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  Bob Shaw, a native of Belfast, North Ireland, is an sf writer whose star has been rising steadily for half a dozen years; he wrote the already-classic short story Light of Other Days and followed it with outstanding novels such as THE TWO-TIMERS and ONE MILLION TOMORROWS. Here he presents a solid, well thought out story of human contact with the natives of the planet Palador, who travel through time as easily as we do through space. And as usual with Shaw, his interest is in both the extrapolation of an alien world and people, and the individual humans who must deal with them.


  


    RETROACTIVE


  by Bob Shaw


  


  


  Much against his will, Surgenor was chosen as driver for the group which set out to capture the Paladorian woman....


  


  


  He stood by without speaking while part of the survey equipment was pulled out of Module Five to make room for two extra seats, then drove the heavy vehicle down the Sarafand’s ramp with unnecessary speed. Only a short distance separated the survey ship from the squat bulk of the military vessel Admiral Carpenter, but Surgenor selected ground-effect suspension and made the journey amid spectacular plumes of powdery sand. His course was marked by a blood-red gash in the white desert, which slowly healed itself as the phototropic sand returned to its surface color.


  


  One of the guards at the foot of the Admiral Carpenter’s ramp pointed to where he wanted Surgenor to park and said something into a wrist communicator. Surgenor slid Module Five into the indicated slot and killed the lift, allowing the beetle-shaped vehicle to settle on its haunches. He opened the doors and the hot, dry air of Palador gusted into the cabin.


  


  “Major Giyani’s party will be with you in two minutes,” the guard called.


  


  Surgenor gave a muted parody of a military salute and slouched further down in his seat. He knew he was behaving childishly, but the Sarafand had been grounded on this world for twenty-six days now—and Surgenor had not been at rest that long in all his years in the Cartographical Service. Waiting in one place, wasting the meager ration of time granted to humans, had the effect of making him pessimistic and morose. He stared resentfully at the sun-blazing white desert which stretched to the horizon and wondered why it had seemed beautiful the first morning he saw it. There had been a wind that day, of course, and its swift-moving patterns had been traced as intricate shadings of crimson-through-white sweeping across the dunes as buried layers were exposed to the sun and made their phototropic response to its light.


  


  The Sarafand had landed with the intention of carrying out a routine survey operation—putting down at the planet’s north pole, ghosting back into the sky for a half-circuit and landing at the south pole, while the six survey modules it had disgorged made their separate ways to rejoin it. There were no obvious difficulties in the terrain, which meant the modules could travel at top speed, and the survey would have been completed in less that three days had the totally unexpected not occurred.


  


  Three of the module crews reported seeing ghosts.


  


  The apparitions were of two kinds—people and buildings—which shimmered transparently and vanished in a way which would have prompted the observers to write them off as mirages but for the fact that a mirage has to have a physical counterpart somewhere. And an earlier orbital survey of Palador had established that it was a dead world, containing no intelligent life or traces of its former presence.


  


  “Wake up, driver,” Major Giyani said crisply. “We’re ready to go.”


  


  Surgenor raised his head with deliberate slowness and eyed the swarthy, black-moustached officer who was standing in the module’s entrance and somehow managing to look dapper in regulation battle kit. Behind him was a pink-faced lieutenant with apologetic blue eyes, and a heavily-built sergeant who was carrying a rifle.


  


  “We can’t move off until everybody gets in,” Surgenor pointed out reasonably, but in a way which expressed his distaste for being treated as a chauffeur. He waited stolidly until the lieutenant and sergeant were in the supernumerary seats in the rear, and the major had sat down in the vacant front seat. The sergeant, whose name Surgenor remembered as McErlain, did not set his rifle down but cradled it in his lap.


  


  “This is our destination,” Giyani said, handing Surgenor a sheet of paper on which was written a set of grid coordinates. “The straight-line distance from here is about...”


  


  “Five-fifty kilometers,” Surgenor put in, performing a rapid mental calculation.


  


  Giyani raised his black eyebrows and looked closely at Surgenor. “Your name is . . . Dave Surgenor, isn’t it?”


  


  “Yes.”


  


  “Well then, Dave.” Giyani gave a prolonged smile which said, See how I humor touchy civilians? and pointed at the grid reference. “Can you get us there by eight hundred hours, ship time?”


  


  Surgenor decided, too late, that he preferred Giyani when he was being officious. He started the module rolling, switched to ground-effect and set a course that took them almost due south. There was little conversation during the two-hour journey, but Surgenor noted that Giyani addressed Sergeant McErlain with undisguised dislike, while the lieutenant—whose name was Kelvin-avoided speaking to the big man at all. The sergeant answered Giyani in flat monosyllables. Surgenor tried to remember the wisps of mess-table gossip he had picked up about McErlain, but most of his thoughts were taken up with the objective of the present expedition.


  


  When the first reports of “ghosts” had gone in to Captain Aesop, as the Sarafand’s central computer was known to the module crews, a check was made of the geodesic map of Palador which was being built on the computer deck. It revealed evidence of bedrock reshaping having been carried out three hundred thousand years earlier in locations which corresponded closely with those of the ghostly sightings. At that stage Aesop had withdrawn the survey modules—the Cartographical Service’s charter entitled it to deal only with uninhabited worlds—and a tachyonic transmission was sent to Sector HQ. As a result the cruiser Admiral Carpenter, which had been traversing that volume of space, arrived two days later and assumed control.


  


  One of the first orders issued by Colonel Nietzel, commander of the ground forces, was that Aesop was to treat all information about Palador as classified and to withhold it from civilian personnel. This should have meant that the Sarafand’s men were completely in the dark about subsequent events, but there was human contact between the two ships’ complements, and Surgenor had heard the rumors. Scanner satellites thrown into orbit by the Admiral Carpenter were reputed to have recorded thousands of partial materializations of buildings, strange vehicles, animals and heavily-robed individual figures right across the face of Palador. It was also said that some buildings and figures had materialized into full solidity, but had vanished again before any of the military vessel’s fliers could reach them. It was as if another civilization existed on Palador—one which had withdrawn beyond an incomprehensible barrier at the approach of strangers, and was determined to remain aloof.


  


  Surgenor, who had not seen any apparitions, did not give much credence to the rumors, but he had seen the Admiral Carpenters fliers scream across the desert at high supersonic speed, only to return empty-handed. And he knew that the cruiser’s central computer was working on a round-the-clock basis correlating and analyzing the vast amounts of data coming in from the network of scanner satellites. He also knew that the grid coordinates Giyani had shown him corresponded to one of the ancient bedrock excavations discovered in the initial survey.


  


  “How much further do you make it?” said Giyani, as the sun touched the low range of hills on the western horizon.


  


  Surgenor glanced at his mapscope, which was beginning to glow with the onset of darkness. “Just under thirty kilometers.”


  


  “Good. Our timing is exactly right.” Giyani let his hand fall on the butt of his sidearm.


  


  “Going to shoot some ghosts?” Surgenor said casually.


  


  Giyani glanced down at his hand and then at Surgenor. “Sorry. The orders are that I can’t discuss the operation with you. In fact, if we had suitable ground transport of our own you wouldn’t be here.” -


  


  “But I am here and I’m going to see what goes on.”


  


  “That puts you ahead of the game, doesn’t it?”


  


  “I hadn’t noticed.” Surgenor stared gloomily at the expanses of sand unfolding in the module’s viewscreens, watching them turn from white to blood-red as the last traces of light fled from the sky. In a few minutes there would be the typical Paladorian night scene of black-seeming desert and clear sky so packed with stars that the normal order of things seemed to be reversed, that the land was dead and the sky above was the seat of life. He experienced an intense longing to be back on board the Sarafand, traveling to far suns.


  


  Lieutenant Kelvin leaned forward and spoke softly to Giyani. “When can we expect to see something?”


  


  “Any time now—assuming the computer prediction is accurate.” Giyani stared at Surgenor for a moment, obviously deciding whether to release information in his hearing, then shrugged. “There is some geodesic evidence that bedrock reshaping was done in this area about a third of a million years ago, just around the time we think the Paladorians were in their city-building phase. The scanner satellites have glimpsed a city here seven times in the past ten days, but there’s no guarantee that the pattern of appearances the computer sees isn’t purely coincidental, in which case we’ll find nothing but desert.”


  


  “What’s so special about this particular site?” Kelvin asked, echoing the question which had crossed Surgenor’s mind.


  


  “If the Paladorians can move freely in time—as we think they can—then the quasi-materialization of buildings might be just a byproduct of the natives themselves visiting the present. It’s analagous, I’m told, to when you walk out of a heated building—you take some of the warm air with you into another environment. At each appearance of this city our scanners detected what seems to be a woman.


  


  “And she was solid.”


  


  Listening to the major’s words, Surgenor felt the familiar cockpit of Module Five, in which he had spent so many hours of his life, become alien and hostile. He had been unwilling to admit his own fears that Man, perfector of a type of thinking which had given him mastery of the three spatial dimensions, had finally encountered a cooler, more judicious culture which had established its dominions in the long gray estuaries of time. But it appeared that other men were thinking along the same lines.


  


  “Something up ahead, sir,” Kelvin said.


  


  Giyani turned to the front again and they all stared in silence at the forward viewscreen upon which the ghostly outlines of a cityscape were etching themselves across the horizon. Regular patterns of lights glowed where a few seconds earlier there had been nothing but sand and stars. The city’s transparent rectangles were surprisingly Earth-like in design, except for one incongruity—the vertical rows of lights, which looked like windows, were not always superimposed on the silhouettes of buildings. It was as if, Surgenor thought, the city was being seen not as it had existed at a single point in time, but with a temporal depth of focus extending over thousands of years during which the slow drift of continents had moved it several meters, producing a double “image.”


  


  In spite of Giyani’s facile explanation for what they were seeing, or perhaps because of it, Surgenor began to feel chilled as he appreciated fully what the little expedition hoped to achieve.


  


  “Reduce speed and go the rest of the way on the ground,” Giyani said. “We want to travel quietly from here on in. Douse lights, too.”


  


  Surgenor eased off the lift and cut the ground speed to fifty. At that rate, and with the absence of spatial referents, the survey module seemed to be at rest. The only sounds in the cabin were Kelvin’s hoarse breathing and a series of faint clicks from McErlain’s rifle as the sergeant adjusted slides and verniers.


  


  Giyani glanced over his shoulder at McErlain. “How long is it since you served with the Georgetown, sergeant?”


  


  “Eight years, sir.”


  


  “Quite a long time.”


  


  “Yes, sir.” McErlain sat quietly for a moment. “I’m not going to shoot anybody unless ordered to, if that’s what you’re getting at.”


  


  “Sergeant!” Kelvin’s voice was scandalized. “You’re going on report for . . .”


  


  “It’s all right,” Giyani said easily. “The sergeant and I understand each other.”


  


  Surgenor was briefly distracted from the incredible view which lay ahead. He now knew why McErlain had been under discussion in the Sarafand’s mess. Ten or eleven years earlier theGeorgetown had made first contact with an intelligent air-breathing species in the Third Quadrant and in a ghastly debacle, the details of which had never been officially released, had annihilated all the functional males in a single military action. The planet had since been sealed off to allow the final generation of females and non-functional males to make their own way into extinction in peace, and the Georgetown’s commander had been court-martialed, but the “incident” had passed into the catalog of self-indictments which humanity preserved in place of a racial conscience.


  


  “Keep going at this speed till we reach the south side of the city,” Giyani ordered.


  


  “We’ll need lights.”


  


  “We won’t. Those buildings don’t exist, except in a very attenuated form. Drive straight on.”


  


  Surgenor allowed the module to continue on its original course and the insubstantial cityscape faded before him like fine mist. When he judged they were in the heart of it, all that could be seen was an occasional suggestion of a streetlamp of curious trapezoid design and so faint that it might have been a reflection on clear glass.


  


  “The buildings haven’t dematerialized,” Kelvin said. “Nobody ever got this close before.”


  


  “Nobody had sufficiently processed the data before,” Giyani replied abstractedly. “I have a feeling that the computer prognostication is going to check out right down to the last detail.”


  


  “You mean . . . ?”


  


  “If I were a gambler, I’d stake a year’s salary that our Paladorian is a pregnant female.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The grid references Surgenor had been given were so precise that he could have put the module on the designated spot with cross-hair accuracy, but Giyani told him to halt two hundred meters short. He opened the door and waited until the three soldiers had got out onto the dark sand. The desert air was cold, the nightly temperature drop on Palador being accentuated by the fact that the surface turned white during its exposure to sunlight and thus reflected away much of the day’s heat.


  


  “This should take only a few minutes,” Giyani said to Surgenor. “We’ll want to move off immediately when we get back, so I want you to stay here. Keep your motor turning and be ready to head north as soon as I give you the word.”


  


  “Your wish . . .”


  


  Giyani put on goggle-like nightviewers, and handed a set to Surgenor. “Put those on and keep watching us. If you see anything going seriously wrong, radio the ship and get out of here.”


  


  Surgenor put the viewers on and blinked as he saw Giyani’s face etched with unnatural reddish light. “Are you expecting trouble?”


  


  “No—just preparing for it.”


  


  “Major, is it not true that there’s a full-scale diplomatic mission on its way to this planet?”


  


  “What of it, Surgenor?” Giyani’s voice had lost its friendliness.


  


  “You and the colonel may not look good with feathers in your caps.”


  


  “The colonel isn’t exceeding his authority, driver—but you are.”


  


  The three soldiers moved quietly away from the survey module and Surgenor looked beyond them for the first time. It was curiously difficult to focus his eyes—a sensation rather like peering through a badly adjusted tridi viewer—but he picked out an upright figure, so motionless that it might have been a spar of wood driven into the sand.


  


  Surgenor felt a pang of awe compounded with respect. If the theories were valid, he was looking at a representative of the most formidable culture men had yet encountered in their blind thrusts across the galaxy, a race which breasted the river of time as easily as a starship sailed the ionic tides of space.


  


  Every instinct he had told him that such beings should be approached with reverence, and only after they had indicated their willingness, but it was obvious that Giyani had other ideas. He was prepared to use force against an entity which had the power to slip through his fingers like smoke. On the face of it, the action was ill-conceived—and yet Giyani was an intelligent man. Surgenor frowned as he remembered the major’s comment about the Paladorian being a pregnant female.


  


  The alien figure moved suddenly, its gray shrouds swirling, as the three men drew near.


  


  One of the men made an abrupt movement with his hand. The hooded alien figure loped away, but had covered only a few paces when it keeled over and fell. Surgenor’s eyes were still trying to adjust to the viewers. For one dread moment he had the impression that the Paladorian had been killed, then he heard the belated hiss of a gas pistol. The three soldiers lifted the inert alien and carried it towards the module. Surgenor engaged the drive and swung the vehicle closer to them, with its nose pointing north.


  


  For a second, during the slueing turn, the desert seemed to be alive with flickers of light and swooping, shrouded figures; but the illusion faded instantly and by the time he had slid the module to a halt there was nothing visible but the three men and their strange burden. In a few seconds they were inside the vehicle. Surgenor twisted in his seat and stared at the unconscious alien on the floor. Even with the night-viewers on he could barely discern a pale oval face in an aperture of the flowing robes.


  


  It is a female, he thought, then wondered how he knew.


  


  “Get moving,” Giyani snapped. “At top speed, mister.”


  


  Surgenor selected air cushion suspension and engaged forward drive before the module had properly cleared the ground. It accelerated northwards in a snaking, waltzing surge of power, trailing a huge plume of sand.


  


  Giyani relaxed into his seat with a sigh. “That’s better. Don’t slow down until you see the ships.”


  


  Surgenor became aware that he could smell the alien. The module’s cabin was filled with a pungent, musky odor, reminiscent of Concord grapes.


  


  “Think we can go fast enough?” he asked.


  


  “What does that mean, David?” Giyani’s voice was throaty with excitement or satisfaction.


  


  “If the Paladorians really can flit about in time there’s no point in trying to surprise them with anything. Or in trying to evade them. All they have to do is go back a few hours and stop you before you get started.”


  


  “They didn’t do it, did they?”


  


  “No—but perhaps it’s something to do with avoiding paradoxes . . .” Surgenor broke off as the alien on the floor gave a low moan. At the same instant more ghostly flickers of light appeared and faded on the desert ahead. “We should slow down, major. At this speed we have a longish stopping distance, which means a longish stopping time, and that might make us easier targets.”


  


  “Targets?”


  


  “Easier to see. In time, I mean. It makes us more predictable.”


