoxia Fyodorovna. There are many fine
people here.”

"AsaCommunist,” said adour, sandy-haired teenager, who had terrible acne, "1 find nothing wrong
with Omsk."

Tolyaburgt into laughter. He took me by the arm and, before anyone could protest, bore me out. “|
saw himonce," he said as we went quickly down the stairs, our footsteps making echoes. "Hewas
window-shopping on Volga Street, in Moscow, dressed like you or me. But such grace! Such
presencel”

"Theyoung Communig?'

"What? No, Bondaryovl" Tolyastopped, his mouth open. "My God, what athought!" He shook
his head. "No, the mind refusesto consider such athing!”

"Consder what?'

"That Arkady Bondaryov ever could have had a problem, even momentarily, with his complexion.”

"Tolya, yourearomantic.”

"Volley, it'strue, | am. Hopelesdy."

We had lunch inasmall, stand-up esting place caled The Gastronome. My hot dog disagreed with
me: too much garlic, and there were pieces of bone and gristleinit. Then | saw steaming feceson my
plate, and that didn't help. Tolyasaid it would take time for the stomach to adjust. The culture of the East
was 0 unlike the culture of the West, culinarily.

Hetried to take my mind off my indigestion by showing me around the Omsk "Cassack™ Sawmill, in
whose yards and barns, he claimed, lived some of the world's largest spiders. "Climb onto the logs and
stamp your feet. Y oull seethem. They run like mad." He made rapid wriggling motions with the fingers of
both hands. We climbed and stamped, but nothing happened, except that a guard approached and told
usto get the hdl off the wood.

The sweet smdll of the wood at the sawmill reminded me of home and thetime | had tried, with a
couple of friends, to build atree house for the winter. | think we even planned to have astove ingtdled.
Theideawasto be snowed in from Halloween to Easter and not have to go to school, and so on. It
struck me odd, suddenly, that | was now an adult.

"Areyouwel?' Tolyaasked.

"I'm coming down with something." My head throbbed. | thanked him, excused mysdlf, and returned
to the Komsomolyetz, where the murderous fleas waited. The only oil that the management could find for
me was a bottle of peppermint oil, and the smel was overwhelming. | gritted my teeth and rubbed the
stuff on mysdlf, al over, before climbing into bed, asif it wasinsect repellent and | wasin atent inthe
woods. The fumes were so powerful that even when | burped garlic, the peppermint masked it
completely. | dreamt that | was being pursued by candy canes.

"What have | doneto you?' | gasped, in my dream.

"Nothing," they said, pursuing. "Wewant to give you acne.

Bully for Psylla



The darm clock went off, three days later, with ajarring buzz. | was getting over the flu, feding stronger.
| was aso becoming accustomed to the bites (the fleas didn't mind the ail, of course) and accustomed to
the disma Soviet excusefor atoilet down the hal. Apparently, one could live evenin Omsk. But the
aarm clock bothered me; there was something not right about it.

What was not right about it wasthat | did not have an darm clock. Immediately | suspected the
Conservationists. Was the invasion beginning? | jumped out of bed, pulled on my pants.

"But wait," | cried, "it'snot the twentieth yet." It was only October the seventeenth.

The darm buzzed even louder, asif to say that the date (idiot!) didn't matter. What if these particular
Oht were dropping in early, ahead of schedule? | grabbed my coat and ran out, down the stairs, into the
dreet, asfast asmy legs could carry me. A minute, | well knew, might make dl the difference.

There was nothing at the bronze collective-farm statue in the main square. Where, then, wasthe
landing site? | hurried back, toward the river. Nothing on theriver. | ran to the refinery, remembering the
last invason and wondering if there would be, near the refinery, acemetery on ahill overlooking the
river— athough such arepetition of circumstances seemed farfetched, inasmuch asthe different races of
Oht were unrelated (so said the Conservationists) even by planet of origin.

A cluster of chemical tanks, cranes, and smokestacks stood where the two rivers came together, the
Om and the Irtysh. It brought to mind Fittsburgh. No hill in sght, no graveyard. Heated from the running,
| unzipped my coat and stopped to catch my breath. My breath made cloudsintheair, and | noticed that
afew tiny flakeswerefdling. Winter started much sooner here than in New Jersey. Beawasright..

Refuse floated in the water, clumps of straw. A miserable placeto live, | thought. Couldn't the
enemy from outer space have sdlected a more scenic spot to invade? The pieces of straw, bobbing,
collected by the edge of the quay, then lifted dowly into the air, not wet at dl, somehow, but dry, like
mats forgotten in adusty attic for ahundred years. Uh-oh, | said to mysdlf, thisisit.

The straw clumps, rising aong the concrete of the quay, assumed avertica position asthey rose.
They were more like hanging nets, now, than clumps of straw, or, rather, like hangings of macrame. They
floated up to my level, each suspended about two feet above the ground, which gave them an overall
height of at least eight feet. The height contributed to their auraof superiority. | cleared my throat.

"What can | do for you?" | asked, surprised at how sibilant the language was.

"What do you have here that's different?" whistled the macrame closest to me.

"Different from what?'

The macrame made awry sound. "Well answered. | could not have answered better.” Then it
seemed to wait for me to continue.

To say something, | asked it the name of itsrace. It made a Sde-to-side motion, in the negative,
which meant (I guessed) that the question was ingppropriate or irrdlevant. | asked it itsindividual name,
giving my own, asif wewere being introduced at some socid function. Again, it shook its heed
(figuratively speaking, of course, since there was no head as such).

It took notice of apigeon flying past.

"That'sapigeon,” | said, wishing | knew more about pigeons. "They egt corn, pieces of bread,
amogt anything; they roost on buildings, in cities”

"Do you have abrochure?' asked the macrame.

| looked at it blankly. A brochure on pigeons?

The macrame sighed. "'l suppose we will haveto fend for ourselves. Any suggestions?”

"Y ou mean—thingsto see?' Now | understood: these were tourists and they required an itinerary.
Well, what did Earth have to offer?1 tried to think. "There's aMount Rushmore with faces carved in the
sde. Not on this continent, but . . ."

"On Tikafa Two," whistled the macrame weerily, "thereisamountain chain hundreds of thousands
of milesinlength, and it is sculpted in the precise image of arecumbent femae of the VVor species. Vor
pilots can seeit, when the clouds do not intervene, from half amillion miles out in space, with the naked
eye”

"Not to mention Yv, and Solog B," hissed another macrame that looked like a matted mop. "And, of
course, Moofnakorb." Several macrames nodded dejectedly.



| was about to say that we had a Grand Canyon, but realized that the response would be the same.
If these people had been dl over the galaxy, no wonder of our world, man-made or natura, could
possibly spark their interest. They were bound to have seen something like it before, and probably more
30, and probably many times over. | sympathized with them.

"Perhgps," suggested the first macrame, though without much hope, "your natives have peculiar
customs.”

"Perhaps," said the matted mop, “there is some incredible coincidence in your history."

| shook my head, and they shook their heads (figuratively) with me. Then avoice piped up, in my
mind: "Whose side are you on, Wally? Don't you want these Oht to go away? Wasn't that theidea?" |
answvered mentdly: "Of course. Y ou're absolutdly right.”

"I'mafrad,” | saidtothediens, "that Earth isavery boring planet.”

There was an awkward pause.

"Interesting,” whistled the macrame. "The soft sdll.”

"l don't think anyone'stried that on us before,” observed one of the other macrames, obvioudy
younger.

"Oh, they have," said another macrame, a dishwater shade. "On Bleegee, on New Chiz. But it
doesn't happen often. Local pride, most places.”

Meanwhile, some Russians had gathered and were staring. An ederly woman crossed hersdlf; her
lips moved. Would we have trouble with the police? But | was coming to the conclusion that the police,
in every country, exercised limited vision where tourists were concerned. Foreignersdid not liein their
jurisdiction.

| found that | was relaxed. These Oht certainly did not seem dangerous; they spoke intelligently, and
if their attitude was somewhat negetive, it wasin no way—asfar as| could see—fanatical, violent, or
disruptive of the fabric of human civilization. What harm would there be if they nosed about?

But the voiceingde mefussed. "What harm? Y ou're already under their spell, Waly, and not even
fighting it

"Gentlemen,” | addressed the macrames, "I think that whoever referred you to us made amistake;
therésredly nothing to see here, but you're welcome to have alook for yoursalves.”

"Curious," whigtled the first macrame. "We are accustomed to posters and promises.”

"They may have something unusud,” whispered the matted mop. "I doubt it, but they just may.”

Thediensdrifted off dowly in different directions, presumably to investigate. It was odd, | thought,
the way the people followed them. Y ounger children sometimesfollow older childrenin that slent,
big-eyed, submissive manner. The macrames were, indeed, impressive, and not merely in gppearance.

Y ou sensed that each glum, drab tangle of string had been around for amillennium at least. Any opinion
from an entity likethat carried weight.

| watched. A macrame floated over to an object —alamppost, a sign, a doorway—and inspected it
as the people crowded around; it sighed and moved on, and the people followed. The same sigh was
accorded to everything, big or smdl, old or new, expensive or inexpensive, anima, vegetable, or mineral.

The diens weariness had no difficulty crossing the language barrier. | saw one man, big-bellied and
red in theface, lug asiiver samovar from hishome: his prize possesson. The macrame paused,
considered the object briefly from its height of eight feet, sighed, and continued on. The man dropped the
samovar and joined the group, leaving the shining heirloom on itsSde, in the Street, with adent.

Tour guides, | thought, were needed. There was so much the macrames could not gppreciate
without an explanation. Perhaps, employing the peripherd, | could arrange something adong the lines of
what was done in Barrancabermga. There were no toucansto recruit in Omsk, of course, but . . . "You
see?' said the voice, interrupting again. 'Y ou're considering ways to assist the Oht instead of
discouraging them. Ramphastidus? He drove them out—he certainly didn't cheer them on!"

Where had | picked up this conscience? Wasit a Conservationist plant? For a conscience, the voice
hardly qualified as"ill" or "small"; it set my teeth on edge, like the sound of afingernail acrossadry
blackboard. But it had apoint. My duty was to stem the invasions, not facilitate them. | tried to get my
brain working.



Drowsiness made it hard for me to concentrate. The snowflakes, sinking vertically and silently
through the air, had a soporific effect. Did it redly matter, did it redly hurt so much if we were visted by
agroup of scraggly sght-seeing mats from another planet?

Widl, what would get rid of them? Thinking, | returned to the hotel for some breakfast. Thefood
was the same, depressing. Whatever the Russians ate, it seemed, was ether greasy, sour, smoked, or
dde.

| went up to my room, lay in bed, burped foully, and stared at the ceiling. Little wonder, | thought,
that a coholism was aproblem in this part of the world. There was no character in the land or sky,
nothing to focus on. Featurel ess fields. Anonymous houses. Everything bleak and overcast.

| dozed until twelve, was awakened by a sharp bite on my shoulder. | caught the offender between
thumb and forefinger. "Damn you,” | said. "If you were bigger—" | wanted to take the cresture by the
neck and throttleit.

"If | werebigger,” said theflea, "l wouldn't be aflea”

"What are you spesking, flea-ese?"

"Size" it replied, "shouldn't make anybody patronizing.”

"I'mtired of being bitten.”

"l haveto makealiving," said theflea. "Do you think | enjoy spending hoursin people's armpits?*

"I'm sorry, | have no sympathy for parasites.”

"Everybody isaparasite.”

It was bad enough getting into a conversation with vermin. Now | had to listen to vermin philasophy.
Theflea, given the chance, would no doubt argue that we humans did avay with cowsto provide
ourselves with hamburgers, whereas noble fleadom, revering life, left its hostsin one piece, etc. | looked
around for amatch or hard objects | could use to crush the thing between. There was a heavy glass
ashtray—and, in my pocket, the room key.

But, as| leaned over to put thevillain in the ashtray, | received another bite—on the hip—that
caused meto release my grip. Theflea, difficult enough to see when imprisoned in my hand, squirmed,
jumped, and immediately was out of sight. | cursed. ™Y ou have an accomplice.”

"My brother," called the fleafrom somewhere near the headboard. "His nameis Pulex.”

"Now that you've dined off me, we can introduce ourselves, isthat it?"

"Normally we don't speak to people. They can't understand us,” answered theflea. "And they
probably wouldn't talk to us, anyway, if they could. My nameis Siphon.”

"I'm sure you come from alarge family."

"All that isleft of us, besides Pulex and me, isayounger Sgter. Her nameis Psylla. We haven't seen
Psyllain months, but we understand she's married.”

"Bully for Psylla" | said. "That'sjust wonderful. More fleas to puncture mein the night.”

"No need to make such abig deal out of it," said Siphon. "The red spots go away after aday or
two."

"It'snot personal,” Pulex spoke up from thefoot of the bed. "We're only following our natures.
Fulfilling our biologica degtiny, asagresat fleaonce said.”

"1 would think you'd be bored siff," | said in hisdirection, "doing the same thing generation after
generation.”

"Hesas, being smdl," answered Pulex, who sounded like a scholar (I imagined him wearing thick
glasses), "aretoo immersed in detail, in the minutiae of life, to suffer boredom.”

"You seethingsup close” | said.

"We have no other way to see them.”

In the fleals-eye view (as opposed to the bird's-eye view), where the horizon would be little more
than amillimeter away, the least object, blocking out al others at a given moment, would have
importance.

Therefore afleawould not know the meaning of theword "inggnificant™ or “trivid,” or even "typicd.”
It seemed to me (the whedls turning in my head) that Siphon and Pulex would make good tour guidesfor
the macrames.



| explained the Situation and asked them if they would like to help. ™Y ou will be able to point out
thingsto the macrames,” | said, "that no one se would notice." (My conscience started kicking again,
but | turned adeef ear toit. Onething a atime, | said to myself.) My periphera, | told Siphon and
Pulex, would have no difficulty setting up the necessary macramese-flea-ese link to make communication
possible. And they could ride on the macrames themselves.

"Bring your nephews and nieces,” | said. "WEell need afew hundred, | think."

"Would you object to lice?" asked Siphon.

"Lice?' (Lice dso spoke? But why shouldn't they?)

"l have alot of friendswho arelice. They seethingsthat even fleas miss, and they have aquaint
sense of humor.”

"The samelanguage?'

"We manage. Were thrown together abit."

I could picture agroup of minute beings holding a conferencein my scalp. The thought made me
extremdy itchy.

Pulex raised the question of food. The macrames would probably "offer no sustenance.” | told him
that each macrame was being followed by anumber of human spectators. The fleas and lice ought to be
ableto tank up whenever they needed, by hopping on and off.

The brothers retreated alittle, put their heads together (1 had the impression), and, whispering,
discussed my proposd. Then Siphon regppeared on my arm—I could actually see him, though there
wasn't very much to see. "Not to sound mercenary,” he said. "But you have to understand, wefleaslive
mostly hand-to-mouth. It's atough world. If we do thisthing you want, what'sin it for us?'

| didn't have aready answer. "Well, | suppose, if the macrames are really the menace they're
supposed to be—according to the Conservationists— though | don't see how, then the whole human
race could theoretically be wiped out. | know it seems unlikely. | was shown some pretty frightening
pictures.”

"Heas can manage, you redize," said Siphon, "without people.”

There were other animals, he meant.

"Of course, then we would have to compete,” Pulex pointed out to his brother, "with other species
of flea better adapted to hosts of the four-legged variety."

"What could | offer you in payment?' | asked, having no idea.

"There'sasoap and asmoke," said Siphon after some thought, “that the people here use againgt us.
Nasty stuff.”

| promised that | would see what | could do about the curtailment of the use of the sogp and the
smoke. The ded was struck. We shook hands, figuratively.

