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  IF THIS IS WINNETKA, YOU MUST BE JUDY


  


  by F. M, Busby


  


  


  F. M. Busby sold his first sf story in 1957, but it wasn’t till he retired from his job as a communications engineer a couple of years ago that he began to write regularly. He attended the Clarion-West sf writers’ workshop in Seattle and has become a frequent contributor to science-fiction magazines and original anthologies, besides selling his first novel, Cage a Man, to New American Library and the Science Fiction Book Club.


  


  The following novelette shows why he’s been so successful: Busby has a firm grasp on the interplay between Idea and Character in science fiction. In fact, except for a few differences made possible by the increased freedom of the field since it left its pulp days behind, this story might have appeared in one of the classic issues of Astounding Science Fiction during the “Golden Age”: in tone and idea-exploration it would not seem out of place beside the early trend-setting stories of Heinlein, Sturgeon and Asimov.


  


  * * * *


  


  The ceiling was the wrong colour – grey-green, not beige. Alert, well-rested, but still unmoving after sleep, Larry Garth thought: It could be the Boston apartment, or possibly the one in Winnetka – or, of course, someplace new. Throwing off the covers and rolling over, he put his feet over the side of the bed and sat up. His back did not protest; cancel Boston.


  


  The walls were grey-green also, the furniture stained walnut. Yes, Winnetka. As a final check before going into the bathroom, he raised the window shade and looked out. It had been a long time, but he recognised the details. Winnetka for sure, and he was thirty-five or thirty-six; there were only about two years of Winnetka. One question of importance remained: Judy, or Darlene?


  


  The bathroom mirror agreed with him; he was at the time of the small moustache; he’d seen the thing in pictures. He didn’t like it much, but spared it when he shaved; it was bad policy, at beginnings, to introduce unnecessary change.


  


  He went back to the bedroom and got his cigarettes and lighter from the bedside stand, hearing pans rattle in the kitchen. Judy or Darlene? Either way, he’d better get out there soon. As soon as he checked his wallet – first things first.


  


  He lit a cigarette and leafed through the cards and minutiae that constituted his identity in the outside world. Well … knowing himself, his driver’s permit would be up-to-date and all credit cards unexpired. The year was 1970. Another look outside: autumn. So he was thirty-five, and the pans clattered at the hands of Judy.


  


  Just as well, he thought. He hadn’t had the break-up with Darlene, but he knew it was, had to be, hectic and bitter. He’d have to have it sometime, but ‘sufficient unto the day …’ Now, his wedding with Judy was only days or weeks distant – but he didn’t know which way. The trees across the street were no help; he couldn’t remember when the leaves turned colour here, or began to fall. Well, he’d listen; she’d let him know …


  


  In a plastic cover he found an unfamiliar card with a key taped to one side. He drew it out; the other side was more than half-filled with his own small, neat printing, mostly numbers. The first line read: ‘1935-54, small misc. See chart. 8/75-3/76. 2/62-9/63. 10/56-12/56.’ There was much more: wonder rose in him. And then excitement, for suddenly the numbers made sense. Months and years – he was looking at a listing of the times of his life, in the order he had lived them. ‘9/70-11/70’ caught his eye – that was now, so he wasn’t married to Judy yet, but would be before this time ended. And the crudely dated record listed six more life fragments between this one he was beginning and the one that had ended yesterday! He scanned it, scowling with concentration. Automatically he took a ball-point from the stand and completed the final entry, so that it read: ‘12/68-9/70.’


  


  He’d never kept records before, except in his head. But it was a good idea; now that his later self had thought of it, he’d continue it. No, he’d begin it. He laughed, and then he didn’t laugh. He’d begin it because he’d found it; when and how was the actual beginning? He grappled with the idea of circular causation, then shrugged and accepted what he couldn’t fully understand – like it or not, it was there. He looked again at the card, at the signposts on his zigzag trail.


  


  A short time, this one, ending a few days after the wedding. Then about seven months of being twenty and back in college; probably it would be when he found the sense to quit that farcical situation, in which he knew more of many things than his instructors did, but very little of what his exams would cover. He looked forward to seeing his parents again, not only alive but in good health. They’d nag him for quitting school, but he could jolly them out of that.


  


  And next – no, he’d look at it again later; Judy would be getting impatient. A quick look at the other side. Below the key was printed First Mutual Savings and the bank’s address. The key was numbered: 1028. So there was more information in a safety-deposit box. He’d look at it, first chance he got.


  


  He put on a robe and slippers; the last time with Judy, in 1972-73, her freedom from the nudity taboo was still new and strange to her. Shuffling along the hall toward breakfast, he wondered how the record he’d just seen was lost, wiped out, between now and that time. Did he later, in some time between, change his mind – decide the knowledge was more harm than help? He came to the kitchen and to Judy, with whom he’d lived twice as husband, but never met.


  


  “Morning, honey.” He moved to kiss her. The kiss was brief; she stepped back.


  


  “Your eggs are getting cold. I put them on when I heard the water stop running. There’s a cover on them, but still … what took you so long, Larry?”


  


  “It took a while to think myself awake, I guess.” Looking at her, he ate with little heed to temperature or flavour. She hadn’t changed much, going the other way. Red-gold hair was pinned up loosely into a swaying, curly mass instead of hanging straight, and of course she was bundled in a bulky robe rather than moving lithely unencumbered. But she had the same face, the same ways, so different from his first time with her. That was in the late, quarrelling stages, five years away, when she drank heavily and was fat, and divorce was not far off. He did not know what went so wrong in so short a time between. Now at the start, or close to it, he wished he could somehow rescue the fat drunk.


  


  “More coffee, Larry? And you haven’t even looked at the paper.”


  


  “Yes. Thanks. I will, now.” Damn! He had to get on track better, and fast. “Well … what’s new today?”


  


  He didn’t care, really. He couldn’t; he knew, in large, how the crises and calamities of 1970 looked in diminishing perspective. The paper’s only use was to orient him – to tell him where in the middle of the movie he was, what he should and should not know. And today, as on the first day of any time, he looked first for the exact date. September 16, 1970. His wedding was six weeks and three days ahead of him, on Halloween. And this day was Wednesday; the bank would be open.


  


  As if on cue, she asked, “Anything special you need to do today?”


  


  “Not much. I want to drop in at the bank, though. Something I want to check on.” That was safe; she’d know about the bank. He kept only essential secrets. “Anything you’d like me to pick up at the groshry?” He remembered to use their joke-pronunciation.


  


  “I’ll look. I have a couple of things on the list, but they’re not urgent.”


  


  “Okay. Come here a minute first, though.” Short and still slim, she fit well on his lap, as she had two years later. The kisses became longer.


  


  Then she pulled back. “Larry. Are you sure?”


  


  “Sure of what?” He tried to bring her to him, but she resisted, so he relaxed his grip. “Something on your mind, Judy?”


  


  “Yes. Are you sure you want to get married again, so soon after … ?”


  


  “Darlene?”


  


  “I know you had a hideous time, Larry, and – well, don’t get on that horse again just to prove you’re not afraid to.”


  


  He laughed and tightened his hold; this time she came close to him. “Proving things isn’t my bag, Judy. To myself, or to anybody.”


  


  “Then why do you want to marry me, when you have me already? You don’t have to – all you have to do is not change, stay the same for me. So why, Larry?”


  


  “Just old-fashioned, I guess.” It was hard to kiss and laugh at the same time, carrying her to the bedroom. But he managed, and so did she, her part.


  


  She got up first; the ‘groshry’ list was ready when he was dressed to leave. Their goodbye kiss was soft.


  


  Downstairs, he recognised the car with pleasure – a year old Volvo he knew from two and five years later; it was even more agile and responsive now.


  


  The drive to the bank gave him time to think.


  


  


  


  In his early time-years the skips were small, a day or two, and his young consciousness took them for bad dreams – to wake with unfamiliar sensations, body changed and everything out of size. Much later, waking in a hospital, he learned they were real.


  


  “Do you use drugs, Mr. Garth?”


  


  “No, I don’t.” A little grass now and then wasn’t ‘drugs.’ “I’d like to know why I’m here.”


  


  “So would we. You were found lying helpless, unable to talk or co-ordinate your movements. Like a baby, Mr. Garth. Do you have any explanation, any pertinent medical history?”


  


  So this is where I was, he thought. “No. I’ve been under a lot of pressure.” That was probably safe to say, though he didn’t know his body-age or circumstances. But in some thirty consciousness-years he’d learned to keep cover while he got his bearings in a new time. And eventually, as he hoped and expected, they told him most of what he needed to know about himself, and let him go. As sometimes happened, his research into the parameters of now was largely wasted; the time lasted only a dozen or so days. But the waste was not total, for when the following time came to him, he would still remember.


  


  Once as a four-year-old he woke to middle age and panicked, screaming for his mother. He remembered being taken to the hospital that time, and did not look forward with pleasure to waking in it. But what had been would be. And he was certain there was at least one more infancy skip to be lived down someday.


  


  At first he did not talk of these things in ‘home’ time because he had no speech. Then he remained silent because he thought it was the same for everyone. And finally he kept his counsel because he realised no one could help or understand, or even believe.


  


  Once in his seventh consciousness-year he woke with a throbbing joy at his groin; the woman beside him overrode his bewilderment and fulfilled his unrealised need. It was a time of a single day, and he hadn’t seen her again. He didn’t know the time-year or where he was, but he knew enough to say very little. He kept the situation as simple as possible by saying he was tired and didn’t feel well, remembering just in time that grownups say they’re not going to work today – he almost said school. He got away with it, and his confidence improved.


  


  There were other dislocations from his early time-years, but none major until he went to sleep aged nineteen and woke to spend seven months as a forty-year-old man, twice-divorced. He wondered what was wrong, that twice he had failed in marriage. His unattached state simplified his adjustment, but after a time he became convinced that he’d lost twenty years and was cheated. But the next skip was to an earlier time, and then he began to know the way of his life.


  


  The changes came always during sleep, except for the one that came at death. He didn’t know how old he died; his brain’s constricted arteries would not maintain an attention-span of any useful length. Inside him, his brief thoughts were lucid, but still the effect was of senility. How old, though? Well, he’d once had a year that included his seventieth birthday and golf, an operation for cataracts, a lawsuit successfully defended and a reasonably satisfying state of potency. So when he came to the last, he knew he was damned old.


  


  Having died, he still feared death. It would be merely a different way of ending. For he had no clear idea how much of his life had been lived, back and forth in bits and pieces. One day he would use up the last unlived segment, and then … he supposed he simply wouldn’t wake up. At his best estimate, he had lived something less than half his allotted time-years. He couldn’t be sure, for much of his earlier conscious time was unmeasured.


  


  Dying itself was not terrible; even his senile brain knew he had not yet filled all the blank spaces of his life. The pain was bad, as his heart fought and for a time would neither function nor gracefully succumb, but he had felt worse pain. His mind lost focus, and came clear only for a few seconds at the end. He died curious, wondering what might come next.


  


  It was the other book end; the circle closed. He was trapped, constricted, pushed. Pressured and convulsed, slowly and painfully. Finally cold air reached his head and bright light stabbed at his eyes; at the consciousness-age of perhaps thirty, he was born. Except for the forgotten instinctive rapture of feeding, he found the new-born state unpleasant.


  


  Filling early skips involuntarily, he dipped twice again into infancy. The first time bored him almost to apathy; he could neither see clearly nor move well. The second time, better-learned, he concentrated on his wide-open senses, trying to understand the infant condition. He found the experience instructive, but still was glad when next he woke adult.


  


  Relationships with others were ever difficult; always he came in at the middle of the second feature, unsure of what had gone before, and of correct responses to people he was supposed to know. He learned to simulate a passive streak that was not his by nature so that his friends would accept the quiet necessary to each new learning period. He cheated no one by this small deceit; it was as much for their benefit as his. And while he stayed in one time, at rest between zigzag flights, his friends and lovers – and their feelings – were real to him, of genuine concern. When he met them again, before of afterward, it pained him that they could not also know and rejoice in the reunion.


  


  Early in his experience he sometimes fumbled such reunions. Now he knew how to place the time and adjust his mental files to produce only acceptable knowledge for the year.


  


  There was no way he could pursue a conventional career with organisational status and seniority, and at the end of it a pension. Hell, he couldn’t even finish college. Luckily, at his first major change, when he skipped from nineteen to forty, he found himself a published author of fiction. He read several of his works and enjoyed them. In later times, half-remembering, he wrote them, and then others that he had not read. His writings never hinted at the way of his own life, but a reviewer said of them: ‘Garth presents a unique viewpoint, as though he saw life from a different angle.’


  


  It was a strange life, he thought. How did they manage it? Living and seeing solely from one view that plodded along a line and saw only one consecutive past.


  


  So that they could never, ever understand him. Or he, them.


  


  


  


  He had attuned so easily to the car and the locality, hands and feet automatically adjusting to four-on-the-floor and quick brakes and steering that, daydreaming, he nearly drove past the turnoff to First Mutual Savings. But from the right-hand lane, braking and signalling quickly, he made his turn without difficulty. He found a slot at the end of a parking row, well away from the adjacent car in case its driver was a door-crasher.


  


  He didn’t know the bank, so he walked in slowly and loitered, looking around with care. The safety-deposit counter was to his left; he approached it. On it, a marker read ‘Leta Travers’; behind the desk was a grey-haired woman, spectacularly coifed, who wore marriage rings. He couldn’t remember how people in this suburb in this time addressed each other in business dealings. Well, it couldn’t be too important …


  


  “Good morning, Mrs. Travers.”


  


  She came to the counter. “Mr. Garth. Going to change your will again?”


  


  What the hell! No; she was smiling; it must be a ‘family joke.’ Damn, though; how had he later come to set up such a stupid thing? He knew better than that, now.


  


  Well, go along with it. “Yep. Going to leave all my millions to the home for retired tomcats.” But he’d have to kill this for later, or else change banks. Or some next-time, off-guard, it could be bad. Maybe that’s why he dropped the records … wait and see.


  


  Leta Travers led him to the aseptic dungeon, where their two keys together opened Box 1028. Saying the usual polite things, she left him to its contents.


  


  The envelope was on top. He didn’t like the label: This Is Your Life with his signature below. That was show-off stuff. Or dumbhead drunk. He’d brought a pen; with it, he scribbled the designation into garble. He thought, then wrote: Superannuated; For Reference Only. He repeated the phrase subvocally, to fix it in his mind.


  


  He unfolded the envelope’s contents and was impressed. There were two major parts, plus some side-trivia he could study later. The last looked interesting, but it had waited and could wait awhile longer.


  


  First was an expanded version of the card in his wallet: a chronology of his consciousness, more exactly dated than he could verify from memory. Somehow, later, he’d checked these things more closely. He couldn’t imagine how to do it. Or maybe, along with the dumbhead labelling, he had taken to putting exact dates to inexact recalls. He didn’t like to think of his mind going so flyblown, and determined to watch against such tendencies.


  


  He skimmed without going deeply into memory. The list seemed accurate; he’d have to look more closely later. The second paper described his life from a different aspect: by time-years it showed the parts he’d had and what he’d known and guessed of what had gone between. At the back was a summary in chart form.


  


  Both parts went well past his own experience, as the card had done. He looked at the first and read, after the college section: ‘February 6, 1987, through March 4, 1992. Three years wonderful with Elaine and the others, then two so terrible as she died and afterward. She died November 10, 1990, and we are alone.”


  


  He could not read any more; he couldn’t make sense of it. Elaine – how could she die so soon? He was counting on her, someday, for a lot of good years: now and then, as it would happen. Suddenly he could see a reason for destroying records – he’d rather not know the end of Elaine. But obviously he hadn’t thought that way afterward, or the papers wouldn’t be here before him. Something else must happen, later, to change his mind.


  


  He knew Elaine from two times: first when their matured marriage was joined fully to that of Frank and Rhonda. Only two months then. And later, starting when they were six months married, he had the next year and a few months more. And she was the person he most wanted, most loved … and most missed.


  


  He couldn’t take any more of it, not yet. He needed to study and memorise the record, but not here, not now. Well, Judy wasn’t nosy; he could take it home. He put the envelope in a pocket. Everything else went back in the lock-box; he pushed it in to click its assurance of security. All right; time to go.


  


  At the counter he thanked Mrs. Travers. “And I’ve decided to leave my will alone from now on,” he said. “The retired tomcats will just have to do the best they can.”


  


  She laughed, as he’d hoped she would. “Well, whatever you say, Mr. Garth.”


  


  “True,” he said, “it’s my nickel, isn’t it? Well, then … see you again, Mrs. Travers, and thank you.”


  


  He walked toward the door.


  


  


  


  The black-haired girl walked by as he came out to the sidewalk, and before he could think, he called to her. “Elaine!”


  


  She turned, frantically he tried to think of a non-incriminating excuse. But her eyes went wide, and her arms; she ran to him and he could not resist her embrace. “Larry! Oh, Larry!”


  


  “Uh – I guess I made a mistake,” he said. His mind churned uselessly. “Perfectly natural. I guess I do look like a lot of other people.”


  


  She shook her head, scattering the tears that leaked onto her lashes. “No mistake, Larry.” Her hands gripped his upper arms; he could feel the nails digging in. “Oh, think of it! You too, Larry! You too!”


  


  His mind literally reeled; he felt dizzy. He breathed deeply, and again, and a third time. “Yes,” he said. “Look. Elaine – let’s go someplace quiet and have a coffee or a drink or something. We’ve got to talk.”


  


  “Oh, yes! We have to talk – more than any other two people in the world.”


  


  


  


  They found a small bar, quiet and dimly lit, and sat at a corner table. Three men occupied adjacent stools at the bar; across the room a couple talked quietly. The bartender, scowling in concentration, mixed something in a tall glass.


  


  Larry looked at Elaine, ten years younger than he had ever seen her. She aged well, he thought; the little lines at the corners of her eyes hadn’t advanced much by the time they were married. The grey eyes themselves did not change, and the line of her chin was durable. The black hair was longer than he’d seen it; the few threads of grey were yet to appear. He could close his eyes and see the slim body under her bright dress; he felt desire, but remotely. More important now were things of the mind – of both their minds.


  


  The bartender was coming to their table. “Vermouth on the rocks?” Larry said. “You always like that.”


  


  “I do?” She laughed. “That’s right; I do, later. Well, perhaps this is where I begin to acquire the taste. All right.”


  


  He ordered the same. Both were silent while the drinks were brought. He started to raise his glass in a toast, but she didn’t wait.


  


  “How much have you had, Larry? Of us?”


  


  “I haven’t met you. Except now, of course. I had the last half of our first year and most of our second.” He showed her the envelope. “I have the dates here. And earlier I had a few weeks in the middle, in ‘85, when we were with Frank and Rhonda. I was pretty young; it really confused me at first.”


  


  She nodded. “I should have known then. I’ve had that part too, and suddenly you seemed withdrawn, you wouldn’t talk. Then, gradually, you came out of it.”


  


  “How much have you had, Elaine? I mean – how much do we have left, together? Not too long from now I get the last –” Good Lord! What was he saying? “Elaine – have you had, uh, your death yet?”


  


  She nodded. “Yes. It wasn’t as bad as it probably seemed. I looked awful and smelled awful, toward the end, I know. And made noises from the pain. But that was just my body. Inside, except for seeing how all of you hurt for me, I was pretty much at peace; the pain was out there someplace where I hardly felt it.


  


  “Poor Larry! I gave you a bad time, didn’t I?”


  


  “I haven’t had that time yet. I’ll be having it pretty soon, though.”


  


  “You’ll what? How can you know that?” Her face seemed to crumple. “Oh! We’re not the same, after all?”


  


  He took her hand. “Yes, we are. It’s – I keep records, or I will. And I found them, written in the time just before now.” He showed her the lists from the envelope. “Here – you can see what I’ve had, up to here, and what I’ll be having up through the time that ended a couple of days ago.”


  


  She recovered quickly and studied his life-records with obvious fascination. “But this is marvellous! I never thought of doing it; I don’t know why. It’s obvious, when you think about it. Stupid me!”


  


  “Stupid me too, Elaine,” he said. He sipped his drink. The ice had melted; the taste was watery. “I didn’t think of it either, until I saw it on paper.”


  


  “But that means you did it because you’d done it.” She grasped the circularity of the process instantly – which was more than he had done.


  


  “Larry, do you mind if I mark on this – the chart here – a little bit? In pencil? I want to see how much we have left together.” Quickly she drew neat lines. “Both knowing; won’t that be – what’s a bigger word than ‘wonderful’?”


  


  “Whatever it is, it fits.” Impatience gripped him. “Well, how does it look?”


  


  “Better than I expected, but not as good as I’d like. Damn! I’ve met you and you haven’t met me. Then here, late in 1980, we overlap; we’ve both had a couple of months there. And you’ve had most of 1981 and a little of ‘85, and I’ve had nearly all of ‘85 and all of the last three years. Oh, dammit! See here? Out of our ten years, one or the other of us has already had nearly six. Not knowing. Not knowing, Larry!” She wiped her eyes and gulped from her glass.


  


  “Yes, Elaine; I feel the same way. But what’s lived is lived; we can’t change it.”


  


  “Can’t we?” She raised her face to him, shaking back the hair that had fallen forward. “What if – what if the next time you’ve had and I haven’t, I just tell you? Or the other way around? Why not, Larry? Why the hell not?”


  


  He shook his head, not negating her but stalling. The idea had come to him too, and the implications rocked him. Not her, though – God, how he loved that bold mind! But he needed time to think.


  


  “I’m not sure, Elaine. What would happen? We were there, you see, and we didn’t tell, either of us, our selves who remembered sitting here right now. Why didn’t we?” He was still holding her hand; he squeezed it once and let go. “Was it because of something we decided in the next few minutes? Or hours, or days? We’ve got to think, Elaine. We’ve got to think in ways no one’s ever had to think before.”


  


  She smiled. “You’re sure of that? There are two of us. Maybe there are others.”


  


  “Maybe. I’ve watched, and never – what are the odds against recognition? If I hadn’t been off-guard, you know, I’d never have given myself away.”


  


  “But I’m so glad you did. Aren’t you?”


  


  “Of course, Elaine. Christ, yes! I mean, even if it’s only the four years …”


  


  “But maybe we could have more. The overlap – you see? – the parts we’ve both had, where neither of us knows about the other – there’s not much of it.”


  


  “No, there isn’t.” He signalled the bartender, holding up a glass and extending two fingers of the hand that raised it. “Elaine, we don’t have to decide this right away. Put it on the back burner and let it simmer. Let’s talk about us. For instance, how old are you?”


  


  She laughed. “I thought your memory was better than that. I’m two years and five days younger than you are.”


  


  It was his turn to chuckle. “I don’t mean body-years. How old in consciousness-years?”


  


  “Oh. I call them life-years. About twenty-four, I think, give or take a couple. And you?”


  


  “Close to forty; I can’t be exact about it either.”


  


  The bartender brought filled glasses, collected his money and went back to the bar, all silently.


  


  “Getting old and cautious, are you, Larry? No, I don’t mean that. We learn to be cautious; we have to. It’s just that this – not to be alone with the way I live – I’ll take any risk. Any risk at all, Larry.” She sipped vermouth; the ice clinked as her hand shook slightly. “But yes, let’s talk about us.”


  


  “You asked about my death,” she said. “Have you had yours? Or what’s the oldest you’ve been?”


  


  “I had it, and I don’t know; I was senile. You’re all right on the inside, but you can’t keep track for very long. But I was damned old; I know that. Because I was seventy for a while once, and still in pretty good shape.”


  


  “And I died at fifty-three. God damn it, Larry!”


  


  “Elaine!” What could he say? “Sometimes quality counts more than quantity.”


  


  She made a disgusted grimace and a half-snort. “Some quality! Do you remember any of my life history? Well, I’m with my first husband, Joe Marshall, and he’s just making a start on drinking himself to death. It takes him fifteen years, as I recall. Oh, I can’t complain about my childhood, or college, or even the first five years of the marriage, what I’ve had of it. But I’ve also had four of the next eight, before the divorce. In three times, separated and out of sequence. No, Larry. When it comes to quality, it’s all in the times with you. With you and our other two.”


  


  “Those were good times for me too,” he said. “But you know something? I tried to feel alike to everybody, the way we were supposed to. And I was with all three of you before the time you and I were alone earlier, but I felt more yours than Rhonda’s, anyway.” He paused and drank. “I wonder if somehow the body gives feedback, under our conscious memory.”


  


  Her mind looked at him from somewhere far behind her eyes. “I don’t know. Sometimes there are hunches … feelings …” She shook her head and smiled. “Larry, how is it with you now?”


  


  “Mixed up, for one thing. I’ve probably told you, maybe in some time you’ve had and I haven’t, about my first two marriages – what I knew of them. Well, you can see here on this diagram – I woke up today between wives.”


  


  “Today? You’re just beginning a time today?”


  


  “Yes. Judy’s living with me; we get married in about six weeks.”


  


  “Judy? She’s the lush, isn’t she?”


  


  “Not now, and not two years from now. Maybe I’d had only the bad end of it when I told you about her – yes, that’s right. Someday I’ll find out what happened, I expect. I just hope it isn’t my fault. But it probably is …”


  


  “You can’t afford to think like that. You didn’t ask to be born zigzag, any more than I did. If we can take it, why can’t they?”


  


  “Can we take it, Elaine?”


  


  “We’re doing it, aren’t we?” She looked at her watch. “Oh, I have to go! Joe – my husband – I’m an hour late! He’ll be drunk again if I don’t hurry.”


  


  “Yes. All right. When can we see each other?”


  


  “I don’t know yet, but we will. We have things to settle, you and I. You’re in the phone book?” He nodded. “I’ll call.”


  


  She stood, and he with her. She started to move away, but he took her arm. “Just a minute, Elaine. It’s been a long time.” They kissed long, before they moved apart and walked out.


  


  “I go this way,” she said. “It’s only a few blocks. Don’t come with me.”


  


  He stood looking after her, at the grace of her walk. After a few steps, she turned. “I’ll call you tonight,” she said. “We can meet tomorrow, if I’m still here. Still now, I mean.”


  


  “Well, you have to be, is all.” They smiled and waved; then he turned and walked to the parking lot.


  


  


  


  When he unlocked his apartment door, he almost knocked Judy off the ladder; she nearly dropped the picture she was hanging. “Oh, it’s you!” she said. “Here, catch this.” Off-balance, she leaned to hand him the picture. Her hair was hanging loose, brushed smooth, and her robe was open. She descended, and closed the robe before she turned to face him.


  


  “Have you had lunch, Larry? I waited awhile, but then I got hungry and had mine. I’ll do yours if you want, though why I should when you’re so late …”


  


  He started to say he wasn’t hungry, then realised he was; he’d missed lunch. “Go ahead with what you’re doing, Judy; I’ll make a sandwich. My own fault; I got hung up.” From the refrigerator he took bread, meat to slice, pickles and a jar of mustard. “When we’re both done, let’s have a beer and chat some.”


  


  She went back to her task, picture in one hand, hammer in the other and tacks silencing her mouth. Climbing a ladder, he thought, does a lot for a good round butt.


  


  He knew what he wanted to talk about. A trip out of town, a fictitious assignment. A pre-honeymoon, by about ten years, with Elaine.


  


  Keeping cover was one thing; he’d always had to do that. Lying was something else, he found, as he and Judy talked, sipping beer from bottles as though it were champagne from frosted goblets. The beer went well, after his sandwich.


  


  “I’m not sure yet,” he said, “but I may need to cut out for the last of this week and the weekend.” He knew his slang had to be a little out of date, one way or the other, but always there was some leeway in speech patterns. “Let you know for sure, soon as I can.”


  


  “Sure, Larry. I wish I could go with you, but you know I’m tied this weekend.”


  


  “Sure.” He hadn’t known it, but it helped. “Next time, maybe.”


  


  She was vital and desirable, Judy. Mobile mouth, bright hair, lithe body carrying no more than five excess pounds, all nicely hidden. No genius, but a good mind and compatible nature. And in bed, like a mink with its tail on fire. So why could he not cleave to her? Because she was of the other species, the one that lived along a single line and knew nothing else.


  


  And was that the reason she would become a fat, surly drunk? He wished he knew, and that it didn’t have to happen.


  


  


  


  Dinner wasn’t much to brag about. “Leftovers Supreme,” said Judy; her grin was wry. They were drinking coffee when the phone rang.


  


  It was Elaine; he put her on ‘Hold’. “Business stuff,” he said to Judy. “I’ll take it in the other room so you can read your book.” Again it hurt to lie; Judy didn’t deserve lies.


  


  On the bedroom extension: “Elaine?” The connection was noisy.


  


  “Yes, Larry. I’ve been thinking.”


  


  “So have I. We need more time.”


  


  She laughed through the circuit noises. “Yes. We always do.”


  


  “I mean, time to ourselves. To think, and talk together.” He paused, surprised to find himself embarrassed. “And to have each other, if you’d like that. I would.”


  


  She was silent for a moment. “What’s the matter? Are you hard up? Has your lush gone dead?”


  


  Anger! “You have no right to say that. You don’t know her. And why –?”


  


  Her voice came softly, almost drowned in the crackling sounds. “All right, Larry, so I’m jealous. Sorry about that. Shouldn’t have said it. I’m a little drunk, boozing along with Kemo Sahib before he passed out a while ago. Leaving myself untouched, as usual. It does make me bitchy, when he spends all evening working up to nowhere. I wish I knew what he does with it.”


  


  “I wish I knew a lot of things,” he said. “But never mind that. What do you say – Elaine, let’s just take off for a few days; the hell with everything. Okay?”


  


  She waited longer than he liked. Then, “I can get away with it if you can.” Another pause. “And we can talk? Everything?”


  


  “That’s what I was hoping.”


  


  “All right, Larry. I’ll be in that same bar tomorrow, about noon. Or a little later; I’m not much for being on time. But there. With my suitcase.”


  


  “Yes. Yes, Elaine. And goodnight.”


  


  “Cautious Larry. It’s all right; I can wait for you to say the rest.” The phone went dead, dial tone blurting at his ear. He listened as though there were meaning in the noise, then hung up and went back to Judy.


  


  


  


  She was reading, TV on but the sound off; he’d never understood that habit, either time he’d known her. It’s not so alone, was all she ever said.


  


  “Like a beer or anything?” he said. “I think I’ll have one or two, look at the paper a little. And then crap out early.”


  


  “With or without?”


  


  “Huh?”


  


  “Me.”


  


  “Oh. With.”


  


  “Good. Yes, I’d like a beer with you, Larry.”


  


  That part was good. Instead of reading, they talked. After a while, he told her about his ‘assignment’ – not what or where, but when. “I’ll be leaving tomorrow morning, not too early, and be back Monday. Maybe Sunday night.”


  


  “Yes. Well, with luck I’ll be too busy to miss you properly.”


  


  He began to laugh, but stopped. For he didn’t expect to be missing Judy.


  


  He finished his beer and went to the refrigerator. “Another, honey?”


  


  “No, but you go ahead and have one while I shower.” He did, then showered also.


  


  Later, plunging together and close to all of it, he found his mind was with Elaine. Fantasy in sex was nothing new, but this reality deserved better. He almost failed to climax then; when he did, it was minor, a mere release. But he had good luck with Judy-the-unpredictable; she made it big and asked no questions. He was glad of that much.


  


  


  


  Elaine, suitcase and all, arrived as the bartender set drinks on the table. “Am I late, Larry?” He shook his head; they kissed briefly.


  


  “Where do you want to go?” he asked. “Anyplace special?”


  


  “Yes, I think so, if you like the idea. If you don’t think it’s too far.” She sipped the chilled vermouth. “There are some lakeside cabins a little north of Fond Du Lac. I was there once, with the great white bottle-hunter.”


  


  “Oh? Memories?”


  


  She made a face. “He hated it; I loved it.”


  


  “Do you remember the name of the place? Maybe we should call first.”


  


  She shook her head. “It’s past the season. School’s started; all the little sunburns are back in their classrooms.”


  


  “Okay. I’ll take the chance if you will.”


  


  They left their drinks unfinished.


  


  


  


  The cabin was at the north end of the row, adjoining a grove of maples. The inside was unfinished, the studding exposed, but the bed was comfortable and the plumbing worked. They sunned beside the lake, swam a little, and dined on Colonel Sanders’ fried chicken. Correct dinner attire was a towel to sit on.


  


  “Tomorrow we’ll go out and eat fancy,” he said, “but tonight we’re at home.”


  


  “Yes, Larry. Just don’t lick your fingers, or I’ll swat you.”


  


  Indian summer cooled in twilight; they had waited for the heat to slacken. Now, he thought, comes our time together. It did, and not much later, again.


  


  Then they sat side by side on the bed. He brought a wooden chair to hold cigarettes, ashtray and two bottles of cold beer. For a time they talked little, busy smoking, sipping beer, touching each other and smiling. It’s just the way it was, he thought.


  


  He touched the breast, small and delicately curved, that was nearest him.


  


  “I was never much in that department, was I?” she said.


  


  “Beauty comes in all sizes, Elaine.”


  


  “Yes, but you know, I felt so one-down, with Frank and Rhonda. She was so damned superbly – uh, endowed, it just killed me.” She was smiling, but she stopped. “It did, you know. Literally.”


  


  He was running his hand through her hair, bringing it over to brush slowly across his cheek and then letting it fall, over and over. “I don’t understand.”


  


  “Larry, I knew I had a lump. For more than a year, before you found out and made me see a doctor – what was his name? Greenlee.”


  


  “But why –?”


  


  “I didn’t have much, and I was afraid of losing what I had. So I tried to think it wasn’t serious. And the worst – I don’t know if I should even tell you …”


  


  “Come on, Elaine. You and I can’t afford secrets.”


  


  She butted her cigarette with firm straight thrusts. “All right. Greenlee told me, after the examination, that if I’d gone to him earlier I could have gotten by with a simple mastectomy at worst, and not too much of a scar. But I couldn’t take the idea, Larry. So I put it off, and ended up with that ghastly double radical, all the muscles, all that goddamned radiation and – you know – and even that was too late.” Her eyes were crying but she made no sound.


  


  “Jesus, Elaine!” He had to hold her, because there was nothing else he could do. And besides, he had to hold her.


  


  Finally he spoke. “You just made up my mind for me; you know that?”


  


  “About what?”


  


  “What you said. Next time we’re together we tell each other, even though we didn’t. If we can; I’m not sure. But if we can – look; the record says I’m with you again, right after this time and then a few months back in college. And first thing, I’m going to try to tell you. About how we’re the same, and then about the cancer too.”


  


  “But I’ve lived that, Larry. And died of it.”


  


  He was up and pacing. He laughed shortly, without humour, and went to the refrigerator. He set two fresh beers on the chair and sat again.


  


  “I’ve never tried to change anything before, Elaine. I guess I thought it couldn’t be done. Or I was too busy keeping cover to think of making waves. I don’t mean I followed any script; I didn’t have one. But I went along with how things were, and it all seemed to fit. Not now, though.” He gripped her shoulder and turned her to face him. “I don’t want you to die as you did.”


  


  He was really too tired for sex, he thought. But he found he wasn’t.


  


  


  


  They planned to stay until Monday, but Sunday came grey, cold with wind and rain. So for breakfast, about ten o’clock, Larry scrambled all the remaining eggs, enough for four people. They had more toast than they could manage, and gave the rest to a hungry brood of half-grown mallards.


  


  In the cabin, luggage packed. “I hate to leave, Larry.”


  


  “I know. Me too.” He grinned. “We could stop at a motel for seconds if you like.”


  


  She shook her head. “No. It wouldn’t be the way it is here.” So they didn’t. Except for a mid-afternoon snack break, he drove non-stop, and pulled up to let her off at her apartment house.


  


  “It can’t be as good, Elaine, but we’ve got to see each other anyway. I’m only here through November ninth.”


  


  “I don’t know how long I am, of course. But, yes – I have to see you.”


  


  After the kiss she walked inside without looking back. He drove home, trying to put his mind in gear for Judy.


  


  But Judy wasn’t there, and neither were her possessions.


  


  The letter was on the kitchen table.


  


  


  


  I’m sorry Larry but I’m bugging out. I don’t know what’s wrong but I know something is, you aren’t the same. It’s not just you going off this weekend, I need people to be the same. I love you, you know that Larry, but you changed on me. The day you went to the bank you came up different. I need you to be the same to me, I need that. So I’m bugging out now. Don’t worry, I’ll call off all the wedding present stuff, you won’t be bothered with it. I do love you when you were the same and I’ll miss you a lot.


  


  Judy


  


  


  


  Well. She didn’t say where she was going; it could be anywhere. The hell with unpacking; get a beer, sit down and think it out.


  


  Two cigarettes later, the memory came – the time she told him about this.


  


  “Remember when I ran out on you, Larry? I was really spooked; I don’t know why, now. And I never knew how you found me. You didn’t even know I had a cousin Rena Purvis.” He laughed and memorised the name, as he did all things concerning his future in someone else’s past.


  


  Rena Purvis’ number was in the book. He dialled the first three digits, then thought a moment and hung up. He dialled Elaine instead.


  


  A man’s voice answered. “H’lo? Who’that?” Kemo Sahib had a good start.


  


  How to play it? “Mr. Marshall? Mr. Garth here. I have the report Mrs. Marshall requested early last week.”


  


  “S’okay. I’take it, fella.”


  


  “I’m sorry – Mrs. Marshall’s instructions … would you put her on the line, please?”


  


  “I said I’take it. Or leave it. Take it or leave it. Get it?”


  


  “Perhaps Mrs. Marshall could call me back? Mr. Garth?”


  


  The slurred voice harshened. “Saaay – you’ the bastard she was off with, right?”


  


  The hell with it. “The very bastard, Joe; the very same. Your own stupid fault, Joe – waste not, want not. Now are you going to put Elaine on the phone, or am I going to come over there and show you just how much of a bastard I can be if I put my mind to it?”


  


  It took Marshall three slams to get his phone safely on the hook; the crashes hurt Larry’s ears. That was dumb of me, he thought – or was it? Should he get over there in a hurry? No. Whatever else Elaine felt about her husband, she wasn’t afraid of him … and the slob had sounded completely ineffectual. So, give it a few minutes …


  


  It took twenty; then his phone rang. “Hello. Elaine?”


  


  “Yes, Larry. Joe …”


  


  “Any trouble? I can be there fast.”