  


  “I’ve an idea, David.” Giyani turned in his seat and grinned back at Kelvin as he spoke. “Why don’t you take a couple of minutes before dinner tonight and write us a tactical handbook? I’m sure Colonel Nietzel would be grateful for any guidance you could give him.”


  


  Surgenor shrugged. “It was just a thought.”


  


  “You could call it ‘Tactics for Temporal Confrontation.’ “ Giyani was unwilling to forego his joke. “By D. Surgenor, chauffeur.”


  


  “All right, major,” Surgenor said patiently. “I was only. . .”


  


  His voice was lost as, without warning, Module Five was drenched in blinding greenish light. Sunlight, he thought incredulously, and then the massive vehicle was falling. Images of lush green foliage whipped across the viewscreens as the module tilted, struck the ground on one side and bounded upwards again. There was a series of sharp reports as it mowed down a thicket of small trees, blanking out most of the viewscreens in the process as the sensors were wiped off the outer skin. Finally the vehicle slid to a halt in a tangle of ropy vegetation, and the thunderous sound of its progression gave way to a fretful hissing of gas escaping from a ruptured pipe. A few seconds later the shrill insistent bleeping of an alarm circuit announced that the cabin was becoming contaminated with radioactive matter.


  


  Surgenor released himself from the clamps which had automatically sprung from the back of his seat at the first impact. He threw open the door nearest to him, admitting a gust of hotly humid air of a kind which —his instincts told him immediately—the planet Palador had not seen in long geological ages.


  


  * * * *


  


  They moved back along the rough path which Module Five had created until the polyrad dial on Surgenor’s wrist showed they were at a safe distance from the radioactive spillage inside the vehicle. Kelvin and McErlain set the shrouded alien figure down with its back supported against a shattered tree stump. Although they had covered less than two meters their uniforms were pied with sweat. Surgenor felt his own clothing bind itself wetly to his arms and thighs, but the physical discomfort was insignificant compared to the mental stress of dislocation. Night had become day, and in the same instant had become jungle. The hot yellow sun— the impossible sun—speared into his eyes, filling him with dismay.”


  


  “One of two things has happened,” Giyani said emotionlessly, sitting down on a tree trunk and massaging his ankle. “We’re in a different place at the same time—or we’re in the same place at a different time.” He met Surgenor’s gaze squarely. “What do you say, David?”


  


  “I say the first rule in that book on tactics by D. Surgenor, chauffeur, will be ‘Drive slowly’—the way I told you earlier. We almost got ourselves . . .”


  


  “I know you say that, David. I admit you made a good point back there, or then, but what else do you say?”


  


  “It looks as though we ran into the Paladorian equivalent of a land-mine. I thought I saw something moving just before we hit.”


  


  “A mine?” Kelvin said, looking around him with hurt eyes, and Surgenor realized for the first time that the lieutenant was barely out of his teens.


  


  Giyani nodded. “I’m inclined to agree. We got ourselves a prisoner, and the Paladorians weren’t prepared to stand for that. In similar circumstances we might have used a bomb which would have repositioned the target in space, but the natives here don’t think the way we do. . . .


  


  “You’ve had geological training, David—how far back would you say we’ve been thrown?”


  


  “I haven’t had any formal geological training, and the evolutionary timescales vary from planet to planet, but . . .” Surgenor made a gesture which took in the surrounding walls of lush green vegetation, the silent humid air and the eye-pulsing sun “. . . For a climatic change of this magnitude you can probably talk in terms of millions of years. One, ten, fifty—take your pick.” He listened to his own words in fascination, marveling at his body’s ability to go on functioning with every appearance of normalcy in spite of what had happened.


  


  “As far as that?” Giyani still sounded calm, but worried now.


  


  “Would it make any difference if I’d said only a thousand years? We’ve been eliminated, major. There’s no way back.” Surgenor tried to accept the fact as he spoke. Giyani nodded slowly, Kelvin lowered his face into cupped hands, and McErlain stood impassively staring at the hooded figure of the Paladorian. With one part of his mind Surgenor noted that the big sergeant was still holding the rifle which apparently never left his hands.


  


  “There might be a way back,” McErlain said doggedly. “If we could get some information out of her.” He indicated the Paladorian with his rifle.


  


  “I doubt it, sergeant.” Giyani looked unimpressed.


  


  “Well, they made damn certain we didn’t get her back to the ship. Why was that?”


  


  “I don’t know, sergeant. In any case, stop pointing that bloody rifle at the prisoner. We can’t afford any massacres here.”


  


  “Sir?” McErlain’s rough-hewn face was pale and set.


  


  “What is it, sergeant?”


  


  “The next time you make any reference to my service with the Georgetown,” McErlain said in a level voice, “you’ll get the butt of this rifle down your throat.”


  


  Giyani jumped to his feet, his brown eyes wide with shock. “Do you know what I can do to you for that?”


  


  “No, but I’m real interested, major. What can you do to me for that?” The sergeant was holding his rifle as casually as ever, but it had acquired significance.


  


  “I can start by removing that weapon from you.”


  


  “You think so?” McErlain smiled, showing uneven but very white teeth, and Surgenor suddenly became aware of him as a human being instead of as a cutout military figure. The two uniformed men faced each other in the jungle’s sweltering silence. Watching the brilliantly-lit tableau, Surgenor felt his attention distracted by a curious irrelevancy. There was an incongruity somewhere. There was something strangely out of place, or lacking, about the whole primeval scene. . . .


  


  The Paladorian made a hissing sound and sat upright with deliberate, painful movements. McErlain went towards her and with an abrupt movement threw the gray cowl back from her head. Surgenor felt an odd sense of wonder as he saw the alien face in bright, uncompromising light. The vague glimpse he had caught in the darkness of the module had left him with an impression not of beauty, yet of some degree of compatibility with human standards of beauty. In the fierce sunlight there was no disguising the fact that her nose was a shapeless mound, that her eyes were considerably smaller than a human’s, or that her black hair was so coarse that the individual strands gleamed separately like enameled wire. For all that, he thought, there’s no doubt that this is a female. Can there be a cosmic female principle which makes itself obvious at first glance, even to an alien? Surgenor felt momentarily uncomfortable as he realized he had thought of himself as the alien.


  


  Further plaintive sounds came from the Paladorian’s dry-lipped mouth as she turned her head from side to side, her plum-colored eyes flicking over the four men and the background of jungle.


  


  “Go ahead, sergeant,” Giyani said sardonically. “Interrogate the prisoner and find out how to travel a million years into the future.”


  


  Surgenor turned to him. “Have we anything at all on the Paladorian language?”


  


  “Not a word. In fact, we don’t even know if they employ words—it might be one of those continuously inflected hums or buzzes like they use on . . .” He stopped speaking as the alien female got to her feet and stood swaying slightly, her pale skin glistening with oil.


  


  “She keeps looking back that way,” Lieutenant Kelvin said loudly, pointing down the trail of shattered and uprooted vegetation in the direction from which the module had come. He ran a few paces along the trail with an eager, boyish lope. “Major! There’s something back there. A tunnel or something.”


  


  “Impossible,” Surgenor said instinctively, but he stepped up on a tree trunk and shaded his eyes against the sun. At the far end of the trail he picked out a circular area of blackness. It looked like the mouth of a cave, except that there was no visible background of hillside.


  


  “I’m going to have a look.” Kelvin’s tall, spare figure bounded away from the group.


  


  “Lieutenant!” Giyani spoke crisply, assuming command again after his inconclusive brush with McErlain. “We’ll go together.” He looked directly at the Paladorian, then pointed down the trail. She appeared to understand at once and began walking, gathering the skirts of her robe exactly as an Earth woman would have done it. McErlain fell in behind her with his rifle. Surgenor, walking beside the sergeant, noted that the Paladorian seemed to be moving with difficulty, almost as if she was ill, but with a subtle difference.


  


  “Major,” he called, “we don’t need any military security here—how did you know in advance that the prisoner would be a pregnant female?”


  


  “Our central data processing unit worked it out after analysing all the observations from the scanner satellites. The natives are generally much slimmer and more mobile than this one.”


  


  “I see.” Surgenor got a disturbing thought—at any minute they could be faced with the daunting task of having to deliver an alien child, with absolutely no facilities. “So why did we have to go for one that was pregnant?”


  


  “When I said they are less mobile I was using the word in the full context of this planet.” Giyani fell back beside Surgenor and offered him a cigarette which he accepted gratefully. “The scanner records show that pregnant natives don’t flit through time as easily as the others. They materialize solidly, fully into the present, and when they’ve done it they stay around longer. It seems harder for them to vanish.”


  


  “Why should that be?”


  


  Giyani shrugged and blew out a plume of smoke. “Who knows? If it’s all done by mental control, as it seems to be, perhaps the presence of another mind right inside her own body ties the female down a bit. We’d never have caught this one otherwise.”


  


  Surgenor stepped carefully around a tree stump. “That’s the other thing I don’t understand. If the Paladorians are so anxious to avoid contact, why did they let vulnerable females into a sector of space-time occupied by us?”


  


  “That’s another good question, David. I wish I knew the answer. Has it occurred to you that their control over time may not be absolute, just the way our grip over normal space isn’t perfect? Since we landed on Palador some of our intellectual types on the ship have been claiming the natives have proved that the past, present and future are coexistent. All right—they may be, if you look at them from the right angle—but suppose the ‘present’ is still more important than the other two in some way. It might be a wave crest which drags the females along with it when they are ready to give birth. Maybe the fetus is tied to the ‘present’ because it hasn’t learned the mental disciplines, or . . .


  


  “What’s the point in going over all this theoretical stuff?” Giyani demanded, checking his own expansiveness. “It doesn’t change anything.”


  


  Surgenor nodded thoughtfully, revising his assessment of Giyani. He had guessed that the major was an intelligent man walking into danger with his eyes open, but he had been guilty—as with McErlain—of regarding him as just another military stereotype with a closed, inflexible mind. His talk with Giyani had been instructive in more ways than one. Surgenor got a brief, clear view of what lay ahead and stopped thinking about the major.


  


  A night-black disc about three meters in diameter was floating in the air, its lower edge a short distance above the ground. Its edges were blurred, shimmering, and when Surgenor drew closer he saw that the blackness of the disc was relieved by the intense glitter of stars.


  


  The robed figure of the Paladorian lurched forward two paces, and stopped. McErlain moved in between her and the black disc and forced her to move away from it.


  


  “Keep her there, sergeant.” Giyani’s voice was soft. “We may be back in time for breakfast, after all.”


  


  “This is what she was looking for,” Lieutenant Kelvin said. “I’ll bet it’s a kind of lifeline. That’s our own time through there.”


  


  Surgenor shaded his eyes and peered upwards into the disc. The stars within did look exactly like those he had last seen wheeling above the Paladorian desert in the 23rd Century A.D. He shivered, then noticed that a gentle breeze was playing on his back. The air currents appeared to be moving in the direction of the strange disc. He began to pick his way through the stand of undamaged vegetation which separated the end of the gouged-out trail from the circle of jet blackness.


  


  “What are you doing, David?” Giyani said alertly.


  


  “Just carrying out a little experiment.” Surgenor got closer to the disc, the lower edge of which was just above his head. He drew deeply on his cigarette and blew the smoke upwards. It traveled vertically for a short distance and was sucked into the blackness. He threw the remainder of the cigarette after it. The white cylinder gleamed briefly in the sunlight before vanishing, and did not complete its trajectory on the other side of the disc.


  


  “Pressure differential,” he said, rejoining the group. “The warm air is flowing through that hole. Into the future, I guess.” He, Giyani and Kelvin forced their way through the vegetation until they were on the other side of the disc, but from that viewpoint it was nonexistent. There was nothing to see but McErlain impassively facing the Paladorian with his rifle lying in the crook of his arm. Giyani took a coin from his pocket and threw it in a glittering arc which took it through the disc’s estimated position. The coin fell to the ground near the sergeant.


  


  “It looks tempting,” Giyani said as they moved back around to their starting point, watching the blackness grow from a vertical line through an ellipse to a full circle. “It would be comforting to think that we have only to jump through that hoop to arrive safely back in our own time—but how can we be sure?”


  


  Kelvin clapped his hand to his forehead. “But it’s obvious, sir. Why else would it be there?”


  


  “You’re being emotional, lieutenant. You’re so anxious to get back to the ship that you’re casting the Paladorians as benevolent opponents who clean you out at poker then give you your money back at the end of the game.”


  


  “Sir?”


  


  “Why should they hit us with a . . . time-bomb, and then rescue us? How do we know there isn’t a thousand-meter drop on the other side of that hole?”


  


  “They couldn’t rescue their own female if that was the case.”


  


  “Who says? After we’ve jumped through and killed ourselves they could refocus it in some way and let the prisoner stroll through safely.”


  


  Kelvin’s pink face was clouded with doubt. “That’s pretty devious, sir. We could push the prisoner through first!”


  


  “And perhaps have them close the thing up on us? I’m not trying to be devious, lieutenant. We just can’t afford a wrong assumption in this situation.” He went to the silent Paladorian, pointed at the disc and made an arcing movement towards it with his right hand. She stared at him for a moment, hissed faintly and duplicated his gesture. Her gaze returned to McErlain’s face and the sergeant’s eyes locked with hers in a way which Surgenor found vaguely disturbing.


  


  “There you are, sir,” Kelvin said. “We’re supposed to go through.”


  


  “Are you positive, lieutenant? Can you guarantee me that when a Paladorian repeats a gesture it doesn’t mean ‘negative’ or ‘cancel’?”


  


  Surgenor pulled his eyes away from the sergeant. “We have to make some assumptions, major. Let’s throw something fairly heavy through the circle and find out if it makes a noise when it lands.”


  


  Giyani nodded. Surgenor went to the shallow crater caused by Module Five’s initial impact with the ground and picked up a football-sized rock. He brought it back and, using both hands, lobbed it up into the circle of blackness. Its disappearance was followed by complete silence.


  


  “That doesn’t prove anything,” Surgenor said. “Perhaps sound doesn’t pass through the opening.”


  


  “Sound is vibration,’’ Giyani said slowly. “Starlight is vibration, too, and we can see stars in there.”


  


  “But. . .” Surgenor began to lose his temper. “I’m prepared to take my chances, anyway.”


  


  “I’ve got it,” Kelvin put in. “We can get a downwards view.” Without waiting for permission from the major he swarmed up the silver bole of a tree and inched out on a horizontal bough which extended fairly close to the black circle. When as close as he could get he stood up, balancing precariously by holding onto whippy branches, and shaded his eyes.


  


  “It’s all right, sir,” he shouted. “I can see the desert floor in there!”


  


  “How far down?”


  


  “Only about a meter. It’s at a higher level than the ground here.”


  


  “That’s what caused the impact when we came through,” Surgenor said. “We’re lucky the ground level had altered so little in a few million years.”


  


  Unexpectedly, Giyani smiled. “Good work, lieutenant. Come down from there and we’ll build some kind of a ramp up to the lower edge.”


  


  “Why bother?” Kelvin’s voice was shrill and there was a taut, desperate grin on his smooth face. “I can make it from here.”


  


  “Lieutenant! Come . . .” Giyani’s voice faded away as Kelvin made an ungainly leap towards the circle. The lieutenant appeared to slip as he was jumping off, losing valuable height, but he tilted himself forward in the air as though diving into water. As his body was disappearing through the lower half of the circle one of his legs intersected the edge of the blackness, just at the ankle. A brown army boot fell into the vegetation below the disc with an unpleasantly heavy thud. Even before he glimpsed the redness of blood, Surgenor knew that Kelvin’s foot was still in the boot.


  


  “The young fool,” Giyani said in disgust. “He’s finally finished himself.”


  


  Surgenor gripped his arm. “Never mind that. Look at the circle!”


  


  The black disc of night was shrinking.


  


  Surgenor watched in arctic fascination as the circle contracted steadily, like the iris of an eye reacting to light, until its diameter was reduced to roughly two meters. Even when the inward movement had definitely ceased he kept staring at the edge, reassuring himself that the portal to the future was not going to vanish completely.


  


  “That’s bad,” Giyani whispered. “That’s very bad, David.”


  


  Surgenor nodded. “It looks as though the power which keeps that hole open partially expends itself when something passes through. And if the shrinkage is proportional to the mass transmitted . . . What diameter would you say it was before Kelvin went through?”


  


  “About three meters.”


  


  “And it’s about two now—which means the area has been...halved.”