My Russian fur hat, | decided, would be the means of taxiing them and their cousinsto their various
gations. "All aboard,” | cried, throwing on my coat. "And please confine yoursalvesto the hat.” | jogged
back to the stone quay across from the refinery, figuring that the macrames, even if they spread, would
not travel fast. And, infact, it took me only an hour, running in and out of different streets, to catch up
with al the diens and discharge my invisible passengers. Under my breath | wished them luck.

Thevoiceinsde my head observed sourly that the only thing that would kegp me from going down
in history asthe world's greatest traitor would be that in ayear (or however long the annihilation took)
therewouldn't be any history.

"I'mdoing my bet," | said.

"For whom?" sneered thevoice.

It wastruethat if the fleas proved successful astour guides, the macrames would have more reason
to stay, and the longer the macrames stayed, the greater the peril to us, etc. It wastrue, logical, but
somehow unconvincing. " Perhaps theimportant thing," | thought, "is not to combat the Oht, in this
particular case, but to combat their attitude.”

Warm from my exercise, and hungry, | looked for arestaurant. Surely there was a better placeto
eat than the Komsomolyetz. Near agarage | found asmall place that served borscht. Old people,
wearing their coats and hats even though it was hot insde, stood aong a counter and durped



methodically, bent over their bowls. The window was completely steamed up, asin the public showers of
agym or swvimming pool.

Disappoaintingly, the borscht turned out to be watery. The bread had no taste at al. Ashes. What a
dreary, difficult existence these people led. All their country's money went into missiles, so the food was
bad. Donad Duck stuck his head out of the borscht, but | ignored him.

The back of my head itched, around the ears. Had some of the cursed vermin chosen to remain on
me? Did | hear afaint tittering, in louse language, behind me? Setting my jaw, | went to the pharmacy by
the hotel and bought a bar of medicina soap. But then, leaving, | remembered my promise to Siphon. |
went back, took some large bills out of my wallet, and bought the pharmacist's entire stock of the soap,
which wasthree cartons. The bald pharmacist grinned, but | didn't care.

I inquired how to make the fumigating smoke. He said that the fumes from hickory, pinetar, and
herbs combined sometimes hel ped. For the herbs | would have to go to the market. This store, that
store; this street, that Street. | trudged through the snow. After agood ded of trudging through the snow,
and parting with more than half my rublesto buy the fumigating herbs, | felt that | had done my part to
clean Omsk out of itsaids againgt lice and fleas. | dumped the cartons and packages in the river when no
onewas looking, but held on to my one bar of soap: for those of Psyllasilk who hadn't kept their part of
the bargain. "No freemeds," | muttered. "Not on me."

On the way to my room, the manager beckoned. | had received a postcard from the United States
of America. A picturesque scene of ahorse farm in Monmouth County. From Bea. Her writing was
extremey smdl and cramped, expressing her timidity. | knew that Beawished to write me awhole letter
but hadn't dared.

With the sour-smelling medicina sudsin my hair and the tap going drip-drip-drip, | sat in the barely
lukewarm tub (trying not to shiver) and read the postcard.

"Wally," Beawrote, "I hope you're having agood timein the Soviet Union. Don't get frostbite. Are
the earmuffs comfortable? Nothing much is new around here. I'm trying to teach mysdlf how to
touch-type. | haveto build up my pinkies. Know any exercises? Well, I'm sure you'll have loads of
storiesto tell when you get back. Watch out for the vodka. Y ours, Bea."

"The soap won't work,” remarked atiny voice, "unlessyou useit threetimes aday, for aweek."

"Thank you for theinformation,” | said darkly. | didn't think | could endure the smdll for an entire
week.

"And then," continued the louse, "you have to comb the nits out with a fine-tooth comb.”

"Why areyou telling medl this? Don't you want to survive?'

Thelouse sghed, fading. "We can't hdp but survive.”

What did that mean? Perhaps, as Siphon suggested, there was something redly different about lice.

| felt bad that | had completely forgotten about the earmuffs. Not that | ever wore earmuffs. The
least | could do, to be polite, was try them on. However, when | got out of the tub and dried off, |
couldn't find them. They weren't in the suitcase, drawer, or closet.

HoHum

What sort of tour guides did the fleas make? They were not discouraged eesily.

| went to see how Siphon was faring and heard the following exchange in a shoe-repair shop on
Grokhovoy Street. The shoemaker stared, unable to perceive either language, while agroup of twenty
people stood waiting patiently. Siphon's macrame was a dun color and hung heavier than most.



sphon: . . . last year, on that old calendar on the wall, afly was swatted, and was squashed
dead-center in the square that happened to be the owner's birthday, August 2. Y ou can see the brown
gpot. The owner, Arkady Mikhailovich, hasn't torn off the month-sheets since, or replaced the caendar,
out of superdtition. He believesin omens.

macrame: If that is meant to amuse, I've heard a hundred anecdotes, dl true, that are far more
remarkable and worlds funnier. On Qloh Three, for example, an autochthon—

siphon: Arkady Mikhailovich is Omsk'stallest shoemaker. He stands, in his stocking feet, 1.8
meters.

macrame: Thereisashoemaker on Girre, in the town of Sturwid-by-the-Brook, who hasfive legs
and stands, hatless, 19.6 meters. His name escapes me.

gphon: At that height, if he tripped and fdll, he would die.

macrame: No, the gravity islessthere.

| found Pulex in the company of two macrames (and about two dozen human spectators) in a vacant
lot facing the apartment building in which Tolyalived. One could make out, squinting, the red-and-white
banner that said:

50 year s of the union of
metallur gy production
" caucasus'

Pulex wastdlling the macrames about loca weeds.

pulex: Y ou can't see much now, because of the season, but we get severa varieties of Queen Anne's
lace here. It isbelieved that this ubiquitous Eurasian plant isthe source of the cultivated carrot. Y ou
would never guessthat fact from itsroots, however, which are quite bitter.

macrame 1: What isacarrot?

pulex: A carrot isalarge, orange, edible root that people put in soups. Rabbitsalso likeit.

macrame 1: What are rabbits?

mecrame 2: | do not find any of thisinteresting.

macrame 1. We may hit on something.

macrame 2: | doubt it.

pulex: A rabbitisamamma with long ears. It twitchesits nose and likes carrots.

macrame 2. On Zir thereis an animd cadlled the bahezan; it has atapered tall and eats the green fruit
of thefof tree.

pulex: What isthe point you are making?

macrame 2: That there is no point—just asthereisno point to your carrots and your rabbits.

Farther on, at an intersection, alouse was directing its macrame to a movie theater, the Volga, an
old building of pedling white brick. The film playing, according to the poster in front, was Brothers of the

Seppe.

louse: If youwill comethisway . . .

mecrame: An entertainment area?

louse: The Volga seats three hundred people.

macrame: On Chamazifaulbzi, | saw an auditorium that held amillion. There were twenty tiers. Not a
chair empty.

louse: Thisisonly Omsk.

macrame; And lessthan alight-year away, on New Chiss, or New Fiss—doesn't matter—they have
an opera house where the cast typicaly numbersin the tens of thousands, while the audience conssts of
one person.



louse: Omsk hastwo movie thesters. The name of the other thester, on Red Star Street, isThe
Y oung Guard.

macrame: (Sghs)

louse: You will see, asyou enter, on theright, amura depicting Lenin addressing the masses at the
Winter Palace. The artist, anative of Omsk—

macrame; (makes a sound analogous to adtifled yawn)

louse—Ivan Grigoriyev, passed away only last week at the age of eighty-nine. His son, Fyodor,
collects sticks of chewing gum from al over the world. Fyodor Ivanovich developed an interest in this
hobby from attending the movies at the VVolgawhile hisfather worked. The young people of the town like
to chew gum at the movies. At home, you see, most parents disapprove, partly becauseit is believed that
itisnot good for the teeth, but partly, also, because chewing gum isrelatively rarein the Soviet Union
and therefore rlatively expengive. Thelighting isdim, but stuck to the underside of these seats you will
find—

I checked back on Siphon. The flea had taken its macrame to alaundry. Large, broad women stood
holding bundles of clothes, their mouths open. The dun macrame was obliged to stoop, being too high for
the wrapped pipesthat ranin al directions dong the celling. But Siphon was cdling itsatention to an
object on thefloor.

siphon: Near theradiator, on that tile, by thewall, isasmall crack. Do you seeit?

mecrame: Um.

siphon: Insdethat crack livesacreature so smdl that | antoit asyou areto me.

macrame: On theworld of Alablathere are beings as minute as germs.

siphon: This cregture isa chess magter.

macrame: Chess masters, in the universe, are as numerous as sand.

siphon: It can predict whole gamesin the blink of an eye.

mecrame: | am sorry for it.

sphon: Why sorry?

macrame: The padt istedious enough without adding the tedium of the future. On Sumitim Tweve G
there are prophets who know the future insde and out, and they sit around on cushions and groan from
boredom.

Driven by curiosity, | got down on dl fours when Siphon and the macrame moved on, and put my
ear to the crack in thetile next to the radiator. "Do you redlly play chess?' | whispered. | pictured thetiny
chess master in the crack asahermit in his cave, siroking along, white beard.

Thereply, unfortunately, was so extremely faint that | could not make it out, even with the volume of
the periphera turned up full (which | did mentaly).

| continued making the rounds of the macrames. Although no longer directly involved in what was
taking place, | felt responsible and wanted to keep tabs on the progress of the invasion. Regardless of
what the fleas or lice pointed out, the aiens had seen better—or worse—on Zipper Three or
Moof-nakorb, etc.

At the Komsomolyetz, when | returned, footsore, there was a disturbance at the desk. A lady wept
and blew her nose. Her husband, it seems, without warning, giving no indication that anything was
troubling him, had locked himsdlf in the bathroom and with arazor blade opened both wrigtsin the tub.
(Unpleasant thought. With the water never hot enough, the bleeding would take longer and hurt more.)

Although it was dark and snowing again, | decided to dropin on Tolya. | needed cheering up. But
Tolyawasin abad mood, angry about something Y evdoxia Fyodorovna had said or done, and because
Irena Matvyeyevna had taken Y evdoxias sde in the disagreement and not his. He was even angry with
me. | attempted to get a conversation going, but he answered only in sullen monosyllables.

"Y ou're not good company,” | said.

He gave me ablack look. "You're atraveler. Y ou don't have to stay here—I do.” Then heran his



fingersthrough hishair, rubbed his temples, and gpologized with aweak smile. "Excuse me, Volley. |
haveamigrane.”

That night, in bed, | was surrounded by more hallucinations than usua, and they were al awful. The
medicine kept my pulse even, but the images put me on edge. | fell into an uneasy deep and dreamt that |
was on Grokhovoy Street. But this was not the Grokhovoy Street of Omsk; the trees were different, they
had green fruit. | asked IrenaMatvyeyevnafor directions, but she wastaking to Psylla(who wore a
shawl). Heads bent in a secretive whisper, they did not want to be interrupted.

Inthedream | said, to no onein particular, "I should at least know where | am." | tried to be patient.
"Perhapsthiswill giveyou aclue” said afriendly letter carrier, pointing. | looked up and beheld, towering
high above the sawmill, the shoemaker of Girre. Hewas (as| expected) thin asastring bean, and he
crunched loudly on acarrot. "People are trying to deep,” | told him. He nodded, pocketed what was | ft
of the carrot, and put in his mouth, instead, astick of imported chewing gum.

"So thismust be Chamzifaulbzi," | said to the letter carrier. But the letter carrier had turned into a
bahezan. Flicking itstapered tail, the animal disappeared into the underbrush. | started home, not amused
by the joke. Then an overweight gentleman in afez emerged from behind the corner of abuilding and
beckoned emphaticaly. Y ou must come to The Gastronome. The meeting beginsin five minutes.”

"What mesting?'

"The Prophets of Sumitim Twelve G are deciding the fate of theworld."

It was ill dark when | woke. Immediately | sensed that something had changed. | asked my
conscience. It said, subdued, that the macrames were leaving.

"They can't do that!" | cried. "They haven't even begun to see our planet. All they've seen, for God's
sake, isdowntown Omsk." It was not fair.

| wasto blame, of course. Stupid of me, stupid, to enlist the fleas. How could a flea—how could a
louse—be expected to present the achievements of civilization? They were nearsghted, pedestrian
vermin.

I hurried out, hoping that | might be able to change the minds of the macrames. But most of
them—all except one—were gone. | saw the telltae ripples on the Om, which they used (however they
did it) astheir dimension portd.

"l had hoped you would stay longer," | said to the last macrame, a sad, pendulous clump of
nondescript gray. My disappointment madeit difficult for meto swallow. "We didn't have much to show
you, I'm afraid."

The macrame answered in ahollow whistle. "We never stay long, anywhere. Thereis never that
much to see”

"Why do you travel, then—if there is nothing new under this sun or any other?"

The macrame made amovement Smilar to ashrug. It began drifting down the embankment toward
the stedl-blue water. "Why, indeed,” it muttered.

| stood staring at the empty river for awhile. All sorts of bad memories came to me, from my asylum
days. Thetime, for example, when they tied mein agtraitjacket and | couldn't use my armsto shield
myself from the black dogs that kept legping a me, their fangslike shark teeth. | turned my back to the
icy wind that blew out of the northesst. The temperature wasfaling.

Facing south, down the main boulevard of Omsk, | noticed large things suspended in the few trees
that grew at the center of thetraffic circle ablock away. At first | thought, with aflutter of hope, that they
might be macrames remaining. But then, coming closer, | saw that they were people. It wasthe heavy
coats that gave them so much bulk. They swayed, rotating dowly, in the wind.

An elderly man at the base of one of the treeswas having difficulty. He could not toss hisrope up
high enough; it kept dropping from the limb he wanted. Catching sight of me on the sdewalk, he
appeded; he waved hisarm for meto approach. | sighed, crossed the street, and helped him with the
rope.

"Thank you," he said, grabbing theend of it. "Y ou're very kind."

I nodded and continued on my way, leaving him to do the knot as best he could. The intense cold
made one's fingers numb, so he would be fumbling with it awhile, impeatient though hewasto join the



othersonthetree. | felt sorry for him, with hiswhite hair and wrinkles, but it didn't seem mora for meto
help him with the knot, too.

Tolyawasin, and more morose than ever. To brighten him up, | raised the subject of the Great
Bondaryov. He sneered. "Bondaryov,” he said, "isacareerist. He doesn't care afig about the dance. All
he cares about is his sports car.”

"But youidolized him."

"It'sthe Siberian winters, Volley'nka. Y ou have to idolize something. It'sthat or alcohal. | have
dropped the ballet and taken up acohol.”

It was only then that | saw that he was drunk. He put a bottle of vodka between us, on the table,
with aclunk. Three-quarters empty.

"Won't IrenaMatvyeyevnamind? And Dorotyeya V asslyevna?'

"Fuck IrenaMatvyeyevna. And fuck Dorotyeya Vasslyevna."

(Fortunately they weren't around.)

"Theonly troubleis,” Tolyawent on, "the stuff hurts the somach.” He poured vodkainto two cloudy
juice glasses, spilling some. We clinked and drank. He was right: it was the wordt possible rotgut. It
smdled of spoiled fish.

"Russans are supposed to be famous for their vodka,” | said, blinking, holding my stomach. There
wasaknifeingde me.

"Oh, they make the best in the world, but the good vodka, Volley'shka, isal shipped out to the
capitaligts, for Western currency, or kept in the big-city hotels, for the tourists—for Western currency.
Who comesto Omsk? Does Omsk have Western currency? Sorry. Excuse me. Bondaryov does not set
his preciousfoot here."

He got up with agrunt, went over to hisbed, and pulled out the trunk from under it. The
autographed glossy of the Great Bondaryov was soon produced. Tolya asked meif | had amatch.