  


  “Noise trouble, is all. As usual. He’s settled down; he’s telling his troubles to his glass teddy-bear. What in the world did you say to him?”


  


  “Sorry. I tried to play it nice, but he wouldn’t. So I laid the truth on him. Maybe I shouldn’t have?”


  


  “No, that’s all right. I’d already told him, and that he and I are through. We were talking about changing things, Larry? I’m doing it. I don’t know if it will work; I lived through four years with him after this, so probably I get stupid and relent. But for now, I’ve had it.” She paused. “But you’re the one who called. What is it?”


  


  He told her, reading Judy’s letter aloud. “… and then I didn’t call her. And maybe I shouldn’t go bring her back, even though I did. Because I think I made her a lush, not being the same, not being able to be the same. What do you think?”


  


  “I think you’re not through talking yet, and I’m not done listening.”


  


  It wasn’t easy, but he had to laugh. “Yes, Elaine. Will you come live here?”


  


  “Where else?”


  


  “Tomorrow?”


  


  “I haven’t unpacked my suitcase.”


  


  “Shall I come get you?”


  


  “No. I’ll take a cab.”


  


  “All right. You have the address?”


  


  “Yes. And number 204, right?”


  


  “I’ll leave the door unlocked. Hell, I’ll leave it open!”


  


  Time, stolen from a programmed future, was sweet. Despite everything, he felt occasional guilt about Judy. But she didn’t call, and neither did he. Joe Marshall called several times, more or less coherently. Larry always answered, gently, “Forget it, Joe.” Elaine simply hung up at first recognition.


  


  All too soon, like Judgement Day, came November ninth. They made a ceremony of it, with dinner in the apartment from none other than Colonel Sanders. Larry did not lick his fingers. Later, in bed, they did everything slowly, to make it last until … whenever.


  


  


  


  He woke. Elaine’s face was close above his; her smile was wistful. “Hello, Larry. Do you know?”


  


  To see, he had to push her soft hair aside; the ceiling was grey-green. “I know. But what’s the date?”


  


  “November tenth, 1970.” Her voice was level, cautious.


  


  He whooped. He kissed her with fierce joy, with elation; he kissed her out of breath. “Elaine! We changed it! I didn’t skip!” Tears flowed down her cheeks, around her laughing mouth.


  


  For the second part of their celebration he scrambled eggs in wine; it was messy, he thought, but festive.


  


  “How much can we count on, Larry?”


  


  “I don’t know; we can’t know.” He held up the envelope with its carefully detailed records. “But this is useless now.”


  


  “Yes. Don’t throw it away yet. I want to see where you’ve been, and talk about it together.”


  


  “All right. We can sort it out later.”


  


  It was a new life; he set out to live as though it would be endless. They couldn’t marry, but Elaine filed for divorce. Joe Marshall filed a countersuit. It didn’t matter; no law could force her to live away from Larry Garth.


  


  New Year’s Eve they drove to Chicago for dinner and night’s lodging at the Blackhawk. The occasion was a thorough success.


  


  


  


  The ceiling was silver, with fleeting iridescent sparkles. He came awake slowly, feeling minor aches one by one. Whatever this was, it was no part of college. For one thing, he hadn’t often slept double there, and now a warm body pressed against him.


  


  He turned to see. Only a brief spill of hair, salt-and-pepper, closely cut, showed between covers and pillows. He drew the cover away.


  


  She would age well, he thought. Then Elaine opened her grey eyes.


  


  He had to say it fast. “I’m new here, Elaine. Straight from 1970. Nothing in between.”


  


  “Nothing? Oh, Larry, there’s so much. And I’ve had only a little of it myself. Back and forth – and it’s all so different.”


  


  “From … before, you mean?” His fingers ruffled her hair, then smoothed it.


  


  “Yes.” Her eyes widened. “Why, you don’t know yet, do you? Of course not; you can’t.”


  


  “Know what, Elaine?”


  


  “How much have you had after 1970? How many years?”


  


  “How much have I used up? I don’t know – twelve years? Fifteen, maybe? Why?”


  


  “Because it’s not used up; it’s all new!” Her hand gripped his wrist tightly, to the edge of pain. “Larry, I came here from ‘75 – from a time I’d had before, married to Joe. But this time I was with you. This time we’re together all the way.”


  


  He couldn’t speak and his laugh was shaky, but his mind flashed. I’ll have to die again, he thought – or will I? And then: We’ve gained ten years together; could we make it twenty? I’ve never had the actual wedding to Darlene! What if …


  


  But he said only, “There’s a lot to tell, isn’t there?” And so much he wanted to ask, when there was time for that.


  


  “Yes.” She turned her face upward, wriggled her head and neck hard into the pillow, then smiled. “I saw Judy once, in ‘74. She married a lawyer and had twins. And she wasn’t a lush.”


  


  “I’m glad.”


  


  “I know. You were there when I told you then too.”


  


  He laughed. “What lives we lead, Elaine. What lives …”


  


  Then he remembered. “But you. Are you –?” The bulky comforter hid her contours. Two breasts, one, or none? He told himself it didn’t matter. She was alive, wasn’t she?


  


  “Oh, I’m fine, really,” she said. “It worked. Of course the scar was horrid at first. To me – you never seemed to mind. But it’s faded now; you can hardly see it.”


  


  “How long –?”


  


  “It’s been five years.” She must have seen the question in his face; she shook her head. “No; I don’t know how long I live – or you. This is the oldest I’ve been. And I haven’t known a you who’s been older.”


  


  “Elaine? How old are we now?”


  


  She smiled, and then her mouth went soft and full. She pushed the cover back and turned to face him squarely. He looked and saw that she had lost nothing of herself, save for the tribute to the years. Part of him that had been prepared to comfort and reassure her took a deep breath and relaxed.


  


  “How old?” she said. “Old enough to know better, I suppose, but I hope we don’t.”


  


  “Does it matter? We’ll have time enough to be young.”


  


  One of them reached out, and the other responded.
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  SCHRÖDINGER’S CAT


  


  by Ursula K. Le Guin


  


  


  People who try to impose categories on fiction only create logical traps for themselves—this box for “hard science” stories, that box for “new wave” stories . . . And then someone like Ursula Le Guin (The Left Hand of Darkness, The Lathe of Heaven) comes along and trips the lid of the box, and the categorizers are caught inside it, or outside it.


  


  Here’s a delightful story that uses a famous physics anomaly as the motif for a narrative of the Earth falling into uncertainty. Is it “hard science”? Is it “new wave”? Try not to answer.


  


  * * * *


  


  As things appear to be coming to some sort of climax, I have withdrawn to this place. It is cooler here, and nothing moves fast.


  


  On the way here I met a married couple who were coming apart. She had pretty well gone to pieces, but he seemed, at first glance, quite hearty. While he was telling me that he had no hormones of any kind, she pulled herself together, and by supporting her head in the crook of her right knee and hopping on the toes of the right foot, approached us shouting, “Well, what’s wrong with a person trying to express themselves?” The left leg, the arms and the trunk, which had remained lying in the heap, twitched and jerked in sympathy.


  


  “Great legs,” the husband pointed out, looking at the slim ankle. “My wife has great legs.”


  


  A cat has arrived, interrupting my narrative. It is a striped yellow tom with white chest and paws. He has long whiskers and yellow eyes. I never noticed before that cats had whiskers above their eyes; is that normal? There is no way to tell. As he has gone to sleep on my knee, I shall proceed.


  


  Where?


  


  Nowhere, evidently. Yet the impulse to narrate remains. Many things are not worth doing, but almost anything is worth telling. In any case, I have a severe congenital case of Ethica laboris puritanica, or Adam’s Disease. It is incurable except by total decephalization. I even like to dream when asleep, and to try and recall my dreams: it assures me that I haven’t wasted seven or eight hours just lying there. Now here I am, lying, here. Hard at it.


  


  Well, the couple I was telling you about finally broke up. The pieces of him trotted around bouncing and cheeping, like little chicks, but she was finally reduced to nothing but a mass of nerves: rather like fine chicken-wire, in fact, but hopelessly tangled.


  


  So I came on, placing one foot carefully in front of the other, and grieving. This grief is with me still. I fear it is part of me, like foot or loin or eye, or may even be myself: for I seem to have no other self, nothing further, nothing that lies outside the borders of grief.


  


  Yet I don’t know what I grieve for: my wife? my husband? my children, or myself? I can’t remember. Most dreams are forgotten, try as one will to remember. Yet later music strikes the note and the harmonic rings along the mandolin-strings of the mind, and we find tears in our eyes. Some note keeps playing that makes me want to cry; but what for? I am not certain.


  


  The yellow cat, who may have belonged to the couple that broke up, is dreaming. His paws twitch now and then, and once he makes a small, suppressed remark with his mouth shut. I wonder what a cat dreams of, and to whom he was speaking just then. Cats seldom waste words. They are quiet beasts. They keep their counsel, they reflect. They reflect all day, and at night their eyes reflect. Overbred Siamese cats may be as noisy as little dogs, and then people say, “They’re talking,” but the noise is further from speech than is the deep silence of the hound or the tabby. All this cat can say is meow, but maybe in his silences he will suggest to me what it is that I have lost, what I am grieving for. I have a feeling that he knows. That’s why he came here. Cats look out for Number One.


  


  It was getting awfully hot. I mean, you could touch less and less. The stove-burners, for instance; now, I know that stove-burners always used to get hot, that was their final cause, they existed in order to get hot. But they began to get hot without having been turned on. Electric units or gas rings, there they’d be when you came into the kitchen for breakfast, all four of them glaring away, the air above them shaking like clear jelly with the heat waves. It did no good to turn them off, because they weren’t on in the first place. Besides, the knobs and dials were also hot, uncomfortable to the touch.


  


  Some people tried hard to cool them off. The favorite technique was to turn them on. It worked sometimes, but you could not count on it. Others investigated the phenomenon, tried to get at the root of it, the cause. They were probably the most frightened ones, but man is most human at his most frightened. In the face of the hot stove-burners they acted with exemplary coolness. They studied, they observed. They were like the fellow in Michelangelo’s “Last Judgment’ who has clapped his hands over his face in horror as the devils drag him down to Hell—but only over one eye. The other eye is busy looking. It’s all he can do, but he does it. He observes. Indeed, one wonders if Hell would exist if he did not look at it. However, neither he nor the people I am talking about had enough time left to do much about it. And then finally of course there were the people who did not try to do or think anything about it at all.


  


  When hot water came out of the cold-water taps one morning, however, even people who had blamed it all on the Democrats began to feel a more profound unease. Before long, forks and pencils and wrenches were too hot to handle without gloves; and cars were really terrible. It was like opening the door of an oven going full blast, to open the door of your car. And by then, other people almost scorched your fingers off. A kiss was like a branding iron. Your child’s hair flowed along your hand like fire.


  


  Here, as I said, it is cooler; and, as a matter of fact, this animal is cool. A real cool cat. No wonder it’s pleasant to pet his fur. Also he moves slowly, at least for the most part, which is all the slowness one can reasonably expect of a cat. He hasn’t that frenetic quality most creatures acquired—all they did was zap and gone. They lacked presence. I suppose birds always tended to be that way, but even the hummingbird used to halt for a second in the very center of his metabolic frenzy, and hang, still as a hub, present, above the fuchsias—then gone again, but you knew something was there besides the blurring brightness. But it got so that even robins and pigeons, the heavy impudent birds, were a blur; and as for swallows, they cracked the sound barrier. You knew of swallows only by the small, curved sonic booms that looped about the eaves of old houses in the evening.


  


  Worms shot like subway trains through the dirt of gardens, among the writhing roots of roses.


  


  You could scarcely lay a hand on children, by then: too fast to catch, too hot to hold. They grew up before your eyes.


  


  But then, maybe that’s always been true.


  


  * * * *


  


  I was interrupted by the cat, who woke and said meow once, then jumped down from my lap and leaned against my legs diligently. This is a cat who knows how to get fed. He also knows how to jump. There was a lazy fluidity to his leap, as if gravity affected him less than it does other creatures. As a master of fact there were some localized cases, just before I left, of the failure of gravity; but this quality in the cat’s leap was something quite else. I am not yet in such a state of confusion that I can be alarmed by grace. Indeed, I found it reassuring. While I was opening a can of sardines, a person arrived.


  


  Hearing the knock, I thought it might be the mailman. I miss mail very much, so I hurried to the door and said, “Is it the mail?” A voice replied, “Yah!” I opened the door. He came in, almost pushing me aside in his haste. He dumped down an enormous knapsack he had been carrying, straightened up, massaged his shoulders, and said, “Wow!”


  


  “How did you get here?”


  


  He stared at me and repeated, “How?”


  


  At this, my thoughts concerning human and animal speech recurred to me, and I decided that this was probably not a man, but a small dog. (Large dogs seldom go yah, wow, how, unless it is appropriate to do so.)


  


  “Come on, fella,” I coaxed him. “Come, come on, that’s a boy, good doggie!” I opened a can of pork and beans for him at once, for he looked half-starved. He ate voraciously, gulping and lapping. When it was gone he said “Wow!” several times. I was just about to scratch him behind the ears when he stiffened, his hackles bristling, und growled deep in his throat. He had noticed the cat.


  


  The cat had noticed him some time before, without interest, and was now sitting on a copy of The Well-Tempered Clavichord washing sardine oil off its whiskers.


  


  “Wow!” the dog, whom I had thought of calling Rover, barked. “Wow! Do you know what that is? That’s Schrödinger’s cat!”


  


  “No, it’s not; not any more; it’s my cat,” I said, unreasonably offended.


  


  “Oh, well, Schrödinger’s dead, of course, but it’s his cat I’ve seen hundreds of pictures of it. Erwin Schrödinger, the great physicist, you know. Oh, wow! To think of finding it here!”


  


  The cat looked coldly at him for a moment, and began to wash its left shoulder with negligent energy. An almost religious expression had come into Rover s face. “It was meant,” he said in a low, impressive tone. “Yah. It was meant. It can’t be a mere coincidence. It’s too improbable. Me, with the box; you, with the cat; to meet— here—now.” He looked up at me, his eyes shining with happy fervor. “Isn’t it wonderful?” he said. “I’ll get the box set up right away.” And he started to tear open his huge knapsack.


  


  While the cat washed its front paws, Rover unpacked. While the cat washed its tail and belly, regions hard to reach gracefully, Rover put together what he had unpacked, a complex task. When he and the cat finished their operations simultaneously and looked at me, I was impressed. They had come out even, to the very second.


  


  Indeed it seemed that something more than chance was involved. I hoped it was not myself.


  


  “What’s that?” I asked, pointing to a protuberance on the outside of the box. I did not ask what the box was, as it was quite clearly a box.


  


  “The gun,” Rover said with excited pride,


  


  “The gun?”


  


  “To shoot the cat.”


  


  “To shoot the cat?”


  


  “Or to not shoot the cat. Depending on the photon.”


  


  “The photon?”


  


  “Yah! It’s Schrödinger’s great Gedankenexperiment. You see, there’s a little emitter here. At Zero Time, five seconds after the lid of the box is closed, it will emit one photon. The photon will strike a half-silvered mirror. The quantum mechanical probability of the photon passing through the mirror is exactly one-half, isn’t it? So! If the photon passes through, the trigger will be activated and the gun will fire. If the photon is deflected, the trigger will not be activated and the gun will not fire. Now, you put the cat in. The cat is in the box. You close the lid. You go away! You stay away! What happens?” Rover’s eyes were bright.


  


  “The cat gets hungry?”


  


  “The cat gets shot—or not shot,” he said, seizing my arm, though not, fortunately, in his teeth. “But the gun is silent, perfectly silent. The box is soundproof. There is no way to know whether or not the cat has been shot until you lift the lid of the box. There is NO way! Do you see how central this is to the whole of quantum theory? Before Zero Time the whole system, on the quantum level or on our level, is nice and simple. But after Zero Time the whole system can be represented only by a linear combination of two waves. We cannot predict the behavior of the photon, and thus, once it has behaved, we cannot predict the state of the system it has determined. We cannot predict it! God plays dice with the world! So it is beautifully demonstrated that if you desire certainty, any certainty, you must create it yourself!”


  


  “How?”


  


  “By lifting the lid of the box, of course,” Rover said, looking at me with sudden disappointment, perhaps a touch of suspicion, like a Baptist who finds he has been talking church matters not to another Baptist as he thought, but to a Methodist, or even, God forbid, an Episcopalian. “To find out whether the cat is dead or not.”


  


  “Do you mean,” I said carefully, “that until you lift the lid of the box, the cat has neither been shot nor not been shot?”


  


  “Yah!” Rover said, radiant with relief, welcoming me back to the fold. “Or maybe, you know, both.”


  


  “But why does opening the box and looking reduce the system back to one probability, either live cat or dead cat? Why don’t we get included in the system when we lift the lid of the box?’


  


  There was a pause. “How?” Rover barked distrustfully.


  


  “Well, we would involve ourselves in the system, you see, the superposition of two waves. There’s no reason why it should only exist inside an open box, is there? So when we came to look, there we would be, you and I, both looking at a live cat, and both looking at a dead cat. You see?”


  


  A dark cloud lowered on Rover’s eyes and brow. He barked twice in a subdued, harsh voice, and walked away. With his back turned to me he said in a firm, sad tone, “You must not complicate the issue. It is complicated enough.”


  


  “Are you sure?”


  


  He nodded. Turning, he spoke pleadingly. “Listen. It’s all we have—the box. Truly it is. The box. And the cat And they’re here. The box, the cat, at last. Put the cat in the box. Will you? Will you let me put the cat in the box?”


  


  “No,” I said, shocked.


  


  “Please. Please. Just for a minute. Just for half a minute! Please let me put the cat in the box!”


  


  “Why?”


  


  “I can’t stand this terrible uncertainty,” he said, and burst into tears.


  


  I stood some while indecisive. Though I felt sorry for the poor son of a bitch, I was about to tell him, gently, No, when a curious thing happened. The cat walked over to the box, sniffed around it, lifted his tail and sprayed a corner to mark his territory, and then lightly, with that marvelous fluid ease, leapt into it. His yellow tail just flicked the edge of the lid as he jumped, and it closed, falling into place with a soft, decisive click.


  


  “The cat is in the box,” I said.


  


  “The cat is in the box,” Rover repeated in a whisper, falling to his knees. “Oh, wow. Oh, wow. Oh, wow.”


  


  There was silence then: deep silence. We both gazed, I afoot, Rover kneeling, at the box. No sound. Nothing happened. Nothing would happen. Nothing would ever happen, until we lifted the lid of the box.


  


  “Like Pandora,” I said in a weak whisper. I could not quite recall Pandora’s legend. She had let all the plagues and evils out of the box, of course, but there had been something else, too. After all the devils were let loose, something quite different, quite unexpected, had been left. What had it been? Hope? A dead cat? I could not remember.


  


  Impatience welled up in me. I turned on Rover, glaring. He returned the look with expressive brown eyes. You can’t tell me dogs haven’t got souls.


  


  “Just exactly what are you trying to prove?” I demanded.


  


  “That the cat will be dead, or not dead,” he murmured submissively. “Certainty. All I want is certainty. To know for sure that God does play dice with the world.”


  


  I looked at him for a while with fascinated incredulity. “Whether he does, or doesn’t,” I said, “do you think he’s going to leave you a note about it in the box?” I went to the box, and with a rather dramatic gesture, flung the lid back. Rover staggered up from his knees, gasping, to look. The cat was, of course, not there.


  


  Rover neither barked, nor fainted, nor cursed, nor wept. He really took it very well.


  


  Where is the cat?” he asked at last


  


  “Where is the box?”


  


  “Here.”


  


  “Where’s here?”


  


  “Here is now.”


  


  “We used to think so,” I said, “but really we should use larger boxes.”


  


  He gazed about him in mute bewilderment, and did not flinch even when the roof of the house was lifted off just like the lid of a box, letting in the unconscionable, inordinate light of the stars. He had just time to breathe, “Oh, wow!”


  


  I have identified the note that keeps sounding. I checked it on the mandolin before the glue melted. It is the note A, the one that drove Robert Schumann mad. It is a beautiful, clear tone, much clearer now that the stars are visible. I shall miss the cat I wonder if he found what it was we lost?
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  HOW IT FELT


  


  by George Alec Effinger


  


  


  George Alec Effinger has been writing a series of stories about the far future of humanity that contrast the miracles of our technology in that distant time with the matter-of-fact quality of the life then. See, for two examples, “The Ghost Writer” in Universe 3, and the following dry narrative of the last person on Earth who could feel emotion.


  


  * * * *


  


  A studied carelessness. It was a phrase that held a peculiar fascination for her; its paradox of attitudes struck her as sophisticated in a way that she herself was not. Adopting a studied carelessness of manner could make her appear more sophisticated to her friends.


  


  It was late at night when Vivi came to this conclusion. She was standing beneath an immense tree in the congregation area of her home. The tree was one of her favorites; its bark was tough, black, scored with a vertical network of furrows. Its limbs were dressed with dangling shawls of Spanish moss, which Vivi had created in imitation of Alhu’s trees. Vivi’s friends, for the most part, had never seen Alhu’s, and they frequently remarked on Vivi’s imagination. She always smiled but said nothing when they complimented her.


  


  The stars frightened her, and as she stood beneath her tree she kept her eyes down, refusing to look through the tangle of leaves into the threatening face of the night. She tried instead to imagine how her friends would react when she assumed a new personality. Moa would be the first to notice. Moa was always the first; Moa would raise her eyebrows and whisper something in Vivi’s ear: how bored Moa was growing, how tired Moa was of wandering through a lifetime without events, how much Moa welcomed Vivi’s eccentricities. Moa would kiss Vivi us a reward. They would spend the day in repetitious sexual gratifications.


  


  But then it would become dark. Vivi would be terrified by starlight, seized by a hatred of the moon. As always, Moa would not understand, and she would return to her own home. Vivi would be alone, as she was every night.


  


  Vivi sighed. Even her fantasies were empty.


  


  The branches above her head rustled. Vivi laughed bitterly. It won’t work, she thought. You can’t trick me that way. Vivi didn’t look up into the muttering boughs where stars waited like determined voyeurs among the leaves. She felt the rough side of the tree a final time, rubbing her fingers painfully over the stone-hard ridges. Still staring into the grass at her feet, she moved slowly away.


  


  A thin wall ran across the congregation area, roughly parallel to the narrow brook. The wall was seven feet tall and four times that in length. It contained various devices which dispensed food and drink, as well as whatever other luxuries her companions required. Another wall, beyond the grove of the congregation area, held the transportation unit. Still other service units, scattered about the several square miles of her open-air house, provided everything Vivi or her friends could ever desire.


  


  The carefully trimmed lawn changed to clumps of grass, then to isolated brownish stalks of weed growing in a narrow track of sand and pebbles. Vivi sat down at the edge of the brook. She dipped her hand in the water; it was a pleasantly warm temperature, the same temperature as the air in her home. The temperature of both was constant. Trees grew along the opposite side of the brook, and their leafy branches prevented the stars’ reflections from frightening Vivi. She was bored. She was young, but she was bored. Nevertheless, she couldn’t yet retire to her sleeping area. It was still too early in the night to lie on her back and stare at the evil constellations, letting the infinite horror of space invade her mind. If she did that too soon, then nothing would be left to pass the remainder of the night. She couldn’t face that possibility. “Vivi!”


  


  She turned around; the thin wall blocked her view of her visitor, but she recognized the voice. It was Moa. “I’m here by the brook,” said Vivi.


  


  Moa walked around the wall and joined Vivi at the edge of the water. “I thought you’d be here,” said Moa. “I want to show you something.”


  


  Vivi felt a sudden excitement. “Have you found something new?” she asked.


  


  “I m not certain,” said Moa. “You’ll have to help me.”


  


  “Of course,” murmured Vivi, a little disappointed.


  


  “I’ve brought Tagea. I hope you don’t mind. He’s waiting in your passagerie. He gave me the idea.”


  


  “No,” said Vivi. “I don’t mind.”


  


  “Good,” said Moa, standing and pulling Vivi up beside her. “Let’s use your transportation unit. It’ll be quicker.” The two women splashed across the brook and through the small stand of trees. They came out on a wide meadow which was part of Vivi’s sleeping area. It was here that, during the daylight hours, she and Moa shared the often tedious pleasures of their bodies. Vivi did not have to keep her gaze fixed on the ground; alone no longer, she found no terror in the stars. She wondered what new thing Moa had discovered.


  


  She comes to me more often than to any of the others, thought Vivi. It is because I have emotion. It is because I can entertain varying states of mind. Moa cannot. None of the others can. Only I. And the price of this lonely talent is panic. Vivi walked beside Moa, trying to hold her pace down to Moa’s languid speed. On the far side of the meadow was a ravine. They climbed down into it; Vivi enjoyed the humidity, the feel of the mud beneath her bare feet, even the biting of her insects. She glanced at Moa. Her companion’s expression was no different than it ever was. Moa was without emotion.


  


  They scrambled up the other side of the ravine. Vivi saw the man Tagea waiting by the wall. He said nothing when the two women appeared. Moa led the way, and Vivi followed. They stepped through the portal of the transportation unit; the unit, tied into the tect system buried deep beneath the surface of the earth, transported them to Moa’s chosen destination. Vivi blinked rapidly as she walked across the threshold. Wherever they were, it was now bright daylight.


  


  “This is a new world,” said Moa.


  


  “I found it a few years ago,” said Tagea. “It amused me, but now I’ve given it to Moa.”


  


  Vivi yawned; it was the first outward sign of her new campaign of studied carelessness. She would be unimpressed, not at all curious. She said nothing. She could see that Moa was disappointed.


  


  “That sun in the sky is the center star of the Wheel of the Sleeper,” said Moa. “I recall your hatred of stars. I remember that this star seems specially malignant to you. We have come here for several reasons, one of which is to prove to you that you have nothing to fear.”


  


  “Ah, Moa,” said Vivi quietly, “you won’t understand. It is not a product of objective thought, this terror I feel. It is something else, something which you cannot share. It is my burden alone.”


  


  “It is your illness alone,” said Tagea. He stared at Vivi, shielding his eyes with both hands against the glare of the odd sun. Vivi did not answer, though her anger almost caused her to scream. But that would not have been in keeping with her new self.


  


  “Are you unwell?” asked Moa. “You do not appear to be as unsteady in your responses. You are repressing the irrational personality that is your chief asset.”


  


  Vivi shrugged. Moa took her hand and led her across a field of waving blue grasses. Tagea followed them; Vivi could hear him muttering to himself. It was a habit of his whenever it was obvious that he was being excluded from the immediate sexual situation. The three people walked for several miles. Vivi was becoming increasingly fatigued; at first, the magenta tint of the sky intrigued her, but that lasted only a hundred paces. The irritating tickle of the grass occupied her for another hundred. Then there was nothing. The horizon was empty. There was only Moa, still holding her hand, and Tagea’s smug monologue behind them.


  


  Why are we here? thought Vivi. Surely in her search for diversion, Moa had found something of interest It must lie beyond the endless blue sea of grass. Vivi couldn’t allow herself to ask the question aloud, however. She was establishing her character. Moa, who had no emotions, needed time to notice and analyze the difference.


  


  It was a difficult thing being the only person left with true feelings. Vivi often cursed her emotions; they interfered with her relations with Moa and the others. Vivi was more of a creature, a temporary entertainment, than an equal to them. She wished that she could throw her feelings away, strip them off as all the other people had done generations before. But then again, she was glad of her affliction. Her emotions helped her pass the awful hours. She never had to search the world—and other worlds—for amusement.


  


  “You are oddly silent,” said Moa.


  


  “It is a mood,” said Tagea. “Several of her moods include silence. I would have thought you’d have cataloged them all by now. Perhaps this is ‘spite’ again. Or ‘petulance.’ We’ve had them all before. I have long since grown weary of them. They are so limited.”


  


  “Is he right, Vivi?” asked Moa. “Is it another emotion?”


  


  “Oh, I don’t know,” said Vivi. “I’m just being quiet. Is there something I should be saying?”


  


  “No, of course not,” said Moa. “But you’re usually more responsive.” Vivi only shrugged once more.


  


  They emerged finally from the broad prairie, coming out on the bank of a small, muddy river. On the opposite bank was a collection of artificial buildings. Vivi forgot her new personality for a moment and gasped in surprise.


  


  “Those are homes,” said Moa. She sounded pleased that Vivi had at last reacted. “They’re like our homes, in a way, except that these low-level creatures trap themselves within physical limits. They must be surrounded by the products of their labor. It is a peculiar and annoying form of pride.”


  


  “I ought to defend them,” said Tagea. “After all, I discovered them. They think I’m some kind of universal authority. It was amusing for a short time, but it didn’t last.”


  


  Moa frowned. “You can’t protect them now,” she said. ”You gave them to me.”


  


  “Yes,” said Tagea. “I had no intention of interceding. I was only considering alternatives.”


  


  “Are you going to kill them?” asked Vivi. She said it with her air of studied carelessness so that it didn’t seem to matter to her whether Moa answered or not.


  


  Moa walked down to the river’s edge. She scooped up a handful of stones, “tect will help me, even here,” she said. “Watch.” Moa extended her arms. The water began to churn violently. Rocks from the bed of the river and from the solid ground tore themselves loose and piled up to make a bridge. “I won’t kill those creatures directly,” said Moa. “Maybe indirectly- We’ll see.”


  


  Vivi crossed the rock span behind Moa and Tagea. She wondered at how simple it had been to graft a new point of view onto her personality. It was no effort at all to maintain her unconcerned attitude; it was now the most natural thing to wander about with her companions, unimpressed, unaffected, somewhat weary. Moa was already puzzled by Vivi’s behavior, but Tagea, the possessor of decidedly inferior mental powers, hadn’t yet noticed. Vivi felt less than she had anticipated; she had hoped for a different wealth of worldliness, but had acquired little that was remarkable. She understood that this was how Moa had lived her entire life, without measurable degrees of emotion. It was an attractive quality in Moa. Vivi hoped it would be the same in herself.


  


  “Look,” said Tagea. He pointed toward the nearest of the buildings. A small gathering of creatures had formed.


  


  “What do you think of them?” said Moa.


  


  “Nothing, as yet,” said Vivi lazily. “I noticed that they have covered their bodies with furry containers, even though the sun is uncomfortably warm.”


  


  “Do you wish to converse with them?” asked Tagea.


  


  “Don’t you want to love them, or be afraid?” asked Moa.


  


  Vivi stretched and yawned. “Are we in a hurry to return?” she said. Moa shook her head. Vivi waited. Moa raised her eyebrows and shook her head once more.


  


  The creatures shouted at them as the three walked through their town. Moa and Tagea took no notice. Vivi was startled by the creatures’ appearance at first, but after a short time she found their ugliness monotonous. Moa led the way beyond the stinking settlement; Vivi noticed that her feelings were fewer and weaker than ever before. She was pleased. She walked across a broad, stony plain and climbed several low hills on the far side. At the top of the tallest of these hills, Moa turned and pointed back in the direction they had traveled. “There,” she said. “That’s the community of the native creatures. You can see the smoke.”


  


  “It is much more pleasant here,” said Vivi.


  


  “The path is unbearably steep,” said Tagea. “The rocks in the soil are uncomfortable to walk upon. We will only have to repeat the journey to get home.”


  


  “Where we are, tect is,” said Vivi. “tect will take us home from here.”


  


  “I had planned to walk all the way back to the point where we arrived on this world,” said Moa. “It will be an adventure.”


  


  “Yes,” said Vivi. “An adventure.”


  


  “Boring,” said Tagea.


  


  “Be seated,” said Moa. Vivi and Tagea glanced at each other, then made themselves as comfortable as possible in the dry dust of the hilltop. Moa licked her lips and walked a few steps away from them. She faced away from the creatures’ village toward a vast, gray body of water in the distance. “That is an inland sea,” she said “It is larger than any sea on our world except the sunset ocean.” Moa raised her hands toward the water. Perspiration appeared on her brow and on her upper lip. She held her position for many minutes. Vivi said nothing. Tagea was not even watching. Moa’s body glistened with sweat. Her concentration was complete; her connection with tect deepened until Moa quivered with a dangerous power.


  


  “I’ve seen this before,” said Tagea. “I think I’ve seen everything before.”


  


  “So have I,” whispered Vivi. “But there’s no one that can match the taste and delicacy of Moa’s technique. I had hoped that we’d see something new, though.”


  


  “There’s still time,” said Tagea. “We’ll be here for quite a while, if I know her.”


  


  The outline of the giant sea was blurred by distance. Still, Vivi could see that it was changing shape. Moa pointed one hand at the water, but swung the other slowly toward the neighboring hills. Carefully coordinating her devastating strokes, Moa splintered the ground at the edge of the ocean, and crushed the small mountains that stood between her and the water.


  


  The hills turned from a rich blue to an ashen gray. Moa pulled moisture from them, desiccated them, crumbled the ancient bones of rock into a fragile powder. The hills collapsed in great clouds which obscured Vivi’s vision for a long while. Moa waited until the storm she had created subsided; the day ended with Moa standing, posing. Tagea slept. Vivi practiced her lack of passion. At dusk the air cleared. The dust settled into low mounds on the plain, white and sterile. Moa let loose the waters of the sea through channels and fissures she built among the dead hills. The water rolled quickly, noisily at first until Moa gestured. The ocean became sluggish and thick. The water contracted.


  


  The night passed quietly. Vivi watched the ocean shrink in its new course until the entire inland sea had shriveled to the size of a small pond. By then it was nearly dawn.


  


  “Have I missed anything interesting?” asked Tagea.


  


  “A pyrotechnic display,” said Vivi. “Much more energetic than her usual, I suppose. Watch.”


  


  The pond that was all that remained of the ocean sat between two mounds of white powder. The water was a dark green. Moa pressed her fingers together, and the water bubbled. It shrank even further, rolling into a sphere of black substance. The sphere wasted away into a mere ball the size of a fruit, the color of the powdery hills, Moa extended her hands, and the ball began to spin. The ball bounced across the distance separating the hills from their creator. It became lighter, finally rolling as softly as a hairball to its finish at Moa’s feet. She nodded and bent to pick up the round clump of stuff. She held it for a moment and dropped it back again. She forgot it. Moa said nothing.


  


  Tagea yawned, and Vivi merely stared. Moa was not yet finished; she had only begun to block out her work. Vivi could not visualize the totality of Moa’s project and thus could not understand the reasons behind each of her specific, sure touches. Still, Vivi did not wonder. She would not give Moa that ever again.


  


  After a time Moa stopped. Her arms fell to her sides at last, her bunched back muscles relaxed. To Vivi, Moa seemed to shrink, to withdraw within herself. She became human again. Moa turned to her friends and sighed. “I will study your reactions now,” she said.


  


  “A trifle overdone, don’t you think?” asked Tagea.


  


  “You always say that,” said Moa. “I don’t care to hear your opinion. I want to relish our Vivi’s. This has all been for her benefit”


  


  “I have seen it before,” said Vivi. “Not all together, of course. But you’re only stringing one trick after another. I want something different”


  


  Moa stared. “Where is your dismay now?” she asked. “Where is your awe? I need it Vivi. I’m hungry.”


  


  “I’m tired,” said Vivi.


  


  “Give me your fear,” said Moa. Vivi said nothing. Moa turned toward the village of the creatures. She merely pointed. There was a distant, hollow noise, and the settlement disappeared in a muffled explosion.


  


  “You killed them all,” said Vivi.


  


  Moa nodded. She made the ground open up beneath the wreckage of the town. Just as suddenly, as the debris tumbled into the crack, she made the earth close up. There was no sign that any living thing had ever passed by that place.


  


  “We must delight our friends with this,” said Vivi. “This is no doubt an entertaining moment. But it has gone on too long. You’ve always lacked discipline, Moa.”


  


  “Yes,” said Tagea. “Let’s go back now.”


  


  Moa’s eyebrows twitched. “I’ve never known anger,” she said. “I’ve never known hatred or admiration. But frustration is common enough among us. It is an itch. It must be scratched, one way or another.” She put out her hand again. Tagea jumped to his feet as though he were a marionette. His face contorted in pain. His arms and legs wobbled in the cool evening breeze; they looked as if there were no longer any bones inside to give them a normal human shape. Still Tagea jerked about. Finally, Moa let him fall to the ground. He collapsed into a heap like a doll filled with sawdust. His corpse turned bright, lossy pink. Vivi moved quietly to his side and touched him. His skin was hard and cold, like polished stone. As Vivi watched, Moa turned Tagea’s body into a small, perfect cube of pink crystal.


  


  “Tagea?” asked Vivi.


  


  “He’s right there,” said Moa. “How do you react?”


  


  Vivi looked up with an expression of studied carelessness. “He was more tiresome than he knew,” she said.


  


  Moa raised her hand again. Vivi raised her own. The two women stared at each other. At last, Moa dropped her arm. “I’m dead,” she said. “You were my only pleasure.”


  


  “It’s a pity you can’t enjoy all this for its own sake,” said Vivi, indicating the ruined world.


  


  “I used to,” said Moa. “Many years ago.”


  


  “I’m going home.” Vivi contacted tect and gave the mental order to be transported back to her house. When she arrived, it was once again night. She was very tired; she went to her sleeping area. Vivi was strangely glad that she was alone.


  


  The meadow was cool, her sleeping temperature. The air was filled with pleasant flower scents. Vivi’s birds twittered in the distant trees. She lay in the tall grass, preparing herself for her day’s greatest, final pleasure. She opened her eyes to the stars, waiting for the wave of utter horror to sweep through her.


  


  It never happened.
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  THE NIGHT IS COLD, THE STARS ARE FAR AWAY


  


  by Mildred Downey Broxon


  


  


  Mildred Downey Broxon was raised in Rio de Janeiro and now lives on a houseboat in Seattle with her husband and a boa constrictor named Sigmund. A former psychiatric nurse, she attended the Clarion-West sf writers’ workshop in 1972 and sold her first story to Clarion III.


  


  “The Night Is Cold, The Stars Are Far Away” is the second story she’s sold; of it she says, “I wrote this while studying the overturning of the geocentric theory in astronomy class, and wondering what would happen to a race living in a one-planet system with little or no axial tilt, therefore no seasons, etc., and no reason to think that everything did not, in fact, revolve around them.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Inar stepped out of the gray dead-earth tower and rubbed his eyes; age and the nightwatch combined to make him tired. His fur was graying and brittle, his eight-fingered hands were stiff, and his eyes were clouding. The breeze was chill; he shivered in his cloak and wrapped his long thick tail around his neck. The glow of approaching dawn was dimming the stars; it was time to go home, time to crawl into his darkened cubicle and sleep the daylight hours away while the rest of the world went on about its business.