  


  The three men stared at each other as they performed the simple piece of mental arithmetic which made them mortal enemies: and slowly, instinctively, they began to move apart.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I very much regret this,” Major Giyani said soberly, “but there is no point in continuing this discussion. There can be absolutely no doubt about who has to go through next.” The late afternoon sun, reflecting from the unbroken green of the jungle vegetation, made his face appear paler than usual.


  


  “That means you, of course.” Surgenor looked down at his hands, which were cut in several places from the work of building a crude ramp up to the lower rim of the circle.


  


  “Not of course—it so happens that I am the only one here who has had a thorough briefing on the whole Paladorian situation. That fact, coupled with my special training, means that my report on this affair would have the greatest value to Expeditionary Command.”


  


  “I question that,” Surgenor said. “How do you know I haven’t got an eidetic memory?”


  


  “How do you know I haven’t got one?” Giyani’s right hand fell, with seeming carelessness, on the butt of his sidearm. “Anyway—with hypno techniques available-it isn’t a question of what can be remembered, but of what one has taken the trouble to observe.”


  


  “In that case,” McErlain put in, “what have you observed about this jungle?”


  


  “What do you mean, sergeant?” Giyani spoke impatiently.


  


  “Simple question. There’s something very unusual about this jungle we’re in. A real hotshot observer like you is bound to have picked it up by this time—so what is it?” McErlain paused. “Sir.”


  


  Giyani’s eyes shuttled briefly. “This is no time for parlor games.”


  


  The sergeant’s words had struck a chord in Surgenor’s memory, reminding him that he too had sensed something out of place about their surroundings, something which made them different from any other jungle he had been in. “Go on,” he said.


  


  McErlain gazed around triumphantly, almost possessively, before he spoke. “There aren’t any flowers.”


  


  “So what?” Giyani looked baffled.


  


  “Flowers are designed to attract insects. That’s the way most plants reproduce—through winged bugs getting pollen on their legs and spreading it around. All this stuff”—McErlain waved at the surrounding palisades of foliage—”has been forced to reproduce some other way. Some other way which doesn’t depend on . . .”


  


  “Animal life!” Surgenor blurted the words out, wondering how he could have failed to make the discovery earlier. This jungle, the ancient green world of Palador, was quiet. No animals moved in its undergrowth, no birds sang, no insects throbbed in the still air. It was a world without mobile life.


  


  “Quite an interesting observation,” Giyani said coldly, “but hardly relevant to the immediate problem.”


  


  “That’s what you think.” McErlain spoke with a savage exultation which caused Surgenor to look at him more closely. The big sergeant appeared to be standing at ease, but his eyes were locked on Giyani. He had positioned himself strangely close to the silent Paladorian female. It was almost as if (the thought disturbed Surgenor) McErlain and the alien woman had begun to share some kind of bond. He turned his attention to the ramp they had built with trees felled by the module. The base of it was only a few paces away from him, and he could sprint up it to reach the portal in as little as two seconds—but he had a gloomy certainty that the sergeant could burn him down in a fraction of that time. His main hope seemed to lie in Giyani and McErlain becoming so intent on their own conflict that they forgot to keep an eye on him. He edged closer to the ramp and tried to think of a way to steer the two soldiers into a head-on collision.


  


  “Major,” he said casually. “You say your principal concern is for Expeditionary Command?”


  


  “That’s correct.”


  


  “Well, has it occurred to you that the Paladorians did not set up that tunnel, lifeline, or whatever it is, for our benefit? Their sole concern was probably to rescue the prisoner.”


  


  “What of it?”


  


  “In that case you have a chance to make a really important gesture of goodwill. One which might make the Paladorians more cooperative with our forces. The greatest good of the greatest number would be served by sending your prisoner through to her own time. What value have our three lives against. ..”


  


  Giyani undid the retaining strap of his holster with a single rapid movement. “Don’t try to be clever with me, David. And move away from that ramp.”


  


  Surgenor experienced a pang of dread, but did not move. “How about it, major? The Paladorian mind is so alien to us that we’ve no idea what that woman over there is thinking. We can’t exchange a single word or idea with her, but there’d be no mistaking our intentions if we sent her through the circle.” He put his foot on the base of the ramp.


  


  “Get back!” Giyani gripped his sidearm and began to draw it clear of the holster.


  


  McErlain’s rifle clicked faintly. “Take your hand away from the pistol,” he said quietly.


  


  Giyani froze. “Don’t be a fool, sergeant. Don’t you see what he’s doing?”


  


  “Just don’t try to pull that pistol.”


  


  “Who do you think you are?” Giyani’s face darkened with suppressed fury. “This isn’t the . . .”


  


  “Go on,” McErlain prompted with dangerous pleasantness. “Make another crack about me and the Georgetown. Accuse me of genocide again.”


  


  “I wasn’t. ..”


  


  “You were! That’s all I’ve had from you for the last year, major.”


  


  “I’m sorry.”


  


  “Don’t be—it was all true, you see.” McErlain’s gaze traveled slowly from Giyani to the enigmatic figure of the Paladorian, and back again. “I was one of the trigger men in that party. We didn’t know anything about the odd reproductive set-up the natives had; we didn’t know that the handful of males had to preserve the honor of their race by making a ritual attack. All we saw was a bunch of gray gorillas coming at us with spears. So we burned ‘em down.”


  


  Surgenor shifted his weight in preparation for a dash up the single tree trunk which was the spine of the ramp.


  


  “They kept coming at us,” McErlain said, his face priestly with sadness. “So we kept on burning ‘em down —and that’s all there was to it. We didn’t find out till afterwards that we had wiped out an entire species of intelligent beings.”


  


  Giyani spread out his hands. “I’m sorry, McErlain. I didn’t know how it was, but we’ve got to talk about the situation right here, right now.”


  


  “But that’s what I am talking about, major. Didn’t you know?” McErlain looked puzzled. “I thought you’d have known that.”


  


  Giyani took a deep breath, walked towards the sergeant and when he spoke his voice was unwavering. “You’re a thirty-year man, McErlain. You and I know what that means to you. Now, listen to me carefully. I am ordering you to hand me that rifle.”


  


  “You’re ordering me?”


  


  “I’m ordering you, sergeant.”


  


  “By what authority?”


  


  “You already know that, sergeant. I’m an officer in the armed forces of the planet you and I were born on.”


  


  “An officer!” McErlain’s expression of bafflement grew more pronounced. “But you don’t understand. Not anything. . . . When did you become an officer in the armed forces of the planet you and I were born on?”


  


  Giyani sighed. “On the tenth of June, 2276.”


  


  “And because you’re an officer you’re entitled to give me orders?”


  


  “You’re a thirty-year man, McErlain.”


  


  “Tell me this . . . sir. Would you have been entitled to give me orders on the ninth of June, 2276?”


  


  “Of course’ not,” Giyani said soothingly. He extended his hand and grasped the muzzle of the other man’s rifle.


  


  McErlain did not move. “What date is it now?”


  


  “How can we tell?”


  


  “Let me put it another way—is this later than the tenth of June, 2276? Or earlier?”


  


  Giyani showed the first signs of strain. “Don’t be ridiculous, sergeant. In a situation like this, subjective time is what counts.”


  


  “That’s a new one on me,” McErlain commented. “Is it part of Regulations, or did you get it from the book which is going to be written by our friend over there who thinks I can’t see him edging onto the ramp?”


  


  Surgenor took his foot off the silvery trunk and waited, with a growing sense that an inexplicable and dangerous new element had been added to the situation. The Paladorian had drawn the hood over her head, but her eyes seemed to be fixed on McErlain. Surgenor had an odd conviction she understood what the sergeant was saying.


  


  “It’s like that, is it?” Giyani shrugged, walked away from McErlain and leaned against the base of a large yellow-leaved tree. He turned his attention to Surgenor. “Is it just my imagination, David, or is that circle shrinking a little?”


  


  Surgenor inspected the black disc with its incongruous sprinkling of stars, and his sense of urgency was intensified. The circle did seem fractionally smaller. “It might be due to the air blowing through there. Humid air has a lot of mass.”


  


  He stopped speaking as Giyani quickly moved behind the tree against which he had been leaning. From Surgenor’s vantage point he was able to see the major clawing out his sidearm. He threw himself in the lee of the ramp for protection, but at the same instant McErlain’s rifle emitted a blaze of man-made lightning. It must have been set at maximum power, because the ultralaser ray sliced explosively clear through the thickness of the tree trunk—and then through Giyani’s chest. He went clown in a welter of blood and fire. The tree rocked for a few seconds, grinding the ashes in the blackened cross-section, and tilted away to sprawl noisily downwards through other trees.


  


  Belatedly realizing that the ramp offered him no protection, Surgenor got to his feet and faced McErlain. “My turn now?”


  


  The sergeant nodded.


  


  “You’d better climb through that hole before it disappears,” he said.


  


  “But . . .” Surgenor stared at the incongruous couple —big homely Sergeant McErlain and the small gray figure of the Paladorian woman—and his mind teemed with conjecture. “Aren’t you going?” he asked, inanely.


  


  “I have things to do.”


  


  “But. ..”


  


  “Do me a favor,” McErlain interrupted. “Tell them I put my record straight. I helped kill a planet once—now I’m helping bring another one to life.”


  


  “I don’t see how.”


  


  McErlain glanced at the nameless alien. “She’s going to have children soon. They’d never survive without help. Food can’t be all that plentiful.”


  


  Surgenor walked up the ramp and stood beside the black circle. “Suppose there isn’t any food? How do you know any of you will survive?”


  


  “We must,” McErlain said simply. “Where do you think the people of this planet came from?”


  


  “They could have come from anywhere. The chances that the Paladorian race originated here, at this point, are so small that . . .” Surgenor stopped speaking, guiltily, as he saw the desperate need in McErlain’s eyes.


  


  He took one final look at the sergeant and his enigmatic companion, then dived cleanly through the black circle. There was a moment of fear as he fell into darkness, then he rolled over on cold sand and sat up, shivering. The familiar stars of the Paladorian night sky shone overhead, but his attention was taken up by the circle from which he had emerged. In this age it was a disc of brilliant greenish light—looking from night into day-hovering above the desert floor. He watched as it shrank unsteadily to the size of a sun-blazing golden plate, to an eye-searing diamond. Air whistled through the aperture with a plaintive ascending note as it dwindled to a star and finally vanished.


  


  When his eyes readjusted to the darkness he picked out the shape of Lieutenant Kelvin lying on the sand a short distance away. The emergency dressing on his ankle was visible as a whitish blur.


  


  “Do you need any help?” Surgenor asked.


  


  “I already put in a call” Kelvin said faintly, without moving. “They should be here soon. Where are the others?”


  


  “Back there.” One part of his mind told Surgenor that McErlain and the Paladorian woman had been dead for millions of years, but another now understood they were still alive, because the past and the present and the future are as one. “They can’t make it.”


  


  “That means . . . they’ve been dead for a long time.”


  


  “You could say that.”


  


  “Oh, Christ,” Kevin whispered. “What a stupid, pointless way to go! It’s as if they’d never lived.”


  


  “Not quite,” Surgenor said. He had an illogical flicker of hope that, somehow, the Paladorians would learn what McErlain had done for a member of their race. If that happened, they might just have the beginnings of a basis for a working relationship. .. .


  


  Kelvin sighed tiredly in the darkness. “It’s time we got off this planet, anyway.”


  


  Surgenor nodded. He could imagine himself back on board the Sarafand—traveling far and fast—but the afterimage of the bright circle persisted in his vision for a long, long time.


  


  * * * *


  


  McErlain stirred feebly in the dimness of the cave. He tried to call out, but the congestion in his lungs had grown so great that he produced only a faint, dry rattle. The small gray figure at the cave mouth did not move, but continued to stare patiently outwards at the rain-soaked banks of foliage. There was no way, even after all the years, of knowing if she had heard him or not. He lay back and, as the fever intensified its hold, tried to reconcile himself to dying.


  


  Summing it all up—he had been fortunate. The Paladorian woman had remained as uncommunicative as every alien member of every alien race mankind had ever encountered, but she had stayed with him, accepted his aid. He could swear he had seen something like gratitude in her eyes when he had helped her through the difficult period of the birth and her subsequent illness. That had been good for him. Then there had been the times when he in turn lay ill, poisoned as a result of trying the wrong fruit or plants or seeds in his quest to find food suitable for her and the children. At those times, he fancied, she had never been far from his side.


  


  Most gratifying of all was the fact that the Paladorian woman and her kind were very fertile. The offspring of that first quadruple birth were young adults now, and had produced many more children. As he had watched them multiply the cancer of guilt which had been devouring him since the Georgetown incident had ceased to dominate his life. It was still there, of course, but he had learned to forget it for hours on end. If only he had been able to teach the children his own language, to drive one idea through the logic-structure barrier, things would have been better—but there was a limit to what a man could ask. He was a thirty-year man, McErlain decided as the conscious world tilted ponderously away from him, and it was enough that he had been given the chance to put his record straight. .. .


  


  Late that evening, as the sun’s light was fleeing through the trees, the Family gathered around the bed on which McErlain’s body lay. They stood in silence while the Mother laid one hand on the dewed, icy brow.


  


  This being is dead, she told them silently. And now that our debt to him is paid, and his need for us has ended, we shall travel to the great home-time of our own people.


  


  The children and adults joined hands. And the Family vanished.
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  This is a story about the end of the world, but it isn’t funny. If you discover traces of an irresponsible grin forming as you read, suppress them. That’s what I did.


  


  


    WHEN WE WENT TO SEE THE END OF THE WORLD


   by Robert Silverberg


  


  


  Nick and Jane were glad that they had gone to see the end of the world, because it gave them something special to talk about at Mike and Ruby’s party. One always likes to come to a party armed with a little conversation. Mike and Ruby give marvelous parties. Their home is superb, one of the finest in the neighborhood. It is truly a home for all seasons, all moods. Their very special corner of the world. With more space indoors and out… more wide-open freedom. The living room with its exposed ceiling beams is a natural focal point for entertaining. Custom-finished, with a conversation pit and fireplace. There’s also a family room with beamed ceiling and wood paneling… plus a study. And a magnificent master suite with twelve-foot dressing room and private bath. Solidly impressive exterior design. Sheltered courtyard. Beautifully wooded ½-acre grounds. Their parties are highlights of any month. Nick and Jane waited until they thought enough people had arrived. Then Jane nudged Nick and Nick said gaily, “You know what we did last week? Hey, we went to see the end of the world!”


  


  “The end of the world?” Henry asked.


  


  “You went to see it?” said Henry’s wife Cynthia.


  


  “How did you manage that?” Paula wanted to know.


  


  “It’s been available since March,” Stan told her. “I think a division of American Express runs it.”


  


  Nick was put out to discover that Stan already knew. Quickly, before Stan could say anything more, Nick said, “Yes, it’s just started. Our travel agent found out for us. What they do is they put you in this machine, it looks like a tiny teeny submarine, you know, with dials and levers up front behind a plastic wall to keep you from touching anything, and they send you into the future. You can charge it with any of the regular credit cards.”


  


  “It must be very expensive,” Marcia said.


  


  “They’re bringing the costs down rapidly,” Jane said. “Last year only millionaires could afford it. Really, haven’t you heard about it before?”


  


  “What did you see?” Henry asked.


  


  “For a while, just grayness outside the porthole,” said Nick. “And a kind of flickering effect.” Everybody was looking at him. He enjoyed the attention. Jane wore a rapt, loving expression. “Then the haze cleared and a voice said over a loudspeaker that we had now reached the very end of time, when life had become impossible on Earth. Of course we were sealed into the submarine thing. Only looking out. On this beach, this empty beach. The water a funny gray color with a pink sheen. And then the sun came up. It was red like it sometimes is at sunrise, only it stayed red as it got to the middle of the sky, and it looked lumpy and sagging at the edges. Like a few of us, hah hah. Lumpy and sagging at the edges. A cold wind blowing across the beach.”


  


  “If you were sealed in the submarine, how did you know there was a cold wind?” Cynthia asked.


  


  Jane glared at her. Nick said, “We could see the sand blowing around. And it looked cold. The gray ocean. Like in winter.”


  


  “Tell them about the crab,” said Jane.


  


  “Yes, and the crab. The last life-form on Earth. It wasn’t really a crab, of course, it was something about two feet wide and a foot high, with thick shiny green armor and maybe a dozen legs and some curving horns coming up, and it moved slowly from right to left in front of us. It took all day to cross the beach. And toward nightfall it died. Its horns went limp and it stopped moving. The tide came in and carried it away. The sun went down. There wasn’t any moon. The stars didn’t seem to be in the right places. The loudspeaker told us we had just seen the death of Earth’s last living thing.”