"Dontburnit,” | sad. "Youll regret it later.”

But he found amatch and without aword set acorner of the picture on fire. Helet it fal. It quickly
ghriveed on thetable, giving off white smoke.

| was trying to think of something consoling to say when a shot rang out. A woman screamed; there
was the noise of people running. A murder? Tolyawasn't interested; he refilled his glass and drank,
throwing back his head. He winced, shuddered, and held his ssomach. He took no notice of me as| Ieft.

Inthe stairwell agroup wastaking. | recognized the athletic woman, Y evdoxia Fyodorovna, and the
young Communist with acne. "l can't blame him," she was saying to another woman, whose hair was
kerchiefed and who held a copper-colored carpet sweeper. "What did he haveto live for?'

"Still, it made amess,”" said the woman with the sweeper.

"What does he care?' said another woman. "He doesn't have to clean it up, she does.”

"Brains, everywhere brains," said ateenager, asif it were ajoke. But no one laughed.

Outside, it was snowing. | took awak aong along row of factories. Therewas very little activity,
not much traffic. No clanking or grinding, no smoke from the stacks. Wastoday a holiday of some sort?
The large, square buildings stood like tombstonesin the snow. Thelight was so dim, it felt more like dusk
than the middle of the afternoon.

| had no godl. | didn't know what to do with myself.

Sincetheinvason was over now, | supposed that | should go home. Having failed miserably. (My
conscience wouldn't speak; | could fedl its resentment.) At least no harm had been done; the world
would go on as before. The macrames were no doubt wending their way to their next stop, where they
would be disgppointed again in their eternd search for novelty.

What kept them going?

| returned to the Komsomolyetz, packed, paid my hill. The manager was not there; ayounger man,
distracted, took hisplace. | had to ask him threetimesto call acab.

The cabdriver dso was distracted. His name was Boris. He drummed hisfingers on the steering
whedl. "Boris," | asked, "what are we waiting for?' He didn't seem to hear me. "Boris?'

"Oh, yes" hesad findly, with effort. "1 wasthinking."



"Theairport,” | reminded him.

"Y ou want to go to the airport?' Asif that were anew idea, hard to grasp.

"Surely you've taken people to the airport before.”

He nodded dowly, started up the car, and pulled out into the Street. But after acouple of blockswe
cameto astop. Therewas agroup of people milling in front of us and they didn't move out of the way.

"It must be an accident,” | said.

"Another person jumped off the roof,” said Boris. "They've been doing that alot lately. It reminds
me of apoem by Yesenin."

"Ancther suicide. . . ." (My fault?)

"The poem goes, Good-bye, my friend, goodbye. . ."

Suddenly | thought of Tolya. "Look," | said to the cabdriver, "let's make aquick detour. Therésa
person | want to check on before | leave. He's been depressed.”

Weturned around and went east, to Tolya's gpartment building.

"And | am glad | bresthed and trod the grass,” Borisrecited in a monotone as the entrance banner
cameinto view:

50 year s of the union of
metallur gy production
" caucasus'

"Wait for me," | said, and jumped out and ran up the stairs. Why was| running? Departure time
wasn't for three hours yet. (Better to Sit at the airport, | had decided, than spend another minute in that
miserable hotel.)

A gtrong smell of gas came from the landing on the fourth floor. Were people al putting their heads
in ovens? Ha-ha. Out of breath, heart pounding, | continued up.

The door to Tolya's gpartment was locked. | knocked, and knocked again. "Anybody home?" |
asked through the door, surprised at the harshness of my voice. "Home" echoed up and down the hall.
Oddly, no one came out to look. (Occupants of Soviet gpartment houses are notoriously nosy.)

No onewasin, and | should have |eft—the cab was waiting—»but an irrationd fear came over me
and before | knew what | was doing, | was battering the door with my shoulder and, when my shoulder
hurt too much, kicking with my full foot (so as not to break the toes). The door splintered alittle, but
held. Then, with one of the kicks, something snapped and the door siwung open.

It was extremely cold in the gpartment. No wonder: the windows were al wide open. | went to
close them and saw, on the ground below, severa bodies, like broken dolls. Were the remains of Irena
Matvyeyevna down there among them? And Dorotyeya Vasslyevna? It didn't seem likely. Motherly
types did not succumb easily to boredom.

Indeed, | turned and saw Irena Matvyeyevna, alive, Stting in achair in the corner. Her hands were
folded in her lap. She stared straight ahead with a drawn look that told me that what | had hoped would
not happen had happened. | found Tolyain hisroom, on his bed, in an ungraceful, cramped position.
Therewasice on hisface and beard, and his eyeswere not closed al the way. The empty pill bottle on
the floor had no labdl.

When | returned to the cab, the engine was till running but the driver was gone. The Y esenin poem
probably did Borisin. Could | drive mysalf?1 had never driven acar. (Not possbleto get alicense, for
onewith my condition.)

The car was a gtick shift. It stalled afew times and bucked alot before | managed to get it going. |
went up on the sidewak and scraped past astreet sign, then hit the corner of a parked car, which broke
someglass. A headlight. Gradually | caught on. Driving was not so difficult. Of course, the complete
absence of traffic helped. | had the road to mysalf. Shifting wasn't necessary, aslong as| stayed at a
moderate speed.

The smoking Minotaur that appeared on the seat beside me made me jump alittle, but | didn't lose
control. "Nicetry," | said, "but | was expecting something like that."



"Oh, well," said the Minotaur, and dissolved, un-chagrined, asif it was only doingitsjob.

In Kazan there was a stopover, for some reason, of ten hours. A guide, seeing that | wasan
American, offered to show methe sights of thetown. | told him that | really wasn't interested. Kazan, he
explained to me, was an ancient Russan city. Some of the structures actually went back asfar asthe
Tartar Y oke. Thirteenth-century architecture. He chided me. "Y ou would rather St here on abench, in
thisdrafty, un-heated waiting room, and stare at the cinder block?"

"It makes no difference,” | said.

Helooked & me. "You areill?'

| smiled and said nothing. He would beill, too, when the influence of the macrames reached him,
gpreading dowly, in awidening circle, from Omsk.

The guide dragged me with him, swearing that he would not charge me ared cent even though all
Americans were rich and owned two cars; he would prove to me that his unique Kazan was worth the
trouble of seeing. | had to remind him more than once not to put hisarm around me, because my
shoulder, badly bruised, was painful.

The only thing about the town that struck me wasthe fact that it, too, had an ail refinery.

In arestaurant that the guide praised extravagantly and at length, we ate a heavy, overgarlicked
mesdl, S0 that | was queasy even before| got on the plane. Theflight to M oscow made me more airsick
than | had ever been; | clenched my teeth the whole way.

A week later, afew days before Christmas, the death toll in the Soviet Union was on the news on
televison. According to TASS, it was an unprecedented epidemic caused by amutated flu virus now
under control. The American commentators speculated that it was redlly because of an accidentina
biologica warfare plant. More than fifty thousand people had died. It was probably more like a hundred
and fifty thousand.

The human racewould have perished completely, | later learned, if the fleas hadn't stepped in. The
story was given to me by an emissary from the Allied Armies of Russian Parasites, a bedbug who called
himself Corpora Cimick. Generds Siphon and Pulex, discerning the threat, had quickly mobilized their
forces. (So they had decided that they needed us, after dl. A world without people would certainly have
been acold, unfriendly place for them.) The fleas—and lice, and whatever e se—had attacked the
inhabitants of the areas around Omsk in untold numbers and with untold fury. They had swarmed with the
awesome might of abiblica plague. The humans, reported Corpora Cimick, were made so miserable
that they totally forgot the tedium of existence.

"And it helped, | suppose” | said, "that there was no flea soap to be had, or fumigating herbs, in the
town."

"According to Genera Pulex," said Corpord Cimick, "aman requiresacertain minimum in cresture
comforts and leisure time to be able to contemplate the taking of hisown life."

"My compliments,” | told the bedbug, "to Generds Siphon and Pulex. They had you traved dl this
waly to convey your message?"

"It took only two weeks, gr, transferring from host to hogt.”

"Well. | don't mean to be inhospitable, but . . ."

Corpord Cimick understood. He said he did not object to spending the night at a nearby motel
before heading back to the Asian continent. He gave alittle salute, which | could barely see, and was

gone.

Akron



Against Klabtak and the Klabs, | didn't even need to use my peripheral for recruiting. | went straight to
the authorities of the city and told them that | wasa specidist in extraterrestria invasion. Naturaly they
were skeptical . But the shock of the appearance of the Oht had loosened their grip enough on the
everyday for them to listen, when | gave an account of my activitiesin Barrancabermejaand Omsk,
instead of showing methe door. One of the mayor's assistants, Mr. Bostwick, even let me sitin hisoffice
while he did some checking on the phone.

Heturned to me. Hisface was careworn. "Y ou say that these damned file cabinets are tourists ?"

"Fle cabinets?'

"That'swhat they look like. Y ou mean you haven't seen them? They're dl over the place.”

From the bus sation | had taken a cab to City Hal, paying little attention to my surroundings aong
theway. My mind was occupied by my recent problem with Bea. Things were progressing, in our
relationship, to the point where one had to decide whether or not—

Mr. Bostwick went to the window, pointed. "Theres one.”

| looked over his shoulder. On the corner stood an dien. It was metallic, definitely file-cabinetishin
appearance, though alittle narrower toward the top. It appeared to be somewhat flexible.

"l guess|'d better go down and talk toit," | said.

"| thought you were going to get rid of them.”

"Togetrid of them," | explained, "I haveto find out why they're here.”

"Just be careful. They might be armed.” Mr. Bostwick's nerves were making hisright cheek twitch.

Klabtak was the name of the Oht on the corner, and he was full of praise for our planet. "The sky is
such alovely blue here" he said.

A lovely blue? Actudly, above ustherewas ahazetypica of dl citiesand industria centers. The sky
over Akron was more white-gray than blue.

"The colors on your world must be pae," | hazarded.

"l wouldn't say pae," said Klabtak, "but different, yes. Every world isunique.”

| asked him about hisrace and what brought them to Ohio. Klabtak didn't mind answering. He was
an agreeeble, pleasant being. But, like achild, he had difficulty kegping down his excitement a having
arrived at his destination; as he talked, he was constantly distracted by some new wonder that cameto
his attention. (And just about everything, it seemed, even astray dog that limped, was anew wonder.)

The Klabswere aform of machine life from another galaxy in our cluster (so we were practicaly
neighbors), and their purpose in traveling was to see—and record—as much of the Crestor's Creation as
possible before it was ruined by the Eventua Niff and Harg. When | asked what the Eventua Niff and
Harg was, Klabtak waved a small accordion appendage and said cheerfully that it was such along way
off, it wasn't worth worrying abouit.

But how would this Eventua Niff and Harg ruin the Creator's Cregtion, | wanted to know. Wasthis
asynonym for destruction? For entropy? (I had recently read about entropy in abook from the library.)
Klabtak, restless, said vaguely that there was arace, a superrace, that someday, coming from agreat
distance and between dimensions, would convert our entire continuum to its pattern, a pattern in which
nothing would be unique anymore or have vaue.

(TheKlabs recording, by theway, took place automaticaly and smultaneoudy with their seeing.
Each Klab accumulated hisimpressions, every detail, in interna spoolsthat could be taken out and
stored—and viewed by others—at a central location. In asense, then, they were file cabinets. File
cabinetswith.cameras.)

Klabtak excused himself. Much as he enjoyed talking to me, there was something he couldn't miss
on the other side of the street aman on a scaffold was touching up the paint in an old-fashioned sign that
occupied abrick wall. Beneath the letters

HYMAN SWHOLE WHEAT

werealargeloaf of diced bread, a an angle, and, alittle to the right and below that, the curly heads of a



girl and boy. The girl and boy were looking up at the bread and beaming in anticipation.

Wasit the ad or the man painting that captivated Klabtak? Perhaps both. The aien went to a spot
on the sdewalk by the scaffold and stood rooted, his odd metallic body bent back and hisface (a
collection of buttons and knobs) upturned.

The pictureitsdf, of the bread and the children, wasredly quite poor. Unprofessiond. That it should
be the object of adoration was comica. (And the workman-painter was no bargain, either: his pants
were baggy, his clothes and shoes were of course spattered, and he needed ashave.) Then | noticed a
few other Klabs, in different places up and down the stret, in Smilar postures of raptness before
amilarly ingppropriate shrines.

"Well?' said Mr. Bostwick when | returned.

"They're herefor beauty,” | told him.

"Beauty?"

Beauty wasn't the right word. "They're here for experience. They want to experience many things.
Eveything."

"What's there to experience in Akron?' Mr. Bostwick wondered aoud.

"They can make an experience out of adrainpipe,” | said. "Whatever they see—it doesn't matter
what it is—they think it'swonderful." Which sounded embarrassingly like something from one of those
Hare Krishnafliers, but it wasthe best | could do.

Mr. Bostwick sighed, took off his glasses, dowly rubbed theinside corners of hiseyes. "So they'rea
nuisance rather than amenace.”

"They could be amenace, too, in some way unforeseen. That seemsto happen with these
invasons”

"Menace or nuisance, how do we get rid of them?What do | tell the mayor? Y ou're supposed to be
the expert, yes?'

Actudly, | did have an ideg, from the painted sign presenting Hyman's Whole Whest.
Commerciaism. The Klabs might be put off by people breathing down their necksto sall souvenirs. "Let
out theword,” | said, "that these Oht are fantastically wedlthy. They're dripping with wedlth. Their planet
ismade of solid gold.”

Mr. Bostwick sat up and put his glasses on again.

"Itis?"

"And their government says that whatever they don't oend here they have to pay seventy percent
taxes on when they get back."

The stratagem was effective—and on amuch larger scale, and with greater speed, than | expected.
An army of vendors, salesmen, and television people sprang out of nowhere, overnight. Therewere
amost as many of them asthere were Klabs, and the traffic in Akron, a problem to begin with, became
impossible. The mayor believed that the reason for this response was the economic dump that the nation
was presently undergoing.

| was given an office. At fird, the possession of an officetickled me. Sitting a my desk, | used my
deek console phoneto cal Lucille. She was not that interested in the latest invasion; she took meto task
for not having gone out and bought myself new clothes, as| had promised. "Aside from the fact that you
look like somebody on the dole or just out of an indtitution, Wally," she said, using her sharp voice, "it's
bad for the salf-image, and your self-imageiswhat you need to work on. How can a person start anew
lifeif he's not well-groomed and decently dressed?!

She had said the same thing before, last week, when she noticed the hole in the elbow of my
Sweater.

She would have taken me shopping hersdlf, she told me, but wastoo busy. April was atough month
for the mentally disabled; alot of hands needed to be held.

"I'll gart looking for thingswhile I'm herein Akron,” | promised. ™Y ou'l be proud of me."

Ray, from down the hall, dropped by, complimented me on my gppointment, and asked if | had any
aspirin. Hewas dl out. He popped aspirin like candy, because of histenson headaches. "We'retaking a
vacation this summer, no matter what, Nan and 1," he said. "Minnesota, up in the lakes."



We talked, told jokes; then he had to get back to work. | sat alone at my desk and realized, after
garing at the watercolor on the wall for five or ten minutes (an Orientd vase with violets), that | had
nothing at all to do. | decided to take awalk.

Out of habit | headed for theriver, which in this city wasthe Little Cuyahoga. No ail refinerieswere
indght. A Klab stood transfixed at the entrance to an dley, contemplating something. The object of his
attention turned out to be nothing other than apair of danted cellar doors, wood, very worn and grimy,
joined by arusted hasp. The hasp was secured with astick instead of a padlock.

"What interests you about this?' | asked the Klab.