  


  His neighbors regarded him as an eccentric, the mad old one who had wasted his life watching the stars. He was harmless, all agreed, and the Mother cherishes fools. But his own children had forsaken the work and him. Inar wondered if his mother had felt so alone. But no; she, of course, had relied on him to carry on.


  


  “Long ago,” she had said, standing small and bent beside the tower, “our entire family watched the sky and hoped. Now there are only my brother, myself, and your father.”


  


  “What happened to all the others?” he said. The sun was warm; he wanted to play, not spend his nights in the dusty old tower. But his duty was plain.


  


  “They grew old and died. Some say the Mother of All receives us no matter what we believe.” She crouched by the tower wall and wrapped her arms against the wind. “Your brother has left us. He has gone into the service of the Mother. And since your uncle had no sons or daughters, only blindthings, there is no one left but you, Inar, to carry on. Find a good wife, one who will help you. Raise children, not blindthings. Remember to watch the sky.”


  


  Out of love and respect he had promised that night, and for the rest of the nights of his life he had watched, he and his wife. His wife had worked with him, talked to him, supported him until the Mother of All took her in the last childbirth, took her and the child conceived too late and born too soon—and that was many sixty-fours of days ago.


  


  Now he was alone, for his promise could not bind his sons and daughters, who laughed and called him mad. They never came to the tower.


  


  “Why? You have watched since you were a child, and your mother and father watched before you, and their parents before them. The sun circles us and the stars are jewels on the nightcloak of the Mother.”


  


  A cold sharp wind sang through him and he huddled inside his thin cloak. Was his family, indeed, cursed with blindthings and madness, cursed by the misdeeds of Ancestor Caltai who had, in the dim back-reaches of time, committed them all to the skywatch?


  


  He rose and went into the tower to gather his notes and cover the mirror against the dust and heat of day. Pulling open the ancient metal door, he stood looking into darkness. The curved mirror shone dimly on the door, gathering skylight, now intensifying the faint glow before dawn. Above hung another mirror, angled to focus on his working platform halfway up the wall. He climbed the ladder, put away his notes, and climbed painfully back down. He shook out the soft silvery cloth and draped it over the mirror.


  


  Outside again, he stood on the hillside looking down at the city of Asdul and wondered why he did not merely curl up in some part of the tower and sleep till dusk. He supposed if he did his neighbors would come looking for him, concerned, asking stupid questions, raising dust to foul the mirror; they worried for his health and wanted him to be cared for. He did not want care; he did not want to be humored like a blindthing.


  


  It was light enough now that he could see a figure, risen early or still up late, coming up the path to the tower. It would be rude to lock the door and leave, though he did not welcome visitors. He stood and waited.


  


  As the figure drew closer, walking briskly, he thought for a moment he saw his eldest son, and he felt a sudden joy. But he was wrong, of course: his eldest son had grown portly and smug and never left the city. It could not be him; Inar had seen little of him lately.


  


  “Grandfather?” The visitor had reached the tower and stood, cape thrown carelessly back, tail curved about his body.


  


  Inar blinked, “Oh. Ah—”


  


  “Shavna,” the youth said.


  


  “Oh, yes. Shavna.” Inar looked at him more closely. “I have not seen you for some time—you have grown. My eyes are no longer young—”


  


  The youth shifted from one foot to another. Inar realized he was rambling on like an old fool. “What brings you here, Shavna?”


  


  “I rose early to speak with you; I know you are a day-sleeper.” He looked at the tower. “I have questions to ask you, questions my parents would not answer.”


  


  “Such as?”


  


  Shavna avoided his eyes and crouched low to the ground, running a hand through the live-earth there. “People say that the family carries a curse, and that is why my brother was a blindthing. People say you are mad, and that you do not believe in the Mother of All” He looked at Inar then, his eyes large. “People say my great-great-grandfather Caltai was mad as well.”


  


  “People have been quite talkative,” Inar said. “But surely you have heard these whispers all your life. They are no secret to me. Why do you come here now?”


  


  Shavna’s fingers found a small plant growing in the live-earth. He touched it gently and withdrew his hand. “Because now I wish to marry, and I wonder if it is true, as they say, that madness is passed on. And there are the blindthings—”


  


  Inar sighed. “It is true our family has produced many more blindthings than other families have. I do not know whether it has anything to do with Ancestor Caltai. And I cannot answer you about the madness; for if I am mad, my speech is only raving.”


  


  “You do not sound like the madmen I have aided in the market,” Shavna said. “Would you tell me the story of Ancestor Caltai, then, and explain what you do here?’


  


  Inar watched the rising sun touch the mountains beyond Asdul. “Your parents could have told you the story as well. They know it.”


  


  “They said to ask you.” Shavna arranged himself on the ground and wrapped his tail around his feet.


  


  Inar settled his stiff limbs into a semblance of comfort and drew his cloak against the dawn breeze. “Very well. Long ago, when your great-great-grandfather Caltai was still young—before he married—he lived in M’larfra.”


  


  “That’s far to the south,” Shavna said. He sat straighten “I have studied the maps in school. I thought only barbarians lived there.”


  


  “All strangers are barbarians to some,” Inar said. “The M’larfrans are nomads, wanderers, driven by the wind and the sand and the sun. They had a custom regarding their young: when a man or woman was ready to wed, he or she went out to the desert alone to consider how to have a good marriage and how to raise children. The young person had to list all the mistakes his parents had made, resolve not to make the same mistakes himself, and then—most important—forgive his parents. If he did not forgive them, he knew his own children would never forgive him for the mistakes he would make in turn.


  


  “Each one sought solitude as best he could; Ancestor Caltai was strong and healthy, and he walked far into the desert until he came to one lone seng tree. There he crouched in its small shade and thought.


  


  “The sun was hot, as it always is in M’larfra. He sat for hours, thinking, then looked up surprised, for the Mother of All seemed to have sent him a vision, and he did not consider himself worthy of visions.


  


  “He saw a bright gleam in the air and felt the ground shake. Sand flew in a fountain and settled again; he went to see what had happened. He thought it was close-by.


  


  “He walked farther than he had expected, and found plants shattered and small sunskimmers dead. At last he came to the crest of a sand-hill and looked down into the next hollow where a metal form lay partly buried in the sand. He was not afraid; the Mother lives in the sky, and he thought she had sent him a gift. He went closer and saw a hole in the side of the metal object, and on the sand, a white figure sprawled. When he came yet closer, he could see that the being—for such it was—was much larger than he. It lay on the sand; he came up to it and greeted it with word and gesture of reverence. For it had, indeed, come from the sky.


  


  “When he touched the figure, Ancestor Caltai was surprised to hear it speaking—’


  


  The youth was astonished. “It came from the sky, and it spoke M’larfra-speech?”


  


  “No. As the story goes, it spoke no clear words at all— it spoke to his knowing. It did not seem to know where it was; it sounded sick and hurt, and spoke as those who rave in fever.”


  


  “How could that be? How could it speak without language?”


  


  “It had some device for speaking to strangers. Pictures and ideas formed in Caltai’s mind. Or so the story goes.”


  


  “Oh,” said the youth. “What did it say—think?”


  


  “It wept inside,” Inar said, “for it was dying, and alone. It had made an error, and had crashed its ship—”


  


  “It’s ship?” In the desert? You said it came from the sky!”


  


  “It thought of a ship, a sky-ship, that had crashed. It thought of stars, and it looked once at our sun and moaned. For its sun was golden, not silver, and it was far from home. And as it thought of its sun, it thought of our world, like a ball of earth and water, spinning around the sun, a ball of flame.”


  


  “It was, perhaps, ill to madness,” Shavna said.


  


  Inar continued. “The pictures were quite clear. It thought of its own world, green like old copper and blue like young lichen. It revolved around a burning, golden sun, and around the sun were its sister worlds, hot and cold and far away. Then it thought again of our world, where it now lay injured, and it thought ‘one-planet system’ and ‘no astronomy’—by which it meant study of the stars. It thought also of ideas Caltai could not understand; the pictures that formed made no sense.”


  


  “It must have been raving in madness,” Shavna said.


  


  “If so, then from where did it come? Would the Mother drop a child and let it die? Have you ever heard madness like this madness? Madmen rave of things they know, not of things they know not.”


  


  “True.”


  


  “The creature looked away from the sky and saw Caltai, and it was afraid. Caltai was sorry for it, hurt and lost as it was, and made the sign for ‘no harm’; the creature seemed to understand. But then grief replaced its fear, and it thought about ‘interference,’ and it cursed itself for a fool.


  


  “Caltai made the sign for ‘whence came you?” but the creature either did not understand or would not answer. It looked up again at the sky and thought of ‘sun’ and ‘home.’ Then it turned to Ancestor Caltai and waved its arms, pounded the sand, and pointed over the hill, thinking ‘Run! Poison! Danger! Death!’


  


  “He did not want to leave the injured thing, until it thought about a poison-explosion and great destruction. Then he was afraid. As he left, the creature was growing weaker, and thinking of flying home, but it was near death and much confused, and mostly it felt pain and loneliness. Caltai left, and a short time after he was over the crest of the sand-hill, there was a bright orange flash, thunder threw him to the sand, and when he could stand again he saw a strange-shaped cloud.


  


  “Later, when his fear left, he crept back over the sandhill; there was no creature, no large silvery shape, nothing but a bowl of hot green glass. So he went home.”


  


  ‘How did his people receive his story?” Shavna asked.


  


  “Badly. They said the sun had addled his brains, that he had been on the desert too long, or that he had not been on the desert long enough. They wanted to take care of him. Only one person believed him: the girl he was to marry. She too had been on the desert, and she too had seen the light fall from the sky, and the flash later. But she had not seen the creature, and of course it was gone. When they returned, the sands had covered even the bowl of glass.


  


  “They talked about what this might mean, but they came to no conclusion, so they decided to come to Asdul, where the wise men live. They took space on a fishing boat, worked a hard, cold, salty passage, and landed here. They spoke to many, and no one could understand their story; finally it was suggested they attend People’s Day at the University and ask the wise men themselves.


  


  “They waited in the crowded hall with the other questioners, and when their turn came, some laughed, even though this is forbidden. But one wise man listened with interest, and asked to see them privately.


  


  “They sat in his cool courtyard and drank sweet water while he explained what they must do; for, after all, if the creature came from heaven, it came from the Mother, and if it came from another world, it brought ideas not yet conceived.


  


  “The wise man explained that his studies left him no time, but that they could watch the sky for him; they could watch to see if another creature arrived, and while they watched they could also study the stars.


  


  “For, as he explained, if the creature’s tale was true, that the world moved around the sun, and the stars were other suns farther away, then as the world moved, one should see a change in pattern among the stars.”


  


  “Why?” asked Shavna.


  


  “Walk around the tower. The green light on the Mother’s temple will shift closer to the white light on the University, and then shift back again.”


  


  Shavna was silent a moment. “I have seen it,” he said


  


  “The wise man taught them how to observe the stars; he gave them a scrying mirror, and told them how to watch by night, and how to make metal plates to record what they had seen. He told them that if they found anything they should tell him, and he gave them money with which to live; but he died old with no reward, and so did your Ancestor Caltai.


  


  “The story would have ended there, but Caltai and his wife had taught their children—all but the blindthings, of which they had many—and their children taught theirs. Out of reverence for their parents they watched, though they lost hope after a time and the family was cursed with blindthings, as if the stock had become tainted. Finally the duty to parents strove against duty to the Mother of All. My brother was the first to defect; he entered the priesthood. Of my children, none followed me. My wife died long ago. Now I watch alone.”


  


  “Do you think your work has reason?” Shavna said.


  


  “Yes, I do. Most of the time. Why should a goddess watch over us? Why, if she watches, does she not prevent evil? Why did she not keep my wife from dying in the healers’ temple? Why were my nephews all blind-things?”


  


  The youth stood. “I wonder too. Show me what you do, and how. Show me how you make the records on the metal plates, and how you watch the sky. Tell me the names you have given the stars, and where they live.”


  


  The old one looked at him. “You really want to learn?” His voice was shaking.


  


  “I want to understand if this is madness or a new knowledge.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Inar showed him the scrying mirror, the same as the diviners used, but ground perfect and smooth. He told how the wise man had helped his great-great-grandparents construct it. He showed him the tower, and how it pointed at the sky and kept the lights of the city from the mirror. He climbed stiffly up to his desk to show him the metal plates and the blackening chemicals; he told him how the bright stars made black streaks on the plates. And sometimes when he was discouraged, even he looked up at the night sky, and instead of shrieking empty space, saw the jewel-studded cloak of a protecting Mother.


  


  He edged down the ladder toward the shelf where he kept the collected records of generations. He took measuring instruments, selected a streaked plate from the records of his grandfather, and crouched on the ground. He wanted to be certain; he measured and re-measured, and finally closed his eyes in defeat.


  


  The same, always the same, made with the same instruments, readings taken night after night, lifetime after lifetime, and yet there was no shift among the stars. They rose earlier each night, but in the same fixed patterns. The earth did not move.


  


  He slumped discouraged on the live-earth floor, holding the metal plates in his stiff and tired hands. Why go on? Why not go back to Asdul, sleep at night and wake during the day as other people did? Why not enjoy the brief time he had left? Why give up the world for an ancient dream, an old delusion?


  


  As he sat, the sky grew redder and the shadows lengthened. His mind was numb.


  


  * * * *


  


  Had he slept, or had he merely stared entranced as shadows fell across the metal plates? When the knock came, he was startled, and the plates clattered to the floor.


  


  He rose on aching limbs and shuffled toward the door. It was Shavna who stood there, with one other, a young female. Shavna’s cape swirled carelessly about him; he stood close to the young woman.


  


  “I have thought all day, Grandfather,” he said. “I do not believe Ancestor Caltai was mad, nor do I think you are mad. There is a mystery here, and you are trying to solve it as best you know. That does not make you mad.”


  


  The last glow faded from the sky; one by one the brightest stars came out. The twin stars, the Eyes of the Lover, were the brightest of all.


  


  The young woman spoke. “Shavna told me of your watching, and how you and your ancestors have watched for generations to see any change among the stars, the change that would mean the world moves.’


  


  “Yes,” said Inar. He was tired, and he had lost hope. The young woman reminded him of his long-dead wife.


  


  “I have noticed,” she said, “that if you walk around Asdul the city lights shift position, but if you look at the mountains beyond the city, the mountains themselves do not appear to change, though that does not mean you are standing still. If you travel for many days, you can see a change even in the mountains.


  


  “What if the stars are very far away, farther than we can imagine? We might not be able to see a shift even if there is one. There might be other ways to tell if the world moves, ways we ourselves can measure. I would learn what you know.”


  


  Inar looked up at the Mother’s cloak. It was no longer warm, no longer enveloping. There was no cloak, nothing but endless distances and tiny scattered suns. There was no one there to shield the world from harm. What difference does it make if the world moves? he wondered. But it was too late for such thoughts.


  


  The Eyes of the Lover stared blindly down; they did not see him. He shivered and took Shavna and the woman inside out of the empty night


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *


  


  MYSTERIOUS DOINGS IN THE


  METROPOLITAN MUSEUM


  


  by Fritz Leiber


  


  


  When critics discuss the evolution of science fiction, they speak of the writers who brought real literary values into what began, in this country, as an almost exclusively pulp-oriented genre; the names Theodore Sturgeon, Ray Bradbury and, Kurt Vonnegut are usually invoked. Yet the writer who has won more awards in this field than any other, at last count, is Fritz Leiber. Maybe it’s because he’s been more versatile than the others, his output ranging from adventurous sword-and-sorcery tales (the Fafhred-Grey Mouser series) to grim warnings of possible futures (“Coming Attraction”) to pungent satires on our world (A Spectre Is Haunting Texas).


  


  Or maybe it’s simply because Leiber is a man of strong personal vision who has the literary tools with which to express himself forcefully year after year. His present story for Universe is a short one, a preposterous jape about a convention of bugs, but it shows Leiber at his irrepressible best—there’s not a single human character in the story, yet it manages to say more about humanity’s foibles than most sf novels filled with struggling, soul-searching men and women acting out troubled destinies against starry backdrops. (Besides—and not at all incidentally—it’s a wickedly funny piece.)


  


  * * * *


  


  The top half of the blade of grass growing in a railed plot beside the Metropolitan Museum of Art in Manhattan said, “Beetles! You’d think they were the Kings of the World, the way they carry on!”


  


  The bottom half of the blade of grass replied, “Maybe they are. The distinguished writer of supernatural horror stories H. P. Lovecraft said in The Shadow Out of Time there would be a “hardy Coleopterous species immediately following mankind,’ to quote his exact words. Other experts say all insects, or spiders, or rats will inherit the Earth, but old H. P. L. said hardy coleopts.”


  


  “Pedant!” the top half mocked. “‘Coleopterous species’! Why not just say ‘beetles’ or just ‘bugs’? Means the same thing.”


  


  “You favor long words as much as I do,” the bottom half replied imperturbably, “but you also like to start arguments and employ a salty, clipped manner of speech which is really not your own—more like that of a death-watch beetle.”


  


  “I call a spade a spade,” the top half retorted. “And speaking of what spades delve into (a curt kenning signifying the loamy integument of Mother Earth), I hope we re not mashed into it by gunboats the next second or so. Or by beetle-crushers, to coin a felicitous expression.”


  


  Bottom explained condescendingly, “The president and general secretary of the Coleopt Convention have a trusty corps of early-warning beetles stationed about to detect the approach of gunboats. A Coleopterous Dew-line.”


  


  Top snorted, “Trusty! I bet they’re all goofing off and having lunch at Schrafft’s.”


  


  “I have a feeling it’s going to be a great con,” bottom said.


  


  “I have a feeling it’s going to be a lousy, fouled-up con,” top said. “Everybody will get connec. The Lousi-con—how’s that for a name?”


  


  “Lousy. Lice have their own cons. They belong to the orders Psocoptera, Anoplura, and Mallophaga, not to the godlike, shining order Coleoptera.”


  


  “Scholiast! Paranoid!”


  


  The top and bottom halves of the blade of grass broke off their polemics, panting.


  


  * * * *


  


  The beetles of all Terra, but especially the United States, were indeed having their every-two-years world convention, their Biannual Bug Thing, in the large, railed-off grass plot in Central Park, close by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, improbable as that may seem and just as the grassblade with the split personality had said.


  


  Now, you may think it quite impossible for a vast bunch of beetles, ranging in size from nearly microscopic ones to unicorn beetles two and one-half inches long, to hold a grand convention in a dense urban area without men becoming aware of it. If so, you have seriously underestimated the strength and sagacity of the coleopterous tribe and overestimated the sensitivity and eye for detail of Homo sapiens—Sap for short.


  


  These beetles had taken security measures to awe the CIA and NKVD, had those fumbling human organizations been aware of them. There was indeed a Beetle Dewline to warn against the approach of gunboats— which are, of course, the elephantine, leather-armored feet of those beetle-ignoring, city-befuddled giants, men. In case such veritable battleships loomed nigh, all accredited beetles had their directives to dive down to the grassroots and harbor there until the all-clear sounded on their ESP sets.


  


  And should such a beetle-crusher chance to alight on a beetle or beetles, well, in case you didn’t know it, beetles are dymaxion-built ovoids such as even Buckminster Fuller and Frank Lloyd Wright never dreamed of, crush-resistant to a fabulous degree and able to endure such saturation shoe-bombings without getting the least crack in their resplendent carapaces.


  


  So cast aside doubts and fears. The beetles were having their world convention exactly as and where I’ve told you. There were bright-green ground beetles, metallic wood-boring beetles, yellow soldier beetles, gorgeous ladybird beetles and handsome and pleasing fungus beetles just as brilliantly red, charcoal-gray blister beetles, cryptic flower beetles of the scarab family with yellow hieroglyphs imprinted on their shining green backs, immigrant and affluent Japanese beetles, snout beetles, huge darksome stag and horn beetles, dogbane beetles like fire opals, and even that hyper-hieroglyphed rune-bearing yellow-on-blue beetle wonder of the family Chrysomelidae and subfamily Chrysomelinae Calligrapha serpentina. All of them milling about in happy camaraderie, passing drinks and bons mots, as beetles will. Scuttling, hopping, footing the light fantastic, and even in sheer exuberance lifting their armored carapaces to take short flights of joy on their retractable membranous silken wings like glowing lace on the lingerie of Viennese baronesses.


  


  And not just U.S. beetles, but coleopts from all over the world—slant-eyed Asian beetles in golden robes, North African beetles in burnished burnooses, South African beetles wild as fire ants with great Afro hairdos, smug English beetles, suave Continental bugs, and brilliantly clad billionaire Brazilian beetles and fireflies constantly dancing the carioca and sniffing ether and generously spraying it at other beetles in intoxicant mists. Oh, a grandsome lot.


  


  Not that there weren’t flies in the benign ointment of all this delightful coleopterous sociability. Already the New York City cockroaches were out in force, picketing the convention because they hadn’t been invited. Round and round the sacred grass plot they tramped, chanting labor-slogans in thick Semitic accents and hurling coarse working-class epithets.


  


  “But of course we couldn’t have invited them even if we’d wanted to,” explained the Convention’s general secretary, a dapper click beetle, in fact an eyed elater of infinite subtlety and resource in debate and tactics. As the book says, “If the eyed elater falls on its back, it lies quietly for perhaps a minute. Then, with a loud click, it flips into the air. If it is lucky, it lands on its feet and runs away; otherwise it tries again.” And the general secretary had a million other dodges as good or better. He said now, “But we couldn’t have invited them even if we’d wanted to, because cockroaches aren’t true beetles at all, aren’t Coleoptera; they belong to the order Orihoptera, the family Blattidae—blat to them! Moreover, many of them are mere German (German-Jewish, maybe?) Croton bugs, dwarfish in stature compared to American cockroaches, who all once belonged to the Confederate Army.”


  


  In seconds the plausible slander was known by insect grapevine to the cockroaches. Turning the accusation to their own Wobbly purposes, they began rudely to chant in unison as they marched, “Blat, blat, go the Blattidae!”


  


  Also, several important delegations of beetles had not yet arrived, including those from Bangladesh, Switzerland, Iceland and Egypt.


  


  But despite all these hold-ups and disturbances, the first session of the Great Coleopt Congress got off to a splendid start. The president, a portly Colorado potato beetle resembling Grover Cleveland, rapped for order. Whereupon row upon row of rainbow-hued beetles rose to their feet amidst the greenery and sonorously sang— drowning out even the gutteral blats of the crude cockroaches—the chief beetle anthem:


  


  “Beetles are not dirty bugs,


  Spiders, scorpions or slugs.


  Heroes of the insect realms,


  They sport winged burnished helms.


  They are shining and divine. T


  hey are kindly and just fine.


  Beetles do not bite or sting.


  They love almost everything.”


  


  They sang it to the melody of the Ode to Joy in the last movement of Beethoven’s Ninth.


  


  The session left many beetle wives, larval children, husbands and other nonvoting members at loose ends. But provision had been made for them. Guided by a well-informed though somewhat stuffy scribe beetle, they entered the Metropolitan Museum for a conducted tour designed for both entertainment and cultural enrichment.


  


  While the scribe beetle pointed out notable items of interest and spoke his educational but somewhat long-winded pieces, they scuttled all over the place, feeling out the forms of great statues by crawling over them and reveling inside the many silvery suits of medieval armor.


  


  Most gunboats didn’t notice them at all. Those who did were not in the least disturbed. Practically all gunboats—though they dread spiders and centipedes and loath cockroaches—like true beetles, as witness the good reputation of the ladybug, renowned in song and story for her admirable mother love and fire-fighting ability. These gunboats assumed that the beetles were merely some new educational feature of the famed museum, or else an artistry of living arabesques.


  


  When the touring beetles came to the Egyptian Rooms, they began to quiet down, entranced by art most congenial to coleopts by reason of its antiquity and dry yet vivid precision. They delighted in the tiny, toylike tomb ornaments and traced out the colorful murals and even tried to decipher the cartouches and other hieroglyphs by walking along their lines, corners and curves. The absence of the Egyptian delegation was much regretted. They would have been able to answer many questions, although the scribe beetle waxed eloquent and performed prodigies of impromptu scholarship.


  


  But when they entered the room with the sign reading scababs, their awe and admiration knew no bounds. They scuttled softer than mice in feather slippers. They drew up silently in front of the glass cases and gazed with wonder and instinctive reverence at the rank on rank of jewel-like beetle forms within. Even the scribe beetle had nothing to say.


  


  * * * *


  


  Meanwhile, back at the talkative grassblade, the top half, who was in fact a purple boy tiger beetle named Speedy, said, “Well, they’re all off to a great start, I don’t think. This promises to be the most fouled-up convention in history.”


  


  “Don’t belittle,” reproved the bottom half, who was in reality a girl American burying beetle named Big Yank. “The convention is doing fine—orderly sessions, educational junkets, what more could you ask?”


  


  “Blat, blat, go the Blattidae!” Speedy commented sneeringly. “The con’s going to hell in a beetle basket. Take that sneaky click beetle who’s, general secretary— he’s up to no good, you can be sure. An insidious insect, if I ever knew one. An eyed elater—who’d he ever elate? And that potato bug who’s president—a bleedin’ plutocrat. As for that educational junket inside the museum, you just watch what happens!”


  


  “You really do have an evil imagination,” Big Yank responded serenely.


  


  Despite their constant exchange of persiflage, the boy and girl beetles were inseparable pals who’d had many an exciting adventure together. Speedy was half an inch long, a darting purple beauty most agile and difficult for studious gunboats to catch. Big Yank was an inch long, gleaming black of carapace with cloudy red markings. Though quick to undermine and bury small dead animals to be home and food for her larvae, Big Yank was not in the least morbid in outlook.


  


  Although their sex was different and their companionship intimate, Speedy and Big Yank had never considered having larvae together. Their friendship was of a more manly or girlish character and very firm-footed, all twelve of them.


  


  “You really think something outré is going to happen inside the museum?” Big Yank mused.


  


  “It’s a dead certainty,’ Speedy assured her.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the scarab room silent awe had given way to whispered speculation. Exactly what and/or who were those gemlike beetle forms arranged with little white cards inside the glass-walled cases? Even the scribe-beetle guide found himself wondering.


  


  It was a highly imaginative twelve-spotted cucumber beetle of jade-green who came up with the intriguing notion that the scarabs were living beetles rendered absolutely immobile by hypnosis or drugs and imprisoned behind walls of thick glass by the inscrutable gunboats, who were forever doing horrendous things to beetles and other insects. Gunboats were the nefarious giants, bigger than Godzilla, of beetle legend. Anything otherwise nasty and inexplicable could be attributed to them.


  


  The mood of speculation now changed to one of lively concern. How horrid to think of living, breathing beetles doped and brainwashed into the semblance of death and jailed in glass by gunboats for some vile purpose! Something must be done about it.


  


  The junketing party changed its plans in a flash, and they all scuttled swifter than centipedes back to the convention, which was deep into such matters as Folk Remedies for DDT, Marine Platforms to Refuel Transoceanic Beetle Flights, and Should There Be a Cease Fire Between Beetles and Blattidae? (who still went “Blat, blat!”).


  


  The news brought by the junketters tabled all that and electrified the convention. The general secretary eyed elater was on his back three times running and then on his feet again—click, click, click, click, click, click! The president Colorado potato beetle goggled his enormous eyes. It was decided by unanimous vote that the imprisoned beetles must be rescued at once. Within seconds Operation Succor was under way.


  


  A task force of scout, spy, and tech beetles was swiftly told off and dispatched into the museum to evaluate and lay out the operation. They confirmed the observations and deductions of the junketters and decided that a rare sort of beetle which secretes fluoric acid would be vital to the caper.


  


  A special subgroup of these investigators traced out by walking along them the characters of the word scarab.Their report was as follows:


  


  “First you got a Snake character, see?” (That was the s.)


  


  “Then you get a Hoop Snake with a Gap.” (That was the c.)


  


  “Then Two Snakes Who Meet in the Night and have Sexual Congress.” (That was the a.)


  


  “Next a Crooked Hoop Snake Raping an Upright or Square Snake.” (The r. )


  


  “Then a repeat of Two Snakes Who Meet in the Night, et cetera.” (The second a. )


  


  “Lastly Two Crazy Hoop Snakes Raping a Square Snake.” (The b. )


  


  “Why all this emphasis on snakes and sex we are not certain.


  


  “We suggest the Egyptian delegation be consulted as soon as it arrives.”


  


  Operation Succor was carried out that night.


  


  It was a complete success.


  


  Secreted fluoric acid ate small round holes in the thick glass of all the cases. Through these, every last scarab in the Egyptian Rooms was toted by carrying beetles— mostly dung beetles—down into deep beetle bunkers far below Manhattan and armored against the inroads of cockroaches.


  


  Endless attempts to bring the drugged and hypnotized beetles back to consciousness and movement were made. All failed.


  


  Undaunted, the beetles decided simply to venerate the rescued scarabs. A whole new beetle cult sprang up around them.


  


  The Egyptian delegation arrived, gorgeous as pharaohs, and knew at once what had happened. However, they decided to keep this knowledge secret for the greater good of all beetledom. They genuflected dutifully before the scarabs just as did the beetles not in the know.


  


  The cockroaches had their own theories, but merely kept up their picketing and their chanting of “Blat, blat, go the Blattidae.”


  


  Because of their theories, however, one fanatical Egyptian beetle went bats and decided that the scarabs were indeed alive though drugged and that the whole thing was part of a World Cockroach Plot carried out by commando Israeli beetles and their fellow travelers. His wild mouthings were not believed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Human beings were utterly puzzled by the whole business. The curator of the Met and the chief of the New York detectives investigating the burglary stared at the empty cases in stupid wonder.


  


  “Godammit,” the detective chief said. “When you look at all those little holes, you’d swear the whole job had been done by beetles.”


  


  The curator smiled sourly.


  


  * * * *


  


  Speedy said, “Hey, this skyrockets us beetles to the position of leading international jewel thieves.”


  


  For once Big Yank had to agree. “It’s just too bad the general public, human and coleopterous, will never know,” she said wistfully. Then, brightening, “Hey, how about you and me having another adventure?”


  


  “Suits,” said Speedy.
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  M IS FOR THE MANY


  


  by J. J. Russ


  


  


  J. J. Russ is not Joanna Russ; his first name is Jon, he’s married, and has a young daughter, and he’s a psychiatrist who practices in California. His poems and stories have appeared in Cimarron Review, The Smith, San Francisco Magazine and Fantastic.


  


  Here he tells a deft, acerbic story of the relationship between love and need. (Well, one of the relationships, anyway.)


  


  * * * *


  


  When Nyta was angry she kicked the resilient gray bag in which Rey was suspended. If the impact interfered with her husband’s trances, he never admitted it, but it gave Nyta satisfaction nonetheless. Her leg swung, clad in golden mesh disks, and with every swing she felt her toe sink into the fluid-filled sack. Every time, Rey’s floating body must have jolted slightly inside. But the bag never burst and Rey never woke and nothing was any different.


  


  Time was going by.


  


  Lery turned, watched her for a moment instead of the kaleidoscopic patterns on the screen. “Mommy,” he asked, “why you kick the bag?”


  


  “Because I’m mad at Daddy, baby.”


  


  “Why you mad at Daddy?”


  


  “Because . . . there’s nobody else to be mad at” Nyta went on kicking until her leg was weak, but the exercise changed nothing. Lery would soon be five, the time for Bupop to take him the way they had taken Alba. In only two weeks she would be sealed in the partment with Rey and their bags and the screen. Without a baby. The thought made her shudder.


  


  She coaxed Lery into her arms and cradled his head. His silken brown hair that grew in overlapping curls, his endless questions, his moist and curious eyes—soon they’d just be memories to wish inside her bag.


  


  But two weeks is a long time.


  


  Rocking, she crooned the song remembered from her childhood, an ancient lullaby full of words she didn’t understand. “Rock-a-bye baby on the treetop. When the wind blows, the cradle—”


  


  “Mommy!” Lery shook himself out of her arms. “I wanna watch the screen.” He ran away and reactivated the shifting three-dimensional patterns that he now preferred to her songs.


  


  * * * *


  


  As usual, Lery complained when she took over the screen for motherhood hour. Nyta held him firmly on her lap and smiled at the five other women who seemed to be sitting in her partment.


  


  “My, Lery’s getting so big,” Mercia said, cuddling her ten-month-old twins against her breasts. “Your work is almost over!”


  


  “I know.” Nyta held onto her smile.


  


  Simi, the oldest of their group, stroked the furry animal on her lap. “You should be proud. From a little nothing, you’ve helped him grow to where he’s ready to take his own place in the world.” The other women applauded.


  


  “It wasn’t hard,” Nyta said. “He’s so cute.” She hugged him tightly and ignored his squirming.


  


  Simi adjusted the diaper around the hole cut for her animal’s tail. “Soon you’ll be needing a substitute, like me. I tried synthetic babies, but the tiny things don’t grow. It’s unnatural.” The animal blinked. Its bright eyes were surrounded by rings of pink flesh and its nose was flat and broad. “Dandy here is so much nicer.”


  


  Ugly, Nyta thought Not like a baby, not like my Lery.


  


  * * * *


  


  By dinnertime Nyta decided, and told Rey while they were eating. He plucked another food container from the wall beside the screen and chewed serenely. He grinned ecstatically, just as he did after all his trances.


  


  “They’ll never let you. Forget lads and sack up. Use your bag, like me.” Rey didn’t seem to notice her new golden drape. As usual, he avoided looking at Nyta, making her feel fat and ugly, conscious of flesh sagging from curves he’d once admired.


  


  “I don’t want to! You know what happens when I trance.” Remembering the nightmares, she pressed her arms over her heavy breasts. “I mean it. I want to keep Lery.”


  


  Rey shrugged. Although he was four years older than Nyta, his lean face was unlined, his cool gray eyes were clear and unworried. “I don’t care. But you know the law.”


  


  Nyta interrupted quickly. “That’s why we’ll ask Bu-pop.” She shook her long brown hair. “I need a baby ... a child.”


  


  “Okay, okay.” Rey put up his palms defensively. “But what’s so special about him?” He shrugged his shoulder in the direction of Lery.


  


  “I just need him.” Nyta incinerated food containers in the low, shining sposal, wincing with each brief flash.


  


  “Why you need me?” Lery asked.


  


  Nyta smiled. She loved answering his questions. “Because ... I do. Because you’re nice. Because I love you.”


  


  Rey laughed dryly, without malice. “You’d better think up something better for Bupop. They’re tough about things like this.”


  


  “But they’ll have to understand.” Compulsively, Nyta fingered the slack skin under her chin.


  


  “You know what they’ll tell you.” He began to edge back to his bag.


  


  “Rey!” She closed her eyes tightly and put thoughts out of her head by- singing, “Rock-a-bye baby . . .”


  


  “Bye-baby, bye-baby,” her son echoed.


  


  * * * *


  


  After Rey untranced the next morning, they summoned Bupop on the screen. There was a breathtaking shimmer of colors, accompanied by throbbing and passionate music. A resonant voice bellowed: “Be fruitful and replicate!” And then the colors condensed into a gray-haired man who seemed to be sitting in front of the screen. He nodded his head graciously in the direction of Nyta and Rey.


  


  “Bureau of Population,” he said. “May I help you?”


  


  “I want to keep my baby!” Nyta blurted immediately to the controller, and then blushed and bit her tongue. She had to ask just right...


  


  “I see.” The gray head bobbed, apparently unoffended. “And you are ...”


  


  “Rey and Nyta Jonsn,” Rey said, “partment F829-Q19484-J, sir.”


  


  The man closed his eyes for a moment and a faint humming came from his skull. “You’ve given us one child so far?”


  


  “Alba.” Nyta’s eyes watered.


  


  “You know two’s quota, of course?”


  


  “Yes, sir, but so fast . . . my son’s due to go in a few weeks—”


  


  “Surely that’s no surprise, my dear.” There was compassion in the controller’s face that made Nyta hopeful. “You know,” he went on, “we nurture all children from their fifth birthdays, ensuring standard adjustment and sparing you all that bother”—he frowned only briefly— “of draining interdependencies.”


  


  “But Lery’s still a baby. He needs me.”


  


  “Now, now.” The compassionate man smiled warmly. “Surely you yourself remember when you were taken, the joy of freedom; the excitement of independence, the warmth of your first bag.”


  


  Nyta remembered mostly the nightmare trances that began in her bag, memories of her parents being sealed behind her, feelings of burial and suffocation. “Lery’s special,” she said. “And I’m a good mother for him. You’d see ...”


  


  “I’m certain you are. But you have use of offspring for five years only. After that’—his head shook slowly— “they are free.”


  


  “Then I want another!” Nyta’s voice broke.


  


  “Nyta!” Rey apologized to the controller. “She knows it’s impossible, sir.”


  


  “Never mind.” The controller’s tone was mellow with patience. “That’s what I’m for, isn’t it?” Leaning forward, he stared into Nyta’s eyes. Close up, she noticed that his eyes had no lids, and that they were spinning slowly around the pupils. “Now, my dear, you must realize we cannot allow exceptions. If we take three children from you, how can we deny others?’


  


  Nyta wanted to kill him. “Not everybody wants—”


  


  “Our partments are full. No one, you understand, may do more than replace himself. When there are excess or premature deaths we make exceptions...” Somehow, lidlessly, he closed his eyes again and again his skull hummed. Nyta hugged herself tightly and gnawed her lip. “In your case”—the controller waved a benevolent hand from side to side—”we cannot”


  


  Nyta felt numb.


  


  “Of course, you still have time.” The controller smiled faintly and his voice brightened. “Pretransfer offspring are yours. None of our affair.”


  


  Rey nodded. “That’s right”


  


  “Quota, my dear. Quota cannot be exceeded.”


  


  Not Lery ... Lery’s special, she thought.


  


  “That’s what I told her, all right.” Rey grinned.


  


  Lery, impatient with the monotonous screening, asked, “What’s kota?”


  


  Nyta cupped her hands over his ears.