  


  “How eerie!” cried Paula.


  


  “Were you gone very long?” Ruby asked.


  


  “Three hours,” Jane said. “You can spend weeks or days at the end of the world, if you want to pay extra, but they always bring you back to a point three hours after you went. To hold down the babysitter expenses.”


  


  Mike offered Nick some pot. “That’s really something,” he said. “To have gone to the end of the world. Hey, Ruby, maybe we’ll talk to the travel agent about it.”


  


  Nick took a deep drag and passed the joint to Jane. He felt pleased with himself about the way he had told the story. They had all been very impressed. That swollen red sun, that scuttling crab. The trip had cost more than a month in Japan, but it had been a good investment. He and Jane were the first in the neighborhood who had gone. That was important. Paula was staring at him in awe. Nick knew that she regarded him in a completely different light now. Possibly she would meet him at a motel on Tuesday at lunchtime. Last month she had turned him down but now he had an extra attractiveness for her. Nick winked at her. Cynthia was holding hands with Stan. Henry and Mike both were crouched at Jane’s feet. Mike and Ruby’s twelve-year-old son came into the room and stood at the edge of the conversation pit. He said, “There just was a bulletin on the news. Mutated amoebas escaped from a government research station and got into Lake Michigan. They’re carrying a tissue-dissolving virus and everybody in seven states is supposed to boil their water until further notice.” Mike scowled at the boy and said, “It’s after your bedtime, Timmy.” The boy went out. The doorbell rang. Ruby answered it and returned with Eddie and Fran.


  


  Paula said, “Nick and Jane went to see to end of the world. They’ve just been telling us all about it.”


  


  “Gee,” said Eddie, “we did that too, on Wednesday night.”


  


  Nick was crestfallen. Jane bit her lip and asked Cynthia quietly why Fran always wore such flashy dresses. Ruby said, “You saw the whole works, eh? The crab and everything?”


  


  “The crab?” Eddie said. “What crab? We didn’t see the crab.”


  


  “It must have died the time before,” Paula said. “When Nick and Jane were there.”


  


  Mike said, “A fresh shipment of Cuernavaca Lightning is in. Here, have a toke.”


  


  “How long ago did you do it?” Eddie said to Nick.


  


  “Sunday afternoon. I guess we were about the first,.”


  


  “Great trip, isn’t it?” Eddie said. “A little somber, though. When the last hill crumbles into the sea.”


  


  “That’s not what we saw,” said Jane. “And you didn’t see the crab? Maybe we were on different trips.”


  


  Mike said, “What was it like for you, Eddie?”


  


  Eddie put his arms around Cynthia from behind. He said. “They put us into this little capsule, with a porthole, you know, and a lot of instruments and—”


  


  “We heard that part,” said Paula. “What did you see?”


  


  “The end of the world,” Eddie said. “When water covers everything. The sun and the moon were in the sky at the same time—”


  


  “We didn’t see the moon at all,” Jane remarked. “It just wasn’t there.”


  


  “It was on one side and the sun was on the other,” Eddie went on. “The moon was closer than it should have been. And a funny color, almost like bronze. And the ocean creeping up. We went halfway around the world and all we saw was ocean. Except in one place, there was this chunk of land sticking up, this hill, and the guide told us it was the top of Mount Everest.” He waved to Fran. “That was groovy, huh, floating in our tin boat next to the top of Mount Everest. Maybe ten feet of it sticking up. And the water rising all the time. Up, up, up. Up and over the top. Glub. No land left. I have to admit it was a little disappointing, except of course the idea of the thing. That human ingenuity can design a machine that can send people billions of years forward in time and bring them back, wow! But there was just this ocean.”


  


  “How strange,” said Jane. “We saw an ocean too, but there was a beach, a kind of nasty beach, and the crab-thing walking along it, and the sun—it was all red, was the sun red when you saw it?”


  


  “A kind of pale green,” Fred said.


  


  “Are you people talking about the end of the world?” Tom asked. He and Harriet were standing by the door taking off their coats. Mike’s son must have let them in. Tom gave his coat to Ruby and said, “Man, what a spectacle!”


  


  “So you did it too?” Jane asked, a little hollowly.


  


  “Two weeks ago,” said Tom. “The travel agent called and said, Guess what we’re offering now, the end of the goddamned world! With all the extras it didn’t really cost so much. So we went right down there to the office, Saturday, I think—was it a Friday?—the day of the big riot, anyway, when they burned St. Louis—”


  


  “That was a Saturday,” Cynthia said. “I remember I was coming back from the shopping center when the radio said they were using nuclears—”


  


  “Saturday, yes,” Tom said. “And we told them we were ready to go, and off they sent us.”


  


  “Did you see a beach with crabs,” Stan demanded, “or was it a world full of water?”


  


  “Neither one. It was like a big ice age. Glaciers covered everything. No oceans showing, no mountains. We flew clear around the world and it was all a huge snowball. They had floodlights on the vehicle because the sun had gone out.”


  


  “I was sure I could see the sun still hanging up there,” Harriet put in. “Like a ball of cinders in the sky. But the guide said no, nobody could see it.”


  


  “How come everybody gets to visit a different kind of end of the world?” Henry asked. “You’d think there’d be only one kind of end of the world. I mean, it ends, and this is how it ends, and there can’t be more than one way.”


  


  “Could it be a fake?” Stan asked. Everybody turned around and looked at him. Nick’s face got very red. Fran looked so mean that Eddie let go of Cynthia and started to rub Fran’s shoulders. Stan shrugged. “I’m not suggesting it is,” he said defensively. “I was just wondering.”


  


  “Seemed pretty real to me,” said Tom. “The sun burned out. A big ball of ice. The atmosphere, you know, frozen. The end of the goddamned world.”


  


  The telephone rang. Ruby went to answer it. Nick asked Paula about lunch on Tuesday. She said yes. “Let’s meet at the motel,” he said, and she grinned. Eddie was making out with Cynthia again. Henry looked very stoned and was having trouble staying awake. Phil and Isabel arrived. They heard Tom and Fran talking about their trips to the end of the world and Isabel said she and Phil had gone only the day before yesterday. “Goddamn,” Tom said, “everybody’s doing it! What was your trip like?”


  


  Ruby came back into the room. “That was my sister calling from Fresno to say she’s safe. Fresno wasn’t hit by the earthquake at all.”


  


  “Earthquake?” Paula said.


  


  “In California,” Mike told her. “This afternoon. You didn’t know? Wiped out most of Los Angeles and ran right up the coast practically to Monterey. They think it was on account of the underground bomb test in the Mohave Desert.”


  


  “California’s always having such awful disasters,” Marcia said.


  


  “Good thing those amoebas got loose back east,” said Nick. “Imagine how complicated it would be if they had them in L.A. now too.”


  


  “They will,” Tom said. “Two to one they reproduce by airborne spores.”


  


  “Like the typhoid germs last November,” Jane said.


  


  “That was typhus,” Nick corrected.


  


  “Anyway,” Phil said, “I was telling Tom and Fran about what we saw at the end of the world. It was the sun going nova. They showed it very cleverly, too. I mean, you can’t actually sit around and experience it, on account of the heat and the hard radiation and all. But they give it to you in a peripheral way, very elegant in the McLuhanesque sense of the word. First they take you to a point about two hours before the blowup, right? It’s I don’t know how many jillion years from now, but a long way, anyhow, because the trees are all different, they’ve got blue scales and ropy branches, and the animals are like things with one leg that jump on pogo sticks—”


  


  “Oh, I don’t believe that,” Cynthia drawled.


  


  Phil ignored her gracefully. “And we didn’t see any sign of human beings, not a house, not a telephone pole, nothing, so I suppose we must have been extinct a long time before. Anyway, they let us look at that for a while. Not getting out of our time machine, naturally, because they said the atmosphere was wrong. Gradually the sun started to puff up. We were nervous—weren’t we, Iz?—I mean, suppose they miscalculated things? This whole trip is a very new concept and things might go wrong. The sun was getting bigger and bigger, and then this thing like an arm seemed to pop out of its left side, a big fiery arm reaching out across space, getting closer and closer. We saw it through smoked glass, like you do an eclipse. They gave us about two minutes of the explosion, and we could feel it getting hot already. Then we jumped a couple of years forward in time. The sun was back to its regular shape, only it was smaller, sort of like a little white sun instead of a big yellow one. And on Earth everything was ashes.”


  


  “Ashes,” Isabel said, with emphasis.


  


  “It looked like Detroit after the union nuked Ford,” Phil said. “Only much, much worse. Whole mountains were melted. The oceans were dried up. Everything was ashes.” He shuddered and took a joint from Mike. “Isabel was crying.”


  


  “The things with one leg,” Isabel said. “I mean, they must have all been wiped out.” She began to sob. Stan comforted her. “I wonder why it’s a different way for everyone who goes,” he said. “Freezing. Or the oceans. Or the sun blowing up. Or the thing Nick and Jane saw.”


  


  “I’m convinced that each of us had a genuine experience in the far future,” said Nick. He felt he had to regain control of the group somehow. It had been so good when he was telling his story, before those others had come. “That is to say, the world suffers a variety of natural calamities, it doesn’t just have one end of the world, and they keep mixing things up and sending people to different catastrophes. But never for a moment did I doubt that I was seeing an authentic event.”


  


  “We have to do it,” Ruby said to Mike. “It’s only three hours. What about calling them first thing Monday and making an appointment for Thursday night?”


  


  “Monday’s the President’s funeral,” Tom pointed out. “The travel agency will be closed.”


  


  “Have they caught the assassin yet?” Fran asked.


  


  “They didn’t mention it on the four o’clock news,” said Stan. “I guess he’ll get away like the last one.”


  


  “Beats me why anybody wants to be President,” Phil said.


  


  Mike put on some music. Nick danced with Paula. Eddie danced with Cynthia. Henry was asleep. Dave, Paula’s husband, was on crutches because of his mugging, and he asked Isabel to sit and talk with him. Tom danced with Harriet even though he was married to her. She hadn’t been out of the hospital more than a few months since the transplant and he treated her extremely tenderly. Mike danced with Fran. Phil danced with Jane. Stan danced with Marcia. Ruby cut in on Eddie and Cynthia. Afterward Tom danced with Jane and Phil danced with Paula. Mike and Ruby’s little girl woke up and came out to say hello. Mike sent her back to bed. Far away there was the sound of an explosion. Nick danced with Paula again, but he didn’t want her to get bored with him before Tuesday, so he excused himself and went to talk with Dave. Dave handled most of Nick’s investments. Ruby said to Mike, “The day after the funeral, will you call the travel agent?” Mike said he would, but Tom said somebody would probably shoot the new President too and there’d be another funeral. These funerals were demolishing the gross national product, Stan observed, on account of how everything had to close all the time. Nick saw Cynthia wake Henry up and ask him sharply if he would take her on the end-of-the-world trip. Henry looked embarrassed. His factory had been blown up at Christmas in a peace demonstration and everybody knew he was in bad shape financially. “You can charge it,” Cynthia said, her fierce voice carrying above the chitchat. “And it’s so beautiful, Henry. The ice. Or the sun exploding. I want to go.”


  


  “Lou and Janet were going to be here tonight too,” Ruby said to Paula. “But their younger boy came back from Texas with that new kind of cholera and they had to cancel.”


  


  Phil said, “I understand that one couple saw the moon come apart. It got too close to the Earth and split into chunks and the chunks fell like meteors. Smashing everything up, you know. One big piece nearly hit their time machine.”


  


  “I wouldn’t have liked that at all,” Marcia said.


  


  “Our trip was very lovely,” said Jane. “No violent things at all. Just the big red sun and the tide and that crab creeping along the beach. We were both deeply moved.”


  


  “It’s amazing what science can accomplish nowadays,” Fran said.


  


  Mike and Ruby agreed they would try to arrange a trip to the end of the world as soon as the funeral was over. Cynthia drank too much and got sick. Phil, Tom, and Dave discussed the stock market. Harriet told Nick about her operation. Isabel flirted with Mike, tugging her neckline lower. At midnight someone turned on the news. They had some shots of the earthquake and a warning about boiling your water if you lived in the affected states. The President’s widow was shown visiting the last President’s widow to get some pointers for the funeral. Then there was an interview with an executive of the time-trip company. “Business is phenomenal,” he said. “Time-tripping will be the nation’s number one growth industry next year.” The reporter asked him if his company would soon be offering something beside the end-of-the-world trip. “Later on, we hope to,” the executive said. “We plan to apply for Congressional approval soon. But meanwhile the demand for our present offering is running very high. You can’t imagine. Of course, you have to expect apocalyptic stuff to attain immense popularity in times like these.” The reporter said, “What do you mean, times like these?” but as the time-trip man started to reply, he was interrupted by the commercial. Mike shut off the set. Nick discovered that he was extremely depressed. He decided that it was because so many of his friends had made the journey, and he had thought he and Jane were the only ones who had. He found himself standing next to Marcia and tried to describe the way the crab had moved, but Marcia only shrugged. No one was talking about time-trips now. The party had moved beyond that point. Nick and Jane left quite early and went right to sleep, without making love. The next morning the Sunday paper wasn’t delivered because of the Bridge Authority strike, and the radio said that the mutant amoebas were proving harder to eradicate than originally anticipated. They were spreading into Lake Superior and everyone in the region would have to boil all drinking water. Nick and Jane discussed where they would go for their next vacation. “What about going to see the end of the world all over again?” Jane suggested, and Nick laughed quite a good deal.
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  Science fiction writers have suggested a wide variety of methods for preserving people from being lost to death: immortality drugs, gland transplants, cryogenics, cloning and others. Gerard Conway’s system of recording a man’s memories and putting them into a robot simulacrum is another idea that’s been suggested before; but Conway goes beyond that basic idea to investigate some possible consequences. Just what is a memory, anyway?


  


   


  FUNERAL SERVICE


  by Gerard F. Conway


  


  


  He received the notice to pick up his father just before dawn on a grainy Monday morning. He was moving by memory as he punched in the hold button on the video; it took him another two or three minutes to wake up (a process expedited by a handful of cold water), and then he went back to the screen and checked the time. 3:44. Earlier and earlier. It was a while before the words made sense; he’d spent three years waiting for this moment, and now that it had come, it was as though someone had shaken him awake from a particularly narcotic dream.


  


  YOUR FATHER WILL BE READY ON WEDNESDAY, MARCH THE EIGHTEENTH, AT SIX-THIRTY A.M., CENTRAL TIME.


  


  PLEASE BE PROMPT, AND BRING YOUR BLUE CHIT WITH YOU.


  


  Jake cleared the screen and sat for a moment in the darkness, letting twenty-four years of memory seep in on him. He looked up at the hologram of his family; the images were fading slightly, but the definition was still fairly strong. His mother, his sister, himself, and his father; his father, staring out at an angle to the others, looking at something beyond the camera that had made the piece. Six years ago it had all seemed simpler, somehow. They were a family, and ageless. The hologram said so.


  


  He looked back at the screen. It still glowed, faintly. His father had been dead for three years, and now he was coming home again, and maybe, just maybe, Jake would be able to say the things he hadn’t said before. And maybe, just maybe, it would all be all right Again.


  


  * * * *


  


  He spent Tuesday morning cleaning up, setting the house in order and calling Anne. His sister seemed confused. She’d never really understood the Recall process, didn’t understand it now. Jake told her patiently, “Don’t think about it, just be here tomorrow. I’ll pick you up. He’s coming back, and he’s going to need both of us. I’m going to need you, too, Anne.”


  


  Her soft features softened further, the lines of her brow disappearing as she smiled. “You never were very good with Father, Jake. Okay, I’ll be there.” Then she frowned again. “Will he remember us? Three years. . . .”


  


  “They taped his memories, Sis. He’ll be just as he was, the day he died.”


  


  “Just as he was ... ?”


  


  “A few changes, I imagine. Not so old, I suppose. Not so sick.”


  


  She nodded, her hair coming unknotted by her ear, a curl of it swinging around to her cheek.


  


  “You should have been there that night, Jake. The book couldn’t have been that important; he wanted you to be there. I could tell.”


  


  “I know.”


  


  She bit her lip, pushed the hair back into place with the heel of her hand. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You know...”