The Klab sighed and shook hishead dowly: his heart—or whatever served the file-cabinet being for
aheart—wastoo full for words. | left him, embarrassed at having intruded, and continued down the
avenue.

There were Klabs everywhere, and al were riveted on something and grooving with the same
bestitude.

"l wish," murmured one Klab to himself, looking up at atraffic light, "that the moment could last
forever."

"Y ou like how the colors change?' | asked. "No," hereplied. "That is nice, but | mean theway the
cables rock—so faintly, with such subtle rhythm—in the wind. | cannot expressit.”

"And the cableswill not do that," | asked, "after the Eventua Niff and Harg?'

He regarded me through a retractable, seg-mented-sinuous periscope that | had not noticed before.
(Apparently the Klabs had parts that could be attached and detached at will—or else that emerged and
disappeared vialittle trapdoors.) " Of course the cables will rock in the wind then. But, you see, there will
be no oneto appreciateit.”

"All deed?"

"Not dead,” he said. "Y ou do not understand. But isn't it a pity, human—don't you agree?—to
wagte this al-precious present discussing such dusty abstract matters of the distant future?!

The End of the World didn't seem that dusty or abstract to me, but it was probably impolite to
pursue the subject. The cresture, obvioudy, wanted to think positively. | walked on, letting him commune
in peace with histraffic-light cable.

At theriver | turned north, along an expressway choked with cars. They were bumper-to-bumper in
both directions. Some people were haf out of their windows, snapping pictures of the diens.
Occasiondly aKlab would face a picture-taker and for amoment the acquiring of impressions would be
reciprocal.

A high, modern office building gleamed in the sun; alarge Goodyear blimp floated over the city; a
billboard advertised an aristocratic gin. It was strange, | thought, the way the scene changed so
completely every few blocks. Asif there was not one Akron but a hundred. Everything depended on the
standpoint of the observer. If | wereto get down on my hands and knees, | supposed, | would think the
world consisted of ants, gobs of spit, and pebbles. (And what was Siphon doing now?)

Asrapidly asit had shifted from old to new, Akron went from city to small town. | crossed abridge
and entered an area of boutiques. A Klab, looking in adisplay window at an unclothed, pink mannequin,
was accosted by avendor. The vendor held anumber of items on atray that was suspended from his
shoulders with straps. He had aloud voice.

The man's beginning ploy wasto introduce himself: Richard. He put out amesaty hand, but was at a
losswhat to shake. The Klab, distracted from his contemplation of the dummy, supplied an appendage
(for invaders, they were awfully obliging) and replied, "Klabbik."

richard: Welcometo Earth, Mr. Klabbik.

klabbik: Thank you.

richard: Something to show the children on your return? A present for the missus? | have replicas of
the Liberty Bell, genuine brass.

klabbik: An interesting misunderstanding. We are not gendered.

richard: | have postcards, friendship rings, these little cats—cute, aren't they?



klabbik: Y our hair, Richard, isabeautiful hue,

richard: What? (With alaugh.) Oh, I'm aredhead. They used to kid me at schoal.

klabbik: It's chestnut. And so fine, almost silky —in strange contrast with the coarseness of the skin
and the hard features, Richard, of your face.

The vendor flashed asmile, muttered something under his breath, and with a couple of quick nods
took hisleave, totry hisluck e sewhere.

It occurred to me suddenly that | had forgotten to activate the peripheral to do the trandating. Which
meant the Klabs were speaking English on their own. | was impressed—abut then remembered that they
were machines, after dl. Going from language to language, for them, might be only amatter of changing
spools or disks, or cassettes, or whatever it was they used to store vocabulary.

Another Klab, ablock farther, was buttonholed (figuratively speaking) by a news correspondent
with amicrophone and a camera crew working out of avan. The questionswere of afinancia nature.
The Klab had so much difficulty paying attention, he appeared obtuse. "Thisone'sadud,” the reporter
caled to hismen, and they dl got back into their van, losing no time, and merged with the traffic.

What was the Klab intent on? | asked him. But he turned to me with such reluctance that | did not
pressthe point. A bus chugged past with its destination on its forehead: cuyahogafdls. The fumeswere
dreadful; bitter, like burnt garbage.

The appearance of alarge department store across the street reminded me of my need to buy a
wardrobe. Why put it off, | told myself. What esedid | have to do? And Lucille would be pleased. Also,
it would give me a chanceto try out the new credit card.

| looked for shirtsfirst. In the men's section there was an aide of nothing but shirts. But a number of
unexpected choices stopped me. What was the (difference, for example, between the thirty-dollar shirts
and the fifteen-dollar shirts, besides the brand name and the price? Which materid was better? What
colors, what patterns were more appropriate for me? What style? And what was my size?| tried to find
asdesman to help me out, but there were none in sight, only a crabbed lady ringing up purchases—and
to talk to her, | would have to wait on avery long line. The store was crowded. Therewas aKlab,
preoccupied, looking sadly out of place, at the cologne counter.

It would make more sense, | decided, for me to go to amen's clothing store, where they would
charge more but | could get advice. | located one nearby, on the corner. The salesman who waited on
me, however, gave me an uneasy feding. His hair was deeked down on his skull and he had amustache
S0 extremely thin, it was little more than apencil line. His eyeswere jaded, his skin pasty. How could
such a person be trusted? Sure enough, he recommended the most expensive thingsin the store. And
whatever | suggested he agreed with, approved of, in atone asinsncere asthe smile on hisface.

Dust motes caught in aray of sunlight circled dowly. For amoment, watching them, | forgot where |
was.

"Excueme” | said.

"Y ou mentioned socks?' prompted the sdlesman. "Sacks? A belt?'

"Do you think three shirtswill be enough?"

"Y ou might include adress shirt.” And asportsjacket. Or would | consder, instead, asuit? They
had some nice three-piece suits. (Would Lucille like a three-piece suit, or would she laugh a me?)

The selecting, measuring, and trying on took forever. But the improvement in the mirror was
agdonishing.

The only items| knew anything about, from my inventory days at the M cPhee department store,
were handkerchiefs and underwear. Asfar asthe handkerchiefs and underwear went, the prices were
higher here, but not criminally. My confidence increased, and the money bothered melessand less. | did
not even blink at the fact that the shoes—very comfortable—were more than fifty dollars. That was what
the credit card wasfor. There would be no embarrassment. | Ieft smoothly, my armsfull of rustling
bundles, and ate lunch at a Chinese restaurant.

| 9pped the soup with care, not wanting to spatter my new shirt; | dabbed my lipswith thelinen
napkin. Then | found mysdlf staring at the weave of the cloth and thinking dreamy things about texture



and suppleness. Was this another case of mental infection from the Oht? My eyes strayed
ingppropriately. A detail would claim my attention for no reason. The mole on the waiter's neck. The
interlocking pink-and-maroon flowers of the wallpaper. But possibly | wasjust tired from the shopping.

At the office | hardly had achanceto put my packages on the desk when Mr. Bostwick camein,
both hands outstretched, to congratulate me. Klabtak and the Klabs, apparently, had |eft, and the credit
was going to my idea of employing vendors. Mr. Bostwick clapped me on the back. There was some
froth at the corners of hislips as he talked.

They indgsted on having a public ceremony to present me with akey to the city. At the sametimell
wastold that alot of people were furious with mefor having interfered, the file cabinets from Planet X
being considered a source of inestimable wealth and consequently aonce-in-a-lifetime opportunity. There
wastak of lawsuits, even, but the mayor laughed and said not to worry. He invited meto stay &t his
house.

In the limousine the mayor explained to me the problems facing Akron. | nodded sympatheticaly,
which made a good impression. When he asked me for my opinion, | shook my head and sighed, and
that made an even better impression. The mayor patted me on the knee.

My room was enormous, the walls were alovely pastd aquamarine, and there were interesting
pen-and-ink sketches of English countrysi de scenes with spreading brambles and old fences.

We were served, at supper, by actua servants. The man servant was stiff and sour, exactly likea
bank teller in the movies, the woman servant wore her hair in abun, kept her jaw set, wore no makeup,
and didn't seem to need to breathe.

The mayor'swifewas old—at first | thought the lady was his mother. She smiled at me frequently,
and | smiled back, but without knowing what the smiles meant (they were not particularly friendly).

There was no question but that Lucille wasright about the clothes. | would have been painfully out
of place in the mayor's dining room wearing my old shirt, pants, and shoes, whereas now | fit in, more or
less. | was presentable. And | would look fine at the public ceremony tomorrow, with my three-piece suit
anddlk tie

Ontheway to bed | stopped and opened adoor, thinking it was a bathroom, but it was someone
esgsroom. | saw awhite, extremely smooth female thigh. | shut the door quickly, mumbling, "Excuse
me." Was the woman part of the mayor'sfamily, or afriend, or another servant? But what did it matter to
me what she was? It had been an honest mistake, awrong door, no one wasto blame.

The next day, we went back to City Hall in the limousine. In an antechamber | shook hands with
about a dozen men, one of whom (because of the goatee) reminded me of Dr. Gross, and then we had to
fileinto alarge, echoing room where there were stagehands and television cameras. The mayor made a
speech. At aprearranged signd, | approached to receive the key to Akron.

It was difficult to concentrate, perhaps because | was nervous. | thought about the thigh. About
how, when Beaand | were watching televison at her gpartment, during one of the shampoo
commercias, we began kissing. Marriage between us, two mentd defectives, was of course out of the
question. Lucille, on the other hand . . .

Receiving the key and trying to hold it in away that was not suggestive, | said afew words of thanks
into the microphone. Then | added a caution, though | don't think anyone was paying attention, about the
possihility of aftereffects from the invasion. The mayor shook my hand again, and abig luncheon
followed. Plates of smoked fish, white and pink, and bowls of olives, celery, and radishes were arranged
up and down the long table. | had never seen atablecloth so soft and snowy. The water goblets glittered,
throwing off little rainbows.

Thefirst Sgn of trouble wasfrom Ray. In the hdl, the next day, he came over and put hishand on
my shoulder. | noticed that he was unshaven, and his shirt waswrinkled. His eyes, dso, didn't focusright.

"Youresck?' | asked.

He smiled. "No, no, just leaving." When | gave him a puzzled look, he explained, "Getting away
fromital.”

"Ah, Minnesota, the vacation."

He smiled pityingly, or tenderly—it was a disconcertingly persond smile, asif somehow we had



become intimate friends. "No," he said, with alilt not typica of him. "One's own backyard isgood
enough, when the curtains of the world are drawn gpart.”

Then there was the man in the park with the briefcase. The man looked like an executive: avery
dignified face, jowls, thick glasses. But, Sitting on the bench, he wasn't resting the way executives
rested— with astraight spine, head up, between conferences, occasiondly checking thetime. Taking his
therapeutic fifteen minutes of air or nature like adose of medicine.

Instead, he was bent over hisbriefcase, caressing and sniffing the leather. | looked away in
embarrassment.

And in the elevator, one of the clerks sang in a soft voice and didn't get off at the top floor, and was
il there, anging the same way, hdf an hour later, when | went down. | remarked to Mary, the
receptionist in thelobby, that the clerk was using the elevator like his shower a home. Instead of
laughing, shelooked up a me, removed her glasses, and said, musing, that that was an interesting
metaphor.

Over the phone Lucille sounded pleased when | told her that | had completed buying my wardrobe
and had been well-dressed and groomed for my appearance on television.

Thingswound down quickly after the excitement. The traffic thinned out. No one even talked about
the wealthy file cabinets. Basebal wasin the news, abig ship sank off the coast of Cdifornia, and Turkey
was having acrigs. | kept fedling that the day was Sunday, dthough it was only Tuesday. The banks
were open and the mail trucks were moving, yet everyone on the street seemed relaxed and dightly
blurred, as on thefirst redly bamy day of sporing.

"My head'suntied,” said alady in adoughnut shop where | was having lunch. Many of us nodded,
knowing exactly what she meant and appreciating the expression of it. It was 'the effect of the Klabs, no
doubt, but surely in this case it was an effect that was beneficial. People would not commit suicide
because of it, as with the macrames, or run amok and make mayhem, as with the green gourds. If
anything, people would befiner, nobler, their eyes open to the beauty surrounding them.

Beforeleaving, | needed to buy a second suitcase to hold dl my new clothes. The salesgirl in the
luggage department was thin, had short, dark hair, and asmile so sweet that it was like sunlight. | could
not take my eyes off her face.

"It doesn't haveto bethat durable” | said. "I'm only going on the bus.”

She showed me severd different suitcases at different prices, but | wastoo deeply in love with her
to hear. | wanted to touch her arm. | wanted to press her to me and kiss her on the lips. She went on
about the zippers and the waterproofing. | paid with my credit card, having no ideawhat | had bought,
and told her silently, with alook that | put my whole heart into, that | would never forget her. She
thanked me, handed me the suitcase and my receipt, and turned to the next customer.

Therewas aflood outside; a hydrant had broken, and no one was working on it. It was necessary
to go ankle-deep in cold water to reach the other curb. | laughed, feeling like an irresponsible kid in bad
weather. But would my new, over-fifty-dollar shoes be ruined? As soon as | got back to the office, |
took them off, stuffed them with paper from the waste-basket, and put them near the register to dry
(though | wasn't sure the heat was on).

| walked down the hall, socks squishing, leaving atrail of wet prints, to Mr. Bostwick's office, but
nobody was in, not even Mrs. Hartley. Wastoday astate or locd holiday? Only Mort'slight wason. |
went over to his cubicle. He was reading a book.

"Mort," | said. "Where's Mr. Bostwick?'

He shrugged.

"Whereiseverybody?' | asked him.

He lifted his eyesfrom the book and regarded me. "What isthe problem, Wally?'

"l haveto pick up my check from Mr. Bostwick."

Mort pursed hislips, asif consdering the theory of rdativity.

| left him. Even Mort, who didn't have an impractica bonein hisbody, was not dl there, from the
Klabs. It was asif everyone was underwater. Y ou couldn't really communicate. | imagined two people at
the bottom of an aguarium trying to hold a conversation. Gorgeous angelfish and iridescent tetras kept



flicking in and out between them, in front of their faces, while their dow-motion voices gurgled avay
nine-tenths of the sense of every sentence.

And the hair on the top of their heads floated and snaked. Seaweed, in achorusline, doing the hula
| found mysdf standing in adifferent room. What was | doing there? What was | thinking about?
Seaweed?

With asuitcase in either hand, and my shoes il

soaked—no, the heat was not on today—I went down to one of the telephone booths in the lobby,
to seeif | could find Mr. Bostwick in the directory. | did find him—hisfirst name was Henry, middle
initiad E—but no one answered. | rang eight times. | decided, having the feding that things were at loose
ends and getting looser, to drop in on the man a home, in person. Unannounced. Otherwise, good-bye
check.

| took acab. The driver reminded me of Boris, the driver in Omsk. Thisdriver didn't recite poetry
and wasn't glassy-eyed, but his head turned in every direction except straight ahead. We had severa
near-accidents, one by a souvenir shop whose window wasfilled with unblinking teddy bears. Findly, |
asked him to let me out on aroad where arow of old mansions faced awooded lake. A sign said:

SAND RUN PARKWAY

The maple trees, | observed, were beginning to bud. Pale yellow-green. There were severa birds
nests visible, not yet occupied, but they would be in another week or two. | walked.

It struck methat | had not paid the cabdriver. It must have dipped hismind, also.

Mr. Bostwick lived in alarge house—red brick, white shutters, thick hedges, chimney—at the end
of arudtic lane. Hissalary, | thought, must be considerable. The door knocker was brass, heavy inthe
hand, and made a deep, solid sound when it struck.

Mrs. Bostwick, al gray, invited mein. She never stopped smiling.

"Would you like something to eat?' she offered.

"No, thank you," | said. | put my suitcases down in the vestibule, where there were hanging plants.
"IsMr. Bostwick in?"