  


  The gray-haired man gave a last paternal nod. “I suggest you consider substitutes. Also, use your bag. Happy dreams,” he said, and vanished from the partment


  


  “You heard him,” Rey said. “Sack up!”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Men,” Simi told her that afternoon, “they just don’t understand. All they think about is their bags and orgasmic trances and new permutations on the matrix programmer.”


  


  “Sounds like my Jun, all right.” Mercia giggled.


  


  “They don’t know what it s like to feel a baby grow in your own belly,” Simi went on, “or to care about something little and helpless more than for yourself. Even an animal like my Dandy here.” Simi stroked the long-tailed animal, whereupon it turned its lips out in a snarl and tried to bite her hand. “Men don’t understand. They think only about themselves—big babies, all of them.”


  


  “My husband says he likes babies,” a newlywed said, and then blushed. “We have a double bag. He says when the baby comes he’ll help take care of it.”


  


  “Help.” Simi pronounced the word like an insult. “You’ll see.”


  


  Nyta looked again at Simi’s animal, which now had closed its eyes and wedged its ugly face in Simi’s armpit. “Where do you get animals?” she asked. “Are they expensive?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nyta’s first animal had long ears, was white and furry with pink eyes and big front teeth. She bought it from Simi’s dealer, a cuxio vendor on an obscure channel. He guaranteed authenticity, but couldn’t tell Nyta its name. She enjoyed petting it until Lery killed it while trying to unscrew its head.


  


  Next she bought a playful green-eyed carnivore that delighted her with the vibrations of its throat against her skin. But when it punctured Rey’s bag with its needle-sharp claws, causing his fluid to run low during an exceptionally inventive trance, he insisted that it be returned. Nyta cried for hours, thinking of how she could have cuddled it when Lery was gone.


  


  The last animal, also the smallest, was gray and tapered at both ends. Its rear sloped to a long bare tail, and its head was pointed in a whiskered snout, always nibbling. It liked to snuggle in Nyta’s warm lap until one evening, surprised at being squeezed, it snapped at her finger. A red drop quivered on the fingertip. Without thinking, Nyta grabbed the animal by its tail and dropped it into the sposal. As the wriggling body dropped, the sposal widened its metallic iris. Nyta changed her mind—too late—and the animal vanished with a white flash and faint sizzle.


  


  Lery was watching. “Mommy, why you ‘pose the an’mal?”


  


  “Because I was angry. Because it hurt me.” Nyta sucked the wounded finger, feeling cold and empty. It was only four days before Lery’s birthday.


  


  “What if I hurt you?”


  


  “You wouldn’t hurt me, would you, baby?”


  


  “Yeah!” He ran laughing back to the screen.


  


  Again, Nyta lacked the quivering bag that held Rey ecstatic, alone. She aimed at where the bag had healed over the animal’s claw-holes. At the screen Lery giggled at incongruously tinted patterns. In front of her, Rey’s sack swung and bobbled. Nyta’s own container hung beside it on the matrix rack, dry and empty, waiting. She used it only for sleep, with minimum transition. Even then...


  


  * * * *


  


  “Do you have to buy animals? They’re so damn messy,” Rey said. “And you don’t even know how to take care of the things after you get them.” Rey hadn’t noticed Nyta’s new translucent beige drape. “You can wish them in the bag anyway, for free.”


  


  “The bag. That’s all you ever say!” She glared at the food trays flashing in the sposal.


  


  Lery jumped up, his eyes gleaming. “After I leave, will I have a bag then? Will I?”


  


  “Sure you will,” Rey said. “No more bed, but a bag of your very own.”


  


  Nyta bit her lip. “Do you have to talk about leaving now? There’s still a while yet.”


  


  Lery marched around in a circle. “I’m gonna have a bag! I’m gonna have a bag! Four days, four days, I’m gonna have a bag!”


  


  Nyta stood up.


  


  “You look awful.” Rey tapped her hand lightly with his fingers still, always, slightly damp with remnant fluid. “Really, you ought to use your bag. For your own good.” He smiled the way he used to ... he was a baby himself, really, with his big head and small bottom. Nyta wanted to hug him, but knew that he’d pull away.


  


  “Maybe you’re right,” she said. “I will, I promise. Tomorrow.”


  


  * * * *


  


  She hated climbing into the slack cavity, feeling the warm fluid rise around her, the faint sting of wire tentacles linking their poised charges to the nerves of her scalp. Floating in darkness, Nyta regretted her promise. The principle was simple—just wish for something, anything, and the bag would make it seem to happen. But her trances never went right


  


  She wanted to climb out, but there was no choice. In three days the bag would be all she’d have. She loved Lery so much, more than she’d loved anyone, even Alba. He was too excited lately, but still...


  


  Bobbing in tepid fluid, snared in an electrified silver web, Nyta wished: She was pregnant again. Her breasts swelled taut, her emptiness filled, her belly rose until it was hard to breathe. Months swept past as her womb crescendoed, and Nyta hummed and sang, brimful of life and melody. A fetus kicked under her ribs. And then it was time for pain, a surf of pain that tore her open and receded, leaving a baby, born in the caul, between her legs. And the caul was an elastic sack, opaque, gray, thick. Nyta slit it open with her fingernails. Inside was another bag, darker and tougher. This one she tore open with her teeth. Inside was another. And another. Nyta screamed.


  


  But there was no sound.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Well, feeling better?” Rey was all loose joints and cool smile.


  


  “It happened again.” Nyta shook. “I told you. I need something real.”


  


  “Real? What’s the difference?” Rey’s smile became patronizing. “How do you know what’s real? For all I can tell, I’m in my bag right now, except I don’t think I’d wish to have you... like this.”


  


  “I need something I can hug, like Lery. Something that hugs me back.”


  


  “Then just wish for it, like me.”


  


  “But I can tell the difference.”


  


  “That’s crazy.” Rey walked to the matrix rack, punched for an indeterminate trance, and stepped inside his bag. “There is no difference,” he said.


  


  * * * *


  


  “You’re lucky,” Mercia told Nyta, “lucky to be getting free. The twins never give me a moment’s rest.” She rocked her babies, one nestled in the bend of each elbow, but did not manage to frown.


  


  “You think so?” Nyta said.


  


  “Of course, dear,” Simi interrupted. “You’ve done your maternal duty, grown your Lery from nothing at all. . .” Nyta noticed that Simi had replaced her furry animal with a gleaming green cylindrical one without legs. There was a bandage on Simi’s left forearm. “Not like some people who call themselves women, and never have any at all.”


  


  “Why not?” the newlywed said. “We’ve got so many people anyway. According to Bupop—”


  


  “Bupop,” Simi said in a haughty voice, “is not a mother. And neither are you yet, darling.”


  


  Nyta kept stealing looks at Mercia’s twins. It wasn’t fair. There were two babies with round faces, smiling and sucking little mouths. Soon she wouldn’t have any. Lery...


  


  Simi’s green animal kept trying to glide up her shoulder, and she batted it down with a scolding finger. “Naughty,” she said. “Listen to Mommy, now!”


  


  There’s still two days with him, Nyta thought. Long, long days.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lery was at the screen almost all the time now, absorbing the pretransfer information in the shape of animated pastel spheres, obelisks and tetrahedrons. He watched with a new intensity, punctuated with gusts of laughter that seemed to Nyta to be sucked from her own lungs.


  


  For no reason she fussed around the partment, pretending to clean its unsoilable interior. Rey had given up on her and was in his bag almost constantly. It sagged, pulsing slightly, and the circulation of the fluid hissed with a subdued whisper.


  


  Nyta spent a long time wiping the sealed front door. Except for the delivery hatch, it hadn’t been open since her daughter was dragged out—how long ago? Alba, her blond hair trailing, had cried, much to Rey’s embarrassment. “She’s like you,” he had said, intending a rebuke.


  


  Nyta had only nodded. “Yes, I know.”


  


  Nyta loved that crying, loved comforting her babies when they had cried. Lery hardly cried at all any more.


  


  She felt confused. Rey thought she was crazy, trying to hold onto her baby. Simi said she should feel proud. Here she was, doing cleaning when nothing gathered dust. Stains erased themselves, dirt disintegrated, anything broken healed itself within a few days. The translucent windows on which colored patterns changed endlessly were spotless: mauve, saffron, magenta, turquoise . . . Even without a baby she’d have the full screen and proscenium, the bags hanging from the matrix rack, food cooked to her whim in an instant, her friends on the screen every day, the sposal to annihilate whatever she didn’t want...


  


  “Lery!” She felt a rush of affection. “Please!”


  


  He came reluctantly, dragging his feet and glaring at her. “Tomorrow I can do what I want.”


  


  Despite his words, Nyta wanted to bury him under her kisses. “But today we can talk. It’s our last day,” she said.


  


  Lery sat beside her, really not much bigger than the wrinkled baby she had suckled almost five years ago. He fidgeted and craned his neck in the direction of the screen.


  


  “Isn’t there anything you want to say?” she asked.


  


  “No.”


  


  “But, baby, today’s our last day.”


  


  “No.” He refused to look at her. Even when he tried to be angry, he was beautiful. There was a cute tug at his lower lip, the wrinkling of his chin—that special look.


  


  “Then suppose I ask you some questions?” Without an answer, she continued, “Do you remember the games we played with the food boxes? Do you remember when the stacks of them fell down, how much we laughed?” Nyta glowed with the memory. Lery had laughed like music then. He liked to hang gurgling from her neck and didn’t watch the screen.


  


  “Those were baby games,” he said now.


  


  “Then ... do you remember when you played magic and promised to break open the door? You said you’d take me out and we’d run all day and never see a wall Do you remember?”


  


  “I was dumb then,” he said, giggling. “That sounds dumb!”


  


  “Remember the fuzzy animal we had a few weeks ago? The one with the long white ears? It wiggled its whiskers and you liked to tickle it.”


  


  “That an’mal was crummy. Its head broke and you couldn’t even make it fix itself.”


  


  Nyta knew she should stop asking. Everything with Lery had always been so special... he was just excited now. She was spoiling everything, spoiling even the past.


  


  “Then tell me,” her tightening voice kept on, “tell me what you’re going to do after you leave.”


  


  Lery came alive. His small body weaved back and forth with anticipation. “I’m gonna get a bag. It’ll be like the ones you and Daddy have. And I’ll go in it and I’ll have anything I want in it and I could go in or out anytime I want to.”


  


  “Oh.” Nyta saw that he meant it. In a flash his face seemed to merge with two others, just for an instant. No. A hard chill spread through her stomach. “Will you think of me when you’re in the bag?”


  


  Her son laughed, a high unchildish cackle that cut her like teeth. “Coursenot! The bag’s not for that!”


  


  Nyta tried to stop, but she had to know. “Then . . . when will you think of me?”


  


  “I won’t.” Lery looked puzzled. “Will they make me?” Again his face blurred into others, a quick, buck-toothed boy, a girl with long brown hair and narrow lips. Not again ...


  


  “No,” Nyta sighed. “They won’t make you.” She thought of the controller, his gray head humming, eyes slowly spinning, saying quota, my dear, quota. She pinched Lery’s arm, hard, digging in her long thumbnail, hoping that he would cry, become her baby again.


  


  “Hey!” he shouted, and punched her in the breast. .


  


  “Lery, I’m your mother. You will remember me, baby, you will, honey, won’t you?”


  


  “You’re only my mommy,” he said, “till tomorrow.”


  


  Tomorrow. Lery somewhere in a bag just like his father, floating and dreaming under silver mesh, forgetting everything. Forgetting her. Then just the partment left, the screen with her stupid friends, the hiss of Rey’s fluid, colors on the windows, treacherous animals. And her empty bag, waiting. She’d hoped to wish Lery back in the bag, to have him forever with his games, his tears and soft smile. Now there was no Lery.


  


  “Mommy, why you lift me?”


  


  For the first time she didn’t answer him.


  


  The sposal opened as it always did, just wide enough, allowing Lery’s waving arms to clear by a fraction of an inch. The flash was so bright that for several minutes Nyta could see it etched in black wherever she looked. Just like the other two. The hole in her vision soon disappeared.


  


  She forced herself to cry by singing the ancient, the incomprehensible lullaby. “Rock-a-bye baby...” She sang as she had sung to all her babies: first Alba, then Sundy, Krin, and, of course, Lery. Nyta enjoyed the crying and savored her feelings, a mixture of loss with a surge of depthless mothering warmth that would bring forth another baby. Inside, inside her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rey was not surprised. “You might have saved us that embarrassing Bupop nonsense, though.” He agreed to replace Lery as soon as possible, and would arrange for his bag to collect semen from him and transfer it to Nyta in hers. Things would be better, he hoped, since a baby would keep her happy for another five years.


  


  But Mercia was appalled. “I’d never abort my babies,” she said. “Especially not that old. How could you, Nyta!”


  


  “Don’t be so quick to judge,” Simi told her. “I’ve aborted one too, you know, darling. Only six months old, but still . . .” Simi’s long green animal quivered its red tongue in the air.


  


  “But three! What kind of woman would do that? Tell me, Nyta, what land of woman are you?”


  


  “A mother,” Nyta said.


  


  Already her thoughts were full of the new baby, its tiny sucking mouth, its miniature fingers and toes, its new skin under her hands. All hers, her baby. Before the end of the meeting she noticed Mercia tipping up the faces of her twins, looking first at one and then the other, as if she were thinking, Which? Which one?
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  THE NIGHT WIND


  


  by Edgar Pangborn


  


  


  After some years away from the future world of his classic novel Davy, Edgar Pangborn has recently returned to it in stories such as “Tiger Boy” (Universe 2) and “The World Is a Sphere” (Universe 3). It’s a self-consistent background ranging over many centuries after the destruction of our present civilization and the slow growth of a new culture founded in superstitious fear of the holocaust that nearly annihilated humanity.


  


  In that fear-ridden world Pangborn finds men and women who try to be as human as they can, and he tells their stories . . . such as the following warm and moving tale of a particular kind of monster, not really a mutant, and his coming of age.


  


  * * * *


  


  At Mam Miriam’s house beyond


  Trempa, Ottoba 20,402


  


  I will do it somewhere down this road, not yet but after dark; it will be when the night wind is blowing.


  


  Always I have welcomed the sound of the night wind moving, as the leaves are passing on their secrets and sometimes falling, but falling lightly, easily, because their time to fall is come. Dressed in high colors, they fall to the day winds too this time of year, this autumn season. The smell of earth mold is spice on the tongue. I catch scent of apples ripening, windfalls rich-rotten pleasuring the yellow hornets. Rams and he-goats are mounting and crazy for it—O this time of year! They fall to the day winds echoing the sunlight, the good bright leaves, and that’s no bad way to fall.


  


  I know the dark of autumn too. The night wind hurts. Even now writing of it, only to think of it. Ottoba was in me when I said to my heart: I will do it somewhere down this road, I will end it, my life, for they believe it should never have begun. (I think there may be good spirits down that road. Perhaps the people I met were spirits, or they were human beings and spirits too, or we all are.) And I remembered how Father Horan also believes I ought never to have been born. I saw that in. him; he believes it as the town folk do, and what we believe is most of what we are.


  


  For three days I felt their sidelong stares, their anger that I would dare to pass near their houses. They called in their children to safety from me, who never hurt anyone. Passing one of those gray-eyed houses, I heard a woman say, “He ought to be stoned, that Benvenuto.” I will not write her name.


  


  Another said, “Only a mue would do what he did.”


  


  They call me that; they place me among the sad distorted things—armless or mindless or eyeless, somehow inhuman and corrupted—that so many mothers bear, or have borne, folk say, since the end of Old Time. How could a mue be called beautiful?


  


  When I confessed to Father Horan, he shoved his hands behind his back, afraid he might touch me. “Poor Benvenuto!” But he said it acidly, staring down as if he had tasted poison in his food.


  


  So I will end it (I told the hidden self that is me)— I will end it now in my fifteenth year before the Eternal Corruption that Father Horan spoke of can altogether destroy my soul; and so the hidden self that is me, if that is my soul, may win God’s forgiveness for being born a monster.


  


  But why did Father Horan love me once, taking something like a father’s place, or seem to love me? Why did he teach me the reading of words and writing too, first showing me how the great words flow in the Book of Abraham, and on to the spelling book and so to all the mystery? Why did he let me see the other books, some of them, the books of Old Time forbidden to common people, even the poets? He would run his fingers through my hair, saying I must never cut it, or rest his arm on my shoulder; and I felt a need, I thought it was loneliness or love, in the curving of his fingers. Why did he say I might rise in the Holy Amran Church, becoming greater than himself, a bishop—Bishop Benvenuto!—an archbishop!


  


  If I am a monster now, was I not a monster then?


  


  I could ask him no such questions when he was angry. I ran out of the church though I heard him calling after me, commanding me to return in God’s name. I will not return.


  


  I ran through the graveyard, past the dead hollow oak where I saw and heard bees swarming in the hot autumn light, and I think he stood among the headstones lamenting for me, but I would not look back, no, I plowed through a thicket and ran down a long golden aisle of maple trees and into Wayland’s field (where it happened)—Wayland’s field all standing alive with the bound shocks of corn, and into the woods again on the far side, only to be away from him.


  


  It was there in Wayland’s field that I first thought, I will do this to myself, I will end it, maybe in that wood I know of; but I was afraid of my knife. How can I cut and tear the body someone called beautiful? And so I looked at the thought of hiding in a shock of corn, the same one where I found Eden idle that day, and staying in it till I starved. But they say starving is a terrible death, and I might not have the courage or the patience to wait for it. I thought too, They will look for me when they know I’m gone, because they want to punish me, stone me, even my mother will want to punish me, and they would think of the cornfield where it happened and came searching like the flail of God.


  


  How bright they stand, the bound stalks in the sun, like little wigwams for the field spirits, like people too, like old women with rustling skirts of yellow-gray; their hair is blowing! Now I know I will remember this when I go on—for I am going on without death, never doubt it, I promise you I shall not die by my own hand.


  


  I saw two hawks circling and circling in the upper wind above Wayland’s field. I thought up to them: You are like me, but you have all the world’s air to fly away in.


  


  The hawks are bound to the earth as I am, they must hunt food in the grass and branches, men shoot arrows from the earth to tear their hearts. Still they enter regions unknown to us, and maybe they and the wild geese have found an easy way to heaven.


  


  Into the woods again on the far side of Wayland’s field I hurried, and down and up the ravine that borders it, shadowed ground with alder and gray birch and a cool place of ferns I know of where sunlight comes late in the morning and mild. The brook in tine ravine bottom was running scant from the dry weather, leaves collecting on the bodies of smooth shining stones. I did not go downstream to the pool but climbed the other side of the ravine and took the path—hardly that, merely a known place where my feet have passed before— to the break in the trees that lets you out on this road, and I thought: Here I will do it, somewhere farther on in the shadows.


  


  It is wider than a wood-road and better kept, for wagons use it now and then, and it is supposed to wind through back ways southeast as far as Nupal, ten miles they say or even more—I never believed much of what I hear about Nupal. The trading of our village has always been with Maplestock, and surely nobody goes to Nupal except those tinkers and gyppos and ramblers with their freaky wagons, squirrel-eyed children, scrawny dogs. A sad place it must be, Nupal, more than seven hundred crammed into the one village, as I hear it. I don’t understand how human beings can live like that—the houses may not be standing as horridly close together as folk tell. Maybe I’ll see the place in passing. I’ve noticed a dozen times, the same souls who sniggle about with ugly fact until it looks like fancy will turn right-about and ask you to believe that ugly fancy is fact.


  


  I went down the road not running any more, nor thinking more about Father Horan. I thought of Eden.


  


  Then I thought about my mother, who is going to marry Blind Hamlin the candlemaker, I’m told. She wouldn’t tell me herself, the winds told me. (Toby Omstrong told me, because he doesn’t like me.) Let’s hope the jolly wedding isn’t delayed by concern over my absence—I am not coming back, Mother. Think of me kindly while tumbling with your waxy man, or better, think of me not at all, the cord is cut, and anyhow didn’t you pick me up somewhere as a changeling?


  


  Hoy, there I was on your doorstep all red and nasty, wrapped up in a cabbage leaf! Likely story. But we can’t have it thought that you gave birth to a monster, even one begotten by a little shoemaker whose image you did your best to destroy for me. (But I saved some pieces, I try to put them together now and then. I wish I could remember him; the memories of others are not much more help than wind under the door, for people don’t understand what I want to know—small blame to them, they can’t hear the questions I don’t know how to ask—and I think your memories of him are mostly lies, Mother, though you may not know it.) “He was a poor sad soul, Benvenuto.” Was he, Mother? “He broke my heart with his unfaithfulness, Benvenuto.” But Blind Hamlin is going to stick it back together with mutton-fat, remember? “He drank, you know, Benvenuto, that was why he could never make a decent living.” Why, I will drink to you, Mother, I will drink to the wedding in Mam Miriam’s best apple brandy before I leave this poor empty house where I am writing.


  


  Don’t destroy Blind Hamlin, Mother. I don’t like him, he’s a crosspatch bag of guts, but don’t destroy him, don’t whittle him down as you must have scraped my father down with the rasp of words—but I forget, I am a changeling. Poor Blind Hamlin!—there may be witchcraft in it, Mother. It troubles me that a man who can’t see makes candles for those who will not. Don’t destroy him. Make another monster with him. I’d like a monster for a half-brother—but there, never mind, I’m not coming back to Trempa, make all the monsters you wish. The world’s already full of them.


  


  I am not writing this for my mother. She will not be the one to find it here. Whoever does—I pray you, read this page if you like and the one before it that begins “She wouldn’t tell me herself”—read and then throw away, in God’s name. For I would like the truth to be somewhere in the world, maybe in your head, whoever you are, but I don’t wish to slap my mother in the face with it, nor Blind Hamlin either. Blind Hamlin was never unkind to me. I am all soreness, the tenderest touch smarts on a burned skin. I will mend. I don’t hate my mother—do I hate anyone?—is it a sign of my monster-hood that I don’t hate anyone?—or if I do, I will mend, I’ll cease hating wherever I am going, and even forget. Especially forget. Read those pages and throw away and then, you too, forget. But save the rest, if you will. I don’t want to die altogether in your mind, whoever you are.


  


  Down that road I came. I think I left behind me most of what had appeared certain in the world; the new uncertainties are still to find. Where did I encounter you? Who are you?—oh, merely the one supposed to find this letter. So then you are not the new person I need to find—someone not Eden, nor Andrea whom I loved, but some other. But with Andrea I understood that heaven would open whenever he looked on me.


  


  In that road through the woods beyond Wayland’s field the trees stand close on either side, oak and pine and enormous tulip trees where the white parrots like to gather and squabble with the bluejays, and thickets that swell with a passion of growth wherever an opening like that road lets through the sun. Oaks had shifted into the bronze along with the clear gold of maple trees when I passed by, yet I saw few leaves fallen. You remember some of the wise prophets in Trempa have been saying it’ll be a hard winter, with snow in January for sure. The Lord must save a special land of forgiveness for the weather prophets—other lands of liars have some chance of learning better. As I looked along the slender channel of the road, I saw the stirring of distant treetops under the wind, but here that wind was hushed, cut to a modest breeze or to no motion at all. And suddenly the stillness was charged with the fishy loathsome reek of black wolf.


  


  It is a poison in the air and we live with it. I remember how it has always happened in the village: days, weeks, with no hint of the evil, and when we have forgotten and grown careless, then without warning the sour stench of them comes on the air, and we hear their rasping howl in the nights—nothing like the musical uproar of the common wolves who seldom do worse than pick up a sheep now and then—and people will die, ambushed, throat-torn, stripped of flesh and bones cracked for the marrow. Some tell of seeing the Devil walk with them. He teaches them tricks that only human beings ought to know. He leads them to the trail of late travelers, to lonely houses where a door may be unlatched, or someone seized on the way to shed or outhouse. And yet they do say that black wolf will not attack by day; if a man comes at him then, even if he is at his carrion, he may slink off; now I know this is true. At night black wolf is invincible, I suppose. The smell hung dense on that woodland road, coming from all around me, so that I could not run away from it.


  


  I had my thin strength, and a knife; my knife is from the hands of Wise Wayland the Smith, and there is a spell on it. For look you, no harm comes to me if I am wearing it. I was not wearing it when Andrea’s family moved away and took him with them—all the way to Penn, God help me. I was not wearing it when they came on me with Eden in Wayland’s field and called me monster.


  


  In fear I went ahead, not trying for quiet because no one ever surprises black wolf. I came on the beast on the far side of a boulder that jutted into the road, but before that I heard the sounds of tearing. It had ripped the liver from the body. Blood still oozed from all the wounds. Enough remained of the face so that I knew the man was old Kobler. His back-pack was not with him, nor any gear, so he had not been on his way to the village. Perhaps he had been taken with some sickness, and so the wolf dared to bring him down in broad day.


  


  By this time Kobler will be expected in the village. They’ll wonder why he doesn’t come marching to the General Store with his stack of reed baskets and Mam Miriam’s beautiful embroideries and such-like, and slap down his one silver coin, and fill his back-pack with the provisions for Mam Miriam and himself. True, he was never regular in the timing of his visits; another week or two might go by before anyone turns curious. People don’t think much unless their convenience is joggled, and old Kobler was so silent a man, never granting anyone a word that could be held back—and Mam Miriam herself hardly more than a legend to the town folk—no, I suppose they won’t stir themselves unduly. All the same I must leave, I must not be caught here by those who would stone me for their souls’ benefit. Nothing keeps me in this house now except a wish to write these words for you, whoever you are. Then I will go when the night wind is blowing.


  


  It was an old dog wolf, and foul, alone, his fangs yellowed. He held his ground hardly a moment when I walked down on him with the knife of Wayland flashing sunlight on his eyes. I did not understand immediately that Kobler was past help—then the wolf moved, I saw the liver, I knew the look on the old man’s mask was no-way meant for me. Jon Kobler, a good fellow I think, Mam Miriam’s servant, companion, and more. He shrank from the world as she did, nor do I see how you could hold it against either of them, for often the world stinks so that even a fool like me must hold his nose. It will not harm them now if I tell you they were lovers.


  


  The wolf slunk off through the brush into a ravine. It must have been the power of Wayland’s knife—or is it possible that black wolf is not so terrible as folk say? Well, mine is a knife that Wayland made long since, when he was young; he told me so.


  


  He gave it to me on the morning of the best day of my life. Andrea had come to me the day before, had chosen me out of all the others in the training yard— although I seldom shone there, my arm is not heavy enough for the axe or the spear-throwing, and in archery I am only fair, undistinguished. He challenged me to wrestle, I put forth my best, almost I had his shoulders down and he laughing up at me, and then presto! somehow I am flung over on my back and my heart close to cracking with happiness because he has won. And he invited me to go on the morrow with him and some of his older friends for a stag hunt through Bindiaan Wood, and I had to say, “I have no knife, no gear.”


  


  “Oh,” says Andrea, and April is no kinder, “we’ll find extra gear for you at my father’s house, and as for a knife of your own, maybe Wayland the Smith has one for you.”


  


  I knew that Wayland Smith did sometimes make such gifts to boys just turning men, but had never imagined he would trouble with one so slight-built as I am and supposed to be simple-minded from the hours with the books. “You do hide your light,” says Andrea, whom I had already loved for a year, scarcely daring to speak to him. He laughed and pressed my shoulder. “Go to ancient Wayland, do him some little favor—there’s no harm in him—and maybe he’ll have a knife for you. I would give you mine, Benvenuto,” he said, “only that’s bad magic between friends, but come to me with a knife of your own and we’ll make blood brotherhood.”


  


  So the next morning I went to Wayland the Smith with all my thoughts afire, and I found the old man about to draw a bucket of water from his well, but looking ill and drooping, and he said, “O Benvenuto, I have a crick in my arm—would you, in kindness?” So I drew the water for him, and we drank together. I saw the smithy was untidy with cobwebs, and swept it out for him, he watching me and rambling on with his tales and sayings and memories that some call wanton blasphemies—I paid little heed to them, thinking of Andrea, until he asked me, “Are you a good boy, Benvenuto?” His tone made me know he would like to hear me laugh, or anyway not mind it, indeed I could hardly help laughing at a thousand silly notions, and for the pleasure of it, and the joy of the day; and that was when he gave me this knife I always carry. I don’t think I answered his question, or at least only to say, “I try to be,” or some such nonsense. He gave me the knife, kissed me, told me not to be too unhappy in my life; but I don’t know what one must do to follow that counsel, unless it is to live the way all others do, like baa-sheep who come and go at the will of the shepherd and his dog and must never stray from the tinkle of the wether’s bell.


  


  Oh, yes, that day I went on the hunt with Andrea, armed with the knife that was given me by Wayland Smith. We killed a stag together, he marked my forehead, with our own blood then we made brotherhood; but he is gone away.


  


  There was nothing anyone could have done for old Kobler except pray for him. I did that—if there’s anything to hear our prayers, if the prayers of a monster can be noticed. But who is God? Who is this cloud-thing that has nothing better to do than stare on human pain and now and then poke it with his finger? Is he not bored? Will he not presently wipe it all away, or go away and forget? Or has he already gone Way, forgotten?


  


  You will not have me burnt for these words because you will not find me. Besides, I must remember you are simply the unknown who will happen on this letter in Mam Miriam’s house, and you may even be a friend. I must remember there are friends.


  


  When I rose from kneeling beside the poor mess that was what remained of Kobler, I heard rustling in the brush. That wolf had no companions or they would have been with him tearing at the meat, but perhaps he was rallying from his fright, hungry for something young and fresh. I understood too that the sun was lowering, night scarcely more than an hour away. Night’s arrival would be sudden in the manner of autumn, which has a cruelty in it, as if we did not know that winter is near but must be reminded with a slap and a scolding. Only then did I think of Mam Miriam, who would expect Kobler’s return.


  


  When was the last time any of you in Trempa saw Mam Miriam Coletta? I had not even known she was daughter to Roy Coletta, who was governor of Ulsta in his time. Or was this only something she dreamed for me, something to tell me when perhaps her wits were wandering? It doesn’t matter: I will think her a princess if I choose.


  


  She was twenty-five and yet unmarried, hostess of the governor’s mansion at Sortees after her mother’s death, and she fell in love with a common archer, one of the Governor’s Guard, and ran away with him, escaping from her locked bedroom on a rope made from a torn blanket O the dear romantic tale! I’ve heard none better from the gyppos—their stories are too much alike, but this was like some of the poems of Old Time, especially as she told it me, and never mind if her wits wandered; I have ceased speculating whether it was true.


  


  You think the archer was this same man who become Poor Old Kobler, marching into town fortnightly with his back-pack and his baskets, and the embroideries by a crazy old bedridden dame who lived off in the Haunted Stone House and wouldn’t give anyone the time of day?


  


  He was not. That archer abandoned her in a brothel at Nuber. Kobler was an aging soldier, a deserter. He took her out of that place and brought her to Trempa. He knew of the old stone house in the woods so long abandoned—for he was a Trempa man in his beginnings, Jon Kobler, but you may not find any bones to bury— and he took her there. He repaired the solid old ruin; you would not believe what good work he did there, mostly with wood cut and shaped out of the forest with his own hands. He cared for her there, servant and lover; they seem not to have had much need of the world. They grew old there, like that.


  


  Rather, he did, I suppose. When I saw her she did not seem very old. Why, I first heard talk and speculation about them (most of it malicious) when I was six years old; I think they must have been new-come then, and that’s only nine years ago. Yesterday or perhaps the day before, nine years would have seemed like a long time to me. Now I wonder if a thousand years is a long time, and I can’t answer my own question. I am not clever at guessing ages, but I would think Mam Miriam was hardly past forty; and certainly she spoke like a lady, and told me of the past glories as surely no one could have done who had not known them—the governor’s mansion, the dances all night long and great people coming on horseback or in fine carriages from all over the county; she made me see the sweaty faces of the musicians in the balcony, and didn’t she herself go up one night (the dance at her tenth birthday party) to share a box of candy with them? She spoke of the gardens, the lilac and wisteria and many-colored roses, the like you never saw in Trempa, and there were odd musky red grapes from some incredible lan$ far south of Penn, and from there also, limes, and oranges, and spices she could not describe for me. Telling me all this simply and truly, she did seem like a young woman, even a girl— oh, see for yourself, how should I know? There she lies, poor sweet thing, in the bed Jon Kobler must have made. I have done what I could for her, and it is not much.


  


  I am wandering. I must tell of all this as I should, and then go. Perhaps you will never come; it may be best if you do not.


  


  I prayed for Kobler, and then I went on down the road—despising the wolf but not forgetting him, for I wish to live—as far as its joining with the small path that I knew would take me to Mam Miriam’s. There I hesitated a long while, though I think I knew from the start that I would go to her. I don’t know what it is in us that (sometimes) will make us do a thing against our wishes because we know it to be good. “Conscience” is too thin a word, and “God” too misty, too spoiled by the many who mouth it constantly without any care for what they say, or as if they alone were able to inform you of God’s will—and please, how came they to be so favored? But something drives, I think from within, and I must even obey it without knowing a name for it.


  


  You see, I had never followed that path. No one does. The road like the old stone house itself is haunted. Anyone who ventures there goes in peril of destruction or bewitchment. So far, I am not destroyed.


  


  Once on the path—why, I began to run. Maybe I ran so as to yield no room in my thought to the fear that is always, like black wolf, waiting. I ran down the path through a wilderness of peace. There were the beeches, gray and kind—I like to imagine something of peace in their nearness. I know that violence might be done in the presence, in the very shadow of the beech trees, as in any other place where the human creature goes; a little corner of my mind is a garden where I lie in the sun not believing it. In their presence on that path I ran without shortness of breath, without remembering fear, and I came to the green clearing, and the house of red-gray stone. It was growing late, the sun too low to penetrate this hidden place. In shadow therefore I came to Mam Miriam’s door and pounded on the oak panel. But gossip had always said that the old woman (if she existed at all outside of Jon Kobler’s head, if he didn’t create those dazzling embroideries himself out of his own craziness and witchcraft) was bedridden and helpless. So my knocking was foolish. I turned the latch and pushed the heavy sluggish thing inward, closing it behind me, staring about half-blind in the gray light.


  


  The house is trifling-small, as you will see if you dare come here. Only that big lower room with the fireplace where Jon cooked, the bench where he worked at his baskets, clogs, wooden beads, and this other room up here with the smaller hearth. There’s this one chair up here where I sit now (Kobler used to sit beside his love’s bed, you know) and the little table I write on, which I am sure they used drawn up beside the bed for their meals together, for the night pitcher of water she no longer needs. You will be aware now that she did exist. There’s the roll of linen cloth—Kobler must have gone all the way to Maplestock to buy that—and some half-finished table mats, pillow slips, dresser covers. There’s her embroidery hoop, the needles, the rolls of bright yarns, and thread—I never knew there were so many sizes and colors. And there she too is lying. She was; she lived; I closed her eyes.


  


  I looked about me in that failing evening, and she called from upstairs, “Jon, what’s wrong? Why did you make such a noise at the door? You’ve been long, Jon. I’m thirsty.”


  


  The tone of her voice was delicate, a music. I cannot tell you how it frightened me, that the voice of a crazy old woman should sound so mild and sweet. Desperately I wanted to run away, much more than I had wanted it when I stood out there at. the beginning of the path. But the thing that I will not call Conscience or God (somewhere in the Old-Time books I think it was called Virtue, but doubtless few read them)—the thing that would never let me strike a child, or stone a criminal or a mue on the green as we are expected to do in Trempa—this mad cruel-sweet thing that may be a part of love commanded me to answer her, and I called up the stairway, “Don’t be afraid. It’s not Jon, but I came to help you.” I followed my words, climbing the stairs slowly so that she could forbid me if she chose. She said no more until I had come to her.


  


  The house was turning chill. I had hardly noticed it downstairs; up here the air was already cold, and I saw —preferring not to stare at her directly till she spoke to me—that she was holding the bedcovers high to her throat, and shivering. “I must build you a fire,” I said, and went to the hearth. Fresh wood and kindling were laid ready, a tinderbox stood on the mantel. She watched me struggle with the clumsy tool until I won my flame and set it to the twigs and scraps of waste cloth. That ancient chimney is clean—the fire caught well without smoking into the room. I warmed my hands.


  


  “What has happened? Where is Jon?”


  


  “He can’t come. I’m sorry.” I asked her if she was hungry, and she shook her head. “I’m Benvenuto of Trempa,” I told her. “I’m running away. I must get you some fresh water.” I hurried out with the pitcher, obliged to retreat for that moment for my own sake, because meeting her gaze, as I had briefly done, had been a glancing through midnight windows into a country where I could never go and yet might have loved to go.


  


  Why, even with gray-eyed Andrea this had been true, and did he not once say to me, “O Benvenuto, how I would admire to walk in the country behind your eyes!”


  


  I know: it is always true.


  


  (But Andrea brought me amazing gifts from his secret country, and nothing in mine was withheld from him through any wish of mine. I suppose all the folk have a word for it: we knew each other’s hearts.)


  


  I filled the pitcher at the well-pump downstairs and carried it up to her with a fresh clean cup. She drank gratefully, watching me, I think with some kind of wonder, over the rim of the cup, and she said, “You are a good boy, Benvenuto. Sit down by me now, Benvenuto.” She set the cup away on the table and patted the edge of the bed, and I sat there maybe no longer afraid of her, for her plump sad little face was kind. Her soft too-white hands, the fingers short and tapered, showed me none of that threat of grasping, clinging, snatching I have many times seen in the hands of my own breed. “So tell me, where is Jon?” When I could not get words out, I felt her trembling. “Something has happened.”


  


  “He is dead, Mam Miriam.” She only stared. “I found him on the road, Mam Miriam, too late for me to do anything. It was a wolf.” Her hands flew up over her face. “I’m sorry—I couldn’t think of any easier way to tell it.” She was not weeping as I have heard a woman needs to do after such a blow.


  


  At last her hands came down. One dropped on mine kindly, like the hand of an old friend. “Thus God intended it, perhaps,” she said. “I was already thinking, I may die tonight.”


  


  “No,” I said. “No.”


  


  “Why should I not, my dear?”


  


  “Can’t you walk at all?”