  


  “Yes,” said Jake, again, “I know.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He spent an hour before the recorder, trying to think of something to say. Nothing came. He felt dry and empty, and for the thousandth time wondered if the book would ever be completed. And wondered if he really wanted to complete it. The money was no problem; the dole kept him alive, and his father’s money had supplied him with enough luxuries. He shut the recorder off and leaned back against the couch; he knew he’d be unable to work, now. Opening his eyes, he saw the hologram on the edge of the video, and for the first time he noticed the angle of his father’s eyes—where they were directed. Perhaps it was an illusion of some sort, there in the shadowed room, but Jake felt sure that the eyes were staring, and had always been staring, directly at him.


  


  * * * *


  


  He didn’t know what to buy. The circular from the Recall people had told him that the newly-recalled were unable to eat organic food. Liquids were permitted, though unnecessary. Jake hadn’t considered that before. He wanted to give his father dinner, but now . . . He bought a bottle of wine, hoping it would do. All the way back to the apartment complex he kept the package tight to his chest, protecting it, in his mind alone, from the rain of little gray leaves of ash. He felt furtive, and he wouldn’t have been able to explain why.


  


  Tuesday evening he sat listening to the piped music, not thinking at all, not even remembering. He sat alone in the small apartment, waiting for something to happen to him, some emotion to come to him other than the deepening sense of guilt. Nothing did. He never changed.


  


  An hour passed, and he went to bed early, setting the screen to wake him at five. He lay awake for a long time, staring at the pattern of shadows criss-crossing the ceiling, listening to the distant sounds of the traffic on the roadstrips thirty-four stories below.


  


  * * * *


  


  The reception room was crowded. Jake felt uneasy, and he found himself a relatively uncluttered area by the water fountain, from which point he could watch the others in the room. The room was tastefully decorated in cool blues and browns; there were strands of an artificial palm towering a bit over the heads of the people lined by the far wall, the topmost leaf just brushing the ceiling. The palm was up-lighted, a light green glow that, in the relative dimness of the room, stood out, making the plant look fresh and almost alive. The room smelled new; it smelled of fresh plastic. The people in the room ranged from middle-aged to old; there was only one other person obviously Jake’s age, a timid looking girl with straight black hair pulled into a braid along her back. Near him, there was a clot of four elderly women, and one, a short, dimpled woman in a conservative brown jumpsuit, saw Jake looking at her, and bustled over.


  


  “Are you early, too?” she asked him. Her voice was loud, high-pitched. She blinked up at him, her head barely coming up to his chest. He shrugged.


  


  “The notice said six-thirty.”


  


  “It’s almost that, isn’t it?” She looked around, then bent back towards Jake, and lowered her voice a notch. “There are so many. I never thought there’d be so many. None of the literature said how many had bought their loved ones a place in Recall.” She said that last quickly, as though quoting from the advertisements; Jake smiled.


  


  “About a hundred here, I imagine.”


  


  “Is that al/?” She blinked. “I would have thought there were more than that.”


  


  “No.”


  


  “Is it a relative or a friend?” she asked then, abruptly.


  


  Jake was startled. “Who? Oh.” Then, “Yes, a relative. My father.”


  


  “Mines my husband, Thomas. He signed the papers himself, all his money, over to this. Barely a pension for me.” She shook her head. “Myself, I don’t see the point in it all. It seems indecent... somehow.”


  


  “What?”


  


  “The Recall, of course. Of course. Why would anyone want them back? I mean, I love Thomas—but it’s not going to be the same, you know what I mean.” She cocked her head a bit to peer at Jake from another angle. He felt uncomfortable under her gaze, and glanced away from her, out across the room, trying to understand why she’d chosen him to latch onto.


  


  “Maybe some people don’t think that way,” he said.


  


  “But what’s the point? They don’t grow. They’re not alive. They’re over, and everything’s gone. They’re dead.”


  


  “No they’re not. Recall brings them back.”


  


  She shook her head, her lips locked firmly together. She said, “No, no, don’t you believe a word of it. That’s just what they say in those papers. It won’t be the same. I know. I’ve talked with some friends of mine who’ve worked on the project; they know. They say it’s only, well, only like he was on that last day. Thomas was a tight old . . . well, he was pretty tight. He won’t change. He won’t even remember being dead. What’s the point in that? Get yourself a picture, do as much. You’ll see.”


  


  “I suppose I will,” Jake said, tightly.


  


  She looked at him oddly.


  


  “You really expect—” Then she broke off, smiling a bit, as though to herself. “I’m sorry. I talk too much. I really am sorry. Really.” She touched his arm. Her fingers were dry and felt brittle against his wrist. “He’s your father?” Jake nodded. “And you love him, and you want everything to be all right between you, don’t you? I know; my son was the same way, exactly.”


  


  “Please, lady. How did this whole thing get started?”


  


  Her grip loosened, but she didn’t let go. She smiled again, a touch sadly now.


  


  “How did Recall get started, you should ask” She blinked. “People just try, I guess, to do the right thing. I’m sorry. I made a mistake.” She paused, let her hand fall away, pressed it against her jumpsuit, smoothing the folds. “I thought you looked lonely, and that you’d want to talk, because I felt lonely too, and maybe a little afraid. I’m sorry.” She broke off and giggled. “I say that too much. Thomas says—said—I say that too much. He’s right.”


  


  Smiling again, this time a distracted smile, she backed away from Jake, into the young girl with the black braid. The old woman jumped, her hands going out to steady herself against the girl’s arms. She started to say “I’m sorry,” and then she halted, giggled, and moved away, back into the crowd. Jake watched her leave, feeling something shift inside him, another feeling rise almost to the surface, but break before it could be realized. The thought came that he should try to meet the black-haired girl, but then the memory of another girl pushed its way into him, and he closed his eyes, rested back against the wall, waiting for his number to be called.


  


  * * * *


  


  He could never seem to get moving. He’d wanted that girl, the long, lanky girl with blue eyes and soft brown hair, he’d wanted her to marry him, and he’d had plans for his life, delicate plans that would prove his worth as a writer and as a man. He wanted her, and would have married her, but something held him back; he didn’t really know, couldn’t really be sure, that she’d take him. And he didn’t want to ask, not so long as he’d have to return to his father, and try to explain yet another failure.


  


  This memory stung. All the memories stung. He felt paralyzed by his memories; each of them acted on him and told him about himself, and set the precedents for his life. He was bound, and he moved only by inertia. As he was moving now. Along and along and along; down a very familiar path.


  


  * * * *


  


  The black girl behind the narrow desk smiled up at him, a carefully professional smile, and accepted the blue chit he offered her. She slipped it into the terminal on her desk, studied the numbers flashed across the small blue screen, made a note on the square before her with her stylus.


  


  “Mr. Grant will be right with you, sir,” she said, and gestured towards an archway. “Through there and to the right.” She turned away from him to the next person, just behind.


  


  Jake waited a moment, expecting something more. She ignored him, and after a pause, during which he tried to think of something to say, he went past her, into the corridor, and down the soft pink hall at its furthest end.


  


  His father stood there, waiting for him.


  


  “Hello, Dad.”


  


  And that was all. He could think of nothing more to say. “How are you” felt wrong, very wrong, and he wished he were anywhere but here.


  


  His father turned to the man beside him, whom Jake hadn’t noticed. “Do I go with him?” his father asked. Jake was surprised at the meekness in that voice; he’d remembered it as fuller, deeper. The other man, dapper in dress blacks, pressed his hand to the old man’s shoulder, guided him forward. “Yes, Mr. Grant. You go with your son.” To Jake, he added, “You’ll have to be patient. The first few hours are hazy for him. Disorientation.” The dapper man checked his watch, put it back in its pocket pouch. “He was just Recalled an hour ago; one of the first since the project was completed.”


  


  The man in black took a small cylindrical object from his pocket and gave it to Jake. “That’s your operator. When you go to sleep tonight, give that knob a small twist.” Jake looked at him curiously, and the man explained. Jake began to feel the beginnings of a tightness crawl in around his stomach. He looked at his father, trying to see the gears and clockwork mechanism he felt must be inside. He wondered if the flesh was real flesh, or only a plastic amalgam of some sort. Putting the cylinder in his sleeve, he took his father’s arm, and said, “Come on, Dad. Let’s go home.”


  


  * * * *


  


  His father was silent during the drive. Jake stared ahead, sometimes glancing at the roadstrip, sometimes at the automatic controls in front of him, not wanting to look across at the memory sitting beside him.


  


  No, not a memory, something more, he thought. That was his father; somewhere inside that body, his father lived. Jake concentrated on the roadway, then, and when he’d suddenly remember where the old man beside him had come from, a shiver would eat up his spine, and he’d reach out and hold the customary wheel assembly tightly, tightly, until the shiver passed and he could relax once more.


  


  * * * *


  


  Anne stopped by the apartment door, her hand poised over the entrance board. Behind her, Jake said, “Go ahead, Anne. He’s probably wondering what’s keeping us.”


  


  She glanced back at him, her features expressionless, though the tension was more than visible in her actions, in the line of her lips. “Why did you have to leave him alone? I could have come here by myself.”


  


  “I wanted to talk to you before you saw him. To make you understand. How things are.”


  


  “I understand how things are, Jake. You’re the one who doesn’t.”


  


  “Let’s not get involved with all that again, Anne. Just go in. Please.”


  


  She stepped back, waved at the door key. “Go ahead. It’s your apartment.”


  


  Annoyed, he reached out and punched the code on the board, slipped through the cycling door into the shallow foyer. His father sat on the couch, looking into the window screen. The old man shifted, moved around at the sound of the door opening. He smiled a tentative, hesitant smile; the disorientation was wearing off. He’s beginning to understand what’s happened, Jake thought; he knows we’ve brought him back.


  


  “Dad, this is Anne. You remember Anne.”


  


  “Of course I do,” said the old man. The face lifted open with another smile as they approached. “How are you, Anne? How are you?”


  


  They stood looking at each other for a moment, and then Anne started to step forward, and stopped. She canted her head a bit sideways, and then a bit to the other side, and studied the old man’s face, and seemed to say something to herself, and looked back at Jake; her face was white, and her voice strained.


  


  “Jake...”


  


  “Anne’s a little tired, Dad,” Jake said quickly. “Why don’t you sit down a minute, and we’ll be right back. Just hold on, all right?”


  


  Nodding, “Certainly, Jake. Hurry along.”


  


  The old man folded himself onto the couch.


  


  Jake took Anne’s hand just below the wrist, tightly, and drew her into the kitchen nook. “What are you trying to do? Hurt him?” Jake shook himself, pulled her a bit closer. “Can’t you even—” But she was crying.


  


  “It’s just like Dad,” she said, “just like he was. Just like him, Jake. I didn’t really . . .” and her voice faded out, lost as her body shivered, and she tried to pull her hand out of his. Jake relaxed his grip on her wrist, put his other arm around her and guided her closer to him, letting her press herself against his chest. He didn’t know what to do, beyond that. Through the arch, in the main room, he could see his father bent forward, staring down at the traffic on the roadstrips far, far below, as shown on the window screen. He’d seen him do that so many times before, it came as a shock, somehow, to see it again now. His father had spent hours by the window screen, having set the screen at maximum definition so his failing eyes could see through the smog and make out the most distant details.


  


  Why did it bother Jake now? The memory and the reality were one; was that it?


  


  “Why did you bring him back?” she asked him. Her voice was sudden; they’d been standing silently for some minutes. Jake brought himself out of his reverie, released Anne’s shoulders. She didn’t move away.


  


  “Why? Because I love him. Because I want ... to talk to him. I thought I could, now.”


  


  “Why should it be any different now? You two were almost strangers near the end. Why should you expect . . .” She stopped, drew in a breath, let it out slowly and eased herself back against him. “Forgive me, Jake. Everything’s switched around, and I don’t know what’s right to say or not to say. All these years, I didn’t think about how it’d be to see him—well, alive, like that. It was something you talked about, that you spent your share of the inheritance on, and I didn’t believe it would ever, ever happen. And now he’s there, and I know him and I don’t know him, and I don’t know what to say.”


  


  “You’ve said a lot.”


  


  “Haven’t I, though?” She tilted herself a bit away from him in order to peer up at him through her bangs. “I know I’m not making any sense. And I know this isn’t what you want from me. You must feel terrible, Jake. I’m sorry.” She held him now, and Jake felt confusion, wondering how their roles had been reversed, so that she was now the comforter.


  


  “I don’t know how I feel, Anne. Honestly.”


  


  “No?”


  


  He shook his head. His father had moved out of view, presumably to get closer to the window screen.


  


  Jake said, “It’s what I want, I think. I need to see him this one more time. Maybe I can ... do something.”


  


  “But you can’t,” she said, raising her voice on the first two words, dropping it almost to a whisper on the last when she realized she spoke too loudly. “You can’t. It’s over; that’s not really Dad. You can’t change anything; you just can’t. Jake: what you have is a mass of memories. You just can’t make love to a memory.”


  


  He pulled away from her, shocked at the analogy, not considering what she’d said, only the way she’d said it.


  


  “Let’s drop it now, Anne. All right? I think we should go back in.”


  


  “You go back, Jake. I’ve got to leave.” She started away a step, stopped. “I’ve got a family, you know; I don’t need him for that, anymore. And I can’t ask him . . . can’t ask it . . . for something it just can’t give.”


  


  She left, then, slipping out the door of the apartment before Jake could call her back. The old man watching the window screen didn’t see her go. Jake decided it was best that way. Dad would never understand.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jake handed his father a tumbler half-filled with wine, a single cube of ice bobbing and turning amid the dusky red. The old man accepted the glass and held it with both hands, resting it on his lap. He watched Jake sit down across from him, and his eyes never left Jake’s face. Jake couldn’t read his father’s expression; it was a distant one, not quite parental, not quite real. Jake raised his glass, and his father raised his own, moving just a bit awkwardly.


  


  “Do you have a toast?” Jake asked.


  


  “No, Jake. It’s your wine, after all.” Smiling.


  


  Jake felt strange; he felt himself carried along. The quality of the scene was off, he knew. It existed only because of the momentum that had propelled it since his youth. He couldn’t get moving.


  


  Jake said cheers, and sipped at his wine, and the old man sipped at his, too.


  


  “How’s the book?”


  


  “All right. I’m working at it.”


  


  “Do you have a publisher?”


  


  “Not yet.”


  


  His father shook his head, quietly saying something that Jake couldn’t hear.


  


  “I think it’ll sell, Dad. I’m sure it will.”


  


  “You know best for yourself, Jake.”


  


  “You don’t approve?”


  


  “It doesn’t matter. It’s your work, and your life.”


  


  Jake nodded, and said nothing.


  


  His father took a drink of his wine, and looked about the apartment. His gaze stopped on the hologram, and his lips shifted and tightened, smiled. “Nothing’s changed, I see. You still have the picture.”


  


  “Yes.” (What else, what can you say?)


  


  “What, three years ago? No. Six, now. Has it been that long? Nothing seems to have changed. Nothing at all.”


  


  “I’ve kept it this way.”


  


  “But why? For me? Don’t be foolish, Jake.”


  


  “I did. I kept it this way, so . . .” (So, why? Why this way? Uncomfortable; strange.)


  


  “Speak up, Jake. What did you say?”


  


  “Nothing, Dad.”


  


  “Hmm.” The old man crossed his legs over each other, looked back at the window screen. Gray filtered in from either side of the screen, obscuring most of the picture. “That’s different, though; it wasn’t so bad, the last I saw. Been getting worse?”


  


  “Much worse. It’s hard to walk outside.”


  


  “Those filters, they work out?”


  


  “More or less.”


  


  “More or less.” His father sighed. “Now, Jake—just what is that supposed to mean? You have to be more explicit, boy.”


  


  “I’m sorry, I mean sometimes they work well, and sometimes not so well. People die.”


  


  His father made an “ahhh” sound, and continued to sip at his wine, rolling the glass back and forth between his palms when he didn’t.


  


  “What ever happened to that girl, what was her name, Susanne?”


  


  “Susan. We haven’t seen much of each other, Father.”


  


  “Not much? You mean you let it slide?”


  


  “Something like that.”


  


  “Jake, don’t you ever finish anything? You’re always caught between the beginnings and the ends. What happened with you and this girl?”


  


  “Nothing, Dad; nothing at all.”


  


  “Now, Jake. You’re going to be twenty-five soon, and twenty-five’s the age for a man to marry. You can’t keep passing by things like this. Call that girl immediately, and have her come over here, and we’ll see what can be done. Yes, that’s what we’ll do. We’ll see what can be done.”