"Y ou've cometo see Henry," she said, pleased, leading me to the kitchen. "How about some coffee
and aDanish?'

“I'm not hungry, Mrs. Bostwick."

"It'sgood to get something in you." Smiling, she sat me down a asmall, circular, wrought-iron table.

It wastruethat | hadn't had breakfast. Actualy, | had missed lunch, too; There was so much going
on. The Danish was surprisingly good. Mrs. Bostwick told me about the bakery she used to go to on the
other side of Metropolitan Park—now, unfortunately, taken over by achain.

"Their bread,” she said, "was out of thisworld. The smell—divine."

The coffee, too, was good. But | needed to see Mr. Bostwick, | reminded her.

"The coffee,” she said, "has chicory init. Would you care for more, young man?' Then she sighed,
seeing that | was determined. "Y ou can see Mr. Bostwick, of course, but | don't think that you will be
ableto talk tohim."

In theliving room Mr. Bostwick, in only a bathrobe, was seated and sketching. The subject of his
sketch—nhe threw frequent, intense looks at it, asif devouring it with his eyes—wasthetdevision s,
which was not even turned on. | hardly recognized him. His glasses were crooked on hisnose, and his
hair went in every direction.

"Excuse me, Mr. Bostwick," | said. But it was obvious that he could not hear me. Hewasin a
Cregtive transport.

| asked Mrs. Bostwick, in awhisper, if her husband had ever shown an interest in art or drawing.

"Oh, no," she said. "Henry was always too busy for that sort of thing. Little did | dream, dl those
years—he must have bottled it up.”

| noticed that his hand, holding the pencil, trembled. From emoation, or was heill?

Mrs. Bostwick saw that | noticed the hand. "Yes," she explained, till smiling, "heisgrowing quite



weak. He hasn't eaten in | don't know how long, poor dear.”

| was going to suggest that, if this continued, she take him to a hospital, where they could force-feed
him. Then | remembered L ooie, whose cell was next to mine one year, and how they kept force-feeding
him with atube, and how he was aways making himsdlf vomit afterward.

But Mr. Bostwick's gray-haired wife seemed more proud than distressed. "Look a him," shesaidin
ahushed voice. "1an't he beautiful ?'Y ou can see hissoul in hisface.”

Jinn

Thisrole of guardian was getting depressing. The waves of Oht had been repulsed, so far, more or
less—that wastrue. Not that | could take credit for it in every case. In Omsk, the world was saved in
spite of, not because of me. (My conscience was no longer on speaking terms with me over that one.)

But what kind of guardian wasit, by any definition, who permitted people to perish in such great
numbers? In the state of Ohio nearly amillion, men, women, and children, starved to desth. These were
middle-class Americans, not foreigners, migrant farmers, or disadvantaged minorities. The president had
to quarantine an enormous area—from Niagara Falls to Indiangpolis, from Grand Rapidsto
Roanoke—to contain the disaster.

At least | was not held accountable—publicly, or by the authorities. In fact, the authorities appeared
to havelost track of me, perhaps because thingswere in such amuddle a City Hall in Akron, which was
(after al) ground zero. It must have been next to impossible to piece together the records of theinvasion.
And the media continued to be confused.

Thething that put the damper on the wildfire spread of aestheticism in our country was April 15, the
income-tax deadline. The quarantine alone would never have worked: the soldiers Sationed at the
checkpoints were no less susceptible than executives, housewives, or salespeople. They became carriers
themsdves, their hdmets and rifles providing no protection against the contagion.

Lucilleinagted that | fill out my own return. Another first for me. "It's not complicated,” shesad. "All
you do isfollow theingtructions.” Reading the instructions, although supposedly they were smpler than
they used to be, gave me a headache. In the lists of cases, | was not sure which case agpplied to me and
which didn't. More than once | found that | was racking my brains over the wrong thing. The additions
were tedious.

| was depressed, a0, by the return of the halucinations. There hadn't been asingle onein Akron,
which led meto hope that the problem was going away by itself somehow, contrary to what the medical
experts said, and that | would be normal again, as| was at age ten. | even entertained thoughts of
marriage to Bea. But when | went to take out the garbage, a blue jack-in-the-box head on a
spring—Punchinelo—popped up from the bag with a squedl and bit me on the nose. My heart amost
stopped.

Lucille believed that | was out of sorts because of areaction to my exposure to the different
extraterrestrial cultures, one after another. To get my mind off the Oht, she made a date with me for the
movies. "Wear jeans," she said.

The film was a science-fiction adventure with swordplay. We had amilk shake afterward. Then,
when she sat with mein her car, shelooked straight at me suddenly and said that | should kiss her.
Sheepishly, | gave her apeck on the cheek. "No," she said; annoyed, "like aman. Kisslikeaman." We
kissed fully then, embracing. | forgot that she was my doctor.

Now | would haveto tell Beathat | couldn't be her boyfriend any longer. But Bea, before | could
broach the subject, invited meto a party, and she was so excited, | hadn't the heart to refuse. Thiswas



her first party in years. A friend of hersfrom her childhood had recently rediscovered her—they metina
supermarket—and knew nothing about her problem.

Therewere five or Sx couples. The occasion wasthis Mary's engagement. The fiance, Tim, ashy,
tall individua with a protruding upper lip, was ageologist for an oil company. We drank champagne,
played charades, laughed. All evening, Bealooked a me and smiled. She seemed happier even than
Mary. How would | tell her?

| didn't. It was after twelve when we said good night to Mary and Tim. The person who drove us
home made wrong turns and swerved alot. | wasrelieved when | waslet off, finally, at my house.

| went to have milk and cookies, to take away the taste of the champagne, and saw anote for me
on the kitchen counter. In acareless scrawl it said:

QUEEN MAUD MOUNTAINS

A gorillaburst in and began throttling me, its eyeslike embers. | ignored the beadt, but took an
additiona pill with my milk. What was going to happen, | wondered, with Beaand Lucille?

Thenext morning, | chatted with Mr. Tribovich.

The subject wasfertilizer. He maintained that there was no comparison between chemicals and the
natura product. "Phosphorus, nitrogen, phooey," he said. "Fifteen yearsago, | go to thefarmwith a
bucket, | get horseshit, dl | can carry. The plants shoot up, you wouldn't believe it. An eggplant, this big.
Nowadays you pay an arm and aleg for abag of little pelletsand it don't even smell.” But yearsbefore
moved in, the farm was replaced by a development and a shopping center. Mr. Tribovich shook his
head. He had deep creases at the corners of his eyes.

At thelibrary | checked theindex of one of thelarge international atlases. The Queen Maud
Mountainswere located in Antarctica, not far from the South Pole.

It was one thing to bundle up for Omsk—this wasridiculous. How did they expect meto survive at
hundreds of degrees below zero? And how was | supposed to get myself there? Commercia planes
didn't go to the South Pole. | would haveto hire aplane. Not only aplane but aso, for thefina miles, a
ded with dogs. Unless| got a helicopter to drop me off. And by the time | reached my
destination—assuming | could scrape up the fantastic amount of money that would be needed, assuming |
could get dl the necessary permits and passports, which was alot of assuming—I would be much too
late. A week late, amonth late. There was no point even intrying.

Could the periphera overcome dl these difficulties? Not likely. It didn't seem to be adramatic
intervener. Devious, rather. Indirect.

On the other hand, | could not believe that the Conservationists had not given me sufficient power to
travel to the South Poleif | needed to. Since the Oht could land anywhere. | stepped into the phone
booth that was in the lobby of the library, put acoin in the dot, and dialed peripherd.

"How about it?" | said into the receiver.

The phone gave a ping, returned my coin, and said: "No problem. But the energy source is limited.
Blink twice and close your eyes when you want to see how much you've expended.”

| blinked twice and closed my eyes, and saw, on theinside of thelids, an indicator like agas gauge
inacar. It registered full, more or less.

Encouraged, | went home and got an old khaki backpack out of the closet. | didn't bother with
heavy clothing or foul-wegther gear: where | was going, if the peripheral couldn't protect me from the
elements, nothing would help. | took a couple of changes of underwear, toiletries, and a paperback | had
been reading—a science-fiction novel about a planet where dl the inhabitants were under tremendous
gravity. (The gravity was not natural, it was created by an evil race of overlords, but the hero was getting
to the bottom of the conspiracy. At the end—I had peeked— there was saving-the-day and
boy-gets-girl.)

Theonly item | bought for the trip was apair of goggles from the army-navy surplus store around
the corner, to protect my eyes from the wind. After supper, when it was dark, | put on the backpack,
tightened the straps, and took off. | went quickly, verticaly, from my bedroom window, which faced the



back, to reduce the chance of being seen. One or two witnesses wouldn't matter—it would be assumed
that they had been drinking. | had in mind those whose attention was best avoided.

It took me awhileto orient myself. At several hundred feet up, | didn't recognize any of the Streets.
Finaly | figured that the big glow in the sky must be from the city, which was roughly east; therefore
south had to be to my right. | climbed above the clouds, where the moon was very bright, and
accelerated.

But the cold grew too intense and the wind too violent, tearing at my clothes. A shieddld waswhat |
needed. | fashioned a bubble, adding a steering whedl, a seet, and afew controls. Nothing large or
elaborate. It was only common sense to economize. | didn't want to run out of gas at an dtitude of ten or
twenty thousand feet. And who knew what would have to be done—what energy would be
required—once | arrived?

The buffeting of the wind still wastoo grest. | began to get motion-sick. Therewould belessair
resistance higher up, | thought. In the stratosphere | would be able to reach the South Pole in a couple of
hours—and (the main point) keep the entire flight under cover of night. Higher up, | saw the curvature of
the Earth. A few rays of the sun came over the edge on one side. That was west.

But with no other clue of direction—beneath me lay afeatureless cloudscape—navigation was a
problem. | supposed | could shoot out into space and then locate Antarctica from there; the polar
regions, bright white, would be recognizable even to an amateur eye. A smpler solution wasto havea
south-pointer. | created oneinside the bubble, on the dashboard: apae pink arrow inadia. The
moment it reversed itsdlf, | would know that | had passed the southernmost point of the globe.

The next hour, monotony. No sense of motion. | turned on asmal reading light and opened my
paperback to where | had left off. The hero wasin aforce-field dungeon but the heroine had aplan to
free him. Unfortunately, with each page the story became more and more predictable. The writer had
garted off strong but was now growing tired of the whole thing and wanted to get to the end with aslittle
trouble as possible.

| looked at the starsfor awhile. | had never seen so many. | thought about time and the universe,
and that it didn't matter to the stars whether humanity winked out within ayear or held on for another few
thousand. What did afew thousand years matter to astar?

Would we makeit or wouldn't we, through these odd dien invasions? | began to fed we wouldn't
be the lucky "one out of ten." Just as| had that thought, the speaker in the bubble crackled, asif clearing
itsthrodt.

"Ankara, in about two hours,” it said.

| understood immediately. Thiswas not an announcement of my position over the Earth, but anctice
of the next Oht landing. Therewas no way | could makeit. In two hours | wouldn't even be at my first
destination—and a hundred peripheras couldn't arrange for meto bein two places at the sametime. |
gritted my teeth. Might aswell go down swinging.

The south-arrow brightened, so | put on the brakes and began my descent. When | dropped
through the thick clouds, it wasraining heavily. Rain, not snow—so | couldn't be that closeto Antarctica
| stopped at atown, parked the bubble on aflat roof, made araincoat for myself, and unobtrusively
dipped down through the air to astore where | could buy a newspaper.

The torethat | found was not open (thiswas after midnight), but with the periphera | had no
difficulty unlocking the door. From behind the gum-ball machine Mrs. Collins spat fire at me, but she had
to be afigment. The year | was released, she passed away .

The printing on the magazinesin the magazine rack was not Spanish—I had thought that | was
somewherein Argentina—Dbut, surprisngly, English. Everything wasin English. A look at the framed
permit over the cash regigter told methat | wasin Melbourne. Wasn't Mebourne in the wrong
hemisphere? If | had overshot the South Pole and come up on the other side, then it ought to have been
day here, not night.

At any rate, | filched apie out of adisplay case on the lunch counter, not knowing when or how |
would eat again, and hurried back to the bubble.

It was adreary dawn when | reached the Adelie Coast. Lots of glaciers and mist, but no penguins.



(I wasthinking of using penguinsthistime.) | heeded inland, bearing | eft, observing in the distance aflat
gretch of white that must have been the Ross Ice Shelf.

The pie—pecan—was gummy and tasteless, unfortunately, like the worst ingtitutiona food. After
two bites| chucked the thing out. What would an explorer think, finding it?

The Queen Maud Mountainsfindly hoveinto view. | scanned them with periphera-made binoculars
but saw no sign of life. But, then, | was il quite high. The bubble was not easy to land; the strong wind
hurled it around. Findly, when | was afew hundred feet up, | dissolved it and went down the rest of the
way by mysdf.

Theair, even with the whipping wind, was not too cold. | looked in every direction. The scenewas
the same: mountains, al white, and not afootprint anywhere. Where were the Ont? | didn't have al day
to find them. Even now, other Oht were arriving in Ankara.

Sheets of snow-spray, driven by the wind, made visibility poor. It was hard to tell, also, what was
firm ground—or, rather, ice—and what was only the surface of adrift. Now and then, as| walked, |
would snk in up to my waist or neck. "Take meto the nearest penguin colony,” | told my peripherd. "I
need assistance.”

| was annoyed. Why should | haveto tell it anything? It knew what | needed. Unless—could it be
running low aready? To check, | blinked twice and closed my eyes. Not that bad. But perhaps the
congtant effort of keeping me from freezing to death dowed the peripherd’s performance of other tasks.

The penguins, around abend, paid no attention to me. When | asked them if they had seen anything
unusud, they shrugged noncommittally and turned away. | buttonholed one, the largest, and insgsted. His
name was Sven. Sven had indeed heard about the invasions but had noticed nothing out of the ordinary
on the Hobbs Coast.

"The Hobbs Coast?' | said. "But thisisthe Queen Maud Mountains.”

"The Queen Maud Mountains," replied Sven, railsing atapered flipper, "are eight hundred and fifty
milesin that direction.”

The peripherd, | redized, had followed ingtructions literally, transporting me to the nearest penguin
colony.

"No matter," | said to Sven. "Y ou and your people will accompany me back there."

"Wed rather not," Sven said, and would have departed if | hadn't held him.

| tried to get through to the old penguin. "Don't you understand? The world hangsin the balance.”

Sven stood immobile for aminute. For two minutes. Then he looked up at me and said, with a
firmness | would not have expected in apenguin: "Theworld can take arunning jump, asfar aswere
concerned.”

"It'll beaday or two, tops," | promised, "and then you can return to your isolationism.”

| whisked them all with meto the Oht site, and we appeared on adope facing another lope.
Through the mist of the constant snow-spray | made out large, unnatural shapes. "Wait here," | said to
Sven, and walked across.

Closer, | saw creaturesthat had stone pillarsfor legs, the bodies of lions, and the heads of polyps,
scarlet or violet-rimmed and dightly trangparent, with thin, waving tentacles on top for hair.

"Yg-Mu-Yg," said the cresture in front.

"My nameisWadter Griffith," | said, stepping forward.

"Mu-Lef-Lof," intoned the creature. "Yk-Yk-Yk."

Wasthis new variety of Oht so extremely alien that the peripheral couldn't trandate its language? |
tried again. "I'm sure, gentlemen, that there can be nothing of interest for you here. Y ou seefor
yourselveswhat sort of placeitis." | stretched out my arm, indicating.

But, indicating, | looked and saw that the scene was redlly quite peaceful. There were no cars, no
gas gations, no signs, and no noise, except for the wind and the soft, barely audible hiss of millions of tiny
ice crystas driven dong the dope.