  


  She looked startled, even shocked, as if that question had been laid away at the back of her mind a long time since, not to be brought forth again. “One night after we came here, Jon and I, I went downstairs—Jon had gone to Trempa and was late returning—I had a candle, but a draft caught it at the head of the stairs—oh, it was a sad night, Benvenuto, and the night wind blowing. I stumbled, fell all the way. There was a miscarriage, but I could not move my legs. An hour later Jon got back and found me like that, all blood and misery. Since then I have not been able to walk. Nor to die, Benvenuto.”


  


  “Have you prayed?” I asked her. “Have you besought God to let you walk again? Father Horan would say that you should. Father Horan says God’s grace is infinite, through the intercession of Abraham. But then— other times—he appears to deny it. Have you prayed, Mam Miriam?”


  


  “Father Horan—that will be your village priest.” She was considering what I said, not laughing at me. “I believe he came here once some years ago, and Jon told him to go away, and he did—but no charge of witchcraft was ever brought against us.” She smiled at me, a smile of strangeness, but it warmed me. “Yes, I have prayed, Benvenuto . .. You said you were running away. Why that, my dear? And from what?”


  


  “They would stone me. I’ve heard it muttered behind windows when I passed. The only reason they haven’t yet is that Father Horan was my friend—I thought he was, I’m sure he wanted to be, once. But I have learned he is not, he also believes me sinful.”


  


  “Sinful?” She stroked the back of my hand, and her look was wondering. “Perhaps any sin you might have done has been atoned for by coming out of your way to help an old witch.”


  


  “You’re not a witch!” I said. “Don’t call yourself that!”


  


  “Why, Benvenuto! Then you do believe in witches!”


  


  “Oh, I don’t know.” For the first time in my life I was wondering whether I did, if she in all her trouble could be so amused at the thought of them. “I don’t know,” I said, “but you’re not one. You’re good, Mam Miriam. You’re beautiful.”


  


  “Well, Benvenuto, when I am busy with my embroideries, I sometimes feel like a good person. And in Jon’s embraces I’ve thought so, after the pleasure, in the time when there can be quiet and a bit of thinking. Other times I’ve just lain here wondering what goodness is, and whether anyone really knows. Bless you, am I beautiful? I’m too fat, from lying here doing nothing. The wrinkles spread over my puffy flesh just the same, like frost lines coming on a windowpane, only dark, dark.” She closed her eyes and asked me, “What sin could you have done to make them after stoning you?”


  


  “The one I most loved went away last spring—all the way to Penn, Gold help me, and I don’t even know what town. I was lonely, and full of desire too, for we had been lovers, and I’ve learned I have a great need of that, a fire in me that flares up at a breath. In Way-land’s field a few days ago, where the corn shocks are standing like golden women, I came on someone else, Eden—we had been loving friends, though not in that way. We were both lonely and hungry for loving, and so we comforted each other—and still, in spite of Father Horan, I can see no harm in it—but Eden’s people found us. Eden is younger than me—was only driven home and whipped, and will suffer no worse, I hope. Me they call monster. I ran away from Eden’s father and brother, but now all the village is muttering.”


  


  “But surely, surely, boy and girl playing the old sweet game in an autumn cornfield—”


  


  “Eden is a boy, Mam Miriam. The one I love, who went away, is Andrea Benedict, the eldest son of a patrician.”


  


  She put her hand behind my neck. “Come here awhile,” she said, and drew me down to her.


  


  “Father Horan says such passion is the Eternal Corruption. He says the people of Old Time sinned in this way, so God struck them with fire and plague until their numbers were as nothing. Then he sent Abraham to redeem us, taking away the sin of the world, so—”


  


  “Hush,” she said, “hush. Nay—go on if you will, but I care nothing for your Father Horan.”


  


  “And so God placed upon us, he says, the command to be fruitful and multiply until our numbers are again the millions they were in Old Time, destroying only the mues. And those who sin as I did, he says, are no better than mues, are a kind of mue, and are to be stoned in a public place and their bodies burned. After telling me that, he spoke of God’s infinite mercy, but I did not want to hear about it. I ran from him. But I know that in the earlier days of Old Time people like me were tied up in the marketplaces and burned alive, I know this from the books—it was Father Horan taught me the books, the reading—isn’t that strange?”


  


  “Yes,” she said. She was stroking my hair, and I loved her. “Lying here useless, I’ve thought about a thousand things, Benvenuto. Most of them idle. But I do tell you that any manner of love is good if there’s kindness in it. Does anyone know you came here, Benvenuto?” She made my name so loving a sound!


  


  “No, Mam Miriam.”


  


  “Then you can safely stay the night. I’m frightened when the night wind blows around the eaves, if I’m alone. You can keep the fright away. It sounds like children crying, some terror pursues them or some grief is on them and there’s nothing I can do.”


  


  “Why, to me the night wind sounds like children laughing, or the wood gods running and shouting across the top of the world.”


  


  “Are there woodgods?”


  


  “I don’t know. The forest’s a living place. I never feel alone there, even if I lose my way awhile.”


  


  “Benvenuto, I think I’m hungry now. See what you can find downstairs—there’s cheese, maybe sausage, some of the little red Snow Apples, and Jon made bread—”


  


  Her face crumpled and she caught at my hand. “Was it very bad—about Jon?”


  


  “I think he was dead before the wolf came,” I told her. “Maybe his heart failed, or—a stroke? I’ve heard black wolf won’t attack in broad day. He must have died first in some quick way, without pain.”


  


  “Oh, if we all could!” That cry was forced from her because her courage had gone, and I think it was only then that she really knew Jon Kobler was dead. “How could he go before me? I have been dying for ten years.”


  


  “I won’t leave you, Mam Miriam.”


  


  “Why, you must I won’t allow you to stay. I saw a stoning once in Sortees when I was a girl—or maybe that was when my girlhood ended. You must be gone by first light. Now, find us some little supper, Benvenuto. Before you go downstairs—that ugly thing over there, the bedpan—if you would reach it to me. God, I hate it so!—the body of this death.”


  


  There’s nothing offensive in such services, certainly not if you love the one who needs them: we’re all bound to the flesh—even Father Horan said it. I wished to tell her so, and found no words; likely she read my thought.


  


  Downstairs everything had been left in order. Jon Kobler must have been a careful, sober man. While I was busy building a fire to cook the sausage, arranging this and that on the tray Jon must have used, I felt him all around us in the work of his hands—the baskets, the beads, the furniture, the very shutters at the windows. Those were all part of a man.


  


  In some way my own works shall live after me. This letter I am finishing is part of a man. Read it so.


  


  When I took up the tray, Mam Miriam smiled at it, and at me. She would not talk during our meal about our troubles. She spoke of her young years at Sortees, and that is when I came to leam those things I wrote down for you about the governor’s mansion, the strange people she used to see who came from far off, even two or three hundred miles away; about the archer, the elopement, all that. And I learned much else that I have not written down, about the world that I shall presently go and look upon in my own time.


  


  We had two candles at our supper table. Afterward, and the night wind was rising, she asked me to blow out one and set the other behind a screen; so all night long we had the dark, but it was not so dark we could not see each other’s faces. We talked on awhile; I told her more about Andrea. She slept some hours. The night wind calling and crying through the trees and over the rooftop did not waken her, but she woke when for a moment I took my hand away from hers. I returned it, and she slept again.


  


  And once I think she felt some pain, or maybe it was grief that made her stir and moan. The wind had hushed, speaking only of trifling illusions; no other sound except some dog barking in Trempa village, and an owl. I said, “I’ll stay with you, Mam Miriam.”


  


  “You cannot.”


  


  “Then I’ll take you with me.”


  


  “How could that be?”


  


  “I’ll carry you. I’ll steal a horse and carriage.”


  


  “Dear fool!”


  


  “No, I mean it. There must be a way.”


  


  “Yes,” she said, “and I’ll dream of it awhile.” And I think she did sleep again. I did, I know; then morning was touching the silence of our windows.


  


  The daylight was on her face, and I blew out the candle, and I told her, “Mam Miriam, I’ll make you walk. I believe you can, and you know it too.” She stared up at me, not answering, not angry. “You are good. I think you’ve made me believe in God again, and so I’ve been praying that God should help you walk.”


  


  “Have I not prayed?”


  


  “Come!” I said, and took her hands and lifted her in the bed. “Come now, and I’ll make you walk.”


  


  “I will do what I can,” she said. “Set my feet on the floor, Benvenuto, and I will try to lift myself.”


  


  This I did. She was breathing hard. She said I was not to lift her, she must do it herself. “There’s money in the drawer of that table,” she said, and I was puzzled that she should speak of it now when she ought to be summoning all her forces to rise and walk. “And a few jewels brought from Sortees, we never sold them. Put them in your pocket, Benvenuto. I want to see you do that, to be sure you have them.” I did as she said— never mind what I found in the drawer, since you have only my word for it that I did not rob her.


  


  When I turned back to her, she was truly struggling to rise. I could see her legs tensing with life, and I believed we had won, even that God had answered a prayer, a thing I had never known to happen. A blood vessel was throbbing fiercely at her temple, her face had gone red, her eyes were wild with anger at her weakness.


  


  “Now let me help,” I said, and put my hands under her armpits, and with that small aid she did rise, she did stand on her own legs and smile at me with the sweat on her face.


  


  “I thank you, Benvenuto,” she said, and her face was not red any more but white, her lips bluish. She was collapsing. I got her back on the bed Jon Kobler made, and that was the end of it.


  


  I will go into the world and find my way, I will not die by my own hand, I will regret no act of love. If it may be, I will find Andrea, and if he wishes, we may travel into new places, the greater oceans, the wilderness where the sun goes down. Wherever I go I shall be free and shameless; take heed of me. I care nothing for your envy, your anger, your fear that simulates contempt. The God you invented has nothing to say to me; but I hear my friend say that any manner of love is good if there’s kindness in it. Take heed of me. I am the night wind and the quiet morning light: take heed of me.
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  * * * *


  


  SURVIVAL PROBLEMS


  


  by Kris Neville


  


  


  Kris Neville is an underrated writer in this field, probably because he isn’t particularly prolific; a chemist specializing in plastics research, he writes only as a sideline. But he sees the trends of our lives in constantly unexpected ways, and his sense of humor is as sly as that of any writer in science fiction—as he’s shown in stories such as “Ballenger’s People,” “Medical Practices among the Immortals,’ and the following wry tale of people trying to cope with the future (but the present keeps getting in the way).


  


  * * * *


  


  Joe White, top plastic specialist with the Research Department of the American Mortuary Society, under contract with the National Institutes of Health, won the Survivor’s Lottery.


  


  Word traveled up the managerial ladder to Mr. Braswell himself. Mr. Braswell, head of the society, announced that he would attend the testimonial banquet in person: a rare event.


  


  Mr. Braswell, now seventy-three, appeared no older than fifty. Since before White was born, Mr. Braswell had been taking Go-Slow injections. These, while slowing his metabolic rate and thereby extending his life span, unfortunately slowed down the mental processes correspondingly.


  


  Attendance at the testimonial was intentionally restricted to White’s immediate associates, Mr. Braswell, and Mr. Braswell’s personal physician, Dr. Franklin. The press was excluded, and White’s bodyguard remained outside.


  


  The attendees could not, of course, fill the banquet room they rented, so they formed into a little huddle around the corner bar.


  


  White drank three martinis, although he was not accustomed to drinking.


  


  Gladys Rosenwald, one of his two assistants, kept pace with him. “I guess you won’t even be here tomorrow to help us,” she said. “What do you know about that? Well, I’ll say this, if it hadn’t been for you, I don’t know where we’d be right now. We wouldn’t be nearly as far along, I’ll tell you that!”


  


  Mr. Braswell and Dr. Franklin hung back on the periphery of the group. White kept eying them nervously. “I never thought Mr. Braswell himself would come down to see me off,” White said to Alf Sherman, the project engineer.


  


  “This is good publicity,” said Sherman. “It’s going to get our own project off with a real bang!” Sherman put down his drink. “Joe, we are going to miss you. But I look at it this way: we’re losing a man, but you’re gaining a world.”


  


  “I’ll be out in a few years,” White said. “As soon as the international situation with China quiets down.”


  


  “I wouldn’t be too optimistic.”


  


  “I wouldn’t be, either, Joe,” said Pete Remington, his other assistant. “It looks pretty bleak right now, with all these Communist-inspired food riots among the starving in India. I don’t think it’s over a year away—at the most!”


  


  “Let’s not talk about things like that tonight, eh?” Sherman suggested. “Let’s forget all that for tomorrow. Do you know when you’re leaving yet, Joe?”


  


  Sherman passed around the tranquilizers, and they all selected the dosage appropriate to their degree of concern.


  


  “Day after tomorrow,” said White.


  


  Sherman put his arm over White’s shoulder. “I think that calls for another drink. Let’s all have another drink.”


  


  The bartender obliged.


  


  “Now, Joe,” Sherman said, “while we’re waiting for the dinner and all to start, I’d like to talk to you a minute, just you and I.”


  


  “Sure, Alf.”


  


  “Let’s step over here.” They withdrew along the bar.


  


  “As you know, Joe,” said Sherman, “we’re encapsulating General Feather in the morning. I don’t need to tell you how much this means! This is the thing we’ve been working for, for the last two years, and, Joe, we need you there with us. I know this is an awful lot to ask, but is there any way you can see your way clear to making it in to work tomorrow morning, just for the time until we get the general done? I’ll consider it a personal favor to me, Joe. It wouldn’t seem right if you weren’t there. If anything went wrong, you’d always blame yourself, if you weren’t there. Isn’t that true? You know that’s true. Always blame yourself for it, feel bad about it...”


  


  “Gosh, Alf—”


  


  “Not only for me, of course, but for the whole society. It’s done a lot for you.”


  


  “Well...”


  


  “Bottoms up, Joe.”


  


  “I’ve already had three.”


  


  “Come on, bottoms up! This is your farewell party!”


  


  “Uh ... okay, bottoms up! Bottoms—ugh, Jesus Christ! Wow!”


  


  “Now, Joe, what do you say?”


  


  “That was a strong one. Yes. Wow! Alf, I . . . Well, Alf, I won’t... whew!... let you down ...”


  


  “Good man,” said Sherman. “I knew you’d come through. This calls for a drink, and I’ll be sure to have somebody over to your new place the first thing to pick you up, how’s that?”


  


  When dinner arrived, Sherman told Miss Rosenwald, “I’m getting swacked!”


  


  “Me, too! I don’t know when I’ve been so swacked. It takes your mind off things.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mr. Braswell himself sat with White at the head of the table. Sherman introduced Mr. Braswell. Mr. Braswell stood up and surveyed the faces as if trying to remember where he was. He handed the watch to Sherman, who, in turn, handed it to White.


  


  At length Mr. Braswell said, “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen.”


  


  They waited.


  


  “I am very,” he began and then hesitated. He thought for a while. “Allow me to introduce, uh, a man who . . . who ... has ... That reminds me of a story.”


  


  They waited.


  


  “Never mind,” Mr. Braswell said. “That reminds me of a story. No. I already told that, didn’t I? This young man...”


  


  Into the lengthening silence, Sherman supplied the name.


  


  “Yes, slipped my...” The silence elongated.


  


  “Mind,” said Dr. Franklin.


  


  “Yes, mind. I guess I’ve talked too long already. So now I turn it over to...”


  


  White stood uncertainly. “I sure do thank you, Mr. Braswell.”


  


  Hands were applauding. He looked over the audience.


  


  “I sure do thank you for coming down here tonight. Thanks, everybody. As you know, I took part in this national lottery. Out of all the people that took part on the male side, my name just came out. Out of all those people. That’s democracy. I feel good about that. I guess there’s no point in trying to kid anybody that I don’t feel good about that. Now, let me have another little sip of this drink. Thanks. Ah. I want to thank Mr. Braswell. And I want to thank all of you for this watch. I sure do appreciate it. As I was saying, they’re going to put me and this girl in suspended animation down in this big lead vault somewhere in the Midwest, which is a secret, of course, where it is, somewhere, about a mile underground, and then if there’s this war they’re all talking about, we’ll be left to start the race over again, Americans starting the race over again, which is very important, really, if somebody doesn’t do something about it, when the timer goes off about five thousand years from now when it’s not so radioactive anymore. Well, you all know how that goes.


  


  “I do want to thank you again for the watch. I’m not much good at thanking people, but I really mean it when I say thanks for the watch. You know what I mean? It’s very good, and I’ll have a lot of use for it where I’m going to keep time with. Well, you know, I never got much practice in thanking people growing up, and ...


  


  “I was just lucky to have my card come up: it could have been anybody in good health, in their twenties, I mean. But I feel I’m a symbol. It makes you think, I mean, it’s a symbol of how America looks forward to the future, by spending ninety-seven billion dollars on that vault, more than it cost to go to Mars, because the trip’s longer, actually, when you look at it . . . and it’s not just the money, it’s the concern for the human race, and democracy, and that a little guy like me could ...


  


  “What we have is everybody really facing up to the survival problem we’re confronted with, which refutes those people who say the American people are morbidly preoccupied with death and won’t do anything about all the real problems and all these troubles we have at home and also abroad, because we’ve got our eyes on really important things that mean something, you know what I mean, and also all those people who don’t know what they’re talking about and say we’re . . . indifferent to the future, and have lost all sense of what it means to be alive, this will show them. It shows you how much this country cares.


  


  “Well, you know, I kind of got drunk tonight, and I think we all land of got drunk tonight, except Mr. Braswell, who didn’t drink much, and I think what we ought to do, what I think we ought to do is all go home and get some sleep so we can be up fresh and alert when we encapsulate General Feather in the morning!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Anyone who has thought about the problem of the proper encapsulation of a corpse comes to recognize that it is a substantial technological challenge.


  


  Basically, two methods could be employed:


  


  method i


  


  Method I involves placing the corpse in some convenient container and pouring a liquid plastic over it. The plastic may subsequently be converted to an impermeable, corrosion-resistant solid by heat or some form of chemical reaction. The plastic, in addition to possessing very low viscosity, must be formulated to provide extreme durability and must be stable to light and normal weathering conditions.


  


  Ideally, the potting compound should be water-clear when hardened, in order that the finished product can be seen without distortion. Most plastics, unfortunately, particularly when cast in larger masses, tend to discolor somewhat during the hardening reaction, which involves the liberation of heat. Additionally, it is difficult (even with vacuum impregnation) to get a bubble-free casting of any size. And finally, minimum build-ups cannot be obtained. In thicker sections, shrinkage with all known plastics is prohibitive, even the best of them exerting pressures as high as 5,000 psi on the corpse itself, leading to undesirable aesthetic effects, as has been amply demonstrated by animal research with mini-pigs.


  


  method ii


  


  Method II, dip coating, overcomes most of the above problems but presents its own. Essentially, by the dip-coating method, the corpse, suitably suspended, is immersed in a vat of liquid, removed, and allowed to drain. With proper formulation, a smooth, continuous coating is deposited. This is then subsequently cured in an oven.


  


  Normally the dip-coat method employs a long pot-life compound which is capable of fairly rapid cures at only moderately elevated temperatures. In no case, for rather obvious reasons, should the curing temperature be permitted or required to increase above that of boiling water.


  


  Method II had been selected by White and his fellow researchers at the American Mortuary Society, under contract with the National Institutes of Health.


  


  * * * *


  


  On the morning following White’s farewell party, the staff met.


  


  “Remember, everybody,” Sherman said, “General Feather is going on public display, and public acceptance of encapsulation will depend on how well we do today. This is it! This is what we’ve been working for, for the past two years I”


  


  In anticipation of demand, a production line had been established. It was capable of handling up to twenty corpses at one time. The corpses would be rolled out, properly suspended by piano wires from the overhead trolley system, positioned, and then simultaneously immersed in a tank some forty feet long, four feet wide, and nine feet deep. The tank was loaded to seven feet with the liquid plastic compound, the remaining two feet being an allowance for ullage. Class windows in the tank permitted inspection during processing.


  


  White performed last-minute checks. The temperature was within allowable limits of plus or minus two degrees Fahrenheit. He checked other aspects of the process. This done, he measured the thixotropic index of the plastic and corrected it by the addition of a diluent.


  


  “Well,” he said, “I guess it’s all or nothing.”


  


  They brought General Feather in and dipped him.


  


  White and the rest watched in silence as the bubbles rose and broke.


  


  “Okay,” said White at length. “Lift him out slow, now . . . There. There. Hold it, hold it! Okay. Let him drip for a little while, I think we’ve got it!”


  


  “It’s just beautiful!” said Miss Rosenwald.


  


  “It’s too early to tell,” said White. “Let’s wait to see how he cures out.”


  


  They swiveled the general to the cart, attached him to the fixture there, and wheeled him into the 150 °F. warm room.


  


  They drank coffee and talked for thirty minutes, then they brought General Feather out. White inspected the general critically. “There’s a few bubbles to patch up, but I guess that’s all. I’d say he’s good for a thousand years or so ... if he isn’t caught in the blast area.”


  


  Sherman let out a sigh. “Joe, we sure appreciate this. I knew nothing could go wrong with you here.”


  


  “I didn’t do anything Gladys or Pete couldn’t have done just as well. Look. I hate to run like this, but they’ve got a big program laid out for me, instructions and things, and training, you know....”


  


  “And I better rush over to tell Mr. Braswell,” Sherman said. “He told me to be sure to come over and tell him personally just as soon as it was over.” Sherman extended a hand. “Goodbye, Joe. And thanks.”


  


  “Yeah,” said Remington in the embarrassment of parting. “Goodbye, Joe, we’ll see you on TV. Good luck.”


  


  White left with his bodyguard.


  


  Sherman went to the roof and flew his helicopter to Mr. Braswell’s estate. The butler met him and together they went to tell Mr. Braswell the good news.


  


  * * * *


  


  Two weeks later an unfortunate accident during an inspection tour of a bacteriological warfare installation brought distinguished customers to the Research Center: the President of the United States, the Chief of Staff, the Secretary of Peace, the Speaker of the House, the Minority Leader of the Senate, a newspaper photographer, and two Eagle Scouts.


  


  “Oh, God!” Sherman said. “Do you think we’re big enough to handle this one? The process is still in the experimental stages. If only Joe were here!”


  


  “Damn!” cried Miss Rosenwald. “Why did it have to happen right now? This is one I hate to tackle. There’s too much at stake!” She puffed nervously at her cigarette, thoughts of bacteriological warfare calling up the threat of cancer.


  


  Remington paced the floor. “Hey!” he said at length. “Do you suppose they’d let Joe come up for this one? Jesus! This is it!”


  


  “I’m going to find out. That’s exactly what I’m going to do! I’m going to take this straight to the top!”


  


  Sherman did.


  


  * * * *


  


  At the emergency meeting of the Cabinet, the first order of business was introduced by the new President:


  


  “As you know, we’ve got a problem over at the American Mortuary Society. I think you’ll all agree that it’s a matter of national prestige that the job be done right. Well, their staff feels the encapsulation process is not yet quite fully developed, and they feel they would like to have this White fellow on hand to help out on this one, in view of its importance. We could put him back within twelve hours or so. That’s what I think we ought to iron out first.”


  


  There followed a lengthy discussion. The new President clearly favored one course, whereas the new Secretary of Peace persuasively favored the opposite:


  


  “There’s more to it than appears on the surface, Mr. President. Under normal circumstances, I’d go along. But every moment White was above ground there’d be the possibility he might be assassinated, for no matter how law-abiding most of us are, there are always a few nuts running around loose who just seem to enjoy shooting public figures for no reason at all. I can’t tell you how much that would affect our moral posture and increase the undeserved reputation we have in certain uncommitted countries for being a violent nation. That was a matter of foremost concern to your predecessor and mine, sir. If anything like that happened, I hesitate to predict the repercussions in many foreign countries on the fence, and the black mark it would give us there. I say, now that we’ve gotten them both safely underground and hidden, let’s leave well enough alone.”


  


  In the end, it was decided that they must go ahead without White.


  


  * * * *


  


  Preparations were made.


  


  All eight were to be processed at the same time: Together in Life, Together in Death. There was a ring of democracy to it. “The President of a great nation would stand with two Eagle Scouts side by side in niches of honor throughout the future serving as an example for a hundred generations as yet unborn and reverberating consequences to eternity. They were known as the Eight National Martyrs for Peace, and a number of solemn ceremonies were planned throughout the free world.


  


  As is inevitable with such matters of state, a tight schedule must be adhered to, to accommodate TV commitments, speaking engagements, etc. From first to last, there could be no hitch or delay.


  


  Miss Rosenwald and Remington and Sherman nervously made the final preparations and took the final precautions.


  


  “We’ve got to hurry,” Sherman said. “The nation is waiting. They’ll arrive in exactly six minutes? Everything okay?”


  


  “Well,” said Remington, “the thixotropic index is off.”


  


  “Hurry up!”


  


  “I am hurrying!”


  


  Miss Rosenwald added the diluent.


  


  “It’s not coming up right,” Remington said in mild alarm and harsh exasperation. “Add some more!”


  


  “I’m afraid to add any more! We might lose flow control in the oven, and we’d just streak them all up, and they’d look awful!”


  


  “We’ve just got a few minutes!” said Sherman. “For God’s sake, hurry!”


  


  “I am hurrying!”


  


  “What are we going to do now?”


  


  “They’re waiting on us!” cried Sherman. “All over the free world! There’s at least a billion people out there waiting for us!”


  


  “I know! I know! For God’s sake, I know! What else can we do now?”


  


  “How about raising the temperature a little?” Miss Rosenwald asked. “I’ve seen Joe do that with the swine. That will make it more fluid without bothering the flow control in the oven.”


  


  “Good; good.”


  


  “How’s this, Pete?”


  


  They waited for the tank to come up the new temperature.


  


  “Now?”


  


  “Better.”


  


  “A little more.”


  


  “Just a little!”


  


  “Here?”


  


  “Hurry, please!”


  


  “A little more?”


  


  “How’s this?”


  


  They waited.


  


  “Whew!” said Remington. “There. That’s done it. Good. We’re in specification. We’re ready, Alf.”


  


  “And not a minute too soon,” Sherman said. “Here they come!”


  


  The corpses came in from the overhead entrance, two morticians still putting the last touches on them. Sherman signaled the operator. “Okay, bring them on down!”


  


  Down they came.


  


  “Hold it! They look okay, Pete?”


  


  “They’re in position just right.”


  


  “Lower away!” ordered Sherman. “Gently, now, gently, now...Good!”


  


  When the plastic closed over the last head, Sherman and Remington and Miss Rosenwald all said simultaneously, “Thank God!”


  


  “It’s coming okay,” Miss Rosenwald said, allowing herself the first pill of the day.


  


  They watched the bubbles.


  


  “Whew!” Sherman said. “Five minutes.”


  


  “Better make it ten,” Remington said. “It’s still a little thick. We’ve got to get penetration.” He stepped back from the monitor.


  


  They waited. It seemed an eternity.


  


  “Take ‘em out!” Sherman said.


  


  “A little bit more,” Remington said. “This could be critical here. Let’s not goof it by hurrying.” He turned to Miss Rosenwald. “What’s the temperature set at? The thixotropic index—”


  


  “Oh, look,” said Miss Rosenwald dreamily, with interest but without alarm.


  


  “What?”


  


  Talking another pill, Miss Rosenwald said, “It’s taking off so pretty. It’s at one hundred and eighty, one hundred and eighty-five—”


  


  “A hundred and—oh, my God!” cried Sherman. “Pull ‘em out! Pull ‘em out!”


  


  The control technicians responded promptly.


  


  There was the twang of parting piano wires.


  


  “Dear Jesus,” said Sherman.


  


  Remington sprang to the ladder and scrambled up. He reached down into the tank and felt the smooth, glass-hard surface of the compound. He stared down into the clear, solid block with horror. It was beginning to acquire a faint amber cast.


  


  “Oh, dear me,” said Sherman. “Is there ... is there going to be much shrinkage?”


  


  Remington turned away. “Quite a bit, I’m afraid,” he said softly. “This is one of the biggest castings I’ve ever heard of.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sherman stumbled from the room and made his way, almost unseeing, to the helicopter on the roof.


  


  He flew over the grief-stricken city of Washington, D.C., a city suffering through the seventh national day of mourning so far this year. His heart went out to the American people.


  


  Mr. Braswell’s butler greeted Sherman.


  


  “I’ve got to see Mr. Braswell!”


  


  “I’m sorry, sir, Mr. Braswell cannot be disturbed.”


  


  “He’s got to be! This can’t wait! It’s too important!”


  


  The butler led Sherman to Mr. Braswell’s room. The private nurse protested and then stepped aside to permit them to enter.


  


  Mr. Braswell lay in the center of a king-sized bed. He looked very small and crumpled. He was breathing so slowly it could scarcely be noticed.


  


  “He’ll live a real long time now,” the butler said. “He just had Dr. Franklin give him a huge increase in the Go-Slow injection. As I told you, he can’t be disturbed.”


  


  “Don’t he look sweet?” the nurse said. “How far removed he is now from all the cares of this troubled world!” She bent over Mr. Braswell and listened intently for a minute. “Gee,” she said. “If he just stopped breathing entirely, I think Mr. Braswell could live forever!”
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  PASSION PLAY


  


  by J. Michael Reaves


  


  


  J. Michael Reaves is a native Californian now in his early twenties; in 1972 he traveled to Michigan State University to attend the Clarion-East sf writers’ workshop, sold his first story to Clarion III and used the money to buy a typewriter. Judging from the following sharply etched tale of a girl taking advantage of a strange talent (his second sale), I expect his investment will prove to be a boon for lovers of science fiction.


  


  * * * *


  


  The hitch-hiker was barely visible far ahead, a stick figure where the road joined the flat gray horizon. The dust that clung like dry paint to the windshield and the heat waves from the black asphalt blurred Sherry’s vision. But still she felt certain it was a “he.”


  


  The knowing made her smile—the lovely feeling of knowing she would be right.


  


  She half listened to Ellis’ voice droning just above the rattling clatter of the old truck’s engine, telling her interesting things about animal life that she had no desire to hear. Ellis would stop for the hitch-hiker if she wanted him to. She smoothed her hair back, fingers sliding over the blond tangles slick with sweat, and wondered, Would it be worth stopping?


  


  Yes.


  


  “Stop for him,” she said, leaning over close to his ear. It was the sort of command best delivered in a husky tone, breathed just above a whisper. But the ‘62 Chevy pickup forced conversation to be carried on in shouts. Sherry refused to bellow, and so she leaned close to Ellis’ ear, rubbing the tips of her fingers over the back of his neck, feeling sweat and dust like a thin layer of mud. An eighth of an inch behind her smiling face, she shuddered in pure disgust. No ripple of it showed on the surface.


  


  “Stop for him, Ellis.”


  


  His foot began pumping the worn-out brakes in time to the rubbing of his neck.


  


  She was almost able to see the pink dot of his face as he walked slowly backward down the highway. To not even see his face, and to know that it would be worthwhile to stop, she thought. A lovely, lovely feeling.


  


  Ellis didn’t believe in feminine intuition, in Sight. He would grumble and curse, but he would stop. It was good to let him have some resentment left. It kept him thinking that the decisions were still his.


  


  But instead of protesting, Ellis merely said, “Wonder where in hell he came from. Man’d die after a few hours in this heat without a car.”


  


  The truck lurched onto the shoulder in front of the hitch-hiker.


  


  The way he walked, Sherry thought, watching him as he approached the truck. There was such an easiness to it. It made her think of—


  


  “At least he’s not a nigra,” she said.


  


  —John Frank, the black man they had hired to fix the roof last fall.


  


  And then he was opening the door and sliding in, fast, because Ellis’ heavy boot was on the gas pedal, sending the truck back onto the road again. The rattle of gravel and sand against the frame died away, and Sherry looked at the hitch-hiker.


  


  She felt again the satisfaction of being right. She had known he would be different.


  


  And so he was.


  


  His face was tanned and unwrinkled—baby-smooth, and yet lean. She watched him settle back against the seat, relaxing against the plastic covering. His hair was black and short, almost furlike. There was no trace of a beard.


  


  And he was not sweating.


  


  She looked at his face, dry and still in the whistling hot wind. His eyes were closed, but she would see their color soon.


  


  Different, she thought. How different . . . no, she told herself. Don’t look too long, or you’ll find out too soon. She wanted to be intrigued awhile longer. It had been so long since she had been interested in anybody.


  


  She looked at his hands, pale and slim, with tapering fingers. Lucille Ballentine’s hands had looked like that.


  


  What happened, mister?” Sherry snapped her head around in surprise, saw Ellis looking across her at him. Sitting next to Ellis, she could smell the animal odor of his shirt, could see the yellow circles under his arms. Ellis had been driving for almost eight hours. Sherry almost wrinkled her nose in distaste; almost, but not quite.


  


  “My car broke down.” His voice was quiet, and right in the middle; a neutral tone.


  


  Sherry expected Ellis to say that they hadn’t passed any abandoned cars. Instead he simply said, “That happens.”


  


  She sat between them, feeling the contrast, feeling repugnance push her away from Ellis, from his grimy clothes and damp skin, toward the hitch-hiker. “What’s your name?” she asked.


  


  “Kyle.” He hadn’t looked at her once—she still did not know what color his eyes were. If she moved another quarter inch, she would be touching him ...


  


  Not yet. She was still enjoying the mystery too much. To touch him would be to absorb more knowledge, just to brush against him would tell her what she didn’t want to know so soon.


  


  Ellis had resumed his lecture, which had started on desert life and progressed to animals in general, reciting scraps of knowledge remembered from old Reader’s Digest articles. One large hand gripped the steering wheel while he talked; the other rested on the door. The sun had tanned that arm darker than its mate during the three days he had been driving.


  


  “You take your reptiles, your snakes and lizards,” he said. “Protective coloration—they look just like the dirt they crawl around in. There’s some can even change their color to match their background. That’s how they stay alive, y’know. Or some attach themselves up with the dominant life-form in the neighborhood, like those birds that live on rhinoceroses. It’s called a defense mechanism.”


  


  “Ellis,” Sherry said, looking at him wearily. “We’re not interested.” Ellis grunted, and changed the subject, flashing an irritated glance her way. The look surprised her—usually that tone of voice forbade any resentment on his part.


  


  “Bad place to have a breakdown,” Ellis continued. “Gets up to a hundred-twenty in the shade this time of year. That’s killing weather.”


  


  And Kyle’s skin was so smooth, and dry—and pale. Sherry looked from the brown of Ellis’ arm to the pink of Kyle’s face. Was there the slightest hint of darkening, down to the first button of his shirt?


  


  It was time, she decided, to learn a little bit more. Sherry put her hand lightly on his, and felt—


  


  Thunder! Gunshot!


  


  —And the color of his eyes as he looked at her...


  


  The truck was jolting toward the right, the blown-out tire dragging them toward the shoulder. Ellis wrestled it to a stop, twisted the key out of the ignition. He got out of the cab, walked around to the right front tire, and let go with a curse and a kick.


  


  Kyle was still looking at her. “What’s your name?”


  


  She knew her confusion showed. “Sherry.”


  


  “Sherry.” He smiled, opened the door, and went out to help change the tire.


  


  Sherry watched the two of them working. A stripe of sunlight lay across her thighs, making her hose hot and itchy. She touched her tongue lightly with a fingernail and wondered if she should be afraid.


  


  His eyes were brown. The dark chocolate brown of John Frank’s, the walnut-brown of Lucy Ballentine’s. Gooseflesh burned along her arms from that touch.


  


  She watched them changing the tire, Ellis doing most of the talking. Three years with Ellis; the challenge, the satisfaction, and now the boredom of being in command. He would do anything she told him to, even quit his job and move from Arkansas to California, for the privilege of her body. She watched the easy way Kyle lifted the tire into place, back muscles stretching the faded blue shirt he wore. Then, quickly, one hand went to the rear-view mirror, twisted it so she could see her face. Her complexion was chapped, and her hair stringy from the hot dry air. She reached for her purse and was dabbing salve on her cheeks when Kyle and Ellis got back in the cab.


  


  The road stretched long and straight, like pulled taffy, toward the swollen red sun. Night came almost without a dusk. They rode without saying much for another hour, until the lights of a small motel showed on the horizon.


  


  “Stopping here,” Ellis said. It looked clean, and more important for what she had in mind, there was only one other car parked in the gravel lot. Sherry smiled.


  


  Ellis went in to sign for a room. When the glass door to the motel office swung shut behind him, Sherry said quickly, “Why don’t you stay here for the night, and we’ll take you on with us tomorrow?”


  


  And waited, breathing lightly, for his answer.


  


  “I could hitch the rest of the way tonight,” he said. And by the tone of it, she knew that he was playing with her. She turned her head, and stared at him. His eyes were hidden in the darkness—the red Vacancy light flashed a band of crimson across his chest.


  


  “I know you’ll stay,” she said.


  


  “How do you know?”


  


  “Same way I knew I wanted to pick you up. Same way I knew you were—different.” She smiled at him. “I can usually tell about things like that. Mother used to say I had Sight.” She put her hand on his arm again.


  


  Kyle grinned, and she ran her tongue over her dry lips. “You’re a sensitive girl, Sherry. Just how different am I?”


  


  “I hope to find out.” She reached into her purse, pulled out a ten and a five. “You take a room here. After Ellis goes to sleep...”


  


  He looked at the money. “What makes you think I won’t take it and leave?”


  


  She glanced at the motel office door, then leaned over and kissed him. His lips were dark and full, soft and womanly...


  


  “You’ll stay,” she told him. It was meant to be a sultry whisper, full of confidence. It came out a gasp, full of pleading.


  


  Suddenly confused, she slid over to the door, opened it, and started toward the motel office. As she reached the door, Ellis came out.


  


  “Number seventeen,” he said and handed her the key. As she started across the parking lot, she saw Kyle stroll into the office. A few minutes later, he was unlocking the door to number fifteen.


  


  Another hour or two, she thought, and no more mystery.


  


  She was in bed by the time Ellis was out of the shower, her eyes closed so she wouldn’t have to see him walk damp and naked across the floor. The thought of his paunchy belly on hers, weight crushing her into the mattress, puffing his way to climax and beginning to snore almost before he rolled off, disgusted her. But he made no attempts, merely laced his fingers behind his head and stared up at the ceiling. After a moment he mused, “That Kyle’s a strange one, ain’t he?”


  


  He’s tired from driving, she thought Good. “Strange how?”


  


  “Why, it’s fairly obvious how, at least to me. I guess a woman wouldn’t notice it, though.” Ellis chuckled.