  


  Jake shook his head; his father didn’t see the motion, wasn’t looking at Jake. He was looking away, his eyes fixed on some distant point beyond Jake, just as they were fixed in the hologram Jake kept on the desktop.


  


  “No, Dad.”


  


  “What? Why not?”


  


  “I’m twenty-seven. Three years, Dad.”


  


  “Oh? Oh. Yes. Well, call that girl, anyway. It’s not right, I tell you, Jake, for a boy your age to let things slip. Call her, right now.”


  


  “Dad, I haven’t seen her in three years.”


  


  “What do you mean, you haven’t? Yesterday—” But he stopped, seemed to flounder a moment. “That was a while ago, wasn’t it, Jake?”


  


  “Yes, Dad.”


  


  They sat for a while in silence, then, each sipping his wine, one looking at the other, the other staring into space.


  


  “Dad-”


  


  “Jake,” the old man cut in. “Jake, you haven’t forgotten her, have you?”


  


  “Forgotten who?”


  


  His father reddened. “Your mother, Jake.” He drew in a breath, let it out slowly; dimly, Jake could hear the rustle of something in his father’s chest. Something that didn’t quite sound like flesh. “You’ve been taking good care of her?”


  


  “She died a year after you, Dad. She was sick.”


  


  “You should take care of her, Jake,” his father said, continuing. He didn’t pause, hadn’t seemed to hear what Jake had told him. “She’s been good to you. And me, too, I know. Not every woman would stay with a man as long as she has.”


  


  “Dad, she’s dead.”


  


  “You take care of her, Jake; see that she never suffers like me. You’ll make sure of that, won’t you?”


  


  “Dad . . .” But his father wasn’t listening.


  


  No. His father just didn’t understand.


  


  “Things have changed, Dad,” Jake said, softly. His father looked up at him. The eyes were blank; he could see the light from over his shoulder glinting off them. Some sort of plastic. “Things have changed.”


  


  “Nonsense. Certainly, the smoghas gotten worse, but you? And your sister, Anne? No. You’re still the same. Both of you; just as you were yesterday, as you’ve always been.” The old man laughed, and put his wine glass to his lips, and drank. “No. No. You haven’t changed. Nothing’s changed.”


  


  “Dad, why were things wrong between us?”


  


  “What? How do you mean, wrong?”


  


  “You never listened to me, you know; just now, you didn’t hear a word I said.”


  


  “Not true, Jake, not true. I heard everything you said, everything. You just have it wrong.”


  


  “I don’t have it wrong, Dad. That whole speech you just gave; you gave that when you were dying, how I should take care of Mother. But she’s dead, Dad. She is dead.”


  


  “And you should take care of her; you know you should.”


  


  “Not a word I’ve said.”


  


  “Nonsense. Nonsense.”


  


  “Not a word, not a word. You can’t hear me.”


  


  “I’ve heard everything.”


  


  “But you don’t understand, and you never will, not now.”


  


  “What are you talking about, Jake?”


  


  “I can’t change you. The memory of you hurts me, and I wanted to fix it, to make my memory a good one—but I can’t. I can’t change you, any more than I can honestly change that memory. God.”


  


  “Jake, Jake. You’re so young. You’ll see, in a few more years—”


  


  “I’m twenty-seven, Dad. And I’ve done nothing with my life, as long as I’ve been under you.”


  


  “How can you be twenty-seven? I should know my own son’s—” The old man stopped, looking confused; Jake sighed and took the cylinder from his pocket.


  


  “Jake? Everything is wrong, isn’t it?” He looked at Jake with eyes wide and frightened. Not the eyes that Jake had feared when he was younger; those eyes existed in only one place, where they would always exist, exactly the same, until, Jake realized, he did the needed thinking, and rethinking.


  


  “Yes, Dad. Everything is wrong. You’re just a memory,” Jake said, as he made the necessary adjustment to the cylinder’s tiny knob.


  


  * * * *


  


  The waiting room wasn’t as crowded as it had been the day before. The black girl didn’t look as harassed as she had been, but the expression on her face was hardly one of relief. She frowned with concern, and the frown didn’t completely wash away when Jake came up to the desk, his father trailing behind, his movements mechanical and abrupt. She looked at Jake suspiciously, as someone who’s just come to a more cynical view of his supplicants might, and inclined her head towards the mock-up of an old man. “What’s wrong with him?”


  


  “I’ve shut down the memory circuits; by the book, I think. He’s just a robot now.” He handed the girl the cylinder, and she set it between them on the desktop.


  


  “What’s happened to everyone?” he asked.


  


  “Word gets around quick,” she said. “I guess the ghouls have crawled back under their rocks.”


  


  “What?”


  


  “Never mind. It just looks like Recall’s going to shut down.”


  


  “Too bad. It’s a dying business.”


  


  She groaned, tried to ignore him. When he didn’t leave, she looked up again, frowning. “Yes? What else?”


  


  “Just one more thing,” Jake said, looking back at the shell behind him. “Who do I see about a funeral?”
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  * * * *
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  * * * *


  


  


  Here is an R. A. Lafferty story that proves everybody in the world is telepathic, and always has been. Then why don’t we use the ability, you ask? What makes you think we don’t? How did you ask me that question, anyway?


  


   


  A SPECIAL CONDITION IN SUMMIT CITY


  by R. A. Lafferty


  


  


  “How do we communicate anyhow, Sumner?” Fenwick asked. “Those two seem almost to have something new to say about communication.”


  


  “Except that they’re unable to communicate it,” Sumner jeered. “That’s the trouble with permitting scientists and such amateurs to have opinions about thought processes. We communicate by words, Fenwick, and not by any sort of waves dreamed up by these wave-brains. They are saying that even conventional signs owe their meaning to telepathy.”


  


  “But Hegeman and Bott-Grabman are men of considerable reputation—I forget in just what field. They say that words are only a conversation or index that we employ, and that we could not communicate more than fifty percent if we were restricted to words.”


  


  “Let them stick to their own fields,” said Sumner. “They know nothing of language communication.”


  


  “It isn’t only language that they downgrade,” said Fenwick. “Signs, conventions, assumptions, all sorts of things—they say that these convey little by themselves. They say that we would have no way of knowing our own face in the mirror—even though we looked at it a dozen times every day of our lives—if it were not for these personal waves which are popularly known as telepathy. They even say that the parallelism of concepts —which is what we know as consciousness—would not be possible without the reception of the echo of our own waves.”


  


  “I tell you, those men know nothing, Fenwick.”


  


  “But Bott-Grabman has one striking case: an Italian-speaking woman married to an Armenian-speaking man for thirty years. Neither has learned the spouse’s language, but they always understood each other.”


  


  That is when it happened, but silently and with no tip-off.The change came over everyone in the city. Fenwick’s own personal waves were scrambled as he continued, and it made a difference:


  


  “The woman—now I am not sure which was the woman —I think one of them was a woman and one was an Armenian—the pro-names of both were ambivalent, or rather unknown to me— What gender is Morvan? How Armenian is Renentlas? It would not be incompatible that it was the other one who talked Haik.”


  


  “Haik, Yike! It’s a good thing they didn’t understand each other or they’d have been divorced in a year. You are exorbinately involved, Fenwick.”


  


  “It is you, you convoluted colt,” Fenwick flared back, “and I don’t speak temporally, old Sumner-mumner.”


  


  That made Sumner mad, and they had a fist fight.


  


  “We should be able to understand each other a modicum,” Sumner said as he marinated Fenwick’s ear (but they couldn’t, they couldn’t understand each other at all).


  


  “You mean we should be able to understand each other a bit,” said Fenwick as he fractured Sumner’s kidney. “Sure I mean a bit—one of the pairs of stands that a hawser goes around—it is not something that goes into a horse’s mouth, Sumner. Which one of us is Sumner? I’d like to see you put one into a horse’s mouth.”


  


  “Horse’s mouth straight from the is different,” said Sumner, or perhaps it was Fenwick. Actually it was the speaker who spoke. “I’m telling you straight from the horse’s mouth you are the wrong end of a horse. That is my inconsequential opinion.”


  


  They fought, and they had been friends.


  


  * * * *


  


  The same evening, a few miles across town, an elderly Armenian man cut the throat of his Italian wife of thirty years.


  


  “All at once it seemed she was just jabber,” he said.


  


  * * * *


  


  At about the same time, a fat man rushed back angrily and punched a news-boy in the face.


  


  “You have sold me a foreman paper,” he accused the boy.


  


  “It’s the same paper you get every evening,” bubbled the boy bloodily. “You punch people in the face, you wait till my brother comes, he’ll punch your dod bobbed knob. It’s the same letters. It’s the same words.”


  


  “I know it’s the same words. Why can’t I read it then? It must be in a foreman language.”


  


  He punched the boy in the face again, and left. What you expect him to do when a boy sells him a paper he can’t read?


  


  * * * *


  


  Two men were on a scaffold thirty stories up. This isn’t the story of the two Irishmen on a scaffold. One of these was Irish and one was a Dane.


  


  “Drop the line a little,” said the Dane. “Hah! Did I say drop it? Belay that last. I mean rai—”


  


  “You mean railly drop it?” asked the Irishman. “I take it that is the meaning of belay, though I wish you’d forego Danish words.”


  


  He railly dropped the line. He fell thirty stories. It killed him.


  


  “The fellow misunderstood me,” said the Dane. “He never did that before. I was trying to tell him—” But the fall killed the Dane too.


  


  * * * *


  


  Traffic was getting snarled.


  


  “Can’t you tell green from red, bub?” a policeman asked an honest citizen motorist.


  


  “I sure can, and your nose ain’t green,” said the honest citizen, and his wife laughed at the joke.


  


  “Then why don’t you obey the light?” asked the policeman.


  


  “Why? They started to give orders now?”


  


  “Red means stop.”


  


  “Red don’t mean stop to me,” said the honest citizen. “Even stop don’t mean stop to me. You start taking orders from lights and pretty soon you’re taking orders from bugs. Why don’t they fix some way all the cars don’t try to cross the intersection at the same time? This way makes a jam-up.”


  


  “Why don’t you blow your horn, John?” the honest citizen’s wife asked him. “Everyone else is blowing his horn.”


  


  The honest citizen blew his horn.


  


  * * * *


  


  Things started to get rough as the evening came on. The police couldn’t do anything. There was now no way of telling a policeman from anyone else. The magistrate couldn’t make out warrants. What kind of words do you put on warrants anyhow? What do they mean if you put them there? And how will they mean the same thing to someone else?


  


  The power went off in large sections. There was confusion in the power houses and the switching stations. Who remembered the difference between cut it in and cut it out and cut it off?


  


  * * * *


  


  “Let’s get out of this riot and go home to supper,” a man said to his wife. She slapped him silly.


  


  “Why’d you do that?” he asked, peering up from the sidewalk.


  


  “No man can talk to me like that,” she said.


  


  “But I just meant—”


  


  “How am I to know what you meant? You ought to be shot. You can’t talk to me like that.”


  


  “But I’m your husband.”


  


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know what that means.”


  


  “I don’t know either. It seems like I’ve always been saying it.”


  


  They walked off in opposite directions.


  


  Then it broke clear down. The fires began and smallpox broke out. Whenever anything basic is disrupted for a bit, solid brick walls will burn, and triply-inoculated persons will begin to die of smallpox before you can count to a thousand.


  


  How are you going to put out fires when you can’t tell the firemen from anyone else or the fire-wagons from other vehicles? How is a fireman going to go about it if he can’t understand orders? Why doesn’t everyone shut up if nobody can understand what they’re saying?


  


  * * * *


  


  “I’m the mayor of the city,” said a man at a shambles. “Let’s attack the problem in a front-headed manner.”


  


  “What’s that mean?” asked a commissioner.


  


  “I don’t know,” said the mayor. “I’ve been saying it for a long time. Look the words up in a book. It might tell.”


  


  “The time for words is past,” said the police chief. “This is the time for action. It seems that I’ve always said that too.”


  


  “What do you mean by action?” asked the Commissioner of Parks and Sewers.


  


  “I mean this,” said the police chief, and he began to punch the Commissioner of Parks and Sewers around.


  


  “Let us attack the problem in a forceful manner,” said the mayor.


  


  “How forceful you want him to get?” asked the Commissioner of Parks and Sewers.


  


  The meeting broke up without adjourning. They hadn’t been getting anyplace.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What paper did you say you worked for, young man?” Professor Hegeman asked the reporter.


  


  “The Summit City Sun. I write science features, as I keep telling you. But my time isn’t wasted here. You two throw away enough in conversation to keep me in material for months.”


  


  “Hegeman, that’s the paper whose edition was rather odd tonight,” said Professor Bott-Grabman. “We both commented on it.”


  


  “I haven’t seen it,” said the reporter. “Is that it?”


  


  “Very little to see,” said Hegeman. “Thirty-nine blank pages, and only the name of the paper and some words in large type on the front page. ‘IF YOU THINK YOU CAN DO BETTER YOU COME AND TRY—THE EDITOR,’ is what it says.”


  


  “Something is wrong!” yowled the reporter. “I’d better get back.”


  


  “I thought you’d come for a story,” said Bott-Grabman.


  


  “I have. It’s the biggest thing I’ve come on for a long time, but there must be something wrong back at the paper.”


  


  “Likely there wasn’t much news today, and the editor just didn’t feel like putting out much of a paper,” said Hegeman. “Some days I am listless and don’t feel like doing much either.”


  


  “My radio!” cried the reporter. “Let me hear if there’s something wrong in town.”


  


  “You can’t get a thing here,” said Bott-Grabman. “You’ve no idea how well we are shielded. That’s necessary for our evening’s experiment. Now, forget about everything else! We are not inclined to chew our words twice here. We’ll try to give you a story, but you have a distorted idea of what we are working on.”


  


  “Everyone says you’re working on telepathy,” said the reporter.


  


  “Well, for our present step, we’re working off it, not on it. Please get hold of one thing. We have always been telepathic.”


  


  “Both you and Professor Hegeman?”


  


  “Why of course both of us! Do you think one or the other of us is a freak? Of late I’ve been so disgusted with people that I hesitate to do any more lecturing. ‘Will we ever be telepathic?” they ask us—those wool-headed sheep. ‘You already are,’ I tell them patiently. ‘Then why don’t we know It?* they bumble out. ‘I wonder you even know which end of you to put your hats on,’ I tell them, and sometimes this way of talking alienates them. ‘Telepathy is thinking to a distance, but you can’t think to a distance if you can’t think at all. Most of you can’t think from one end of your brain to the other,’ I explain it to them, ‘you can’t project what you haven’t got, you bleating pecori,’ I say, ‘but, for all that, some of it comes through with you.’ I tell them all this, but I am unable to make them understand it. I haven’t a good platform manner.”


  


  “No, you haven’t, Professor Bott-Grabman,” said the reporter. “That is why I am so interested in being able to interpret you. As I understand it, certain gifted persons already have the sense of telepathy—to an extent. What you must do is give the public a real demonstration of it.”


  


  “We have tried, young man,” said Professor Hegeman. “The existence of telepathy should be as easy to demonstrate as the existence of a tree. But how to prove the existence of anything to those who close their eyes and stuff their hands in their ears? We have tried to demonstrate this simple thing till we are blue in the face— or (more accurately) I turn blue and Bott-Grabman takes on rather an ashen hue. In our desperation, we are putting on a little demonstration this evening and tonight. It should amuse. And perhaps it will convince some. When the existence of the sense is proved to the public, then we will be .better able to work towards the development of it.”


  


  “Then you are sending out waves—” began the reporter.


  


  “No. We are inhibiting waves,” said Professor Hegeman firmly. “We are scrambling all personal waves everywhere in the city.”


  


  “And that will somehow bring out the latent telepathy of the people?” asked the reporter.


  


  “Quite the contrary, young man,” said Bott-Grabman. “It will completely block every manifestation of telepathy in the city. We work backwards.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The first units of the National Guard arrived in Summit City about ten o’clock that night. The reports from the place had alarmed the governor and everyone else. With riots and murders breaking out everywhere and the police strangely helpless, the executive took quick action.


  


  The guardsmen began to set the place in order, but only for a little while. They never got into the heart of the city. They began to come apart. The first reports back had been clear. Then they were muddy. Then they were completely incoherent.


  


  “—cannot make headway. Which way is headway? How will we know the guardsmen from the people? What is wrong is that we keep shooting each other. Is this a departure from our original orders? Instruct how we are to tell us apart—” came the last report from the colonel for the night.