Perhaps the Oht, not sensitive to the cold, had come to these forsaken mountains for arest.

"Mu-Yt-Mu," said the rock-lion-polyp. "Beg-Tof-Dek."

"l could usearest mysdlf," | Sghed. "All thisrunning around.”



The South Pole was, if you looked at it in a certain way, aworld of pillows. Of endless sheets, big,
fluffy blankets, thick comforters. Everywhere white and inviting.

"Yk-Yk-Feg," said the rock-lion-polyp, concluding its statement, and the others al seemed to
agree.

If our modern lifewasfull of tenson, fear, ulcers, and distasteful work, and not enough timeto do it,
how much more difficult, then, their life had to be, who were far more modern than we, whole light-years
ahead of usin technology and aggravation.

But the memory of the countless Ohio dead roused me from my sympathy. Nothing, nothing was
harmless about these invasions, not even the desire to snuggle into anice drift and takeanap. | set my
jaw, marched back to Sven, and gave him my orders. | wanted an army of bureaucrats. The penguins
would plague our visitorswith forms, visas, and officid questionnaires. One couldn't be comfortableina
bed, | reasoned, if the bed required a permit, and the permit required an application, and the application
required notarization.

| told them to step on it, too, nervous about Ankara.

It wasimmediately evident that the penguins weren't going to cooperate. They were inattentive.
Severd kept dropping the clipboards| created for them. Some, with white goggle markings on their
black faces, which gave them awild-silly look, would completely forget their assignment and go
bdly-diding.

"The Oht won't believeyou,” | called, "if you do that."

Sven would not be overseer. He told me that the ones with the white goggles were young,
two-year-olds, and you couldn't do athing with two-year-olds, and penguins away from water got
restiess,

No point beating my head against awall. Time was of the essence. | whisked the lot of them back to
the Hobbs Coast, where they belonged, and put the clipboards, rubber stamps, vouchers, and other
office parapherndiainto the hands of animated snowmen.

"And what happens, Waly," said an old-maid voice insgde my head, "when you run out of gas here
inthe middle of Antarctica? Y ou'll be ablock of icein asecond.”

"Shut up,” | said.

We gtarted with asmall group of rock-lion-polyps that had made itsway amost to the top of the
northeastern ridge.

"Excuseme,” | said, "but do you have avdidated passto hike in the Queen Maud Mountain
National Preserve?’

The tallest rock-lion-polyp stood flat-footed and gave me ablank ook, amost like a human being,
then exchanged afew furtive (it seemed to me) monosyllables with asmaler rock-lion-polyp that wasits
wifeor child. | turned the case over to the couple of snowmen accompanying me and moved on. The
snowmen looked convincing in their uniforms, and their impassiveness suited the role well. Copsgiving
tickets.

"Dek-Yk-Méf," protested one rock-lion-polyp ensconced on aglacier. "Mu-Y g-Y't. Feg-Feg-Dek.
Lof-Tof-Beg."

The snowman didn't blink. "I'm sorry, gr," it said, "but the fee can be paid only at headquarters.”

The dien's polyp head turned an ominous blue. It was angry. Apparently it felt that there was no
point wasting any more words, because suddenly abeam of light shot out and destroyed the snowman.
All that remained of my official wasagray cap floating in the air and a blackened scrap of paper.

A good thing | hadn't used the penguing

There were more such outbursts of temper— these rock-lion-polyps had been through alot and
badly needed the rest they had come in search of— but the snowmen were replaced, complete with
uniforms and clipboards, as quickly asthey were obliterated.

| was beginning to get cold—very cold, in fact. All this creating and animating and whisking must
have put quite astrain on the peripherd. A drain onits power. How much of adrain? | blinked twice and
closed my eyes. W, | thought grimly, there are worse waysto go. Becoming ablock of iceisn't painful,
at leadt.



How often, in Rosedale, when the green centipedes were coming after me, or the grinning bears on
whedls, had | wished | could be adeep in bed? Life, it seemed to me then, waslike one of those
revolving cagesin which squirrelsran their hearts out struggling to escape. The monsters would aways be
at my heds, and | would aways be howling with my raw throat and throbbing head, and the whole thing
would start over again the minute | opened my eyesin the morning.

Then Mrs. Sanders, | recalled, would help me out with the bresthing exercises and by teaching me
to repeat words to mysdlf during the wordt. It dways made mefed better to hold her thin, white, cool
hand.

"Mu-Mof-Yg," said avoice. It was a short rock-lion-polyp. The tone was reproachful.

"I know," | told it. "Y ou're dead on your feet and just want to be left done. But if we leave you
alone, you see, before you know it our whole world will be sound adeep and ther€lll be no oneto take
out the garbage or go get the milk."

Not an unattractive prospect, actualy. A deeping world would have no propaganda, traffic jams,
grens, or income tax. Only rhythmic snoring from coast to coast.

The image was so comfortable that | dozed off before | reached the next sentence. | dreamt that |
was talking with agroup of three children who were playing rock-paper-scissors, which reminded me of
something, but | couldn't think of exactly what. "Who'swinning?' | asked in afriendly way. One of the
children looked up a me, aboy with a solemn face.

"Nobody wins at rock-paper-scissors,” he explained, asif | were the child and not he. "Each time,
you start over. It'slike odds and evens.”

| was embarrassed. "I didn't get a chance to play games much when | was growing up.”

It didn't seem fair to me—it seemed postively crue—that one could win ten timesin arow, only to
lose on the deventh turn. The ten wins meant nothing, nothing at al—it was asif those ten wins had never
been—when the rock crushed your scissors, the paper covered your rock, or the scissors cut your
paper.

Anowl, watching usfromitslimb, wearing goggles, said: " Sorry to interrupt, Wally, but the South
Pole Oht have left and your peripherd, right now, is carrying you toward Turkey."

"Doesit have enough fudl to makeit?" | asked.

The children stared. They must have thought | was crazy.

"No," said the owl.

Just as | awoke, reluctantly, the periphera began sputtering. We were over green fields and woods.
It had been trying to reach the ground before giving out. The wind whistled in my ears—the protecting
bubble was gone. | shut my eyestight and clenched my teeth, awaiting the horrible plunge. Then
something strong yanked at my shoulders. Over my head was a beautiful, rippling, white dome. The
noble peripheral, before winking out completely, had changed my backpack into a parachute.

| landed safely, in atree near an abandoned farm. The people whom | approached on a dirt road,
after an hour'swalk, spoke alittle English—but | couldn't understand aword of their tongue. This
brought home to me the fact that from now on | was entirely on my own.

A man with deep wrinkles across his forehead and sdt-and-pepper hair smiled at me when | asked
if thiswas Turkey (unfortunately, | didn't know the Turkish name for Turkey). No, he said, it was Umtali.
Umtali. He pointed gracefully at aridge of green mountainsin the distance. That, Mozambique.
Mozambique.

| wasn't even close.

An F



B ut even with the peripherd—and even with an endless supply of energy and no need to maintain alow
profile—I wouldn't have had a chance, a prayer, against the Cargputanians.

These Oht came for education. They came with notebooks and pencils, like students, leaning
forward, not wanting to missaword. They were human in appearance, so human, in fact, that you had to
look at one closdy—and in the light—to tell that it was a Cargputanian. (The eydashes did not curl out
but interlocked, instead, when the lids were closed; and the Adam's apple was horizontal .)

In their eagernessto learn, the Caraputanians spread out dmost immediately over the entire globe.
Therewere even afew of them in Harare when | arrived, aweek later, in the police van. (The police
were convinced that | was a spy or one of those soldier-of-fortune mercenaries, considering the
parachute and my tota lack of persond identification. | had neglected to take my wallet when | departed
for the South Pole. How could | have known that | would need it? Embarking on fantastic excursons,
one doesn't think to take dong adriver'slicense, which | didn't have anyway.)

By coincidence, | shared acell with an dien. He spoke English. He had thrown suspicion on himself
by asking agreat number of questionsand, like me, by hislack of identification.

"Isimprisonment common here?" he asked me. "What percentage, do you think, of the
population—"

| had no idea. One percent? One tenth of one percent?

He asked me the reasons for imprisonment.

"Wrongdoing, mainly," | answered. "We aso put people away—confine them—if they're mentally
ill." I beganto think of al the other circumstancesin which individua s were deprived of freedom—at
leadt, of their freedom of movement. A child had to be in school; a patient had to bein the hospitd; a
soldier had to be wherever they put him.

We got into along conversation on the subject. Taking, | hardly noticed the awful supper they gave
us—dry, gristly meat with something like creamed corn—and it was only when it wastimeto go to deep
that | remembered that | had had afew questions of my own to put to the Caraputanian. Such as what
brought him to Earth. And why learning about us was so important to him. (Was his reason anything like
that of the Klabs?)

But another problem took my attention: my pulse was up. | had run out of pills, and the
halucinations, waiting for their chance, like Indiansin ambush, came roaring out of the woodwork. The
breathing exercises helped. | had to concentrate to avoid tightening up.

Particularly troublesome was a crow with the face of a doll—rubbery pink—instead of abeak. It
perched above my head dl night and laughed. The laughter was not the usual maniacal monster noise, but
intelligent, pointed: | had made or was making or was about to make afool of myself once again.

The Caraputanian, in the morning, questioned me about bricks and mortar. He was regarding the
wall of our cdl.

"What difference doesit make," | said, annoyed, because | had a headache from the night, "how the
wall was made, if it kegpsusin?'

Arrows kept thwacking into me during breskfast (lukewarm, greasy oatmesl); the Caraputanian,
observant, asked mewhy | flinched. | explained to him my biochemica-neurologica problem, using the
language of Dr. Gross.

Chewing thoughtfully, he took notesin his notebook. | twisted my neck to see. | was about to ask
him what he was writing, and why, but he asked me what the people on our planet did when they weren't
satisfied with their minds.

| didn't understand the question.

One of the guards camein and took usto aroom where we were interrogated. The interrogation,
thank goodness, was without torture. | repeated my story and gave Lucille (name, address, phone
number) as areference, but not believing that they would go to the expense of calling her from Africa
The interrogator seemed to be a decent person: he wore aregular suit and tie, not auniform, and had no
nervoustic or typicaly sinister mustache.



"Mr. Griffith," he said, sympatheticdly, "you do not expect usto swalow your tae."

My tde: | had clamed that | was a photographer for an American magazine and was assigned to
cover thenationa park systemsin this part of theworld. But | knew embarrassingly little, not only about
the parks but about American magazines and even photography. Trying to supply specifics, | kept
halting, correcting myself, scratching my head, saying that | couldn't remember or wasn't sure,

And to explain the parachute, | got myself out on such afarfetched limb, swesting, that a
five-year-old could have done better. Theinterrogator said: "It appears to me that you are not here for
any mischief, Mr. Griffith, but indeed you are astrange bird." He laughed. | laughed, too, rdlieved.

"What steps does your society take," inquired the Caraputanian, "to protect itself againgt individuals
that do mischief?'

Theinterrogator turned to look at him.

The question was tactless, consdering.

"Therearefines" said theinterrogator & last, coldly. "Thereisincarceration. And, if the mischief is
grave enough to warrant it, there is execution.”

"No surgica procedures?’ asked the Caraputanian.

"In Harare," said theinterrogator, smiling but (I thought) offended, "we do not castrate rapists, cut
off the hands of thieves, or rip out the tongues of blasphemers.”

The Caragputanian nodded and jotted down something in his notebook.

"May | seethat?' said the interrogator, holding out his hand. The Caraputanian did not object. The
interrogator leafed through the alien's booklet, lips pursed. "Itisin code, | see”

"Actudly," | said, "it'saforeignlanguage. Very foreign.”

"Do mischief-making individuals use code, asarule?" the Cargputanian asked.

Theinterrogator looked at him sharply. "Do you mock me?"

The Caraputanian considered for amoment. "What purpose,” he asked, "would be served by
mocking you?'

"Many persons express ther defiance of the authorities by mocking.”

"Have the authorities given them cause to do this?’

The interrogator became dark in the face. He was tempted—it was obvious—to do or say
something hodtile. He struggled with himsdf and findly managed asmile that wascivil.

"Itisvery anusing,” he said, "that here you ask dl the questionsand not I."

"How elseisoneto learn?’ replied the Cargputanian.

"Yes, but in that case how are weto learn about you?"

"l am not herefor you to learn about me," the Cargputanian told him. "I am here to learn about you."

Theinterrogator cleared histhroat, drummed hisfingers on the desk, then turned to me and asked
me what my planswere in Zimbabwe. | said that originally | was headed for Ankara but therewas no
point in that now. That al | wanted to do was get back to Wayne, New Jersey (and try to live out as
much of my private life as possible before the world ended).

(I didn't see yet how these latest Oht would work our destruction, but | could tell that they would
and that they wereinvincible. They were invincible because there was nothing to manipulate them with.
Education-bent, they could not be bored, offended, or in any way discouraged. Whatever
happened—good, bad, indifferent—was grist for their notebooks.)

"Wewill leave you to your own devices, Mr. Griffith," said theinterrogator. "1 suggest that you do
return to your native country. Asfor you, sr—" he said, addressing the Cargputanian, "we will detain
you."

"For what length of time?"' asked the Caraputanian.

"That depends.”

| took the Caraputanian aside and whispered to him: " Once you cooperate with him, | think hell let
you go. He's not the high-handed type.”

"And what would he do," asked the Cargputanian, "if he were the high-handed type?’

"Oh, any number of things" | said, but suddenly didn't fed like unfolding more of our human
weaknesses before the alien. Human beings were not bugs on adide, to be studied.



It was with aflicker of pleasure, even, that | saw the Cargputanian escorted back to jail, the guard
gripping hisarm.

My only problem now, in getting home, was money. | was reluctant to borrow from Lucille. It wasa
lot to borrow. Leaving the police gation, | took awalk.

A palid individua on agtreet corner accosted me, but | kept walking. He followed, determined, for
some reason, to strike up a conversation. His name was Frumzig (Frumzig?) and he was connected with
anewspaper. What ashame, he said, that there was such a shortage of native speakers of English.

(Frumzig's own English was heavily accented.) | pointed out to this Frumzig that many and in fact
most of the signsaround uswere in English, but he waved impatiently and said that he was not talking
about the officid English but thered King's-English article.

"I'man American,” | said, walking briskly, increasing my pace. "We don't have kings."

"Wonderful," he said. "Y ou grew up speaking the language. Now, some of these new people here
have the grammar A-| perfect, but you can tell they didn't grow up spesking it." Frumzig made agrimace.

A train out of nowheretried to run me down. The image was even accompanied with sound effects
and the smell of smoke. | took deep breaths.

"Oneof them," Frumzig was saying, "worksfor us asareporter. He sticks his nose into everything.
Y ou would think that that is good, for areporter. But the man is overzealous. Y ou would not believeit.
The editor sends him out to cover the dedication of a church, we are talking about an inch or two of
print, no more, and Ralph—nhis name is Ral ph—comes back with more than a hundred pages,
single-spaced, and even that, he complains, doesn't do justice.” Frumzig patted the swest off his pasty
brow with a handkerchief.

"It soundslike ajoke," hewent on, still keeping up with me, "but | assureyou that it isredlly agreat
pain in the ass, as you Americans say. We would fire him, but thereis adreadful shortage of good
English speskers”

| stopped and turned to him. "Y ou're not offering me ajob, are you?"

Frumzig was indeed. He gave me such alook of delight that | was tempted, for amoment, to hit him
intheface. | began walking again, and he trotted after, but his excited words were drowned out by
another train whidtle. | gritted my teeth and defied the phantom train head-on, but Frumzig with
unexpected energy pulled me back by the arm from the tracks. A gust of hot, sour wind. Thistrain was
red, not imaginary.