  


  “Ellis, what are you talking about?”


  


  “He’s gay, is all.’


  


  “What?” An image of Kyle, smoothly strong and tall . .. the easy way he had lifted the tire, his relaxed form sitting beside her... “Gay? Kyle?’


  


  “Plain as can be,” Ellis said. He chuckled again. “I always wondered why anyone would care to play on that side of the fence. But seeing one as pretty as he is, I can almost understand—”


  


  “Ellis!” she shouted. “You quit talking like that!”


  


  For a moment he was silent. Then, “Why’s it bothering you, Sherry?”


  


  “What do you mean?” She didn’t like the tone of his voice. “It’s not bothering me. Now, go to sleep.”


  


  “Not right yet. I think I deserve an answer.


  


  “Ellis, go to sleep!”


  


  He said nothing else—the silence gathered and grew. Finally he reached over and turned the light out


  


  Gay. She thought of a night, not quite a year gone, when she had stayed at Lucy Ballentine’s house while Ellis and Lucy’s husband went moon-fishing. The two of them sleeping in the same bed, lying close together and touching...


  


  She waited until Ellis began snoring. Then she dressed and went out the door. She walked along the sidewalk, swearing softly as one bare foot came down on a piece of gravel. At his door she stubbed her toe against the cement porch. The pain made her sit down for a moment, holding her foot, tears squeezing out of her eyes.


  


  When she was able to stand, without thinking she knocked. Then she realized what she was doing, and before he could make it worse by saying “Come in,” (or “Stay out”? she wondered), she opened the door and stepped inside.


  


  Kyle was sitting up in the bed, the sheet pulled across him. “Hi,” she said. Quietly, almost shyly. And began to undress.


  


  She had put on her clothes for a reason, instead of just throwing a coat on. She watched Kyle as she undressed, trying to read his expression in the dim light. She had done this before, more than once—there had been a time when she had been paid to do it. Ordinarily she would move slow as chilled oil, tugging buttons loose on her blouse one by one; swaying slightly, sliding material over her shoulders and down her arms to let it drop on the floor. She would look through lashes at her audience, tongue against her lips, as she let her skirt fall. And following it, with just enough movement, would be her stockings, and the black napkin-lace of her panties.


  


  It was one of the things that kept Ellis in line, kept him chained to her. The sight of her preparations; the prelude to bed. But this time it was different—this time she hurried, fumbling buttons, tossing her blouse away, yanking her skirt down her hips, stepping quickly out of underwear. No tantalizing, no baiting this time. It would take too long.


  


  And then she stood beside the bed staring at him. Remembering the two times in her life when she had been satisfied by someone other than herself—once by John Frank, and once by Lucille Ballentine. The mingled feelings of desire and guilt...


  


  He was staring into her eyes, his gaze brown and deep. Feeling her thoughts, her desires; knowing, she thought, somehow. “Kyle,” she whispered. Then she turned the sheet back, let it flutter to the floor like a dying ghost.


  


  And saw:


  


  Skin clear and smooth, woman’s skin on a man’s body. The hairlessness of the chest, the darkening flesh.


  


  “You’re not—” she said.


  


  “I’m different. You said you could tell.” The voice was a man’s voice, and a woman’s voice, and neither.


  


  “You’re not human,” Sherry whispered.


  


  “It doesn’t matter, does it?” And it didn’t, it didn’t; the rushing of her blood, the moistness . . . she still wanted him—


  


  As she watched, his skin grew darker, blacker. Above the erect penis were the lips of a vaginal slit.


  


  “No . . .” she whimpered just before he kissed her. His kiss was that of John Frank, firm against her mouth. And his hands were Lucy’s hands, the softest she had ever known.


  


  John Frank was in the county jail back home, for carnal knowledge of a white woman. And Lucy Ballentine had suffered a nervous breakdown in fear of lesbian tendencies.


  


  “No,” she said again as Kyle pulled her down to the bed. “No!” she screamed, and pushed both hands against the soft black shoulders. There was a moment of pain, and then she was grabbing her clothes and running out the door. Behind her, she could hear the sound of Kyle’s laughter...


  


  She was sobbing by the time she reached her room, screaming by the time Ellis had gotten out of bed, bewildered, demanding to know what was wrong. She told him what had happened, again and again, scratching at his chest to make sure he understood, until a sudden, intense pain against her cheek stopped the crying and the explaining. For an instant she did not know what had happened. Then she realized—he had slapped her.


  


  He had slapped her.


  


  “Ellis?” she murmured. A small sound, totally lost in her throat.


  


  “You goddamn bitch,” he said. “Sherry, you’ve done it now.”


  


  She sat quietly in a chair and watched him dress. He picked up the suitcases and carried them out to the truck—after a moment, realizing that she was alone, she followed him outside.


  


  The truck’s engine was running, and the headlights were on. Ellis slung the suitcases into the back.


  


  Yes, she thought. Let’s leave—leave now, before—


  


  The door to number fifteen was open. Sherry watched the woman walking across the gravel of the parking lot toward the truck, toward Ellis, who was busy tying down the luggage.


  


  “Ellis,” Sherry said.


  


  “Just shut up, okay?” He pulled a knot tight


  


  The woman stopped beside Ellis, leaned against the fender, smiled at him. “You going west?” she asked.


  


  The skin was whiter than it had been yesterday. The hair was lighter, and the eyes—were blue. Only the smile and the voice were the same.


  


  “Ellis!” Sherry screamed. But there would be no evidence under those clothes for any accusations she made against Kyle.


  


  He ignored her. “I am,” he replied.


  


  “I could use a ride.”


  


  “I’m sure my wife won’t mind,” Ellis said. “She’d better not, at any rate. Right, Sherry?”


  


  “You send her away,” she said desperately. “Ellis, you send her away this minute. You even think such thoughts as that, and I’ll—I’ll leave you! I’ll leave you this minute, I swear I will!”


  


  He would do as she said, like always. But that woman, that thing, was smiling at him, and one hand was touching him, stroking his arm.


  


  She remembered what that touch had been like.


  


  Ellis looked at her. His eyes were hard.


  


  “Leave, then,” he said. He pulled her suitcase loose, dropped it on the gravel.


  


  Sherry stood by the road watching the two red tail-lights disappear below the horizon. Just wait until he finds out, she thought. He’ll be back. When he learned what sort of creature it was, he’d get rid of it, leave it, kill it, and come back for her. He couldn’t throw her over like that, and not even ...


  


  Not even for another woman...


  


  After a long time of waiting, the eastern sky began to gray. She tried to ask the one other guest at the motel for a ride, but couldn’t seem to make him understand what had happened. Afterward, she picked up her suitcase and began to walk. For a while, she held her thumb out, hopefully. But the few cars that passed her did not stop.
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  THE RUBBER BEND


  


  by Gene Wolfe


  


  


  Gene Wolfe, who wrote that remarkable book The Fifth Head of Cerberus, as well as outstanding shorter works such as “The Death of Dr. Island’ (Universe 3), appears now with a story much less weighty than these earlier ones . . . but in its distinctively Wolfean way it’s as far-out as anything he’s written. You’ll recognize it easily as a parody of the Sherlock Holmes stories, but don’t be misled: far from a simple bit of fluff, it’s a complex and ingenious story that deals with one of the most puzzling questions in relativity: If all four space-time dimensions are equivalent, how is it that we perceive one so differently from the rest?


  


  * * * *


  


  It was a dark and stormy night—not actually night but late afternoon, and raining buckets. I share an apartment with March B. Street, the human consulting engineer-detective, and I recall that when I came home that afternoon, Street ventured some deduction to the effect that it must be raining, since the water was still streaming off me and onto the carpet, and I remarked that it was a nice day out for ducks, a little witticism I have often found to have a remarkably calming effect on my patients, though of course—I am a bio-mechanic, you see—its use is somewhat dependent on the weather; though I am over fifty, my seals are still tight and I think I may boast that you won’t find another robot my age with fewer rain leaks anywhere.


  


  Where was I? Oh, yes. It was on a dark and stormy afternoon in October that I was first introduced to the weird and sinister business which I, in these reports, have chosen to refer to as The Affair of the Rubber Bend.


  


  Street waited until I had dried myself off and was about to sit down with the paper, and then said sharply, “Westing!


  


  I confess I was so startled that for an instant I froze in a sort of half-crouch with my hips perhaps four inches above the seat of the scuffed old Morris chair next to Street’s antique telespectroscope; had I known at the time how significant that posture was to be, in the eldritch light of the disappearance of Prof. Louis Dodson and the haunting of—but perhaps I am in danger of anticipating my story.


  


  “Westing,” Street continued, “for goodness’ sake sit down. Hanging in the air like that, you look like a set of tin monkey bars flunking Darwin.”


  


  “It’s only natural,” I said, taking my seat, “for you humans to envy the somewhat greater coordination and superior muscular effectiveness we possess, but it is hardly necessary—”


  


  “Quite. I’m sorry I startled you. But I had been thinking, and I want to talk to you. You are, are you not, a member of the Peircian Society?”


  


  “Certainly,” I said. “You know perfectly well, Street, that on the first Monday of each odd-numbered month I absent myself from this apartment—good lord, have I missed a meeting?” I had risen again and was actually trying to recall what I had done with my umbrella when I caught the error. “No, you’re wrong for once, Street. This is October. October isn’t—November is, of course, but today’s Tuesday. Our meeting’s five days off yet.”


  


  “Six,” Street said dryly, “but I didn’t say you were late for the meeting; I simply asked if you were still a member. You are. Am I not correct in saying that the purpose of the society is to discuss—”


  


  In my eagerness I interrupted him. “To prove that the works signed ‘Damon Knight’ were actually written by the philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce, of course. And they were, Street. They were. It’s so obvious: Peirce, the otherwise unknown founder of Logical Positivism—”


  


  “Pragmatism,” Street said.


  


  “They are almost the same thing. Peirce, as I was saying, lived in Milford, Pennsylvania—a minute hamlet since buried under the damned waters of the Delaware—”


  


  “You don’t bury things under water.”


  


  “—thus conveniently destroying certain evidence the historical establishment did not want found. Note these points, Street: a village the size of Milford could hardly expect one such man in five hundred years; it had—this is what we are supposed to believe—two in less than fifty. Knight—”


  


  “Knight also lived in Milford?”


  


  “Yes, of course. Knight appeared shortly after Peirce— supposedly—died. Peirce, at the time of his supposed death, was being sorely hounded by his creditors. Peirce grew a thick beard, obviously to keep from being recognized later as Knight. Knight also grew a beard to prevent his being recognized as Peirce. Can’t you see, Street...” I paused.


  


  “You pause,” Street remarked. “Has something struck you?”


  


  “Indeed it has. You, Street, have become engrossed in this most fascinating of historical, scientific, and literary puzzles. You will apply your immense abilities to it, and in a short time we will know the truth.”


  


  “No.”


  


  “No?”


  


  “I only apply those abilities you have flatteringly called immense to puzzles which hold out some possibility of remuneration, Westing. I merely wished to know if you were still a member of the Peircian Society. You are, and I am content.”


  


  “But surely—”


  


  “There is a favor I would like you to do for me—it may be rather an inconvenience for you.”


  


  “Anything, Street. You know that”


  


  “Then I want you to live for a few days with a friend of mine—be his houseguest. It shouldn’t interfere with your practice, and I’ll set up a gadget to relay your calls.”


  


  “I could go to a hotel—”


  


  “I’m not trying to get rid of you, Westing; it’s your presence there I want—not your absence here.’


  


  “Street, does this have something to do with—”


  


  “The Peircian Society? No, not at present; in fact, Westing, I wish you’d forget I ever mentioned that. Put it completely out of your mind. A friend of mine—his name is Noel Wide, by the way—wishes to have a good bio-mechanic near at hand in the evenings. Ordinarily he calls a neighbor of his, but the fellow is on vacation at the moment. He asked if I could suggest someone, and I told him I’d try to persuade you to fill in. If you are willing to go, I want you there tonight”


  


  “Tonight?”


  


  “At once. Collect your medical bag and emergency self-maintenance kit and be on your way.”


  


  “Street, you’re not telling me everything.”


  


  “I am telling you everything it’s politic to tell you at the moment, and it’s important that you don’t miss dinner at Wide’s. If you are sincere in wanting to go, go now. Here—while you’ve been jabbering I’ve written out the address for you.”


  


  “Dinner? Street, you know it isn’t necessary—we robots don’t—”


  


  Something in his look stopped me. I collected the accoutrements he had suggested and took my departure; but as I left I noted that Street, now calm again, had picked up the book that lay beside his chair, and as I read the title an indescribable thrill shot through me. It was A for Anything.


  


  * * * *


  


  The address to which Street had dispatched me proved to be an old brownstone in a neighborhood that held a thousand others. It had once had, I observed as I plodded toward it through the downpour, a sort of greenhouse or conservatory on its roof, but this was now broken and neglected, and its shattered panes and rusted ironwork, dripping rain, looked as dejected as I felt. At my knock the door, which was on a chain-guard, was opened by a robot younger (or as Street would say, “newer”) than myself. I asked if he was Mr. Wide.


  


  He grinned mechanically, and without offering to unchain the door, replied, “He lives here, but I’m Arch St Louis—you want in?” I observed that he sported a good deal of chrome-and-copper trim, arranged in a manner that led me to think better of his bank account than of his taste. In answer to his question I said, “Please,” and when he continued immobile I added, “As you see, I’m standing in the wet—I’m Dr. Westing.”


  


  “Why didn’t you say so?”


  


  In a moment he had opened the door and shown me in. “Here,” he said, “I’ll get you some red-rags to wipe yourself off with. Don’t take the cold reception to heart, Doc; we have unpleasant company from time to time.”


  


  I stifled the impulse to remark that birds of a feather assemble in groups, and asked instead if it would be possible for me to see Mr. Wide, my host


  


  St. Louis glanced at his watch. “Five minutes, he’s down in the plant rooms. He’ll be up at six.”


  


  “The plant rooms?”


  


  “In the basement. He grows mushrooms. Come on into the office.”


  


  I followed him down a short corridor and entered a large and beautifully appointed chamber fitted out as something between an office and a parlor. A small desk near the door I deduced to be his; at the other side of the room stood a much larger desk with a scattering of unopened correspondence on its top, and behind it an immense chair. I walked over to examine the chair, but my awed perusal of its capacious dimensions was interrupted by the labored sighing of an elevator; I turned in time to see a pair of cleverly disguised doors slide back, revealing the most bulky robot I have ever beheld. He was carrying a small basket of tastefully arranged fungi, and holding this with both hands so as (at least, so it seemed to me) to have an excuse to avoid shaking hands with me, he marched across the room to the larger desk, and seating himself in that gargantuan chair, placed the basket squarely before him.


  


  “Mr. Wide,” St. Louis said, “this is Doc Westing.”


  


  “A pleasure, Doctor,” Wide said in a thick but impressive voice. “You have come, I hope, to stay until my own physician returns?”


  


  “I’m afraid there has been a mistake,” I told him. “I am a bio-mechanic, with no experience in robot repair. My patients—”


  


  “Are human. Indubitably, Doctor. It is not for me, nor for Mr. St. Louis, that your services may be required. I frequently entertain human guests at my table.”


  


  “I see,” I said. I was about to ask why his guests should require the services of a bio-mechanic when St. Louis caught my eye. His eloquent look told me more plainly than words could that I would be wise to hold my peace until he explained later.


  


  “You are clearly fatigued, Doctor,” Wide was saying. “Perhaps you will permit my associate to show you to your room, and afterward give you a tour of the house.”


  


  I admitted I could do with some freshening up.


  


  “Then I will expect you for dinner.”


  


  As the sliding doors of the elevator closed behind us, St. Louis grinned and gestured toward the control panel. “See those, Doc? Push one. Your room’s on three.”


  


  I pressed the button marked 3. The elevator remained immobile.


  


  “They’re phonies; leave it to Arch.”


  


  Addressing no visible person he said loudly, “Take ‘er down, Fritz. Plant rooms.” The elevator began a gentle


  


  “I’m afraid,” I began, “that I don’t—”


  


  “Like I said, the buttons are phonies. Sometimes the cops want to bother Mr. Wide when he’s down in the plant rooms or up in the sack thinking great thoughts. So I herd ‘em in here, press the button, they see it don’t work, and I take off that access plate there and start playing around with the wires. They’re dummies too, and it works good on dummy cops. Like it?”


  


  I said I supposed such a thing must often be useful, which seemed to please him; he treated me to his characteristic grin and confided, “We call it the St. Louis con, or sometimes the old elevator con. The real deal is the house has a built-in cyberpersonality, with speakers and scanners all over. Just ask for what you want.”


  


  “I thought,” I ventured as the elevator came to a halt, “—I mean, weren’t we going up to my room?”


  


  “I’m showing you the mushrooms first,” St. Louis explained, “then you’ll have a clear shot upstairs until dinner, and I’ll have a chance to do some chores. Come on, they’re worth seeing.”


  


  We stepped out into semidarkness; the ceiling was low, the room cool and damp and full of the smell of musty life. Dimly I could make out row upon row of greenhouse benches filled with earth; strange, uncouth shapes lifted blind heads from this soil, and some appeared to glow with an uncanny phosophorescence. “The mushrooms,” St. Louis said proudly. “He’s got over eighteen hundred different kinds, and believe me, he gets ‘em from all over. The culture medium is shredded paper pulp mixed with sawdust and horse manure.”


  


  “Amazing,” I said.


  


  “That’s why he wants you here,” St. Louis continued. “Wide’s not only the greatest detective in our Galaxy, he’s also the greatest gourmet cook—on the theoretical end, I mean. Fritz does the actual dirty work.”


  


  “Did you say Mr. Wide was a detective?”


  


  “I may have let it slip. He’s pretty famous.”


  


  “What a striking coincidence! Would you believe it, St. Louis, my own best friend—”


  


  “Small Universe, isn’t it? Does Street cook too?”


  


  “Oh,” I said, “I didn’t know you knew him; no, Street’s hobby is collecting old machines, and scientific tinkering generally.”


  


  “Sometimes I wish Wide’s was, but he cooks instead. You know why I think he does it?”


  


  “Since no one but a human being can eat the food, I can’t imagine.”


  


  “It’s those add-on units—you noticed how big he was?”


  


  “I certainly did! You don’t mean to say—”


  


  St. Louis nodded. “The heck I don’t. Add-on core memory sections. His design is plug-to-plug compatible with them, and so far he’s sporting fourteen; they cost ten grand apiece, but every time we rake in a big fee he goes out and buys his brains a subdivision.”


  


  “Why, that’s incredible! St. Louis, he must be one of the most intelligent people in the world.”


  


  “Yeah, he’s smart. He’s so smart if he drops something on the floor I got to pick it up for him. But it’s the image, you know. He’s eighty inches around the waist, so he figures he’s got to do the food business. You ever hear of Truffles et Champignons à la Noel Wide? He makes it with sour cream and sauerkraut, and the last time he served it we almost lost two clients and an assistant district attorney.”


  


  “And he’s giving one of these dinners tonight? I’m surprised that anyone would come.”


  


  St. Louis shrugged. “He invites people who owe him a favor and don’t know; and then there’s a bunch who’ll turn up dam near regularly—some of the stuffs pretty good, and it’s a sort of suicide club.”


  


  “I see,” I said, rapidly checking over the contents of my medical bag mentally. “Am I correct in assuming that since, as you say, there is a great deal of cooking done in this house, you are well supplied with baking soda and powdered mustard?”


  


  “If it’s got to do with food we’ve got tons of it.”


  


  “Then there’s nothing to worry—’


  


  I was interrupted by the sound of the elevator doors, and Wide’s deep, glutinous voice: “Ah, Doctor, you have anticipated me—I wished to show you my treasures myself.”


  


  “Mr. St. Louis tells me,” I said, “that you have mushrooms from all over the Universe, as well as the Manhattan area.”


  


  “I do indeed. Fungi from points exotic as Arcturus and as homely as Yuggoth. But I fear that—great as my satisfaction would be—it was not to expatiate upon the wonders of my collection that I came.” He paused and looked out over the rows of earth-filled benches. “It is not the orchid, but the mushroom which symbolizes our society. I used to grow orchids—were you aware of that, Doctor?”


  


  I shook my head.


  


  “For many years. Then I acquired my eighth unit of additional core.” Wide thoughtfully slapped his midsection—a sound deeply reverberant, but muted as the note of some great bronze gong in a forgotten catacomb of the temple of Thought. “I had no sooner gotten that unit up, than the insight came to me: No one can eat orchids. It was as simple as that: No one can eat orchids. It had been staring me in the face for years, but I had not seen it.”


  


  St. Louis snorted. “You said you came down here for something else, boss.”


  


  “I did. The client is here. Fritz admitted her; she is waiting in the front room with a hundred thousand credits in small bills in her lap.”


  


  “Want me to get rid of her?”


  


  “There has been another apparition.”


  


  St. Louis whistled, almost silently.


  


  “I intend to talk to her; it occurred to me that you might wish to be present, though Dr. Westing need not trouble himself in the matter.”


  


  A sudden thought had struck me: If, as it had appeared to me earlier that evening, Street had had some ulterior motive in sending me to this strange house, it was quite probable that it had to do with whatever case currently engaged Wide’s attention. I fenced for time. “Mr. Wide, did I hear you say ‘apparition’?”


  


  Wide’s massive head nodded slowly. “Thirteen days ago the young woman’s ‘father,’ the eminent human scientist Louis C. Dodson, disappeared. Since that time an apparition in the form of Dodson has twice been observed in his old laboratory on the three thousand and thirteenth floor of the Groan Building. Miss Dodson has retained me to investigate Dodson’s disappearance and lay the phantom. You appear disturbed.”


  


  “I am. Dodson was—well, if not a friend, at least a friendly acquaintance of mine.”


  


  “Ah.” Wide looked at St. Louis significantly. “When was the last time you saw him, Doctor?”


  


  “A little less than two months ago, at the regular meeting. We were fellow members of the Peircian Society.”


  


  “He appeared normal then?”


  


  “Entirely. His stoop was, if anything, rather more pronounced than usual, indicating relaxation; and the unabated activity of the tics I had previously observed affecting his left eye and right cheek testified to the continuing functioning of the facial nerves.”


  


  I paused, then took the plunge. “Mr. Wide, would it be possible for me to sit in with you while you question his daughter? After all, death is primarily a medical matter, and I might be of some service.”


  


  “You mean, his ‘daughter,’” Wide said absently. “You must, however, permit me to precede you—our elevator is insufficiently capacious for three.”


  


  “He’s hoping she’ll object to you—that’ll give him an excuse to threaten to drop the case,” St. Louis said as soon as we were alone. “And that elevator’ll hold five, if one of ‘em’s not him.”


  


  I was thinking of the death of my old acquaintance, and did not reply.


  


  * * * *


  


  Alice Dodson, who sat on the edge of a big red leather chair in front of Wide’s desk, was as beautiful a girl as I had ever seen: tall, poised, with a well-developed figure and a cascade of hair the color of white wine. “I assume,” Wide was saying to her as St. Louis and I emerged from the elevator, “that that diminutive glassine envelope you hold contains the hundred thousand in small bills my cook mentioned.”


  


  “Yes,“ the girl said, holding it up. “They have been microminiaturized and are about three millimeters by seven.”


  


  Wide nodded. “Arch, put it in the safe and write her out a receipt. Don’t list it as an addition to the retainer, just: ‘Received of Miss Alice Dodson the sum of one hundred thousand credits, her property.’ Date it and sign my name.”


  


  “I’ve already given you a retainer,” Miss Dodson said, unsuccessfully attempting to prevent St. Louis’s taking the envelope, “and I just stopped by here on my way to the bank.”


  


  “Confound it, madame, I conceded that you had given us a retainer, and I have no time for drollery. Tell us about the most recent apparition.”


  


  “Since my ‘father’ disappeared I have entered his laboratory at least once every day—you know, to dust and sort of tidy up.”


  


  “Pfui!” Wide said.


  


  “What?”


  


  “Ignore it, madame. Continue.”


  


  “I went in this morning, and there he was. It looked just like him—just exactly like him. He had one end of his mustache in his mouth the way he did sometimes, and was chewing on it.”


  


  “Dr. Westing, Wide said, turning to me, “you knew Dodson; what mood does that suggest? Concupiscent? (We must remember that he was looking at Miss Dodson.) Fearful?”


  


  I reflected for a moment. “Reflective, I should say.”


  


  Miss Dodson continued: “That’s all there was. I saw him. He saw me—I feel certain he saw me—and he started to rise (he was always such a gentleman) and” —she made an eloquent gesture—”puff! He disappeared.”


  


  “Extraordinary.”


  


  “Mr. Wide, I’ve been paying you for a week now, and you haven’t gone to look at the ghost yet. I want you to go in person. Now. Tonight.”


  


  “Madame, under no circumstances will I undertake to leave my house on business.”


  


  “If you don’t I’m going to fire you and hire a lawyer to sue for every dime I’ve paid you.


  


  “However, it is only once in a lifetime that a man is privileged to part the curtain that veils the supernatural.” Wide rose from his huge chair. “Arch, get the car. Doctor, my dinner for tonight must be postponed in any event; would you care to accompany us?”


  


  During the drive to Dodson’s laboratory I ventured to ask Miss Dodson, with whom I damply shared the rumble seat of Wide’s Heron coupe, her age. “Eight,” she replied, lowering her eyes demurely.


  


  “Really? I had observed that your attire is somewhat juvenile, but I would have taken you for a much older girl.”


  


  “Professor Dodson liked for me to be as young as possible, and I always tried to make him happy—you know, for a robot you’re kind of a cuddle-bear.”


  


  It struck me then that if Miss Dodson were, in fact, to take Wide off the case, I might recommend my friend Street to her; but since for the time being Wide was still engaged, I contented myself with putting an arm gently across her shoulders and slipping one of my professional cards into her purse.


  


  * * * *


  


  “As you see, Doctor,” Wide explained when we had reached the three thousand and twelfth floor, “Dodson both lived and worked in this building. This floor held his living quarters, and Miss Dodson’s—they shared most facilities. The floor above is his laboratory, and to preserve his privacy, is inaccessible by elevator. As this is your home, Miss Dodson, perhaps you should lead the way.”


  


  We followed the girl up a small private escalator, and found ourselves in a single immense room occupying the entire three thousand and thirteenth floor of the building. Through broad windows we could see the upper surface of the storm raging several miles below; but this was hardly more than a background, however violent and somber, to the glittering array of instruments and machines before us. Between our position by the escalator and the large clock on the opposite wall three hundred feet away, every inch of floor space was crammed with scientific apparatus.


  


  “I left the lights off,” Alice Dodson remarked in a shaken voice, “I know I did. You don’t suppose that he—”


  


  “There!” St. Louis exclaimed, and following the direction indicated by his outthrust finger, I saw a black-clad figure bent over a sinister machine in the center of the laboratory. While St. Louis muttered something about never going out on a murder case without a gun again, I seized a heavy isobar from a rack near the door.


  


  “You won’t need that, Westing,” a familiar voice assured me.


  


  “Street! What in the world are you doing here?”


  


  “Earning my pay as a consulting detective, I hope. I am here at the instigation of Mr. Noel Wide.”


  


  Miss Dodson, still apparently somewhat shaken, looked at Wide. “Is this true?”


  


  “Certainly. Madame, because you found me at my desk when you called, you supposed me inactive; in point of fact I was, among other activities, awaiting Street’s report.”


  


  “You were working the crossword in the Times! Your house told me.”


  


  “Confound it! I said among other activities.”


  


  “Here, now,” Street intervened. “Quarreling lays no spooks. From the fact that you are here, Wide, I assume there has been some recent development.”


  


  “There has been another apparition. Miss Dodson will tell you.”


  


  “Since my ‘father’ disappeared,” Miss Dodson began, “I have entered his laboratory at least once every day— you know, to dust and sort of tidy up.”


  


  “Pfui!” Wide interjected.


  


  Seeing that both Street and Wide were giving Miss Dodson their complete attention, I took the opportunity to speak to Wide’s assistant. “St. Louis,” I asked, “why does he make that peculiar noise?”


  


  “Every once in a while he gets too disgusted for verbal, and wants to write out a comment on his printer—”


  


  “Why? Interior printers are fine for notes, but I’ve never heard of using them to supplement conversation.”


  


  “Oh, yeah? Did you ever try to say: *#@&!°!!?”


  


  “I see your point.”


  


  “Anyway, he doesn’t like women mucking around a house, but his printer don’t work; he got clarified butter in it one time when he was trying to make Currie Con Carne mit Pilz à la Noel Wide, so when he tries to feed out the paper he makes that noise.”


  


  “You say,” Street was asking Miss Dodson, “that when you saw him he was sitting? Where?”—


  


  “Right there,” she said, indicating a low casual chair not far from us.


  


  “But, as I understand, in both the earlier apparitions he was lying down?’


  


  The girl nodded voicelessly.


  


  “May I ask precisely where?”


  


  “The f-first time—pardon me—the first time over on a day bed he kept over there to rest on. The s-second—”


  


  “Please try and control yourself. Dr. Westing can administer medication if you require it.”


  


  “The second time, he was on a chaise longue he had put in for me near his favorite workbench. So I could talk to him there.”


  


  “And his behavior on these two occasions?”


  


  “Well, the first time I had been so worried, and I saw him lying there on the bed the way he used to, and without thinking I just called out, ‘Snookums!’—that’s what I always used to call him.”


  


  “And his behavior? Give me as much detail as possible.”


  


  “He seemed to hear me, and started to get up...”


  


  “And disappeared?”


  


  “Yes, it was terrible. The second time, when he was on the chaise, I was carrying some dirty beakers and Erlenmeyer flasks over to the sink to wash. When I saw him there I dropped them, and as soon as I did he disappeared.”


  


  Street nodded. “Very suggestive. I think at this point we had better examine the day bed, the chaise longue, and that chair. Tell me, Miss Dodson, of the five of us, which is closest in height to the professor?”


  


  “Why . . .” She hesitated for a moment. “Why, Dr. Westing, I suppose.”


  


  “Excellent,” said Street. We all trooped after him as he crossed the huge laboratory to the day bed Alice Dodson had indicated. “Westing,” Street murmured, “if you will oblige me.”


  


  “But what is it you wish me to do?”


  


  “I want you to lie down on that bed. On his back, Miss Dodson?”


  


  “More on his side, I think.”


  


  “And try,” St. Louis put in, “to look like a genius, Doc.” Wide shushed him.


  


  “Don’t hesitate to arrange his limbs, Miss Dodson,” Street told her; “this is important. There, is that satisfactory?”


  


  The girl nodded.


  


  Street whipped a tape rule from his pocket and made a series of quick measurements of my position, jotting down the results on a notepad. “And now, Miss Dodson, please give me the date and time when you saw the professor here—as exactly as possible.”


  


  “October twelfth. It was about ten-twenty.”


  


  “Excellent. And now the chaise.”


  


  At the chaise longue we repeated the same procedure, Miss Dodson giving the date and time as October 18th, at ten minutes to eleven.


  


  When I had been measured in the chair as well, Street said, “And today is October twenty-fifth. At what time did you see the professor?”


  


  “It was about one o’clock this afternoon.”


  


  While Street scribbled calculations on his pad, Wide cleared his throat. “I notice, Street, that the time of this most recent apparition would seem to violate what might earlier have appeared to be an invariable rule; that is, that Dodson’s ghost appeared at or very nearly at ten-thirty in the morning.”


  


  Street nodded. “If my theory is correct, we shall see that those significant-looking times were mere coincidences, arising from the fact that it was at about that time each day that Miss Dodson entered this room. You did say, did you not, Miss Dodson, that you came every day?”


  


  The girl shook her head. “I suppose I did, but actually the first apparition frightened me so much that I didn’t come again until—”


  


  “Until the eighteenth, when you saw him the second time. I suspected as much.”


  


  “Street,” I exclaimed, “you understand this dreadful business. For heaven’s sake tell us what has been happening.”


  


  “I shall expound my theory in a moment,” Street replied, “but first I intend to attempt an experiment which, should it succeed, will confirm it and perhaps provide us with valuable information as well. Miss Dodson, your ‘father’—like myself—dabbled in every sort of science, did he not?”


  


  “Yes, at least... I think so.”


  


  “Then is there such a thing as a wind tunnel in this laboratory? Or any sort of large, powerful fan?”


  


  “He—he was interested in the techniques air-conditioning engineers use to make their systems as noisy as possible, Mr. Street. I think he had a big fan for that’.”


  


  After a ten-minute search we found it, a powerful industrial-grade centrifugal fan. “Exactly what we need,” Street enthused. “St. Louis, you and Westing take the other side of this thing. We want to set it up on the lab bench nearest the escalator.”


  


  When we had positioned it there, Street turned to the girl and said, “Miss Dodson, at this point I require your fullest cooperation—the success of this experiment depends primarily upon yourself. I have placed the fan where you see it, and I intend to spike the base to the top of the bench and permanently wire the motor to make it as difficult as possible for anyone to disconnect. I want your solemn word that you will not disconnect it, or interfere with its operation in any way; and that you will exert your utmost effort to prevent any other person whatsoever from doing so before November seventh.”


  


  “You think,” the girl said in so low a tone that I could scarcely make out the words, “that he is still alive, don’t you?”


  


  “I do.”


  


  “If this fan runs all that time, will it bring him back to us?”


  


  “It may help.”


  


  “Then I promise.”


  


  “Even should the professor be restored to you, it must remain in operation—do you understand? It might be wise, for example, to persuade him to take a brief holiday, leaving the fan untouched.”


  


  “I will do my best,” the girl said. “He likes the seaside.”


  


  Street nodded, and without another word walked to the wall, threw one of the main circuit breakers, and began soldering the fan-motor leads into a 220-volt utility circuit. Under Wide’s direction St. Louis and I found hammers and a gross of heavy nails, with which we secured the base to the benchtop.


  


  “Now,” Street announced when all our tasks were complete, “once again I shall require cooperation—this time from every one of you. I shall stand here at the circuit breaker. The rest of you must scatter yourselves over this entire laboratory, each taking a section of it as his own responsibility. When I turn on the fan, things will begin to blow about. What we are looking for will, I think, be a slip of notebook paper, and when you observe it, it will be at a distance of about seventy-six centimeters from the floor. Seize it at once—if you wait for it to settle we are lost.”


  


  We did as he asked, and no sooner was the last of us in position than the huge fan sprang into life with hurricane force. A tremendous wind seemed to sweep the entire laboratory, and several pieces of light glassware went over with a crash.


  


  Keeping my eyes fixed, as Street had suggested, at a height of seventy-six centimeters above the floor, I at once observed a sheet of paper fluttering in the machine-made wind. I have often observed that a scrap of paper, blown about, will seem to appear when its surface faces me and disappear when it is edge-on, and for an instant I assumed that the peculiar character of this one stemmed from a similar cause; then I realized that this was not the case—the sheet was, in fact, actually disappearing and reappearing as it danced in the gale. Street and I both dived for it at once. He was a shade the quicker; for a split second I saw the tips of his fingers vanish as though amputated by some demonic knife; then he was waving die paper overhead in triumph.


  


  “Street!” I exclaimed, “you’ve got it! What is it?”


  


  “There’s no need to shout, Westing. If you’ll step back here behind the inlet we can talk quite comfortably. I was relying upon a brilliant scientist’s habitual need to reduce his thoughts to paper, and it has not failed me.”


  


  “What is it?” I asked. “Can I see it?”


  


  “Certainly,” Street said, handing me the paper. Miss Dodson, Wide, and St. Louis crowded around.


  


  The note read:


  


  160 cm—4:00


  159.5—2:00


  159.0—12:00


  


  d = 14,400 sec/cm X h


  


  “Brief,” Street remarked, “but eminently satisfying. The great scientist’s calculations agree astonishingly well with my own.”


  


  “But, Street,” I protested, “it doesn’t tell us anything. It’s only a formula.”


  


  “Precisely the way I have always felt about those prescriptions of yours, Westing.”


  


  Wide said, “I think it’s time you reported, Street.”


  


  “It will take only a few moments now for me to begin the rescue of Professor Dodson,” Street told him. “And then we will have some minutes in which to talk. Have you ever practiced yoga, Mr. Wide? No? A pity.”


  


  Before our astonished eyes Street proceeded to stand on his head, assuming the posture I believe is known as “The Pole.” We heard him say in a distinct voice, “When you grow tired of this, Professor, you have only to use the escalator. Use the escalator.” Then with the agility of an acrobat he was upright again, slightly red of face.


  


  “I believe, sir,” Wide said, “that you owe us an explanation.”


  


  “And you shall have it. It occurred to me today, while I sat in the lodgings I share with Dr. Westing, that Professor Dodson’s disappearance might be in some way connected with his membership in the Peircian Society. That he was a member was stated in the dossier you passed on to me, Wide, as you may recall.”


  


  Wide nodded.


  


  “I began my investigation, as Dr. Westing can testify, by rereading the complete works of Peirce and Knight, keeping in mind that as a Peircian Dodson ardently believed that the persecuted philosopher had arranged his own supposed death and reappeared under the nom de guerre of Knight; certainly, as the Peircians point out, a suitable one—and particularly so when one keeps in mind that a knight’s chief reliance was upon that piercing weapon the lance, and that Knight was what is called a freelance.


  


  “I also, I may say, kept before me the probability that as both a Peircian and as a man of high intellectual attainments Dodson would be intimately familiar with what is known of the life and work of both men.” -


  


  “Do you mean to say,” I exclaimed, “that your reading led you to the solution of this remarkable case?”


  


  “It pointed the way,” Street acceded calmly. “Tell me, Westing, Wide, any of you, what was Charles Sanders Peirce’s profession?”


  


  “Why, Street, you mentioned it yourself a moment ago. He was a philosopher.”


  


  “I hope not. No, poor as that shamefully treated scholar was, I would not wish him in so unremunerated a trade as that. No, gentlemen—and Miss Dodson—when his contemporaries put the question to Peirce himself, or to his colleagues, the answer they received was that Peirce was a physicist. And in one of Knight’s books, in an introduction to a piece by another writer, I found this remarkable statement: It deals with one of the most puzzling questions in relativity, one to which Einstein never gave an unequivocal answer: If all four space-time dimensions are equivalent, how is it that we perceive one so differently from the rest? That question is sufficiently intriguing by itself—conceive of the fascination it must have held for Dodson, believing, as he did, that it had originated in the mind of Peirce.”