  


  “The man is mad,” said the governor to his aide. “Were not the guards uniformed?”


  


  “They were when they left here,” said the aide. The governor gave up on his guards and appealed to the army. Within an hour, the Central Area Commandos were wheeling towards Summit City.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Then it is not a demonstration of telepathy that you are to give tonight?” asked the reporter. “What is it then? I don’t understand you.”


  


  “We are trying to demonstrate the absence of telepathy,” said Hegeman. “Suppose that a tribe lived for generations in the sound of thunder that rolled always in one tone with no break at all. Would they hear it?”


  


  “I don’t know,” said the reporter. “They would hear it in a way, I believe.”


  


  “Would they notice it?”


  


  “They might not.”


  


  “But if the all-pervading sound were suddenly turned off, would they notice it then?”


  


  “They would surely notice a difference.”


  


  “Young man, words do not half convey. They are only indicators—hints, small helps, refinements. But we cannot communicate by words alone. Try it! I believe that the people in Summit City are trying just that now—if they have not given up the attempt. Uniforms, signs, conventions have become meaningless to them. They are cut off from direct understanding. All they have left is words, and they can’t communicate with them.”


  


  “Then what do people communicate with, Professor Hegeman?”


  


  “What do you smell with? With the nose on the front of your face. What do you see with? With the two marbles that roll around on the forepart of your head. What do you talk with? With the amorphous tongue in your mouth and the mouth box. But what do you actuallycommunicate with? With your brain, you little oaf without one! Words and gestures are only thrown in for good measure.”


  


  * * * *


  


  General Gestalt came down by copter as his commandos began to enter the city. He was a bitter man who depended mostly on himself. He had little truck with other people.


  


  That is what made the difference.


  


  He watched his commandos disintegrate, as the guardsmen had disintegrated. He discovered that they could not understand his orders, and their replies made no sense to him.


  


  “Insanity gas?” he puzzled. “Subliminal confusion broadcasts? Brain-softening bacteria? No, it’s too sudden for that. It’s coming from somewhere. I’ve got to get a bearing on it. If you can’t get a triangulation, the next best thing is a bloodhound. There’s one of the best.”


  


  General Gestalt caught Corporal Cram by the scruff of the neck and lifted him off his feet.


  


  “Boy, you got the best nose for trouble in the outfit,” the general said. “I see that you don’t understand my words, but it won’t matter. You can find the middle of a trouble quicker than any half-cooked man I have. All right, lead me to it—


  


  “No, not there, boy. All they’re doing is breaking out windows and shooting each other. Lead me to the source of the trouble. We don’t want our trouble second hand, do we? Get in the copter with me.”


  


  The general hauled the corporal into the copter.


  


  “Now, boy, we don’t want to get into that little trouble down there. That’s a derivative. You always had a talent for the genuine. We got to find the Center of the Trouble. Look at me, boy, even if you don’t understand me. Let’s go where we can get our trouble wholesale. You’ll like that. Nose it out! Point!”


  


  The corporal didn’t understand the words but he did have the best nose in the outfit for finding the middle of a trouble. He pointed, and the general pointed the copter. They came down near an isolated laboratory on the edge of town. They got out. The corporal followed his nose, and the general followed the corporal.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I am calm again, young man,” said Professor Hegeman. “Look. It is simple. We have always had telepathy. It is so constant with us that we do not recognize it. But we have to bring it into general recognition before we can bring it to a more significant stage. Everybody is telepathic. Everybody always has been. That is the way that we communicate with each other. Oh, the words and the adjuncts help a little. Bott-Grabman believes as much as fifty percent, I believe much less. We will have a closer idea of it after tonight’s experiment.


  


  “With our inhibitors, we have set up a special condition in Summit City tonight. For a while, and under this special condition, nobody will be telepathic. They should be having difficulty in communicating with each other right now. Perhaps they are feeling a certain frustration about it all.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The corporal broke into the room and the general followed him. The general sized it all up immediately with a bitter eye.


  


  “Turn that damn thing off!” he ordered. “It’s bugging the people.”


  


  They turned it off. The experiment was over with. The people in the city could understand each other again—as well as they ever could.


  


  They began to put out the fires and to bind up their wounds. The cases of smallpox reverted to nervous hives, und people made the best of the curious situation.


  


  But the dead did not come back to life.


  


  * * * *


  


  Professor Hegeman was blue in the face. Professor Bott-Grabman had taken on rather an ashen hue. They had just been sentenced to death for crimes against humanity and they were disturbed by the sentence.


  


  “But the experiment was a success,” Bott-Grabman protested again and again. “It was an excessive success. Even we did not realize how complete was the popular dependence on telepathy. Otherwise we would have used a milder inhibitor. I request that you release us so we can get on with our work. A wide field of experimentation will be opened up as soon as the recognition of the thing seeps down to the doltish public. We have great things ahead of us.”


  


  “True,” said the judge. “The two of you will soon embark on what a mordant humorist once called The Greatest Journey of Them All—Death. You are sentenced for the four hundred deaths you have caused and for the thousands of cases of induced insanity.”


  


  “But it worked! We are vindicated! Everybody is a telepath!” Hegeman cried. “Surely you understand it now.”


  


  “Were I indeed a telepath, perhaps I could see into the twisted minds of you two and comprehend somehow your inhumanity,” said the judge. “Being only a man, I cannot do it. I only pray that your evil and your secret method of destruction will die with you.


  


  “Take them away!”


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *
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  * * * *


  


  


  William Rotsler has been writing science fiction for only the past year, but he has several stories in print already and more are on the way. Rotsler has been an artist all his life—painter, sculptor, cartoonist, photographer—and in matters of love he’s a self-confessed romantic. His strong feelings about art and love enrich and charge with life this story of people involved in a new art-form of tomorrow. After reading it I could hardly wait for somebody to invent the first sensatron unit.


  


   


  PATRON OF THE ARTS


  by William Rotsler


  


  


  She stares out at you from her cube of near blackness, calm, quiet, breathing easily, just looking at you. She is naked to the hips where a jeweled girdle encircles her, and she sits regally on a pile of luxurious pillows. Her long white hair cascades down over her apricot-colored shoulders and is made to shimmer slightly by some hidden light.


  


  As you come closer to the life-size sensatron the vibrations get to you. The startling reality of the three-dimensional image cannot be overstated, for Michael Cilento’s portrait of one of history’s greatest society courtesans is a great work of art.


  


  As you view the cube the image of Diana Snowdragon stops being quite so calm and in some subtle way becomes predatory, commanding, compelling. She is naked, not nude. The drifting bellsounds of melora musicians are heard . . . almost. The power of her unique personality is overwhelming, as it is in person, but in this artist’s interpretation there are many other facets exposed.


  


  Diana’s sensatron cube portrait is universally hailed as a masterpiece. The subject was delighted.


  


  The artist was disgusted and told me that the ego of the subject prevented her from seeing the reality he had constructed.


  


  But it was this cube that gave Michael Benton Cilento the fame he wanted, needed, and hated. This was his first major sensatron cube and cubes were just then beginning to be used by artists, instead of scientists. It was becoming “fashionable” to be working in sensatrons then and everywhere there was shop talk of electron brushes, cilli nets and blankers.


  


  Mike’s portrait of society’s most infamous—and richest-wanton made him famous overnight. Even the repro cubes you can buy today are impressive, but the original, with its original subtle circuits and focused broadcasts, is staggering.


  


  A collector in Rome brought Cilento to my attention and when I had seen the Snowdragon cube I managed an introduction. We met at Santini’s villa in Ostia and like most young artists he had heard of me.


  


  We met by a pool and his first words were, “You sponsored Wiesenthal for years, didn’t you?” I nodded, wary now, for with every artist you help there are ten who demand it.


  


  “His Montezuma opera was trash.”


  


  I smiled. “It was well received.”


  


  “He did not understand that Aztec anymore than he understood Cortez.” He looked at me with a challenge.


  


  “I agree, but by the time I heard it, it was too late.”


  


  He relaxed and kicked his foot in the water and squinted at two nearly nude daughters of a lunar mineral baron that were walking by. He seemed to have made his point and had nothing more to say.


  


  Cilento intrigued me. In the course of a number of years of “discovering” artists I had met all types, from the shy ones who hide to the burly ones who demand my patronage. And I had met the kind who seem indifferent to me, as Cilento seemed to be. But many others had acted that way and I had learned to disregard everything but finished work and the potential for work.


  


  “Your Snowdragon cube was superb,” I said.


  


  He nodded and squinted in another direction. “Yeah,” he said. Then as an afterthought he added, “Thank you.” We spoke for a moment of the cube and he told me what he thought of its subject.


  


  “But it made you famous,” I said.


  


  He squinted at me and after a moment he said, “Is that what art is about?”


  


  I laughed. “Fame is very useful. It opens doors. It makes things possible. It makes it easier to be even more famous.”


  


  “It gets you laid,” Cilento said with a smile.


  


  “It can get you killed, too,” I added.


  


  “Its a tool, Mr. Thorne, just like an integrated circuit or a knowledge of molecular electronics. But it can give you freedom. I want that freedom; every artist needs it.”


  


  “That’s why you picked Diana?”


  


  He grinned and nodded. “Besides, that female was a great challenge.”


  


  “I imagine so,” I said and laughed, thinking of Diana at seventeen, beautiful and predatory, clawing her way up the monolithic walls of society.


  


  We had a drink together, then shared a psychedelic in the ruins of a temple of Vesta, and became Mike and Brian to each other. We sat on old stones and leaned against the stub of a crumbling column and looked down at the lights of Santini’s villa.


  


  “An artist needs freedom,” Mike said, “more than he needs paint or electricity or cube diagrams or stone. Or food. You can always get the materials, but the freedom to use them is precious. There is only so much time.”


  


  “What about money? That’s freedom, too,” I said.


  


  “Sometimes. You can have money and no freedom, though. But usually fame brings money.” I nodded, thinking that in my case it was the other way around.


  


  We looked out at the light of a half-moon on the Tyrrhenian Sea and had our thoughts. I thought of Madelon.


  


  “There’s someone I’d like you to do,” I said. “A woman. A very special woman.”


  


  “Not right now,” he said. “Perhaps later. I have several commissions that I want to do.”


  


  “Keep me in mind when you have time. She’s a very unusual woman.”


  


  He glanced at me and tossed a pebble down the hill. “I’m sure she is,” he said.


  


  “You like to do women, don’t you?” I asked.


  


  He smiled in the moonlight and said, “You figured that out from one cube?”


  


  “No. I bought the three small ones you did before.”


  


  He looked at me sharply. “How did you know they even existed? I hadn’t told anyone.”


  


  “Something as good as the Snowdragon cube couldn’t come out of nowhere. There had to be something earlier. I hunted down the owners and bought them.”


  


  “The old lady is my grandmother,” he said. “I’m a little sorry I sold it, but I needed money.” I made a mental note to have it sent back to him.


  


  “Yes, I like doing women,” he said softly, leaning back against the pale column. “Artists have always liked doing women. To ... to capture that elusive shadow of a flicker of a glimpse of a moment ... in paint, in stone, in clay, or in wood, or on film ... or with molecular constructs.”


  


  “Rubens saw them plump and gay,” I said. “Lautrec saw them depraved and real.”


  


  “To Da Vinci they were mysterious,” he said. “Matisse saw them idle and voluptuous. Michelangelo hardly saw them at all. Picasso saw them in endless mad variety.”


  


  “Gauguin . . . sensuality,” I commented. “Henry Moore saw them as abstracts, a starting point for form. Van Gogh’s women reflected his own mad genius brain.”


  


  “Cezanne saw them as placid cows,” Mike laughed. “Fellini saw them as multifaceted creatures that were part angel, part beast. In the photographs of Andre de Dienes the women are realistic fantasies, erotic and strange.”


  


  “Tennessee Williams saw them as insane cannibals, fascinatingly repulsive. Sternberg’s women were unreal, harsh, dramatic,” I said. “Clayton’s females were predatory fiends.”


  


  “Jason sees them as angels, slightly confused,” Mike said, delighted with the little game. “Marmon saw them as motherly monsters.”


  


  “And you?” I asked.


  


  He stopped and the smile faded. After a long moment he answered. “As illusions, I suppose.”


  


  He rolled a fragment of stone from the time of Caesar in his fingers and spoke softly, almost to himself.


  


  “They . . . aren’t quite real, somehow. The critics say I created a masterpiece of erotic realism, a milestone in figurative art. But . . . they’re . . . wisps. They’re incredibly real for only an instant . . . fantastically shadowy another. Women are never the same from moment to moment. Perhaps that’s why they fascinate me.”


  


  I didn’t see Mike for some time after that, though we kept in touch. He did a portrait of Princess Helga of the Netherlands, quite modestly clad, the cube filled with its famous dozen golden sculptures and the vibrations of love and peace.


  


  Anything Mike chose to do was quickly bought and commissions came in from individuals, from companies, even from movements. What he did was a simple nude of his mistress of the moment that was erotic in pose but powerfully pornographic in vibrations. For his use of alpha, beta and gamma wave projectors, as well as integrated sonics, he was the subject of an entire issue of Modern Electronics. The young Shah of Iran bought the cube to install in his long-abuilding Gardens of Babylon.


  


  For the monks at Redplanet Base on Mars Mike did a large cube of Christ, and it quickly became a tourist attraction. Although he did it for nothing the monks insisted he take a small percentage of the repro cube sales.


  


  I met Mike again, at the opening of his “Solar System” series in the Grand Museum in Athens. The ten cubes hung from the ceiling, each with its non-literal interpretation of the sun and planets, from the powerball of Sol to the hard, shiny ballbearing of Pluto.


  


  Mike seemed caged, a tiger in a trap, but very happy to see me. He was a volunteer kidnapee as I spirited him away to my apartment in the old part of town.


  


  He sighed as we entered, tossed his jacket into a Lifestyle chair and strolled out onto the balcony. I picked up two glasses and a bottle of Cretan wine and joined him.


  


  He sighed again, sank into the chair, and sipped the wine. I chuckled and said, “Fame getting too much for you?”


  


  He grunted at me. “Why do they always want the artist at openings? The art speaks for itself.”


  


  “Public relations. To touch the hem of creativity. Maybe some of it will rub off on them.” He grunted again, and we lapsed into comfortable silence, looking out at the Parthenon, high up and night-lit.


  


  At last he spoke. “Being an artist is all I ever wanted to be, like kids growing up to be astronauts or ball players. It’s an honor to be able to do it, whatever it is. I’ve painted and I’ve sculpted. I’ve done light mosaics and glow dot patterns. I even tried air music for awhile. None of them really seemed to be it. But I think molecular constructs are the closest.”


  


  “Because of the extreme realism?”


  


  “That’s part of it. Abstraction, realism, expressionism— they’re just labels. What matters is what is, the thoughts and emotions that you transmit. The sensatron units are fairly good tools. You can work almost directly on the emotions. When GE gets the new ones ready I think it will be possible to get even more subtle shadings with the alpha waves. And, of course, with more units you can get more complex.”


  


  We lapsed into silence. The ancient city murmured at us. I thought about Madelon.


  


  “I still want you to do that portrait of someone very close to me,” I reminded him.


  


  “Soon. I want to do a cube on a girl I know first. But I must find a new place to work. They bother me there, now that they found where I was.”


  


  I mentioned my villa on Sikinos, in the Aegean, and Mike seemed interested, so I offered it to him. “There’s an ancient grain storage there you could use as a studio. They have a controlled plasma fusion plant so there would be as much power as you need. There’s a house, just the couple that takes care of it, and a very small village nearby. I’d be honored if you’d use it.”


  


  He accepted the offer graciously and I talked of Sikinos and its history for awhile.


  


  “The very old civilizations interest me the most,” Mike said. “Babylon, Assyria, Sumer, Egypt, the valley of the Euphrates. Crete seems like a newcomer to me. Everything was new then. There was everything to invent, to see, to believe. The gods were not parted into Christianity and all the others then. There was a god, a belief for everyone, big and small. It was not God and the Anti-gods. Life was simpler then.”


  


  “Also more desperate,” I said. “Despotic kings. Disease. Ignorance. Superstition. There was everything to invent, all right, because nothing much had been invented.”


  


  “You’re confusing technology with progress. They had clean air, new lands, freshness. The world wasn’t used up then.”


  


  “You’re a pioneer, Mike,” I said. “You’re working in a totally new medium.”