A row of passengers, rumbling past, looked down at me from their windows.

To be palite, | thanked Frumzig for saving my life. | even went so far asto shake hishand. "My
mind has been on alot of thingslatdy,” | explained, ressting the impulse to wipe my hand afterward on
my pants.

The pay wasn't great, but the living expenses were low. | was able to pocket most of what | brought
home. In three months, | calculated, | would have enough to return to the States under my own steam.
Frumzig put me up in a cubbyhole of aroom at the back of his mother's house. She was alarge-boned
woman with an unnaturally wide mouth. Long black hairs hung from her upper lip and chin. She never
spoke. When | said good morning to her at the breakfast table, she grunted and looked away.

But the house was close to the newspaper office, within walking distance, and my canvas
cot—which occupied most of my room when | opened it—was comfortable enough. The only problem
was the strong bleach smdll that came periodicdly from the laundry next door. Because of thesmell, |
spent most of my freetime at the Harare Public Library, where there was a pleasant solarium with
mosaics and benches. They had plenty of booksin English, the classicsaswell aslight reading.

My main function, on the paper, was to supply idioms. Mr. Mtimkulu loved idioms. He would nod
vigorously and grin, reading the revised copy, and at least once a day, when he passed me, he would
clap me on the arm and say, "Keep up the good work, Wally." Frumzig told me that Mr. Mtimkulu was
in competition with another English-language paper in Harare run by an old archriva of Mr. Mtimkulu
cdled Benjamin Nyikadzinashe. Having me on the staff was being one up on Nyikadzinashe.

If areporter had written, "The number of color television setsin Zimbabwe increased thisyear to
4,500, from last year'sfigure of 2,200," | would change it to something like, "Color TVsin Zimbabwe



better than doubled thisyear.” " An unknown person broke into the house of Mr. Hifer Mzilikazi late last
night, according to police authorities, and took severa family heirlooms," might become, "Burglars struck
Hifer Mzilikazi's place late last night and made off with, etc.” It was easy work, and the reportersand
editorswere dl friendly, with the exception of Ralph, who was too occupied to pass the time of day with
anyone.

Raph, as| had guessed from what Frumzig said, was a Cargputanian. He was constantly getting
stories. And often, if someone ese came in with astory, Ralph would perk up his ears, drop everything,
and ask amillion questions that no one knew the answers to; then he would dash out to get "more
information.” He was gill working on a dozen stories that had been completed, printed aweek ago or
more, and completely forgotten. Mr. Mtimkulu sometimes gave him, reluctantly, an update column. The
news editor, George Ndlovu, groaned when Ralph plunked down the pages and pages of copy on his
desk.

Curious, | took alook one day at one of Raph's stories. About the new minister of theinterior's
dog-breeding hobby, it contained an avesome number of facts. The detail was such that if onewerea
god (thiswas the thought that occurred to me), one could almost rely on Raph'stext to re-create the
wholeredlity in question. Where did the Cargputanian get hisinformation? | asked him.

"Every event,” hetold me serioudy, "leaves avariety of traces. And wherethere are gapsin the
record, one can use reasoning.”

"You mean,” | said, shocked, "that some of your facts are just guessvork?'

"Oh, no," he said. "Reasoning is not guessing, it isahundred-percent scientific. Consder, for
example, the star of your planetary system. How do you know its diameter and temperature? Only by
reasoning.”

"We haveingruments” | said, "that measureit.”

Ralph shook hishead. "Not directly. Directly you measure other things, small things, things that you
have at hand, and from them you work—Dby reasoning—to the Sun, ninety-three million milesaway."

Even if Raph was right—and he sounded right —there was still something ridiculousin going on and
on like an encyclopedia about the chicken wire used in Mr. Kinapi's dog kennel.

But George said to me: "For that Raph, everything, everything is newsworthy. Thelint in your belly
button is newsworthy. What you had for lunch three years ago is newsworthy. Heis crazy, | tell you, and
givesmeall the day aheadache." With alarge brown finger he tapped the aspirin bottle next to the
framed picture of histwo young children.

I had been working for about aweek when | began noticing the sabotage. When Ralph stepped out
for aminute to go to the bathroom, one of the reporters, thinking that no one was looking, went to
Ralph's desk and removed a page from the middle of athick manuscript. A practica joke, | thought.
Later in the day, Ralph scratched his head and frowned, just like an Earthman.

A bottle of Indiaink was emptied in hisdrawer. A whoopee cushion was placed on the seet of his
chair. (Sitting, he jumped and uttered a stifled curse in what must have been the Cargputanian tongue.) A
dead cat wasfound, iiff, in hisfolded umbrella

But some of the misbehavior was directed not at the alien persondly: the paper itself seemed to be
the target. Someone went around and put chewing gum inside dl the typewriters.

(Oddly, Mr. Mtimkulu was not at al angered by these pranks. He even took enjoyment, | thought,
in relating them to others. Wasthis sort of thing atolerated custom here?)

The few times| tried to question Ralph about his race and home planet, he said that hewasina
hurry and couldn't stop to chat. There was too much for him to learn. Once | trotted alongside as he
rushed to cover some story (having to do with an upcoming trade agreement with the Maagasy
Republic), and asked him why knowledge was that important to him. "Isit because knowledgeis
power?' | asked, panting.

He was listening to me with only haf an ear, absorbed in his notebook, which he held before him as
he ran and in which he even managed to jot afew words—when ideas came to him—while dodging
between the people in the street and the lampposts. "Power?' he said. "What power?'

"Knowledgeis power."



"Oh. No." He shook his head emphaticaly. "For us, knowledge is knowledge."

And that was the most | was able to get out of him.

The five-part feature that he did on the archaeol ogicd digsin Mashonaland was so impressive that a
Harare publisher wanted to put it out in book form, with color plates. (Mr. Mtimkulu should have been
pleased by this coup over Nyikadzinashe, but he made a pained face whenever the subject came up.)
Also, Raph uncovered agreat ded of government corruption. Unfortunately, most of it was at too high a
level and had to be hushed up.

| received aletter from Bea. It wasfull of resolvesfor the future, salf-improvement, education, and
career, and every other line hinted at marriage. "It'stime | got serious,” shewrote, "and did some
planning with my life, if I'm to take care of myself. We haveto beredidtic." The stationery was pink and
perfumed.

How the world would end became clear to me one bleak, windy Friday morning. | was getting over
astomach virus, till alittle wesk in the legs but glad to be up and about again. On my way to work | saw
agray-haired woman planting flowersin awindow box. Framed by her window, she wore ared kerchief
and hed atrowel. Theflowers, yellow and purple, glistened with water. The woman moved dowly and
deliberatdly, in the way of old people, her face knitted in concentration.

A Caraputanian, passing by, looked at the flowers and remarked, with anod, "Oh, Viola tricolor
hortensis. Very European.”

The old woman stopped. When the dien was gone, she lifted her trowel, bent over, and silently
unearthed the flowers and dropped them, one by one, into the stret.

So | wasn't taken completely by surprise when, at the paper, | found George (of al people) urinating
into the trash can. When he saw me, he grinned sheepighly, like akid caught in the act of writing "fuck”
onawadl with apiece of chak. "This, | dwayswanted to do," he whispered, giggling. The room reeked
for the remainder of the day, even though we removed the trash can and used a scented aerosol. George
was unrepentant: whenever | looked a him, he was shaking with mirth at his desk.

Remembering my experiencein Ohio, the difficulty | had had with the paycheck when the Oht
influence took over, | went to Mr. Mtimkulu and asked for al my wages and asmall |oan, to cover the
airplaneticket. | promised that | would reimburse him as soon as | got back to the States.

"Wha ashame," hesad. "Thereisillnessin your family?'

"Yes" | sad, not untruthfully.

Mr. Mtimkulu sighed. "We could use you now, Wally, the little jokes you make with the English, the
expressons. We need thingsto be ... lighter. But family, of course, must comefirst." He shook my hand
and took me down to Payroll, where | signed a couple of papers and received the money.

Frumzig, fortunately, was not in sight when | hurried out, so | was spared that handshake. Nor did |
bother to pick up my few belongings at his mother's: | knew by now that the infection spread rapidly
onceit began.

Ra ph was coming the opposite way, returning from another successful (I did not doubt) in-the-field
invedigation.

"A word of warning,” | saidto him.

"For me?" Hewasinterested.

"Y es. The pranksthat they have been playing on you may get uglier. Y our life, even, may bein
danger.”
"Redly?" His Caraputanian eyebrows went up.

"The people here, on this planet, you see, don't like to be madeto fed inferior."

Ra ph was not sympathetic. "The world, you know, Walter, isgivento usasit is. | am not to blame
for someone dssinferiority.” After this brief philosophical exchange—and rare, | beieve, for the
Caraputanians, who preferred hard fact to opinion or abstraction—he continued quickly on hisway, not
intheleast afraid. (Possibly he carried an extraterrestrial weapon.)

| was wrong about the danger to him. Humanity did not attack the aliens. A resentful adolescent
does not attack (usudly) hisadult parent. Heis sullen, given to occasiond, impulsive displays of defiance.
If thereisany destruction involved, chances are that he himsdlf will be the victim of it, not the parent.



Incidents of misbehavior were minor, and few and far between, as| headed for the airport. | saw
someone litter. | saw ayoung girl take agas cap off acar and put it in her pocket. That wasall.

At the airport in Newark, twenty-four hourslater, | experienced the urgeto steal aroll of
peppermint Life Savers at a newsstand. Possibly that was only because | was so foggy in the head from
lack of deep.

But the next day, after | had dept, the wicked thought came to me, in bed, before | even opened my
eyes, not to pay back Mr. Mtimkulu. He could hardly get at me from the other side of the globe, and
what difference did it make, anyway, redly, if wewere dl going to be defunct in amonth or two? In the
meantime | had more use for the five hundred dollars than he did. With five hundred dollars | could buy a
top-quality ten-speed bicycle. | could takeridesin the park. (Everything was in bloom now.)

Of course| did nothing of the kind. First thing that morning, | put acheck in an envelope and
walked it to the post office, to make sure. There were two Caraputanians on the corner, getting
information about something, but | ignored them.

Lucillewasin when | phoned. Her response to the news of the end of the world was not what |
would have expected. "Well, Wally, maybeit'sagood thing," shesaid. "I can't say that we've improved
the planet any. Maybe whatever replaces us—ants or frogs—will do a better job of it." Sheinvited me
over to her placefor akind of bon voyage party. The aphids that clustered around the holes of the
recaiver dl turned and hissed a mein unison.

Lucillé's gpartment building downtown was fancy. Big potted plants, vines, made the lobby look like
ajungle; there were hallswith dark marble walls, and the moving pointers over the elevator doors were
brass.

"Waly," she said, greeting me with akiss, "your handsarelikeice."

Sheworeaflimsy, smal dressthat showed off most of her legs and shoulders, and her hair was
different. | couldn't help staring.

We drank atoast, with bubbling champagne, to the human race. Pulling me by the hand, sheled me
into her bedroom. | didn't tell her that there was a giant white dug on the bed—and she wouldn't have
been interested. "Thisisit," | said to mysdlf, heart pounding. The fulfillment of my wildest dreams. | had
awaysbeeninlovewith Lucille. But the love-making itself turned out to be anything but romantic. It was
practically the opposite of romantic. Bestidl.

Beaasked me over for along talk the following day. She was pae, earnest to the point of grimness,
aswe sat together on the couch. | listened patiently for at least an hour—she was telling me about her
breakdown—but then the humorous idea came to me suddenly to be bestia with her, as Lucille had been
withme,

When shewasin the middle of aparticularly involved, hestant sentence, I—saying nothing— pulled
at her blouse, making the buttons pop off. Beadid a certain amount of gasping and arm swinging, but
then told mein aweepy whisper that she loved me dearly, had always |oved me dearly, from the moment
shefirg set eyes on me, at the soda fountain. She was very emotional. Unfortunately, what | did to her
then had nothing really to do with the emotions. Bea seemed to redize this after awhile. Deeply
wounded, she summoned up asarcagtic smile. The effect was disfiguring. | told her that she should be
careful and keep her door locked at all times, because there would be alot of lawlessness soon, on a
scale that we hadn't seen since the Huns.

Back at my house, preparing for bed, | looked in the bathroom mirror and was shocked by the
animal face that faced me. It wasredlity, no hallucination. With fangs and bristles| would have made a
good Mr. Hyde.



Curtain Call

| had adream in which Mrs. Evans, Mrs. Collins, Mrs. Merkle, and Aunt Penny were sitting around a
long conference table. They were discussng me. "He has no oneto talk to, now," said Aunt Penny. "He's
asolitary asan oyser."

| can dwaystak to Mr. Tribovich, | thought, athough lately | hadn't seen him in his backyard. Was
hesck?

Therewere al kinds of diseases, these days. Y ou couldn't tell whether a disease was from the Oht,
asin the case of the deeping sickness that broke out in the south of the planet and spread north
(compliments of the rock-lion-polyps), or due to the generd breakdown in our utilities and services, €tc.
Just drinking the water was taking a chance, and there hadn't been fresh vegetables for months.

| never cared for vegetables, but | knew their value now. | saw some lettuce in an abandoned
garden afew blocks away and wolfed it down, dirt, bugs, and al.

Mr. Tribovich had afit when in the middle of the night somebody plundered his vegetable garden.

Even the flowerswere taken. | could understand it— | had had haf amind to plunder the garden
mysdf. It was only Mr. Tribovich'sszethat held mein check. A neighbor isaneighbor, but food isfood.
(But, aso, he had helped me douse the fire started by the banditswhen | refused to open the door to
them. It did make sensefor usto try to stick together.)

"He should marry,” said Mrs. Evanswith asmile, in my dream.

But marriageable women didn't show themselves these days. They would be crazy to. | had no idea
how Beaand L ucille were faring. | avoided thinking about them. Bandits captured ayoung thing across
the street and tortured her in public for hours. | went down to the basement, finally, not to hear her
screams and pleading. | don't like the basement. Full of spiders and the smell of mold, it depresses me.

The dream ended with abad smell. Something was burning. | got up quickly and checked the house.
No, the smoke was from outsde. Every day, there was smoke in the air, in the sky—not unlike the old
times when the factories were running and you had to hold your nose going through Linden and Elizabeth.

| aealittle raw spaghetti for breskfast, got my dingshot, inspected it, and went out rat hunting. It
was not fun, this having to hustle for protein every minute of the waking day, with no opportunity to Sit
and think. Most of al | missed the radio, the talk shows. Those warm, rel axed voices used to take some
of the edge off the londiness.

Frankenstein was waiting for me on Ninth Avenue. We often went rat hunting together. Heismy
first repeated and persstent hdlucination. | have begun to consider him company. (Doesthis mean thet |
have finaly gone bonkers?)

"Hello, Frank," | said. "Where do we look today?"

With alarge, gray, cadaverousfinger he pointed in the direction of the highway. Good idea: the
drainage ditches around a cloverlesf, with the tall weeds and rainwater, made alikely spot. If wedidn't
et rats, we might get frogs or snakes.

We crossed afield on our bellies—no sense letting bandits see us (see me, that is, because of
course they can't see Frankenstein, who isn't there). Twice | had narrowly escaped being murdered by
bandits. Murder for them was entertainment. Perhaps because thereislittle elseto do. Littleto rob. My
most va uable possessions are the e astic piece of my dingshot and my shoes (purchased in Ohio,
remember?), which are dill in good condition. (Also, in apinch, leather isedible))

Near the cloverleaf we were attacked by mosquitoes. | wondered what the mosquito view of the
world was and how it differed from that of Siphon and Pulex, but sans periphera it was not possibleto
engage insectsin conversation. They weredl over me, whining their mosquito whine; | swatted.
Frankenstein was oblivious to the bites as we waded through the tall grass. Being afigment hasits
advantages.