  


  “I begin to see what you are hinting at, Street,” Wide said slowly, “but not why it affected Dodson more because he thought Peirce the author.”


  


  “Because,” Street answered, “Peirce—Peirce the physicist—was the father of pragmatism, the philosophy which specifically eschews whatever cannot be put into practice.”


  


  “I see,” said Wide.


  


  “Well, I don’t,” announced St. Louis loudly. He looked at Miss Dodson. “Do you, kid?”


  


  “No,” she said, “and I don’t see how this is going to help Sn—the professor.”


  


  “Unless I am mistaken,” Street told her, “and I hope I am not, he no longer requires our help—but we can wait a few moments longer to be sure. Your ‘father,’ Miss Dodson, decided to put Knight’s remark to a practical test. When you entered the room this evening, I was in the act of examining the device he built to do it, and had just concluded that that was its nature. Whether he bravely but foolhardily volunteered himself as his own first subject, or whether—as I confess I think more likely—he accidentally exposed his own person to its action, we may never learn; but however it came about, we know what occurred.”


  


  “Are you trying to say,” I asked, “that. Dodson discovered some form of time travel?”


  


  “We all travel in time, Westing,” Street said gravely. “What Professor Dodson did—he had discovered, I may add parenthetically, that the basis for the discrimination to which Knight objected was physiological—was to bend his own perception of the four dimensions so that he apprehended verticality as we do duration, and duration as we do verticality.”


  


  “But that formula,” I began, “and the note itself—”


  


  “Once I understood Dodson’s plight,” Street explained, “the question was quantitative: How was vertical distance—as seen by ourselves—related to duration as perceived by Dodson? Fortunately Miss Dodson’s testimony provided the clue. You will remember that on the twelfth she had seen Dodson lying on a day bed, this being at approximately ten-thirty in the morning. On the eighteenth, six days later but at about the same time, she saw. him on her chaise longue. A moment ago I measured your position, with you posed as the missing man had appeared, but I still did not know what portion of the body governed the temporal displacement. The third apparition, however, resolved that uncertainty. It took place seven days and two hours and ten minutes after the second. Dodson’s feet were actually lower this time than they had been in his first two appearances; his center of gravity was scarcely higher than it had been when he had half reclined on the chaise; but his head was considerably higher—enough to account nicely for the time lapse. Thus I located the ‘temporal determinant’—as I have been calling it to myself—in the area of the frontal lobes of the brain. When you were lying on the day bed, Westing, this spot was fifty centimeters from the floor; when you were in the chaise, seventy-four centimeters; and when you sat in that low chair, ninety-two and one-half centimeters. From these figures an easy calculation showed that one centimeter equaled four hours of duration. Dodson himself arrived at the same figure, doubtless when he noted that the hands of that large clock on the wall appeared to jump when he moved his head. As a true scientist he expressed it in the pure cgs system: vertical displacement times fourteen thousand four hundred seconds per centimeter equals duration.”


  


  “And he wrote it on that slip of paper.”


  


  Street nodded. “At some time in our future, since if it had been in the past we could not have put the paper in motion, as we did, by setting up a fan in the present with assurances that it would remain in operation for some time. Doubtless he used one of the laboratory benches as an impromptu writing desk, and I have calculated that when he stood erect he was in November sixth.”


  


  “Where we will doubtless see him,” Wide said.


  


  “I think not.”


  


  “But, Street,” I interrupted, “why should that note have undergone the same dislocation?”


  


  “Why should other inanimate objects behave as they do? Unquestionably because they have been in contact with us, and there is, as far as we know, no natural opposing force which behaves as Dodson. There was, of course, some danger in grasping the note, but I counted on my own greater mass to wrench it from its unnatural space-time orientation. I had noted, you see, that Miss Dodson’s descriptions of her ‘father’ did not state that he was nude, something she would undoubtedly have commented on had that been the case—ergo, he could be said to bend his clothing into his own reference frame.”


  


  “But why did he vanish,” Miss Dodson demanded tearfully, “whenever he saw me?”


  


  “He did not vanish,” Street replied, “he simply stood up, and, standing, passed into November sixth, as I have already explained. The first time because he heard you call his name, the second because you startled him by dropping glassware, and the third time because, as a gentleman of the old school, he automatically rose when a woman entered the room. He doubtless realized later that he could reappear to you by taking his seat once more, but he was loath to frighten you, and hoped he could think his way out of his predicament; the hint he required for that I believe I have provided: you see, when I stood on my head just now I appeared to Dodson at about the time he suffered his unfortunate accident; the formula I have already quoted, plus the knowledge that Dodson had vanished thirteen days ago, allowed me to calculate that all I need do was to place my own ‘temporal determinant’—the area of my frontal lobes— fourteen centimeters above the floor.”


  


  “But where is he now?”


  


  Street shrugged. “I have no way of knowing, really. Obviously, he is not here. He might be at the opera or attending a seminar, but it seems most probable that he is in the apartment below us.” He raised his voice. “Professor! Professor Dodson, are you down there?”


  


  A moment later I saw a man of less than medium height, with white hair and a straggling yellow mustache, appear at the foot of the escalator. It was Professor Dodson! “What is it?” he asked testily. “Alice, who the hell are these people?”


  


  “Friends,” she sobbed. “Won’t you please come up? Mr. Street, is it all right if he comes up?”


  


  “It would be better,” Street said gently, “if you went down to him. He must pack for that trip to the seaside, you know.” While Miss Dodson was running down the escalator, he called to the man below, “What project engages you at the moment, Professor?”


  


  Dodson looked irritated, but replied, “A monograph on the nature of pragmatic time, young man. I had a mysterious—” His mouth was stopped with kisses.


  


  Beside me St. Louis said softly, “Stay tuned for Ralph the Dancing Moose,” but I was perhaps the only one who heard him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Much later, when we were returning home on the monorail after Street had collected his fee from Wide, I said: “Street, there are several things I still don’t understand about that case. Was that girl Dodson’s daughter —or wasn’t she?”


  


  The rain drummed against the windows, and Street’s smile was a trifle bitter. “I don’t know why it is, Westing, that our society prefers disguising the love of elderly scientists as parenthood to regularizing it as marriage; but it does, and we must live and work in the world we find.”


  


  “May I ask one more question, Street?”


  


  “I suppose so.” My friend slouched wearily in his seat and pushed the deerstalker cap he always affected over his eyes. “Fire away, Westing.”


  


  “You told him to go down the escalator, but I don’t see how that could help him—he would have ended up, well, goodness knows where.”


  


  “When,” Street corrected me. “Goodness knows when. Actually I calculated it as July twenty-fourth, more or less.”


  


  “Well, I don’t see how that could have helped him. And wouldn’t we have seen him going down? I mean, when the top of his head reached the right level—”


  


  “We could,” Street answered sleepily. “I did. That was why I could speak so confidently. You didn’t because you were all looking at me, and I didn’t call your attention to it because I didn’t want to frighten Miss Dodson.”


  


  “But I still don’t see how his going down could have straightened out what you call his bend in orientation. He would just be downstairs sometime in July, and as helpless as ever.”


  


  “Downstairs,” Street said, “but not helpless. He called himself—in his lab upstairs—on the Tri-D-phone and told himself not to do it. Fortunately a man of Dodson’s age is generally wise enough to take his own advice. So you see, the bend was only a rubber bend after all; it was capable of being snapped back, and I snapped it.”


  


  “Street,” I said a few minutes later, “are you asleep?”


  


  “Not now I’m not.”


  


  “Street, is Wide’s real name—I mean, is it really Wide?”


  


  “I understand he is of Montenegrin manufacture, and it’s actually something unpronounceable; but he’s used Wide for years.”


  


  “The first time I was in his office—there was some correspondence on his desk, and one of the envelopes was addressed to Wolfe.”


  


  “That was intended for the author of this story,” Street said sleepily. “Don’t worry, Wide will forward it to him.”


  


  <<Contents>>
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  BUT AS A SOLDIER, FOR HIS COUNTRY


  


  by Stephen Goldin


  


  


  It may be that warfare is endemic to humanity, that our aggressions are an essential part of our urges for growth as individuals and as a race. Certainly we’ve always had wars, as far back as our histories can tell us or our prehistoric artifacts can suggest.


  


  Stephen Goldin details some of the vast changes that the unfolding future may bring to us . . . but his story ends in a reductio ad absurdum that isn’t at all funny.


  


  * * * *


  


  Harker awoke to dim lighting, to bells, to panic all around him. Fast, busy footsteps clacked down bunker corridors, scurrying to no visible result and no possible accomplishment. It was wartime. Naturally.


  


  He was in the spacesuit he has worn last time, which meant that either this war was soon after that last one or else there had been no great improvements in spacesuits over the interval between. It fit him tightly, with an all-but-invisible bubble helmet close around his head. There was no need for oxygen tanks as there had been on the early models; somehow – the technology was beyond him – air was transmuted within the suit, allowing him to breathe.


  


  There was a belt of diverse weapons around his waist. He knew instinctively how to use each of them.


  


  A voice in front of him, the eternal sergeant, a role that persisted though its portrayers came and went. “Not much time for explanation, I’m afraid, men. We’re in a bad hole. We’re in a bunker, below some ruins. The enemy has fanned out upstairs, looking for us. We’ve got to hold this area for four more hours, until reinforcements get here. You’re the best we’ve got, our only hope.”


  


  “Our only hope” rang hollowly in Harker’s ears. He wanted to laugh, but couldn’t. There was no hope. Ever.


  


  “At least with you now, we outnumber them about five to four. Remember, just four hours is all we need. Go on up there and keep them busy.”


  


  A mass of bodies moved toward the door to the elevator that would take them to the surface. A quiet, resigned shuffling. Death in the hundreds of haggard faces around him, probably in his own as well.


  


  Harker moved with the group. He didn’t even wonder who the ‘they’ were that he was supposed to keep busy. It didn’t matter. Perhaps it never had. He was alive again, and at war.


  


  


  


  “We’re asking you, Harker, for several reasons.” The captain is going slowly, trying to make sure there are no misunderstandings. “For one thing, of course, you’re a good soldier. For another, you’re completely unattached – no wife, girlfriends or close relatives. Nothing binding you to the here and now.”


  


  Harker stands silently, still not precisely sure how to answer.


  


  After an awkward pause, the captain continues. “Of course, we can’t order you to do something like this. But we would like you to volunteer. We can make it worth your while to do so.”


  


  “I’d still like more time to think it over, sir.”


  


  “Of course. Take your time. We’ve got all the time in the world, haven’t we?”


  


  Later with Gary, as they walk across the deserted parade field together. “You bet I volunteered,” Gary says. “It’s not every day you get offered a two-month leave and a bonus, is it?”


  


  “But what happens after that?”


  


  Gary waves that aside. He is a live-for-the-moment type. “That’s two months from now. Besides, how bad can it be, after what we’ve already been through? You read the booklet, didn’t you? They had one hundred percent success thawing the monkeys out the last four times. It won’t be any harder for us.”


  


  “But the world will be changed when we wake up.”


  


  “Who cares? The Army’ll still be the same. The Army’s always the same, ever since the beginning of time. Come on, join me. I’ll bet if we ask them nice, they’ll keep us together as a team. Don’t let me go in there alone.”


  


  Harker volunteers the next day and gets his two-month leave, plus the bonus paid to the experimental subjects. He and Gary leave the post together to spend their last two months of freedom.


  


  The first month they are together almost constantly. It is a riot of clashing colours and flashing girls, of endless movies and shows and drinks. It is largely cheerless, but it occupies their time and keeps their minds on today. The days sweep by like a brash brass carousel, and only by keeping careful track can it be noticed that the carousel goes around in a circle.


  


  With a month to go, Harker suddenly leaves his friend and goes off on his own. He lets desolation sink in until it has invaded the roots of his soul. He often walks alone at night, and several times is stopped by the police. Even when someone is with him, generally a streetgirl, he is alone.


  


  He looks at things, ordinary things, with new strangeness. The cars going by on the street are suddenly vehicles of great marvels. The skyscrapers that reach above him, their defaced walls and smog-dirtied windows, all become symbols of a world that will not exist for him much longer. He stares for an hour at a penny on the sidewalk, until someone notices what he is staring at and picks the coin up for himself.


  


  He talks but little and even his thoughts are shallow. He disengages his brain and lives on a primal level. When he is hungry, he eats; when his bladder or bowels are full, he relieves them. He takes whores to his hotel room for couplings that are merely the release of excess semen. During the last week, he is totally impotent.


  


  He returns to the post when his leave is up and, as promised, is assigned to a room with Gary. The latter still seems to be in good spirits, undaunted by the prospects of the immediate future. The presence of his friend should brighten Harker up, but for some reason it only makes him more depressed.


  


  For a week, they run him and the other volunteers – three hundred in all – through a battery of medical tests that are the most thorough Harker has ever experienced. Then they lead him, naked, to a white room filled with coffins, some of which are occupied and some of which are still empty.


  


  There they freeze him against the time when they will need a good soldier again.


  


  


  


  It was dark up on the surface, not a night-dark but a dreary, rainy, cloud-dark. A constant drizzle came from the sky, only to steam upward again when it touched the smouldering ruins of what had recently been a city. Buildings were mostly demolished, but here and there a wall stood silhouetted against the dark sky, futilely defying the fearsomeness of war. The ground and wreckage were still boiling hot, but Harker’s suit protected him from the temperature. The drizzle and steam combined to make the air misty, and to give objects a shadow quality that denied their reality.


  


  Harker looked around on reflex, taking stock. All around him were his own people, who had also just emerged from the elevator. No sign yet of the mysterious ‘they’ he was supposed to keep busy for four hours. “Spread out,” somebody said, and ingrained instincts took over. Clustered together at the mouth of the elevator, they made too good a target. They scattered at random in groups of one, two or three.


  


  Harker found himself with a woman – not a resurrectee, just another soldier. Neither of them spoke; they probably had little in common. One was rooted in time, the other drifted, anchorless and apart.


  


  The clouds parted for a moment, revealing a green sun. I wonder what planet it is this time, Harker thought, and even before the idea was completely formed, apathy had erased the desire to know. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was the fighting and killing. That was why he was here.


  


  An unexpected movement off to the left. Harker whirled, gun at the ready. A wraithlike form was approaching out of the mists. Three meters tall, stick-man thin, it moved agonisingly, fighting what was, to it, impossibly heavy gravity. Memories flooded Harker’s mind, memories of a planet with a red sun, gravity only a third of Earth’s, of dust and sand and choking dryness. And tall thin forms like this one. The men at his side and an army advancing on him. The enemy. An enemy once more?


  


  Harker fired. This gun fired pulses of blue that seemed to waft with dreamlike slowness to the alien being. They reached it with a crackling more felt than heard. Static electricity? The being crumpled lifeless to the ground.


  


  The woman grabbed Harker’s arm. “What’d you do that for?”


  


  “It was a … a …” What had they been called? “A Bjorgn.”


  


  “Yes,” said the soldier. “But they’re on our side now.”


  


  


  


  Resurrection is slow, the first time, and not a little painful.


  


  Harker awakes to quiet and white. That is his first impression. Later, when he sorts it out, he knows there must have been heat too. A nurse in a crisp white blouse and shorts is standing beside him, welcoming him back to the land of the living. It’s been seven years, she tells him, since he was frozen. There is a war in Africa now, and they need good fighting men like him. She tells him to rest, that nothing is expected of him just yet. He’s been through an ordeal, and rest will be the best medicine. Accordingly, Harker sleeps.


  


  The next day, there is a general briefing for all the resurrectees, piped in via TV to all their bedsides since they are still incapacitated. The briefing explains some of the background of the war, how the United States became involved, and which side they are fighting on. Then there is a review of the war to date and a quick, nondetailed discussion of strategy. The colonel in charge closes by thanking these men for volunteering for this most unusual and elite project, and by expressing confidence that they will be successful. Harker listens politely, then turns the set off and goes to sleep when the briefing is over.


  


  Next day begins the callisthenics. Being in cold sleep for seven years has taken the tone out of the men’s muscles, and they will have to get back into shape before going out onto the battlefield once again. In the exercise yard, Harker sees Gary and waves to him. They eat lunch together, congratulating one another on having survived the treatment. (Only five out of three hundred have not pulled through, and the project is considered a success.) Gary is as flamboyant as ever, and expresses optimism that this war will be over soon, and then they can return to civilian life.


  


  They spend five days more in preparation, then go out into the field. War has not changed in seven years, Harker notices. The guns are a bit smaller, and the artillery shoots a bit farther and with more accuracy, but the basic pattern is unchanged. The jungles of Africa are not greatly different from those of Asia where he learned his craft. The fears he had about being a stranger in the future when he awoke are proving pointless, and gradually his depression wears off. He fights with all the skill he learned in the last war, and learns a few new tricks besides.


  


  The war continues for ten months, then finally breaks. Negotiations come through, the fighting ends. Celebrations are held all over the world at this latest outbreak of peace, but the joyousness is not completely echoed in the ranks of the soldiers. The resurrectees are used to war, and the thought of learning new peacetime skills makes them nervous. They know there is nothing out there in the world for them. They would be welcomed as veterans, but they would be strangers to this time. War is the only world they know.


  


  Ninety-five percent of the surviving resurrectees, including Harker and Gary, sign up for another term of hibernation, to be awakened which needed to fight.


  


  


  


  Harker took the other soldier down behind some rubble and talked with her. “On our side?”


  


  The woman nodded. “Have been for the last, oh, hundred years or so. Where …” She cut off abruptly. She’d been about to ask, “Where have you been all that time?” then realised the answer. “It doesn’t matter too much, I suppose,” she continued. “They can always replay his tape if they need him.”


  


  “How much else don’t I know?” Harker demanded.


  


  “This is a civil war. Humans and aliens on both sides. You can’t tell what side a person’s on just by his race.”


  


  Like Asia and Africa, Harker thought.


  


  “About the only way you can tell is by the armtag.” She pointed at her own, and at Harker’s. “We’re green. They’re red.”


  


  “What’s to keep a red soldier from putting on a green armtag?”


  


  The woman shrugged. “Nothing, I suppose. Except he’d likely get shot by his own side.”


  


  “Unless they knew him by sight.”


  


  The soldier shook her head. “No. They copied some of our tapes, which means they’ve been able to duplicate some of our personnel. Don’t trust anyone just because you’ve seen them before. Look for the armtag.”


  


  Bolts of energy went hurtling by their temporary shelter. “Here comes the action,” Harker said. “Let’s move.”


  


  But before they could, the ground exploded in front of them.


  


  


  


  The next resurrection is easier, the doctors having learned from experience. But it is still a shock.


  


  Harker awakes to cold this time. He notices it even before the white of the hospital room. Not that the building isn’t heated, but there is a chill in the atmosphere that pervades everything.


  


  The nurse that stands beside him is older than the one he had last time. Her white blouse is not quite so crisp, and she wears a skirt that goes clear to the floor. It’s a wonder she doesn’t trip over it. The chill is a part of her, too; she is not as friendly as that previous nurse. She tells him brusquely that he had been hibernating for fifteen years, and that the war is now in Antarctica.


  


  He takes the news with quiet astonishment. Of all the places in the world where he’d thought war would never be, Antarctica headed the list. But here he is, and here he will fight. He learns that the United States is fighting China here over a section of disputed territory. So he is back to fighting Orientals, though on new terrain.


  


  Gary is here also, and they renew their friendship. There is a week of callisthenics, as they get in shape once more. The atmosphere, Harker notices, is less relaxed than it was the first time, as though people are impatient to get the resurrectees out and fighting again.


  


  Antarctica, needless to say, has different physical conditions than most of them are used to. They bundle up in heavy boots and thin, electrically warmed coats and gloves. They wear goggles to protect their eyes. Their weapons now fire laser beams instead of projectiles; the lack of recoil takes some getting used to. So does the climate. Cold instead of hot, snow instead of rain, bare plains and snow fields instead of jungles and farms. The terrain under dispute seems no different to Harker than any of the rest that is free for the taking, but his superiors tell him that this is what they must have and so this is what he fights for.


  


  After three months of fighting, Harker is wounded. A laser beam grazes his arm, burning flesh down to the bone. He is taken to a hospital, where they heal the wound quite efficiently – but while they do so, the war comes to an end. The decision arises again whether to reenlist or leave the service. Many resurrectees opt out before becoming too estranged from the world. But the slang of the contemporary soldiers is already becoming unrecognisable, and the few pictures Harker has received of the rest of the ‘modern’ world seem strange and out of phase. After talking it over with Gary, they both decide on one more try aboard the resurrection express.


  


  There is a new slant to it this time, though. A very experimental program, top-secret, is being worked out whereby, instead of putting a man in hibernation, they can record his mind as an individual and reconstruct him later when needed. This will make the system much more manoeuvrable, since they won’t have the problem of transporting frozen bodies to and from battlegrounds. This method is a bit riskier, since it hasn’t been fully tested yet, but it offers more advantages in the long run.


  


  Gary and Harker sign up and are duly recorded.


  


  


  


  Harker was thrown clear by the explosion, but the other soldier had not been so lucky. The left side of her torso had been blown away and guts were spilling onto the steaming ground. Harker shook his head to clear it from the shock, and rolled quickly behind a barely standing section of wall.


  


  It was not nearly so dark now. Energy weapons were being fired, lighting up the countryside with their multicoloured glows. The drizzle continued steadily, and the mists still steamed up from the ground. Like ghosts, Harker thought. But he didn’t have much time for thinking. He had a job to do.


  


  There could be no strategy in this type of combat – it was strictly man-to-man, a series of individual battles where the only winners were those who remained alive. Move cautiously, ever alert, looking for someone with the other colour armtag. When you see him, shoot immediately, before he can shoot you. If he’s too far out of range, hurl a grenade. Reduce the number of the enemy to increase your own odds. Stay alive. That was the law here on this nameless world beneath a green sun.


  


  Harker emerged from one doorway after killing seven of the enemy, onto a main ‘street’ – or what had been one – of this city. It was now clogged with heaps of rubble from the fallen buildings; stone, cement, steel, plastiglas jumbled every which way. Among the wreckage were strewn the bodies of thousands of the original inhabitants. They were not human, but it was impossible for Harker to reconstruct what they had looked like. Many of the bodies were in pieces, with an unusually short leg lying here, an oddly shaped arm over there, a limbless, headless torso further on. Some bodies were pinned beneath pieces of debris; others had been hideously mutilated by the latest advances in war technology.


  


  Harker’s stomach felt no unease at what his eyes were viewing. He had seen scenes like this before, many times, in countless places throughout the universe. It took him barely a second to absorb the silent tragedy before him, then he started moving on.


  


  A bolt of energy his hit right calf. He whirled and fired instinctively at his attacker, even as he felt himself falling.


  


  


  


  This new type of resurrection is a sudden, frightening thing, a lightning bolt summoning his soul from the depths of limbo.


  


  Harker awakens to sterility, to a place of abnormal quiet. The air smells funny, antiseptic, even more so than most of the hospitals he’s been in. His body feels funny too, as though he were floating in some strangely buoyant liquid; yet he can feel a firm couch underneath his back. His heart bangs away inside his chest, much too fast, much too hard.


  


  He is in a room with other men, other resurrectees, all of whom feel equally strange and perplexed. Their number has almost tripled now from the original three hundred, and they have been crowded closely together to fit into one large hall. Harker lifts his head, and after much looking, manages to spot Gary a dozen rows away. The presence of his friend allays some of the alienness he feels here.


  


  “Welcome to the Moon, men,” blares a voice from a loudspeaker. There is a reverberation of gasps throughout the room at this revelation of their location. The Moon! Only astronauts and scientists got to go there. Are there wars on the Moon now? What year is this and who – and how – are they expected to fight?


  


  The loudspeaker goes on to give further information. For one thing, they are no longer a part of the U.S. Army. The United States has been incorporated into the North American Union, which has inherited their tapes. The enemy is the South Americans, the Sammies, led largely by the Peruvian complex. The two powers are fighting for possession of the Mare Nectaris, which symbolises the points of disagreement between them. Since the outlawing of war on Earth itself, aggressions have to be released here, on the Moon.


  


  “The Moon!” Gary exclaims when they can finally talk together. “Can you believe it? I never thought I’d make it up here. Don’t it knock you on your ass just thinking about it?”


  


  Callisthenics are not necessary, since their bodies have been recreated in as good a shape as they were in when they were first recorded. But they do have to spend almost two weeks undergoing training to be able to deal with the lighter gravity of the Moon. There are also spacesuits they have to become accustomed to, and whole new instincts have to be drilled into the men to take care that nothing will rip their suits, the portable wombs they carry against Nature’s hostility.


  


  Projectile weapons are back, Harker notices, in use as antipersonnel armament. On the Moon, in spacesuits, a small sliver of shrapnel is just as deadly as a laser beam. Rifles that fire the lunar equivalent of buckshot are relied on heavily by the infantry in the field. Orbiting satellites cover their advances with wide-angle energy beams that Harker doesn’t even begin to understand.


  


  It is an entirely different style of fighting, he finds. Totally silent. There are radios in their spacesuits, but they are forbidden to use them because the enemy could triangulate their position. The soldiers make no noise, and on the airless surface of the Moon, the weapons make no noise. It is a battle in pantomime, with silent death ready to creep up at any time.


  


  Gary is killed the third week out. It is during a battle at the open end of the crater Fracastorius, which proves to be the turning point of the war. Gary and Harker are part of a line advancing cautiously across the pockmarked plain, when suddenly Gary falls to the ground. Other men along the line fall too. Harker goes to the ground, feigning death so that the Sammie snipers will not waste any more ammunition on him. But Gary is not feigning it. Harker, otherwise motionless, can turn his head within the helmet and see the tiny tear in the right side of his friend’s spacesuit. The wound would have been minuscule, but the explosive decompression has been fatal. Gary’s eyes are bugged out, as though in horror at death, and blood is bubbling at his nostrils and mouth.


  


  Harker cries for his friend. For the last time, he cries.


  


  He lies there for three hours, motionless, until his air supply is almost exhausted. Then he is picked up by a Sammie sweep patrol and taken prisoner. He sits out the short remainder of the war in a Sammie camp where he is treated decently enough, suffering only a few indignities. When the war ends, he is exchanged back to the N.A.U., where, still numbed from Gary’s death, he allows himself to be retaped and rerecorded for future use.


  


  


  


  Harker fell and hit his head against a block of stone rubble. The helmet withstood the blow – unlike the primitive ones he had worn at first, which would have cracked open – but it started a ringing in his ears which momentarily drowned out the pain impulses coming from his leg. He lay there stunned, waiting for death, in the form of the enemy soldier, to claim him. But nothing happened. After a while his head cleared, which only meant that he could feel the searing agony in his leg more deeply. It was hardly an improvement.


  


  If the soldier had not delivered the killing blow, it could mean that Harker’s reflex shot had killed or wounded him. He had to find out quickly; his life might depend on it. He twisted around painfully, his leg pulsing with agony. There, about thirty metres down the street, a spacesuited body lay flat on the ground. It wasn’t moving, but was it dead? He had to know.


  


  Harker crawled over the field of death, over the remains of shattered bodies. The front of his spacesuit became caked with mud and some not-quite-dried blood that had an inhuman, oily consistency. The drizzle was becoming harder, turning to rain, but still steaming up from the radioactively heated ground. Clouds of vapour fogged his way, hiding the object of his search. Still Harker crawled, keeping to the direction he knew to be the true one.


  


  His leg was on fire, and every centimetre of the crawl was hell, a surrealist’s nightmare of the world gone mad. Once he thought he heard a scream, and he looked around, but there was no one nearby. It must have been a hallucination. He’d had them before on the battlefield, under pain.


  


  He reached his goal after an eternity of crawling. He could detect faint twitches; the enemy was still alive then, though barely. Harker turned him over on his back to deliver the death blow, then looked into the man’s face.


  


  It was Gary.


  


  


  


  All the resurrections now seem to run together in his memory. The next one, he thinks, is Venus, the place of hot, stinking swamps, of nearly killing atmospheric pressure and protective bubble-pockets of life. These are the first aliens he has ever killed, the tiny creatures no more than twenty-five centimetres high who can swarm all over a man and kill him with a million tiny stabs. At first it is easier to kill nonhumans, less wearing on the scruples. But eventually it doesn’t matter. Killing is killing, no matter whom it is done to. It becomes a clinical, mechanical process, to be done as efficiently as possible, not to be thought over.


  


  Then back on the Moon again – or is it Mars? – fighting other humans. The spacesuits are improved this time, tougher, but the fighting is just as silent, just as deadly.


  


  Then a war back on Earth again. (Apparently that outlawing of war on the mother planet has not worked out as well as expected.) Some of the fighting is even done under the oceans, in and around large domes that house cities with populations of millions. There are trained dolphins and porpoises fighting in this one. It doesn’t matter. Harker kills them no matter what they look like.


  


  This war is the last time Harker ever sets foot upon his native planet.


  


  Then comes the big jump to an interstellar war. He is resurrected on a planet under a triple sun – Alpha Centauri, someone says – and the enemy is two-foot long chitinous caterpillars with sharp pincers. They fight valiantly despite a much more primitive technology. By this time Harker is no longer sure whom he is working for. His side is the one that resurrects him and gives him an enemy to fight. They give him shelter, food, clothing, weapons and, occasionally, relaxation. They no longer bother to tell him why he is fighting. It no longer seems to matter to him.


  


  Wake up and fight until there is no more killing to do; then retreat into purgatory until the next war, the next battle. The killing machine named Harker has trod the surfaces of a hundred planets, leaving nothing but destruction and death in his wake.


  


  


  


  Gary stared up into Harker’s eyes. He was in pain, near death, but was there some recognition there? Harker could not speak to him, their communicators were on different frequencies, but there was something in Gary’s eyes … a plea. A plea for help. A plea for a quick and merciful death.


  


  Harker obliged.


  


  His mind was numb, his leg was burning. He did not think of the paradox of Gary still being alive though he had seen him die on the Moon years (centuries? millennia?) ago. He knew only that his leg hurt and that he was in an exposed position. He crawled on his side, with his left elbow pulling him forward, for ten metres to a piece of wall. He lifted himself over it and tumbled to the ground. If not completely safe, he was at least off the street, out of the open space.


  


  He reached for the first-aid kit on his belt, to tend his leg. There was none there. That idea took a full minute to sink into his mind: THEY HADN’T GIVEN HIM A FIRST-AID KIT. He felt a moment of anger, but it subsided quickly. Why should they give him a kit? What was he to them? A pattern called out of the past, an anachronism – useful for fighting and, if necessary, dying. Nothing more. He was a ghost living far beyond his appointed hour, clinging to life in the midst of death. A carrion eater, feeding on death and destruction to survive, for he had no purpose except to kill. And when the killing was done, he was stored away until his time came round again.


  


  He sat in the rubble with his back against the crumbling wall, and for the first time since Gary’s death on the Moon, he cried.


  


  


  


  Asia.


  


  Africa.


  


  Antarctica.


  


  Luna.


  


  Venus.


  


  Pacifica.


  


  Alpha Centauri 4.


  


  The planet with the forests.


  


  The world with oceans of ammonia.


  


  Planets whose names he’s never even bothered to learn.


  


  The ghosts of billions of war dead assault his conscience. And Harker cries with them, for them, about them, over them, to them.


  


  


  


  There was a movement. A man in a red armtag. A strangely familiar figure. He hadn’t seen Harker yet. Without thinking, Harker’s hand raised the gun to fire.


  


  His motion attracted the other’s attention. The soldier, with reflexes as fast as his own, whirled to face him. It was himself.


  


  “They copied some of our tapes,” he had been told. Exactly. Then they could make themselves a Harker, just as this side could. He wanted to laugh, but the pain in his leg prevented it. It would have been his first laugh in uncounted incarnations. This was the ultimate irony – fighting himself.


  


  The two Harkers’ eyes joined and locked. For one joyless instant, each read the other’s soul. Then each fired at the other.


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *


  


  THE RAMPARTS


  


  by Hilary Bailey


  


  


  Here is a deceptively quiet story of a future Earth where mankinds ills of aggression and violence have been done away with, and a calm, near-pastoral Utopia prevails. But it is a mysterious, ominous Utopia of civilized townships surrounded by wild and dark forests— and the forests are once again encroaching.


  


  Hilary Bailey’s full name is Hilary Bailey Moorcock: her husband is the well-known writer and editor Michael Moorcock. She’s the author of “The Fall of Frenchie Steiner” and “Dogman of Islington,” among a number of other first-rank sf stories, and after you’ve read this understated but trenchant story, you’ll want to watch for her byline in the future.


  


  * * * *


  


  This afternoon, at last, I can put down my instruments, push aside my drawing board and watch the sunlight undulating over the long sweep of shadowed lawn in front of my house, see the waves of light playing over the grass right down to the first scattering of trees where the forest begins. From the glass-walled room at the top of the house the great curve of the lawn is like an ocean. And I can look up at the dark sky through the glass ceiling, gazing at the clouds which gather, part and move. When I turn my head I see the white city lying behind me—the straight, tree-lined avenues, the large houses with their pillared porticoes, the gardens brilliant with flowers and bushes. To right and left the lawns sweep down into the forest, darkening and lightening under the erratic sun. This house is a promontory of the city, an isthmus between it and the forest.


  


  Below, the house is silent. Regan and Arthur are resting because Regan is playing tonight in our concert hall and Arthur is being allowed to stay up and hear her.


  


  Tomorrow I shall be driving her along the Mendip Road to Juram, where she is to play for the citizens there. Our new car is ready, all but the batteries. If we decide to go. It would be pleasant to glide along the smooth paths through the forest—if, that is, we decide to go.


  


  I must get ready soon for the council meeting where my plans are to be discussed. What a fuss over such a small, obvious project! But I think everything is settled at last and approval will be automatic.


  


  I can remember going into the forest as a boy, on a dare, edging slowly through the trees and tangled brushwood, wondering if I had gone far enough to win the dare, with the darkness increasing as the trees grew thicker, bare legs scratched by fern and bramble, hearing the scutterings and flapping of wings in the gloom, tense with listening, forcing one foot in front of the other—oh, the tales that circulated about the Headless Man and the Hunchbacked Monsterwoman of the Forest—but, good heavens, enough of this. It’s quite time to get ready for the meeting. I must begin to lay the things out—but how dark it was in there. There were the terrifying little scratchings and scrapings in the undergrowth, no light, my feet cracking fallen branches at one moment and up to the ankles in mud the next. Day was like night in the forest. And at night—no, nothing could increase that blackness. No one could endure it. It is too dark.


  


  * * * *


  


  I say hi, ho, but no one answers. The woman is by the fire with the babe. I crash down entangled and struggle up again. Why don’t the bastards come? That on my leg is the dripping of blood from my sacks. Hi! Ho! No answer. Why don’t the bastards come? I’ll smash her hands, the bitch. Up again and stumble on. Move, move, move.


  


  * * * *


  


  A note before we leave for the performance. The council has decided that the work is to begin next week. Keeney, the town clerk, continued to oppose but was overruled in the end. Why all this fuss about a simple, useful item? Regan says the children tell tales about how he traps rabbits from the forest—his house being on the outskirts on the other side of the town—and then eats them. One boy says he saw him burying the bones in his garden. But all this is nonsense. Goodness knows what makes children dream up these gruesome horrors to frighten each other. Keeney certainly has a gross and ruddy look. His eye is wild and distant too. He must be a throwback to more savage times. It makes you wonder how such a man could ever be elected to office by our citizens. Yet I do seem to remember a time when Keeney was quieter, paler, probably even a bit thinner. Is it my imagination?


  


  I seem to be using these pages to gossip about fellow citizens, which would be much disapproved of if it were known. Looking through these pages, which I have kept since I gained my architectural qualifications at the town of London (and I must say I was thankful to gain them and leave that vast community, a dismal specter of history repeating itself), I notice that it is only in the past year that I have started to make comments not directly connected with my work. A sign of approaching oddity? I hope not. The city cannot afford eccentrics.


  


  * * * *


  


  at last they come. I can see their fire. They need my sacks, old bloody sacks. Hi, ho, hee, hee. I’ll hide the other sack. Let them roast hedgehogs while we feast in secret. Hallo, hallo, I’m here. Come on, you bastards, hurry.


  


  * * * *


  


  The glide and hum of our cars through the streets did not sound over the birdsong, and as we went past the quiet, white houses with their colorful gardens, the birds were just settling for the night. The concert hall was full. Regan’s playing was charming—some short pieces by Bach and Chopin and two of the delightfully intricate songs for the piano by our neighboring citizen, Jones of Piwelli. Nevertheless I wish Regan would take up writing music again. If only she had been more persistent, could have ironed out those roughnesses and unevennesses which she was so unprepared to work at Nevertheless, as I sat in the concert hall I myself designed, surrounded by our friends and listening to the music rippling from the fingers of my wife at the piano, I wondered if any existence could be happier. We have our small lovely towns, interconnected but distant from each other. We have our beautiful homes; our children are reared according to the most humane principles, carefully guided into adulthood by all the citizens. Machines free us from drudgery so that we can all lead self-motivated lives. Our small numbers mean that creating and maintaining the machines occupies only a few of us, those who love the work, for a proportion of their time. And, of course, our simple dietary wants are easily met by a small number of dedicated men and women among the citizens.


  


  No work, no want, no misery—as I sat in the hall with the sweet summer scents wafting through the open windows, I rejoiced. The past seems like a long horror story of grinding toil, men and women teeming like rodents —and, of course, the final self-inflicted end as the world went up in flames, roasting the men and women in it like the corpses of animals over one of their own spits.


  


  Thank God we are now at peace.


  


  As I write, men arrive with rules and markers and go down over the lawn to within a hundred and fifty yards of the forest’s edge. The next few months, while the work continues, will be trying for those of us with houses on the city boundaries, but common sense must be served.


  


  * * * *


  


  tug a spine from my soft mouth to hell with these hedgehogs and the lazy women cooking them while the music and dancing go on. Lie on my back with the child beside me playing some trick with beetles and ants. I can see some stars above through the branches. The sky’s a fine thing if you’re not afraid of it. There are places where it’s all sky. Well, I’m not afraid of the sky. Thrum, thrum of the music. I’ll go down and dance soon, oh, that tall, deep, wide sky, how mad it is.