We saw abig rat, black, on one of the concrete dopes beneath the overpass. He must have been
ten pounds at least. | pulled out the dingshot and took a couple of stones from the ammunition pouch at
my belt. Crouching low, we advanced. With adingshot you haveto get close.



Therat lifted his head, sniffed the air. Y ou never could tell, with rats. Sometimes they stayed pui,
fearless, and sometimes they had the sense to scuttle for cover. Thisonewas ascuttler, | thought, but just
then there was aloud whoosh and whir above the overpass, and the rat, surprised, lifted his head again,
giving me a perfect shot.

| didn't hesitate, dthough we were not as close as | would have liked. In my experience, when you
shoot from too far, even if you get adirect hit, the forceisn't sufficient. But perfect shots were rare and
momentary and it was unthinkable to pass one up. | put asmuch as | could into the shot, and shot well.
Frankenstein clasped his handsin excitement when the big rat fell over.

Cheering, we rushed to kill him. Stones only stunned therats, or occasiondly broke aleg; after a
few seconds arat would be back on hisfeet and into the underbrush for good. | sumbled in aculvert, in
water, but Frankenstein righted me. The rat was no longer in sight. When we reached the bridge,
however, we saw him struggling to disappear behind the skeleton of abush. | shot again—and hit him
again. Thiswasagood day. | laughed and kissed the dingshot.

No problem opening histhroat with the kitchen knife. He turned and bared histeeth, of course, but
was tilled with akick. A month ago, before | learned how to do this, | dways got my hands bitten. (1
have scars.)

| gavetherat to Frankenstein to hold, and walked around the dope to the top of the overpassto see
what the noise was. For some reason | thought that it might be a Red Cross helicopter. | kept hoping, |
suppose, that there il were small pockets of civilization in existence and that eventually people would
come around and start putting everything back to normal. Then we could al eat at McDonald's again.

But the thing that had made the whoosh and the whir, and was now landed in the center of the
highway above the cloverlegf, lights blinking, was a spaceship. Another Oht invasion, | said to mysdif. A
bit late, this one. But no, people were getting on, not getting off. They were Cargputanians.

"Wait!" | cdled out. "Where are you going?'

The last Caraputanian, hisfoot on the step, looked back at me.

| ran uptotak to him. But | had difficulty catching my breath. The running and shouting weskened
me. With so little protein available, these days, one can't exert onesalf too much. "Y ou're not leaving us,
areyou?' | asked.

"Yes," replied the Cargputanian.

"Why? Oh—I guessthings aren't asinteresting here for you now."

The dien shook his head. "Weve done this planet.”

"Filled up your notebooks, you mean? And now you have other planetsto do?'

"That'sit," sad the Caraputanian, nodding. "Bye."

And before | knew it, there was abig wind asthe ship rose, and acloud of dust. It knocked me
over, and | must have bumped my head on something then, because | had adream. | dreamt that | was
at aparty. It was an enormous gathering, and yet | knew every person there. Waiters and waitresses
moved gracefully in and out among the guests with trays of hors d'oeuvres; everyone held aglass of the
most expensive French champagne, even the animals, and the chandeliers gleamed like upside-down
trees of diamonds.

I mingled. Dr. Gross was taking to amacrame. "We are redefining the whole concept of insanity,”
he said. The macrame stifled ayawn and said, "On D'de, there are more than eight thousand distinct
forms of insanity, but, curioudy, fewer than eight thousand inhabitants."

Corpord Cimick (the bedbug, remember?) clinked his glasswith Frumzig's mother. They seemed to
be getting along well together, though neither spoke.

Mrs. Sanders, giggling, leaned over as she listened to awhispered joke told by agreen gourd. "Oh,
that's filthy," she said, looking alot younger than when | knew her asanurse at Rosedale.

Arms around each other, Donadd Duck and Tolya sang by the piano, while Mr. Bostwick played.
The song wasin Russian and very hearty, in places sounding more like laughter than asong. Tolyawaved
hisarms operatically, and Mr. Bostwick beamed. "What anice group,” | thought.

Off in acorner, the urbane police interrogator from Harare was having a heated politica discusson
with atoucan. "But you must redlize," he was saying, "thet there is no redl proletariat in Peru.” The toucan



shook itslong beak in disagreement.

And apenguin, at aglasstable in another corner, was teaching old Mr. Forbes how to play
checkers. They were too absorbed to notice the food.

Then someone clapped his hands and got the Oht to do a dance routine, in asort of chorusline.
They were dl there, my five opponents, my five invaders, who threatened and finally destroyed mankind
with demoralization. But that was spilt milk, water under the bridge.

Aswidely different asthey were, they danced in perfect step, and | saw for the first time that they
wereredly al the same. The lascivious gourd was the same as the aesthetic file cabinet with the camera
eyes. The novety-seeking clump of string was no different from the odd pyramida chimerawho only
asked for aplace to rest. And the superstudent with the notebook could have subgtituted for any of the
above.

Because suddenly | knew what the word "Oht" meant. The Oht were not seeking or collecting, or
out to obtain—they were redlly fleeing. They were flesing athing that waswithin. "Oht," infact, inthe
Bayfi language, was the reflexive of flight. And when | saw the object—the subject, rather—of that
reflexive, | couldn't blame them. It was the hardest redlity of dl, and the closest, to every creaturein the
universe

And dl flight fromit was, ultimatdly, invain.

It grinned a me.

In my dream, | sighed. The sigh came out more forcefully than | intended. It swept the Oht away, in
the middle of their dance, like dandelion fluff. Actudly, | wasn't sighing but coughing—from the dust in
theair. | sat up on the highway and rubbed my temples. The dream loosened its hold on me, and with it
went the profundity.

| got to my feet and looked down the highway in both directions. empty, al lanes, from horizon to
horizon. | remembered the rat, and hurried back across the dope to Frankenstein, who was faithfully
shooing away the bluebottles and botfliesfor me.

Anunusudly heavy rat. It had probably got into some farmer's storage bin and eaten itsdlf Slly. The
weight waswhat had dowed it down. | offered to share the spoils with Frankenstein, but he declined like
the gentleman hewas. (But if hewasred and not imagined, | still would have offered to split therat with
him.)

We carried our prizeto the creek, to skin it and clean it. The creek was between an old brick
building, long and windowless, and a barbed-wire fence. Beer cans, roofing materia, and automaobile
tireslay on the sdes and in the water, but the water was as clear and sweet-smelling as you could want: it
had purged itsdf of al the chemicads. (The environmentaists would be pleased.)

Frankenstein helped me arrange the rat on our flat skinning rock. Skinning anima s takesawhile and
isalot of work—more work than it used to be, Snce the kitchen knifeis getting duller and | haven't
found asharpener yet. | cut off the rat's head. The head, instead of floating away or sinking when |
tossed it into the creek, remained in place on the surface, asif treading water. 1t opened its eyes and
looked at me.

"Doyou seewhat | see, Frank?' | said. My hdlucinations, blesstheir heart, still had the ability to
surprise.

But Frankenstein, incredibly, nodded. He saw it, too.

Not ahalucination, then?

A thrill of hope went through me. If it wasn't ahalucination, then it could be amessenger from the
Conservationists themsalves. And about time, | thought. The Conservationists could get us out of this
mess. They could give me another peripherd (or recharge the old one). | crossed my fingers.

"Areyou from the Conservationists?' | asked the head.

"Keep your voice down, Mr. Griffith," said the head of the black rat. The creek water swirled
tranquilly around and past it. "1 don't believe we're being observed, but there's no point in taking
chances.”

| looked over my shoulder, but saw no sign of those whose attention is best avoided. Therewas
only the old brick wall and the weeds.



| approached the creek, squatted at the edge, asif resting, and kept my eyes on an object—arusted
eggbeater—a good ninety degrees from the emissary. (Couldn't it have found something nicer to talk
from?) Out of the corner of my mouth | said:

"Let's get right to the point. Would you tell the Conservationists please to reverse thisend of the
world?'

"End of theworld?' said therat's heed, lifting its eyebrows.

| indicated the surroundings with a sweep of my hand. "Y ou can see for yoursdlf.”

"Theworldis4ill here

"1 mean the end of theworld in the sense of the end of the human race.” This emissary seemed
dense.

"It's because of the Oht," said the head.

"I know that. We've had one wave of them after another.”

"They dways comein waves."

"Yes, wdll, we held them off for awhile" | said, "but then more than one invasion started coming at
the sametime. It wasn't fair—I'm only one person. Isn't there arule againgt Smultaneous invasions?'

"Thereisn't," said the head, "and please don't raise your voice."

| realized, with acold sinking in my stomach, that the emissary hadn't cometo help. "What are you
herefor?' | asked.

"Monitoring. | will report back."

"And you'l report that we've lost? That were not the lucky ‘one out of ten'?"

"That's correct.”

"L ook, can't the Conservationists make an exception in our case?’ | stole aglance at the head, saw
itswhiskers and pointed nose. The beady eyes contained no sympathy.

But I had to make an gppeal. Perhaps | would hit on asuccessful argument.

"Look," | said, fixing my eyes back on the egg-beater, "the Conservationists could intervene a little.
They're so powerful, it wouldn't even raise aswesat on them, to help us. And you-know-who would
never know. What would be the harm in it?'

No response from the head.

"All we need is a second chance. To be put on our feet again. Weld take it from there.”

Still nothing.

"l guessyou're not aware of this, but humanity has produced great art, architecture, works of music.
We produced Beethoven. Leonardo da Vinci. Have you ever been to amuseum or a concert?"

No response.

"Great things could come of usin thefuture. A lot of good. Who knows? But we need afuture, to
find out."

No response.

"Won't the Conservationists fedl bad if they don't help?1f they turn their backs on us? Letting dl that
potential for good go down the drain? | know they care. If they didn't care, they wouldn't have comein
the firgt place and made me a guardian and given me the peripherd.”

Slence

"l wasn't the best guardian, true. But that was my fault. Blame me, don't blame the people of Earth.
They shouldn't be punished.”

Nothing.

"There are hillions, billions of people over the globe. (There are fewer now, but never mind.) And
each person has his own hopes and dreams. There are families, thereislove. We have saints, builders,
entertainers. All that doesn't deserve to be erased with asnap of thefingers.”

The head said: "I haveto go, Mr. Griffith. It may console you to consder, first of dl, that some
civilizations do manage to avert or repulse the Oht. Think of them as continuing in your stead, or carrying
on the flame. Second, the Earth remains existent, the ecosystem intact, and evolution in operation. A few
million years from now—uwhich isamere blink in the grand panorama of time—thereisbound to bea
civilization of some sort flourishing here on your native soil."



"Y es, based on wombats," | muttered. "L ook, couldn't | speak to the Conservationists directly?”

But the head was gone. There were afew bubbleswhere it had been, on the surface of the water.
The current bore the bubbles avay.

"Well, wetried,” | said to Frankengtein. He shrugged.

The skinning of therat took more than half an hour. We were careful to keep washing the blood off.
At the smell of blood, al sorts of pests pop up. Bugs, mainly. Fliesand creeping things. | wasn't
concerned about carnivores, such as dogs, there were not that many dogs | eft, and the ones | eft generaly
didn't causetrouble. (A week ago, in Rosdlle Park, | saw apoodle on astreet corner, a skinny, muddy
creature with bald patches. As soon asit saw me, it ducked, asif abrick had been hurled at it, and
scooted out of sght.)

Frankenstein wrapped therat carcassin apiece of green lawn bag that he had found and folded
away for future use. (He was highly resourceful, an ideal companion on an outing. | knew, for example,
that we would have no problem getting afire started, even though we were out of matches and lighter
fluid.)

We carried therat to afield that once served as aschool baseball diamond. Thiswas wherewe
usualy cooked our medls, using hits of dry-rotted wood from the bleachersfor fud. The visihility was
good in every direction, so no one could sneak up on uswhile we ate.

Apropos of nothing, | had another dream. (Not healthy, this sudden dreaming. What if adream hit
me in the middle of something important, such as running from bandits or taking am at arat?) Thisdream
was biblica: Earth visited by ten plagues. The plagues were not clearly defined, but al were unpleasant
and had something to do with the skin. The Stuation was made more difficult by the fact that the power
was out.

"Chrig," said afriend of mine. Hewas sitting in achair, in the dark, scratching furioudy. "We can't
even watch televison, for distraction.”

Theair conditioning didn't work, either.

"And thefood in the refrigerator will spoil,”" someone remarked.

"No, don't openit,” called athin voice when | reached for the door of the refrigerator. "The smell
will make usill."

But | was s0 tremendoudy hungry—I couldn't remember the last time | had had afull mea—that |
could have eaten anything, no matter how spoiled, rancid, rotten.

When | opened the door, astrong smell hit me. But the smell wasredly not that bad. In fact, when
you got used to it, it was not bad at all. My mouth watered. | opened my eyes and saw Frankenstein
bending over the fire. He had therat on a spit dready and wasturning it.

Roasted rat: out of thisworld. The aroma, however, brought guests. | should have run for cover, but
| wasjust too hungry. | drew my kitchen knife instead—a poor excuse for awesapon, but | was not
about to part with thisfeast. There were three of them, three bandits, the most miserable, bedraggled
bandits | had ever met, in worse shape even than the poodle in Roselle Park.

"What do you want?' | said. It came out in asnarl.

The onein the middlelicked hislipsand said hoarsdly, "Smells good.”

I nodded. Would they attack? But they seemed too weak and weary even to think of such exertion.
One of them walked painfully, with acrutch; one had his head wrapped in agray rag that served asa
bandage. | saw that the hands of the one in the middle were trembling. These poor bastards were at least
ashungry as|. Perhgpsthey did not even have the luxury of raw spaghetti in the morning. | felt pity.

"Maybe. . . we could have the bones," suggested the one with the head bandage, in avery faint
voice. The other two looked at me, stooped, with big eyes, begging. Times had to be pretty hard, |
thought, if bandits were brought so low. | could picture them davering noisily over the bones, gnawing a
the tendons, and sucking for al they were worth to get out the marrow—whatever marrow arat had.

| knedled, cut off the little legs, and passed them around. The bandits, speechless, looked at me asiif
| wereagod. "Don't worry,” | told them. "There's more where this came from.”

We polished off therat in afew minutes. Frankenstein looked on with pleasure, like an uncle
watching greedy children open their Christmas presents.



Whilewe lay around the coad's dozing and burping, | showed the bandit |eader my dingshot. Hewas
impressed. | told him about the other dingshots | had tried but which didn't work because there was no
good dastic. The stoneswould bounce off the rat and the rat would practicaly laugh in my face. But as
soon as | found the good dastic, | began acquiring protein.

The bandit sighed. Protein was the big problem. "We can't live off the grass, like cows," he said.

(Cows had to be extinct by now.)

The three of them, he said, had tried eating shoe leather, from afind in adump across the highway—
the shoe stores having long since been cleaned out— but their teeth weren't up to it. Teeth would come
loose, probably because of the lack of vitamin C. "And teeth you can't replace,” said the bandit. He
smiled wide to show mewhat he meant. | tsk-tsk'ed in sympathy. Big gaps, top and bottom.

My guests admired my shoes from Ohio.

Would they attempt to kill me now that they had alittle strength from the meat? My dastic and my
shoes were double cause for murder. But no, these bandits were al gratitude. They thanked mea
hundred times for sharing my rat with them. And they were glad for the opportunity to talk. And | was
glad, too. Although Frankenstein makes a fine companion, he never saysaword (which isn't hisfault).

Wetaked until dusk, not once mentioning the old times. The smoke-filled sky over the basebal field
glowed abeautiful deep red as the sun went down.

-end-
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