  


  * * * *


  


  It is raining this early morning. The sky is dark and cloudy as it moves over my head. The lawn down to the forest is dark and drenched. The men have not arrived to start their work. I feel annoyed that they should be discouraged by bad weather. Not that there is any need for haste, but such inefficiency and sloth gall me— we aim to lead a civilized life but must always strive to prevent cultivation and grace from deteriorating into laziness and enervation. What happens if it rains all summer? We all agreed the work should be completed by October, simply so that it should not drag on all through winter and into spring. As I say, there is no real need for haste, but if a job is being done it should be done swiftly. I shall go and speak to Keeney, who is, no doubt, partially responsible for the delay.


  


  My irritability probably stems from the argument with my wife. At breakfast this morning she said we must make ready for the visit to Juram. I said that the weather was too bad, that the dripping of the trees over the road would penetrate the hood of the car. She demanded to know, if we could not travel in May, when could we travel? I said that the overcast sky, combined with overhanging trees, would make it too dark to drive. She responded by mentioning our car lights. Finally she called me irrational. Perhaps I am.


  


  I do not want to take the forest road to Juram with my wife and child.


  


  In the end she said that if I would not take her she would go alone or ask Keeney, whose business often takes him on visits to the Juram town officials, to take her with him. She began to toss her long hair about, a sign of determination. Eventually I gave in and said we would go. But I do not like it. I really do not like it at all. I like it less and less as the sky becomes more and more overcast and the rain heavier. It will be pitch-black on the Mendip Road and it is not altogether well maintained these days. Why Regan—but there, she must pursue her career. Although it is a pity she will not make herself concentrate and spend more time at home composing. Nevertheless, it would be a poor lookout for a concert pianist if she never played for anyone but audiences of her own townspeople. If you like, that is one of the few disadvantages of our social structure—we are somewhat cut off from each other. Our cars, although pleasant to drive in, travel scarcely any faster than one would on foot. Our journeys are lengthy, if pleasant and relaxing. We have no roar or stink or lung-clogging fumes, but our progress is slower than it was in the days of coaches drawn by horses. But we are not rovers who must go racing from place to place, nor speed-lunatics who will sacrifice all pleasantness for the excitement of crashing along.


  


  Now the sky overhead looks truly black and threatening. I shall put my things together for the journey and hope that at the last moment my wife will see sense. And I shall go to see Keeney and inquire about why the work has not started.


  


  * * * *


  


  A most alarming experience. I am still trembling.


  


  Keeney was not there. I walked to his house, circumventing the town center, taking the broad and pleasant roads toward the edges of the forest. Even under rain and heavy skies our streets are still beautiful and the smell of the lovely gardens under rain is delicious.


  


  Naturally I was shocked, although I tried not to be, when I reached Keeney s house. It is set on the edge of the town with streets on one side, and, on the other, the expanses of vegetable gardens and fruit trees which extend almost to the forest. What a spectacle met my eyes! To begin with, he has dug up his garden, so that the whole area, about an acre, I suppose, looks like a plowed field. And at the same time he has uprooted every paving stone from the path leading to his door and tossed them, higgledy-piggledy, to one side. To reach his front door I was obliged to trudge along the flattened earth where the stones had been, getting mud all over my shoes and the bottoms of my trousers. I considered it most careless and thoughtless of Keeney. Admittedly, sometimes the desire for change and alteration leads one to drastic action, but one has a duty to use a certain restraint and make sure that the changes are conducted with discretion so that they do not produce an unpleasant effect like that. It is surely unsuitable for a senior town official to reduce his home to such a filthy and depressing condition.


  


  By the time I reached the door, I was in an understandable state of apprehension. I was not looking forward to my task of reproaching Keeney with his laxness over the question of the building work. And other things disconcerted me too, though I did not notice them consciously at the time.


  


  When I got to the porch, the front door would not open—naturally I pushed it, and pushed again, but it would not yield. Can you imagine it? The man had, to all intents and purposes, locked his door, as if someone in the house were in the process of arriving or departing this earth. After my attempts to open the door I thought again and wondered if this were the case. But no one had visited us to tell us not to go to Keeney’s house. Mrs. Keeney had certainly not informed the council that she wished to bear a child—in any case, at her age such a request would never have been granted. Keeney’s daughter, Adela, was unmarried. The council had not been informed that any of the family were ill. The only possibility was that there had been an accident to one of them, or, unworthy thought, that Adela had defied the law again and committed the act which had nearly had such serious consequences for her before. I naturally pushed this thought from me. I reflected at that moment that the oddity which had struck me as I stood pushing the unyielding door was that the curtains in the upper rooms were drawn. But not in the lower—I had seen perfectly well into the living room as I squelched my way up to the house. As I stood on that step with the rain teeming down into Keeney’s chaotic garden, I lost my temper and decided that, unannounced Arrival or Departure or not, I would gain entry. I first found the bell and rang it, and failing to get any result, began to knock and pound on the door. After I had been knocking for some time, I heard the bolts being drawn back . . .


  


  * * * *


  


  clear out the bones I say to my wife and light a light. I can see nothing. She lies in a corner, not answering, so I beat her with my stick. She still says nothing. I beat her till the blood runs. She just groans and rolls over to face the wall. Of course, the child is weeping. I give him a kick, that’ll teach him sobbing, not that he needs teaching, and walk off. I find Hodge, who smashed his wife’s head. We go hunting. Hey, ho, crashing through bush and tree until toe run it to earth near the mere and bash it to death. Carry it back and they all come out and sing. All but my wife still skulking in the home with the women. Feasting tonight, all thanks to yours truly. Hurroo.


  


  * * * *


  


  . . . and Mrs. Keeney put her head out, looking worried. Naturally it would be out of order to discuss a fellow citizen, but I must say her pie and cake baking have fallen off significantly and there is talk of giving her a lighter job. She looks thinner too. Funnily enough, as Keeney increases in bulk, his wife seems to diminish.


  


  I stepped inside the house, although it seemed to me that Mrs. Keeney was a second or two late in opening the door, so that I almost felt I was elbowing my way in.


  


  “I trust I have not come at any inconvenient moment,” I said, really expecting her to tell me that I had. Her depressed air and the locked door all added up to an Arrival or a Departure taking place.


  


  But she said no, I had not come at such a moment. I walked into the living room and asked if Keeney was at home. I observed that he had moved all the furniture since I was last there, somehow crowding it all over to one side of the room, which was large, so that there was a huge space of blank floor (for he had also rolled up the carpet) from the middle of the room to the window, which looked out over the muddy garden. Once again there was the same air of desolation, of changes about to be made, which I had sensed when outside the house.


  


  Mrs. Keeney told me her husband was out, with such a weary air that I was surprised she offered me some refreshment. I accepted her offer, and before she left the room, asked what her husband had in mind for the house and garden. She shrugged, said she did not know, was not certain, and left the room. As I sat in that disordered room looking out at the rain over the garden, feeling profoundly uncomfortable and wishing I had never come, I heard an appalling sound—an eerie howling, followed by a heavy scratching and scrabbling at the door! I leaped to my feet and was retreating to the window, for I immediately recognized the sound for what it was, when, to my horror, the door opened. Mrs. Keeney entered with a tray, followed by—the beast!


  


  “Come on,” I called, raising the window. “Let’s go out this way.”


  


  And I freely confess I vaulted out, landing up to my ankles in the mud of the garden. Once outside I immediately realized that this was a most cowardly action, to leave a fellow citizen, and a woman at that, to face the danger alone. So I raised one leg and put it back over the sill, getting some purchase on the floor with my muddy foot and trying to heave myself back into the room, calling out, “Come on. Come this way, Mrs. Keeney.”


  


  But the dog, a huge wolflike creature with feet as big as dinner plates, seemed to cause her no alarm. In fact they seemed on friendly terms. As the beast sniffed about her knees, she absentmindedly broke off a portion of the cake she had on the tray and handed it to him. He snuffled it down and seemed to want more. I regained a certain calm, although I was still very reluctant to go into the room. I recalled hearing of a naughty child who had once apparently got hold of an abandoned infant from a dog pack and had illicitly reared it until she was detected. It seems she had made quite a friend of the animal, which she had hidden in a potting shed, to the extent that the animal would not harm her. Eventually, of course, the dog grew older, began to hunt, was detected and destroyed. They say she wept and swore she could feed it on milk and honey. A likely story.


  


  However, as I say, I remained calm to a point. Theoretically, too, I knew that at one time the dog had been a domestic animal—loathsome thought. So I remained, half in and half out of the window, observing the animal sitting by Mrs. Keeney, pounding its tail on the floor with its huge red tongue hanging out and its yellow fangs exposed. I took a deep breath and said, “Does this animal belong to you?”


  


  “Yes,” she said. “It is my husband’s.”


  


  I said with feeling, “I am very surprised.”


  


  Then I drew my foot and leg back over the sill into the garden, said goodbye through the open window, and went back through the mud into the road. Mrs. Keeney watched me and I should say she was on the verge of tears.


  


  I do not know how I got home. I was shaking all the way. It was not so much the encounter with the dog. It was the dug-over garden, the pushed-about furniture and Mrs. Keeney’s peculiar, nervous manner. It was the locked door. And halfway home it struck me forcibly that the boys’ horror stories about the rabbit bones must be true. Keeney obviously was not eating the beasts himself, but he must be trapping them and feeding them to the dog. The thought of that great animal wolfing down raw flesh with its yellow fangs made me retch. And of Keeney setting the traps and extracting the results with bloody hands. Then digging pits for the bones to hide the existence of the dog. The implications of the matter were horrendous.


  


  * * * *


  


  I was standing in my dripping clothes drinking a glass of wine when Regan came downstairs to greet me. I told her my story straightaway. Although at first she could hardly believe it, she then accepted it with strange calmness. She said, “Take off your wet clothes first. And on no account tell Arthur.”


  


  “As if I would,” I said.


  


  “Go on then,” she ordered. “Well have to report it to the town council immediately.”


  


  I nodded agreement. “Then he’ll have to go to another town,” she said matter-of-factly.


  


  I turned in the doorway. “If they’ll have him,” I said.


  


  She paused. “Yes, I suppose—”


  


  “Do you remember Ritchie Callender?” I asked.


  


  And neither of us spoke. Ritchie Callender had been one of our contemporaries. We had gone to school together, played together, robbed the orchards together. In his teens he had started doing a lot of gambling, neglected his work in the fields and finally got a girl pregnant and told her to say nothing to the council. When people eventually found out, the council tried to get another town to take him. But the councils of the towns he went to either rejected him outright or kept him a month or two and returned him to us. No town would accept him, he could not stay with us—so we had to exile him.


  


  He came in again over our lawn one night, ragged, trembling and hungry. I went out to meet him. He stuttered out some horrible tale of what had happened to him—I forget it now, thank God—and at that moment the townspeople appeared in a mass. He gave me a despairing, hopeless look and ran back again over the lawn into the darkness. Try as I might, I’ve never forgotten his limping run over the grass, the way he ducked as he went into the trees. I left food on the grass for a week and it always went—packaging as well, so I know it was not taken by an animal. And then the food was left there, night after night, and after ten days I gave up putting it there. I’ve often wondered if he came back starving on the eleventh day, and the twelfth, and found nothing. But it was a big risk for me to leave it there. I doubt if I would do as much today.


  


  Regan and I were staring at each other in horror. “Don’t let’s report him now,” she said. “We’ve got to go to Juram. We can find him there and talk it over.”


  


  “It’s wrong,” I warned her.


  


  “Perhaps he’s ill,” she told me. “Friends may be able to help.”


  


  We both knew there was no possible excuse for not going immediately to the council. In Juram we would be virtually unobserved talking to Keeney. It was secretive, furtive and uncitizenlike. Let all your conversations be open to scrutiny: that is one of our precepts.


  


  But we packed up swiftly and the three of us set out along the forest road for Juram.


  


  * * * *


  


  Recollection of that scene at Keeney’s, the knowledge that we were acting in secret in defiance of the rights of our fellow citizens, apprehension about the trip—all these things troubled me deeply as we went. We were also sailing along in total darkness, apart from the light thrown by our headlamps. It was pouring rain and the road was unpleasantly potholed. I continually scanned the road and the verges of the forest, as we went. Once or twice I imagined movements at the borders of the road, the shaking of bushes and grasses and so forth, but we glided on uneventfully, seeing and hearing nothing. Soon we were in Juram. It is a charming and well laid out city. The market square, with its colored dome and tropical plants, is particularly fine. The gardens have more flowers and the houses, in some cases, better proportions than in our own city. Nevertheless, I like ours better.


  


  We went straight to the Town Hall when we arrived, to register our presence and to inquire after Keeney. We crossed the domed square, where the light was filtered through to provide a charming colored floor, and went straight up the marble steps into the Town Hall.


  


  After giving our names and city of origin, we went to find Keeney. Imagine our surprise when we were told that our town clerk was not in Juram, had not been there since the week before and was not even expected at any time in the future. It was inconceivable. Where on earth could he be? The most alarming thoughts filled our minds. Nevertheless we naturally showed no surprise to the officials of Juram, not wishing to betray that there were any irregularities in our town arrangements. We merely said we must have mistaken the day.


  


  Naturally, having tea in the Strangers’ Restaurant, we chatted the matter over between ourselves in low voices until Arthur intruded in an objectionable way. “Ugh!” he said. “Old Keeney, flesh-eating Keeney.”


  


  We immediately silenced him, partly in case anyone at a nearby table should hear, partly because his exuberant rudeness did not suit us. But Arthur continued in the same vein. “He’s got a dog. It lives in the house. They all pat it on the head. Ugh—it makes me feel sick. Keeney’s revolting.”


  


  I told the boy he was making us feel sick, but I secretly thought that as things had turned out, we should have paid more attention to the children’s fantastic tales. “I bet I could tell you where he is—the dirty old man,” he added.


  


  I pressed him to tell me, but he would not say. In fact he appeared afraid to tell me. Regan was now so upset that I urged her to go and relax in one of the rooms upstairs before the performance while I took Arthur on a sightseeing tour of the town.


  


  As we went around the museum, examining the fused, charred and horrendous relics of the town’s past, I again put pressure on Arthur to tell me where to find Keeney and he refused again to tell me. I decided he was just making childish mysteries and dropped the subject.


  


  I was scarcely in the mood for Regan’s recital after the hectic events of the day and she, I could tell, was almost equally disturbed. She played with an unwonted vigor and passion—the audience was perturbed by it and slightly displeased. The applause at the end was polite. In a way I had almost enjoyed her uncontrolled playing, but I did not expect anyone else to do the same.


  


  She did not mention the performance at all over supper. She talked only of Keeney, about where he might be, about the dog. “We’ve got to find him, we’ve got to find him,” she kept repeating.


  


  Arthur was asleep in the Strangers’ House, and I was for staying in Juram overnight and returning in the morning. But Regan, still speculating hysterically about Keeney, wanted to go home straightaway and was very distressed at the idea of not setting off immediately. It upset me so much to see her in this state that I gave in.


  


  By the time we had woken Arthur and got him in the car, all I wanted to do was go home and get into bed. As we glided out of Juram, Arthur sat in the back crooning a tune he was making up and knocking together three round stones on a string which he had bought himself. Regan sat rigid in the seat next to me wearing on her face an expression of intensity I had not, I must say, seen since the days of our courtship and early marriage.


  


  As we glided through the trees in the darkness, a memory came through my fatigue. I recalled—and it can only have been a deliberate forgetting—the name of the little girl who had hidden, and tried to rear, the little dog. It was, of course, Regan herself.


  


  * * * *


  


  I can see her now, fat doe caught in the bush. Is she caught? She must be, for I see stars in a gap in the trees overhead, I see her. Creep up, creep up, singing my song in my head—catch, catchie, catcho, I’ll kill you, dearie. And raise my club and leap. But she breaks, and runs on a broken leg. Follow swiftly, I’ll tire her yet. Soft, catchie, catcho, I’ll batter her head with my club, drag her back, her head, my club, all bloody. Run, panting, nearly there. The light, the sky, the open—I’ll have to cross, I’ll have to cross, I’ll have to cross.


  


  * * * *


  


  And I recalled that Regan had been an unorthodox child. Her mother feared for her.


  


  We glided along the dark forest road. I pushed the car up to fifteen. Arthur crooned and knocked in the back. Regan sat in the same pose, pale and intent, as if listening to an important message from an invisible stranger. My headlights beamed along the forest edges. The weather was still—nothing stirred. I was half-asleep.


  


  And suddenly Regan screamed and Arthur shouted, “Look—Dad!”


  


  There was a shaking of bushes and the lower branches of the trees on one side of the road. Fifty feet ahead a deer broke from the trees and ran across the road.


  


  I was about to speak when Regan screamed again.


  


  The bushes parted and a man ran out in pursuit of the deer. He stopped short in the middle of the road, a club raised above his head, blinded by our lights. His eyes were tight shut against the glare. His mouth was open in a roar of pain, revealing blackened and broken teeth. He was short, thickset, his skin pasty and white, his eyes rimmed in red. He wore a torn shirt revealing blue tattoos in a geometric design all over his chest. His trousers were made of some animal skip. His feet were bare, toes splayed, ending in thick, curved nails. He wore a leather cap on which were sewn three or four hedgehog skins. His hair was long, black and matted. One short, very pale arm, covered in black hairs, was badly gashed and dripped blood onto the road.


  


  He stood there roaring, with his eyes tight shut, as we drifted toward him.


  


  I acted swiftly, stopping the car and switching off the lights at the same time, hoping desperately that he would go away. In the darkness, I guess, he and any others with him would be able to see us, although we could not see them. We sat there in the darkness on the forest road. Behind me Arthur moved a little.


  


  Then I said, “I’m going to turn the lights on and start away quickly. If they’re around us they may be dazed by the lights. Hold on to the handles of the doors.”


  


  I turned on the, lights and the car leaped forward— down a perfectly empty road. In the darkness the man had run back into the forest.


  


  After a pause Arthur said, rather shakily, “What was that? Who was that?”


  


  Neither of us answered.


  


  “It’s what they say, isn’t it?” Arthur demanded. “The forest’s full of the misborn, isn’t it?”


  


  I said, “It’s true that in the early days of the towns they used to put malformed babies just inside the forest edge—and they said they were picked up and reared there by the others. But my grandfather said that his father told him that they died.”


  


  He had said, in fact, that everyone knew they died. Their cries could be heard if you went too close. That must be one of the reasons why our houses have by tradition always been set so far back from the forest—so that people could not hear the cries of the dying babies.


  


  I could hear Arthur retching in the back of the car.


  


  “It was all a long, long time ago,” Regan told him. “There are no malformed babies now.”


  


  “So you say,” said Arthur. Regan did not reply. I wondered why not and then realized that I knew. The False Arrivals. A woman would take to her bed, bear a child, the council would visit, as usual, and she would declare the child Arrived and Departed. The women must know about all this. The men did not, said they did not, thought they did not—there are things people must forget, pretend not to know until they really do forget. I had forgotten that Regan was the girl with the small dog in the potting shed. She had forgotten the child who came before Arthur. City life relied on this forgetting. What else had we forgotten, eliminated, suppressed? For a second, there on the forest road, I was in a nightmare world where I was living my life beside a monster I never saw, a fiend which sat beside me as I ate, lay in bed with me at night, which I gazed over, around and through and never noticed at all.


  


  Arthur’s clear, plangent voice pierced this evil dream. “Well, if that man wasn’t misborn, and he didn’t look it, who was he, then? Where did he come from?”


  


  Neither of us spoke. Then Regan said, “Arthur. You know very well what happens when someone in the city does things they shouldn’t. Perhaps they steal or—whatever they do.”


  


  “There isn’t anyone like that in the city,” he said.


  


  “Well, suppose there were?”


  


  “The council asks them to go to another town,” he said, remembering what he had learned.


  


  “What happens if they go there and go on doing whatever they were doing in our town? What does the new town do?”


  


  “They probably ask them to go to another town,” he said.


  


  “And suppose they do it again, and again, in every town they go to?”


  


  He thought, then said, “I suppose you mean they put them in the forest.”


  


  “That’s right,” she said. “The man you saw was probably one of those. There are women too.”


  


  “It can’t be very nice in there. Suppose they want to come back?”


  


  “I think if they really wanted to live in the towns they would behave themselves,” she said.


  


  Probably, I thought, Regan did not know. Did not know. But a little girl such as she had been—showing signs of deviating, being an outsider? Her mother must have told her. She did not remember. I recalled Ritchie Callender. And I suddenly remembered someone else— Bennet, who had lived in twenty cities, who molested children, who had never been able to work. That moonlit night we were supposed to be asleep, my cousin and I, when we were woken up by the noise near our house. We leaned out of the window and saw the townspeople making rough music, beating on pots and pans and buckets, shouting. And there was Bennet, in the center of the crowd, being beaten back foot by foot into the forest, turning to them and shouting, turning back toward the forest, retreating under the full moon as they mobbed him over the lawn into the dark trees. We could not hear him above the din. We just saw his sagging mouth opening and closing as they pushed him on. My cousin, only five, had cried. I, being older, knew that Bennet, who had waited for us on the way home from school, had to be sent off somewhere. But the violence and fear frightened me. I could not see how the townsfolk could push him into the forest they were themselves so afraid of.


  


  As we rode through the forest, those three scenes flashed in front of my eyes like photographs—the little girl laying her doll down to open the door of the shed where her dog was waiting to jump up and lick her face, my grandfather sitting behind his old carved desk telling me about the mutant babies, the moonlight falling on Bennet’s upturned, grimacing face.


  


  And now Arthur was silent too. From now on he would carry his own photograph with him. There would be a picture of the wild man caught in the headlights of the car. There would be his mother speaking and, I suppose, my back, my silence, as I steered the car forward.


  


  I felt I had to say something. “It’s very unpleasant, Arthur, but try not to think too much about it. These things have to happen. And don’t tell any of the other children. It would only frighten them. There are very, very few people in the forests and they are only there because the towns cannot have them. We could not have people like that in the cities.”


  


  As I spoke I wondered how many people there really were in the forests. Three, four, five hundred years of antisocial men and women, abandoned babies, girls with unpermitted Arrivals. How many were there? How many? How had we in the cities let this happen? I felt my head was bursting. I didn’t want to think these thoughts and yet they came crowding in, overwhelming me. And there was a perverse satisfaction in not being able to control them, like drinking too much wine, knowing it was unwise but not being able to stop. I wished Regan would speak so that I could reply and we could talk all the way home. But she had resumed her frozen, intent position. She was too engrossed in her thoughts to speak.


  


  We thought they died, I told myself. At least, no one consciously thought that, but at the backs of our minds we assumed it was true. We never acknowledged it to ourselves, let alone to each other. Now, never mind how destructive the thought, we had— Why else were they building it—and I was the designer—and my mind seemed to collapse under the weight of it all. In my ears was the sound of someone groaning, groaning, groaning.


  


  * * * *


  


  I am exhausted today. It is very early, and as I sit in my room at the top of the house, a few feathery wisps of cloud move in the blue sky above. There too is the long sweep of sunlit lawn down to the trees. Normally at this hour I can hear the birds singing. Today the men are working, digging the foundations for the ramparts. There is the sound of spades hitting the metal markers which show the course of the wall. The men call out to each other. Wheelbarrows full of bricks leave tracks on the dewy grass. Piles of bricks are dropped onto it from the barrows.


  


  What did we say when the council confirmed the order for my plans? How did we put the proposal to each other? I seem to remember something about deer straying into the city in winter and spoiling the fields and gardens, small children straying out of the city into the forest. It all seemed very convincing at the time. I suppose, because it had to be convincing. We needed the ramparts. We needed to ignore the reasons why we needed them. But we must have known. We must have known.


  


  * * * *


  


  at the feeding last night they sang of a wall of square stones outside the forest. I say, they want to keep us in, mates. I don’t know why I say that. I had a flash in my brain, that’s why. Outside there is light to glare and make you shut your eyes. You cannot open them or they burn. But those other men, they say, sleep on soft lying places, off the ground, under shelter. This place is hard. I’ll fetch more leaves. The woman is sobbing in her sleep again. The child wails. Bloody noise. No, I’ll sleep now.


  


  * * * *


  


  The sun is up high now. I have put off my visit to the council for too long. I have so much to say. I must report my sighting of the man last night on the road. I must tell about Keeney’s dog. I must ask the council to find out where he was yesterday when he should have been in Juram. I have an idea—it’s absurd—that Keeney will harm me if I go to the council, the way Lesley used to when she was ten and I was seven. How disloyal to think this of a fellow citizen. I should report myself to the council as well. The sooner I make my report and return to get some sleep, the better I’ll feel.


  


  Regan comes in, ready to go out...


  


  I asked her if she would prefer to stay at home and leave the council visit to me. She said she believed she ought to come, but when she picked up her handbag her hands were trembling. I thought: What are we all coming to?


  


  I said, “Let’s go straightaway, then, and get it over with. We can leave Arthur at the Children’s Hall.”


  


  As we walked along our quiet streets, I sensed that the trees, pleasant gardens and fountains were all subtly different. I can’t explain it. Contentment, pleasure in these things, had gone. I felt as I did the day Regan bore Arthur—upset, different, how to describe it? Disturbed? It took me back to those dreadful walks home from school when I knew Lesley was waiting down the road behind the big elm, ready to pounce on me, throw me on the ground and kick and punch me.


  


  The Council House stood there in the center of the big square with its marble statues and twenty small fountains. There were people in the square buying and selling foodstuffs and material. All spoke in low voices, smiled at each other—there were more people walking to and fro on the long marble floor of the House. The smell of aromatic tea from the restaurant was strong, as it usually is in the mornings. All over the country the doors of the Houses had just swung open, the citizens had entered and were talking to each other, the scent of the tea was wafting through hall, offices and corridors.


  


  As we mounted the stairs to the town officer’s room, I felt quite easy and calm in my mind.


  


  We went in. Hendricks, the town officer, sat in an easy chair by his big windows, which look out onto the square. The light flooded into the elegant room. Regan and I sat down. Hendricks poured tea for us. He is a big man, ruddy-skinned, round-headed, with a mane of golden hair. The sunlight caught it as we sat there, turning the top of his head into a cap of gold strands. I thought as he sat solidly in his chair that he must look very like a ship’s captain of the old days.


  


  He looked at us with his large, very bright blue eyes. He said, “You look—disturbed.” There was a touch of mild dislike in his tone. Well, it is bad to have citizens walking about looking hard-pressed and upset.


  


  “We have a reason,” Regan said, somewhat defensively.


  


  ‘I am sure you have,” he replied. There was a pause as we drank our tea. Hendricks went on looking at us and said finally, “Perhaps you would like to tell me what is amiss with you.”


  


  I disliked the attitude implied in that “with you.” It came to me that Hendricks scented disturbance in our manner and did not wish to have any part in it. But I was confident that once we had told our stories his attitude would alter.


  


  “There are two stories we must tell you,” I said briskly. I had worked often with Hendricks on building projects. I told myself he knew me as a sensible man and a reliable citizen. “In fact,” I said, “these tales may disturb you very much. But they must be told. I will tell one, and Regan the other. Mine concerns Keeney.”


  


  I was studying his face. His eyes flickered at the mention of Keeney’s name. He reminded me suddenly of a big, healthy child being accused of some misdeed which he has decided to deny.


  


  I told him how I had gone to visit Keeney, of the disturbed look of the place, of the locked door, of Mrs. Keeney’s peculiar air and, finally, of the dog. Then I told him that Keeney had not been in Juram when we went there.


  


  Hendricks said, “I am amazed. Tell me your story now, Regan.”


  


  And she told him about our drive from Juram and the wild man caught in the headlights of the car.


  


  When she had finished, Hendricks looked at us with his bright-blue eyes and said, “Thank you. We will look into all this.”


  


  “What are we going to do?” I asked.


  


  “It will be discussed in the council,” he said. He sat stiffly in his chair and looked at me as if he were expecting me to go.


  


  “That hardly satisfies me,” I said. “These are not matters which can wait. Or be left to the council alone to decide—they are for all the citizens. Above all, I would like to know your thoughts.”


  


  He drank some tea and said, “It all needs sifting.”


  


  “Sifting!” I cried. “Do you imply there are errors in our reports?”


  


  ‘We need to get to the bottom of it,” he said slowly.


  


  Regan sat up straight in her chair and said, “Come, come, Hendricks. You have accounts of disconcerting events from two responsible citizens. Either you believe that we are making up stories to mislead you, or that we are both deluded, or you must take us seriously and share your thoughts and ideas with us.”


  


  Hendricks gazed out of the window at the people in the square.


  


  He said, “I don’t know.”


  


  We both stared at him. Then Regan stood up and said, “This will have been a great shock to you. Perhaps we should approach your deputy?”


  


  “Leave it with me. Leave it with me,” he muttered.


  


  When we went out of the room, he was still sitting there staring from the window. The sun had gone in.


  


  On the stairs Regan said decidedly, “We must approach someone else.”


  


  I stopped with my hand on the rail. “I wonder,” I said, “if anyone will listen to us.”


  


  Standing on the stairs, she began to laugh. I looked at her in alarm, conscious that down in the hall people were beginning to look up at her.


  


  “What—?” I said.


  


  “You think anyone we tell about these events will behave like Hendricks?” she asked. She was still smiling.


  


  “In most cases,” I said.


  


  She nodded, fairly accepting the situation, which I could not truly understand. “I knew it,” she said. “I told my mother this would happen.”


  


  “What would happen?’ said I.


  


  “I said that one day she would wake up and”—she began to laugh again—”and she would be able to ignore the fact that it was raining and go for a walk without protective clothing and come home and catch pneumonia and die saying what a lovely day it had been.”


  


  I became impatient. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Regan,” I said. “But I do know that you’re making a public spectacle of yourself. Come home.”


  


  She sobered down and said, “I suppose so. That’s all there is to do, isn’t it?”


  


  * * * *


  


  the drum heater is beating tonight. He beat for many hours last night and the night before, drumming through the night while we kept fire alight with many logs. We did not sleep till morning. We love that wild drumming and our blood runs hot and fast.


  


  * * * *


  


  Regan, Arthur and I ate our evening meal in my room at the top of the house this evening. We had never done it before. Through the glass walls we can see south, over the broad, white streets of the city and forward, north, down over the lawn to the forest. The building work lay abandoned. The men had downed tools in the afternoon. Bricks lay in small piles along its length; tools had been flung down on the grass. The deep trench lay like a gash across the lawn between the forest and my house. The foundations were almost ready. The real work should begin tomorrow.


  


  A cool breeze shook the trees of the forest. The sky overhead was cloudy. We sat on as the evening grew darker.


  


  * * * *


  


  drums beating, drums, beating, beating, beating...


  


  * * * *


  


  Suddenly, in the dusk, a figure appeared, treading over the ramparts, straddling them, head down to examine them.


  


  “Keeney,” Regan said.


  


  We sat watching him in silence.


  


  In the gloom we could not make out his face. We could see his thickset figure walking heavily along the course of the foundations, bending over the bricks and tools.


  


  Then, in the dusk, he stood athwart the trench, raised his big head, stood with his large hands hanging by his sides and laughed out loud, up at the sky. From where we sat we could catch the faint sound of his laughter.


  


  Arthur said nothing at first. He looked at Keeney laughing in the dark. Then he said, “What the boys say is right.


  


  “What do they say?” I asked.


  


  But he only shook his head.


  


  I looked at Regan. At last I had identified the uneasiness, uncertainty, I had felt this morning and wondered at. It was fear of the future. Regan shot a glance at Arthur.


  


  Regan stood up suddenly and said, “I’m going down to talk to Keeney.” She ran out of the room. I heard her feet on the stairs and saw her running over the lawn —and suddenly Keeney was gone. He had vanished in the darkness.


  


  Regan came back and said, “Come on, Arthur—bed.”


  


  Arthur followed her out of the room. It was quite dark now. I could see the trees ahead and the dim lights of the town behind.


  


  Later I said to Regan, “Shall we leave for another city?”


  


  “It would be the same anywhere else,” she said.


  


  “Other cities may be more ready to defend themselves.”


  


  “After five hundred years of developing our kind of life,” she said mildly. ‘Electing councils, planting gardens, living by the law, playing gentle music, writing gentle verse, creating beauty, pleasure and peaceful scenes everywhere, avoiding every kind of violence, even that of birth and death, as if it were a dreadful, contagious disease—”


  


  “As it is,” I said.


  


  “Oh, certainly,” Regan said. “The cities came out of the ruin created by violence, aggression and competitiveness. But our fear of violence may have been as destructive as the violence itself. Do you know what it’s like to rear a child in constant terror of its rages, its hatreds, its inability to tell the difference between order and chaos? And then to know, and have to pretend not to know, that all these things were in us once— and probably still are? You men—hypocrites, all of you. Your Unexpected Arrivals—unexpected by you, perhaps, not by us. Your solemn conclaves, decisions that someone must leave the city for this crime or that. We women conceal the worst for you—we hide births and deaths, we deal with malformed babies as we’ve always done, we get sent away for conceiving, for giving birth without permission, we hide children who bite, whine and scream until we can eradicate enough of them to present them as citizens, we secretly threaten the older children until they abandon their uncontrolled way. And then we conceal from ourselves what we do.”


  


  “I’m going to bed,” I said.


  


  “Go to bed,” she said. “But we still have to face the results of what we’ve done. And what about Arthur?”


  


  “What about him?” I asked.


  


  “What about him indeed,” she said savagely. “When it happens—this thing we aren’t talking about—what will happen to Arthur?”


  


  “I’ll think about that in the morning,” I said.


  


  “Goodnight,” she said. “Goodnight.’


  


  * * * *


  


  the drums do not beat anymore. It is the Holy Time.


  


  * * * *


  


  It is happening at last.


  


  Night after night we have come up to my room here at the top of the house. We have eaten and sat in silence as the darkness came down, catching the scents and gentle sounds from the city on one side, seeing the trees of the forest waving ahead on the other. The ramparts creep up a little each day. They are three feet high now and go all around the town at that height, like a tpy wall to stop little children from straying.


  


  Almost every night Keeney comes at the same time and paces the length of the wall as far as we can see, with his short, heavy steps. Sometimes I think I can see him smiling.


  


  The matters of the dog and his unexplained absence have never been raised. No one wants to know. So Keeney pads around his ramparts every night in peace.


  


  But tonight everything is different. The city—men, women and children—have all come out in the soft, evening air. They are strolling about or sitting in groups all over the lawn behind the ramparts. The women are sewing, children playing ball, men chatting. We can hear laughter.


  


  Arthur, sitting quietly with us, does not ask why they are there or want to go out and join them. His eyes have grown large over the weeks. We cannot tell him what is wrong. But I think he knows.


  


  And, as we watch, it grows darker. Torches are brought out on stands and the stands are placed on the grass. There is a fire in the center of my smooth lawn. The women are heating food. Now we see people moving in and out of the light cast by the fire and the torches. An innocent and pleasant scene.


  


  As they did not know why they wanted the wall, so they do not know why they are gathering behind its unfinished length.


  


  Now it grows dark, really dark. There is a full moon which shines down when the cloud is not over it. It eclipses the light thrown by the torches. The children are laughing harder. The men talk more, the womens’ voices grow shriller. Some children are tired and crying.


  


  Regan and Arthur sit with their arms around each other, looking from the window. We three notice, from our vantage point, that the branches on the forest trees are beginning to shake, although there is no wind.


  


  Our citizens begin to sing an old song, a high, clear song. They stand in the dark singing. Tears begin to run down Regan’s cheeks.


  


  And the first man comes out of the trees. He is very pale. He blinks, screws up his face against the light. He is a small man dressed in skins, with blue tattoos up his arms. He seems about to return to the safety of the trees and has taken a step back when the bushes part again and his woman, long-haired, tattered and very thin, comes out and stands beside him. She has only one eye. The other one is covered by a mass of scarred skin. She pulls and something, a child, comes out of the forest and stands in front of her. It is a small boy, barefoot and wearing a torn pair of shorts. He stands, head lowered, holding her hand. His head is scabby; patches of hair have fallen out completely.


  


  Regan looks at the trio calmly. What does she think? That the woman might be her sister Jessica, who walked out into the forest when she became pregnant without authority for the second time? That the woman might have been she?


  


  Quietly, the bushes part again and again. More and more of the forest people appear and stand together silently at the edge of the trees, getting used to the light falling into their eyes. There is a woman in a stocking cap. There is a fat man gnawing on a bloody bone. Strange how, even at this point, I find the sight of the blood running down the corners of his mouth so disgusting.


  


  “Keeney,” whispers Regan, incredulous.


  


  Yes, of course the man in front of the wild men is Keeney. He stands there in a suit, gnawing his piece of meat, talking to a small man in front who carries a club.


  


  Our citizens go on singing. They have not yet seen the men and women on the other side of the barrier. But now, over the song, I hear the drums inside the forest pounding out a strong, meaningless rhythm; and as the drums get louder, the singers, at last, hear them, and their song falters and dies away. They peer across the ramparts, trying to see what is happening.


  


  Keeney whispers to his companion, the small man. The forest people seem to gather themselves together. The drums beat louder. Suddenly the wild men and women begin to scream. Yelling in high, weird voices, they run to the ramparts, scramble over them and hurl themselves at the citizens, clubbing and spearing. In one corner Keeney’s dog fells a child and mauls it. The child’s mother tries to pull it off but the animal is tearing at its prey. The child’s face screams in the moonlight. Then the moon is covered by a cloud. In the darkness there are howls. Torches are overturned. In the light thrown by the fire I see the townspeople milling about, falling, crying out. They are like children. They do not know what is happening to them.


  


  Arthur is asleep, asleep forever now. Our house is quiet as Regan and I watch the carnage below.


  


  Yet I am not shocked by the scene, by the thought of our city in flames, as it will be, the pillars, the flower gardens, the fountains all destroyed. Our city turned its back on pain, violence and disorder. Now the accumulation of all that chaos over five hundred years is on us.


  


  The horde pauses in its work. The moon reappears. Our men, women and children lie dead and wounded on the torn-up grass. The people of the forest look at the house and suddenly, like leaves driven by the wind, they begin to run toward us. Keeney, at their head, glances up at the window where I am sitting. He opens his mouth in a scream and leads them on and on in my direction. Soon we will hear their feet on the stairs.


  


  Soon. Very soon.
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