  


  He laughed and took a gulp of wine. “Not really. All art began as science and all science began as art. The engineers were using the sensatrons before the artists. Before that there were a dozen lines of thought and invention that crossed at one point to become sensatrons. The sensatrons just happen to be a better medium to say certain things. To say other things a pen drawing or a poem or a motion picture might be best. Or even not to say it at all.”


  


  I laughed and said, “The artist doesn’t see things, he sees himself.”


  


  Mike smiled and stared for a long time at the columned structure on the hill. “Yes, he certainly does,” he said softly.


  


  “Is that why you do women so well?” I asked. “Do you see in them what you want to see, those facets of ‘you’ that interest you?”


  


  He turned his shaggy dark head and looked at me. “I thought you were some kind of big businessman, Brian. You sound like an artist to me.”


  


  “I am. Both. A businessman with a talent for money and an artist with no talent at all.”


  


  “There are a lot of artists without talent. They used persistence instead.”


  


  “I often wish they wouldn’t,” I grumbled. “Everyone thinks he’s an artist. If I have any talent at all, it’d be to realize I have none. However, I am a first class appreciator. That’s why I want you to do a cube of my friend.”


  


  “Persistence, see?” He laughed. “I’m going to do a very erotic nude while I’m on Sikinos. Afterwards, perhaps, I’ll want to do something more calmly. Perhaps then I’ll do your friend, if she interests me.”


  


  “She might not be so calming. She’s ... an original.”


  


  We left it at that and I told him to contact my office in Athens when he was ready to go to the island and that they would arrange everything.


  


  I did not see Mike again for four months, although I received a drawing from him of the view from the terrace at the villa, with a nude girl sunbathing. Then in late August I got a vidcall from him.


  


  “I finished the cube on Sophia. I’m in Athens. Where are you? Your office was very secretive and insisted on patching me through to you.”


  


  “That’s their job. Part of my job is not letting certain people know where I am or what I’m doing. But I’m in New York. I’m going to Bombay Tuesday, but I could stop off there. I’m anxious to see the new cube. Who’s Sophia?”


  


  “A girl. She’s gone now.”


  


  “Is that good or bad?”


  


  “Neither. I’m at Nikki’s, so come on over. I’d like your opinion on the new one.”


  


  I felt suddenly proud. “Tuesday at Nikki’s. Give her and Barry my love.”


  


  I hung up and punched for Madelon.


  


  Beautiful Madelon. Rich Madelon. Famous Madelon. Madelon of the superlatives. Madelon the Elusive. Madelon the Illusion.


  


  I saw her at nineteen, slim yet voluptuous, standing at the center of a semicircle of admiring men at a boring party in San Francisco. I wanted her, instantly, with that “shock of recognition” they talk about.


  


  She looked at me between the shoulders of a communications executive and a fossil fuels magnate. Her gaze was steady and her face quiet. I felt faintly foolish just staring and many of the automatic reflexes that rich men develop to save themselves money and heartbreak went into action. I started to turn away and she smiled.


  


  I stopped, still looking at her, and she excused herself from the man speaking to her and leaned forward. “Are you going now?” she asked.


  


  I nodded, slightly confused. With great charm she excused herself from the reluctant semicircle and came over to me. “I’m ready,” she said in that calm, certain way she had. I smiled, my protective circuits all activated and alert, but my ego was touched.


  


  We went into the glass elevator that dropped down the outside of the Fairmont Tower Complex and looked out at the fog coming over the hills near Twin Peaks and flowing down into the city.


  


  “Where are we going?” she asked.


  


  “Where would you like to go?” I had met a thousand women that attached themselves to me with all the apparently natural lust, delight, and casualness possible between a poor girl and a rich man. Some had been bold, some subtle, some as subtle as it was possible for them to be. A few had frankly offered business arrangements. I had accepted some of each, in my time. But this one . . . this one was either different or subtler than most.


  


  “You expect me to say ‘Wherever you are going,’ don’t you?” she said with a smile.


  


  “Yes. One way or another.” We left the elevator and went into the guarded garage directly. Entering your car on a public street is sometimes dangerous for a rich man.


  


  “Well, where are we going?” She smiled at me as Bowie held the door open for us. The door clicked shut behind us like the safe door it nearly was.


  


  “I had been contemplating two choices. My hotel and work on some papers ... or Earth, Fire, Air and Water.”


  


  “Let’s do both. I’ve never been to either place.”


  


  I picked up the intercom. “Bowie, take us to Earth, Fire, Air and Water.”


  


  “Yessir; I’ll report it to Control.”


  


  The girl laughed and said, “Is someone watching you?”


  


  “Yes, my local Control. They must know where I am, even if I don’t want to be found. It’s the penalty for having businesses in different time zones. By the way, are we using names?”


  


  “Sure, why not?” she smiled. “You are Brian Thorne and I am Madelon Morgana. You’re rich and I’m poor.”


  


  I looked her over, from the casually tossed hair to the fragile sandals. “No ... I think you might be without money, but you are not poor.”


  


  “Thank you, sir,” she said. San Francisco rolled by and Bowie blanked out the windows as we approached a small street riot, then turned off towards the waterfront. When it was safe, he brought the cityscape back to us as we rolled down a hill and up another.


  


  When we arrived at Earth, Fire, Air and Water, Bowie called me back apologetically as I was going through the door. I told Madelon to wait and went back to get the report on the interphone. When I joined Madelon inside she smiled at me and asked, “How was my report?”


  


  When I looked innocent she laughed. “If Bowie didn’t have a dossier on me from your Control or whatever it is I’d be very much surprised. Tell me, am I a dangerous type, an anarchist or a blaster or something?”


  


  I smiled, for I like perceptive people. “It says you are the illegitimate daughter of Madame Chiang Kai-Shek and Johnny Potseed with convictions for mopery, drudgery and penury.”


  


  “What’s mopery?”


  


  “I haven’t the faintest. My omniscient staff tells me you are nineteen, a hick lad from Montana and a half-orphan who worked for eleven months in Great Falls in an office of the Blackfoot National Enterprises.”


  


  Her eyes got big and she gasped. “Found out at last! My desperate secrets revealed!” She took my arm and tugged me into the elevator that would drop us down to the cavern below. She looked up at me with big innocent eyes as we stood in the packed elevator. “Gee, Mr. Thorne, when I agreed to baby-sit for you and Mrs. Thorne I never knew you’d be taking me out.”


  


  I turned my head slowly and looked at her with a granite face, ignoring the curious and the grinning. “The next time I catch you indulging in mopery with my Afghan I’m going to leave you home.”


  


  Her eyes got all wet and sad. “No, please, I promise to be good. You can whip me again when we get home.”


  


  I raised my eyebrows. “No, I think wearing the collar will be enough.” The door opened. “Come, my dear. Excuse me, please.”


  


  “Yes, master,” she said humbly.


  


  The Earth part of the club was the raw ground under one of the many San Francisco hills, sprayed with a structural plastic so that it looked just like a raw-dug cave, yet quite strong. We went down the curving passage toward the maelstrom of noise that was a famous quiver group and came out into the huge hemispherical cave. Overhead a latticework of concrete supported a transparent swimming pool filled with nude and semi-nude swimmers, some guests and some professional entertainers.


  


  There was a waterfall at one end and torches burned in holders in the wall, while a flickering firelight was projected over everything. The quiver group blasted forth from a rough cave hacked into the dirt walls halfway up to the overhead swimming pool.


  


  As I took her arm to guide her into the quivering mob on the dance floor I said, “You know there is no Mrs. Thorne.”


  


  She smiled at me with a serene confidence. “That’s right.”


  


  The night swirled around us. Winds blew in, scented and warm, then cool and brisk. People crashed into the water over us with galaxies of bubbles around them. One quiver group gave way to another, tawny animals in pseudo-lion skins and shaggy hair, the women bare-breasted and wild.


  


  Madelon was a hundred women in a hundred minutes, but seemingly without effort. They were all her, from sullen siren to goshwowing teenie. I confess to a helpless infatuation and cared not if she was laying a trap for me or not.


  


  The elemental decor was a stimulant and I felt younger than I had in years. People joined us, laughed and drank and tripped, and left, and others came. Madelon was a magnet, attracting joy and delight, and I was very proud.


  


  We came to the surface at dawn and I triggered a tagalong for Bowie. We drove out to watch sunup over the Bay, then went to my apartment. In the elevator I said, “I’ll have to make that up to Bowie, I don’t often stay out like that.”


  


  “Oh?” Her face was impish, then softened and we kissed outside my door. The night was long and beautiful and satisfying and it changed my life.


  


  Some have said that Madelon Morgana was a bitch, a Circe, a witch, a fortune-hunter, a corrupter. Some have said that she was misunderstood, an angel, a saint, a creature much sinned against. I knew her very well and she was probably all those things, at various times and places. I was the first, last and only legal husband of Madelon Morgana.


  


  I wanted her and I got her. I wanted her because she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, and the least boring. I got her because she was beautiful inside as well. Or to be precise, I married her. I attracted her, our sex life was outstanding, and my wealth was exactly the convenience she needed. My money was her freedom.


  


  When we married, a few weeks after we met, she stopped being Madelon Morgana and became, not Madelon Thorne, but Madelon Morgana. At first I was a convenient and attractive aid, a refuge, a shoulder, a defender, an older and wiser head. She liked what I was, then later, who I was. We became friends. We fell in love. But I was not her only lover.


  


  No one owned Madelon, not even I. Her other lovers were infrequent, but real, but this distressed me only occasionally. When she loved beneath her, as it were, it hurt me. Once in awhile a lover’s ego outgrew his good sense and he bragged to me that he was sleeping with the wife of the rich and famous Brian Thorne. This always distressed Madelon and she invariably broke off the relationship immediately, something that the lover rarely understood.


  


  But Madelon and I were friends, as well as man and wife, and one is not knowingly rude to friends. I frequently insult people, but I am never rude to them. Madelon’s taste was excellent and these other relationships were usually fruitful in learning and joy, so that the two or three that were distasteful to me were very much in the minority.


  


  But Michael Cilento was different.


  


  I talked to Madelon and then flew to see Mike at Nikki’s. Our meeting was warm. “I can’t thank you enough for the villa,” he said, hugging me. “It was so beautiful and Nikos and Maria were so very nice to me. I did some drawings of their daughter. But the island— ah! Beautiful . . . very peaceful, yet . . . exciting, somehow.”


  


  “Where’s the new cube?”


  


  “At the Athena Gallery. They’re having a one-man, one-cube show.”


  


  “Well, let’s go. I’m anxious to see it.” I turned to my man Stamos. “Madelon will be along soon. Please meet her and take her directly to the Athena.” To Mike I said, “Come—I’m excited.”


  


  The cube was life-size, as were all of Mike’s works. Sophia was olive-skinned and full-breasted, lying on a couch covered with deep fur, curled like a cat, yet fully displayed. There was a richness in the work, an opulence reminiscent of Matisse’s odalisques. But the sheer animal eroticism of the girl overpowered everything.


  


  She was the Earth Mother, Eve and Lilith together. She was the pagan princess, the high priestess of Ba’al, the great whore of Babylon. She was nude, but a sun ornament gleamed dully between her breasts. Beyond her, through an arch of ancient, worn stone, was a dawn world, lush and green beyond a high wall. There was a feeling of time here, a setting far back beyond recorded history, when myths were men and monsters perhaps real.


  


  She lounged on animal furs, with the faint suggestion of a wanton sprawl, with no part of her hidden, and a half-eaten apple in her hand. The direct suggestion of Eve would have been ludicrous, except for the sheer raw power of the piece. Suddenly the symbolism of the Biblical Eve and her apple of knowledge had a reality, a meaning.


  


  Here, somewhere in Man’s past, Michael Cilento seemed to be saying, there was a turning. From simplicity toward complexity, from innocence to knowledge and beyond, perhaps to wisdom. And always the intimate personal secret lusts of the body.


  


  All this in one cube, from one face. I walked to the side. The girl did not change, except that I was now looking at her side, but the view through the arch had changed. It was the sea, stretching under heavy clouds to the unchanging horizon. The waves rolled in, oily and almost silent.


  


  The back view was past the voluptuous girl toward what she looked at: a dim room, a corridor leading to it, lit with flickering torches, going back into darkness . . . into time? Forward into time? The Earth Mother was waiting.


  


  The fourth side was a solid stone wall beyond the waiting woman and on the wall was set a ring and from the ring hung a chain. Symbol? Decoration? But Mike was too much an artist to have something without meaning in his work, for decoration was just design without content


  


  I turned to Mike to speak, but he was looking at the door.


  


  Madelon stood in the entrance, looking at the cube. Slowly she walked toward it, her eyes intent, secret, searching. I said nothing, but stepped aside. I glanced at Mike and my heart twisted. He was staring at her as intently as she looked at the sensatron cube.


  


  As Madelon walked closer Mike stepped near me. ‘Is this your friend?” he asked. I nodded. “I’ll do that cube you wanted,” he said softly.


  


  We waited silently as Madelon walked slowly around the cube. I could see she was excited. She was tanned and fit, fresh from a submarine exploration of the Aegean with Markos. At last she turned away from the cube and came directly to me with a swirl of her skirt. We kissed and held each other a long time.


  


  We looked into each other’s eyes for a long time.. “You’re well?” I asked her.


  


  “Yes.” She looked at me a long moment more, a soft smile on her face, searching my eyes for any hurt she might have caused. In that shorthand, intimate language of old friends and old lovers she questioned me with her look.


  


  “I’m fine,” I said, and meant it. I was always her friend but not so often her lover. But I still had more than most men, and I do not mean my millions. I had her love and respect, while others had usually just her interest.


  


  She turned to Mike with a smile. “You are Michael Cilento. Would you do my portrait, or use me as a subject?” She was perceptive enough to know that there was a more than subtle difference.


  


  “Brian has already spoken to me about it,” he said.


  


  “And?” She was not surprised.


  


  “I always need to spend some time with my subject before I can do a cube.” Except with the Christ cube, I thought with a smile.


  


  “Whatever you need,” Madelon said.


  


  Mike looked past her at me and raised his eyebrows. I made a gesture of acquiescence. Whatever was needed. I flatter myself that I understand the creative process better than most non-artists. What was needed was needed; what was not needed was unimportant. With Mike technology had ceased to be anything but a minimal hindrance between him and his art. Now he needed only intimacy and understanding of what he intended to do. And that meant time.


  


  “Use the Transjet,” I said. “Blake Mason has finished the house on Malagasy. Use that. Or roam around a-while.”


  


  People have said that I asked for it. But you cannot stop the tide; it comes in when it wants and it goes when it wants. Madelon was unlike any individual that I had ever known. She owned herself. Few people do. So many are mere reflections of others, mirrors of fame or power or personality. Many let others do their thinking for them. Some are not really people, but statistics.


  


  But Madelon was unlike the others. She took and gave without regard for very many things, demanding only truth. She was hard on her friends, for even friends sometimes require a touch of non-truth to help them out.


  


  She conformed to my own definition of friendship: a friend must interest, amuse and protect you. He can do nothing more. Without interest there is no communication; without amusement there is no zest; without protection there is no intimacy, no truth, no security. Madelon was my friend.


  


  It struck me that Michael Cilento was also unlike the others. He was an Original, on his way to being a Legend. At the bottom level there are people who are “interesting” or “different.” Those below that should not be allowed to waste your time. On the next step above is Unique. Then the Originals, and finally those rare Legends.


  


  I might flatter myself and say that I was certainly different, possibly even Unique on a good day. Madelon was an undisputed Original. But I sensed that Michael Cilento had that something extra, the art, the drive, the vision, the talent that could make him a Legend. (Or destroy him.)


  


  So they went off together. To Malagasy, off the African coast. To Capri. To New York. Then I heard they were in Algiers. I had my Control keep an extra special eye on them, even more than the usual protective surveillance I kept on Madelon. But I didn’t check myself. It was their business.


  


  A vidreport had them on Station One, dancing in the null gravity of the big ballroom balloon. Even without Control I was kept abreast of their actions and whereabouts by that host of people who found delight in telling me where my wife and her lover were. And what they were doing. How they looked. What they said. And so forth.


  


  Somehow none of it surprised me. I knew Madelon and what she liked. I knew beautiful women. I knew that Mike’s sensatron cubes were passports to immortality for many women.


  


  Mike was not the only artist working in the medium, of course, for Leeward and Miflin were both exhibiting and Coe had already done his great “Family.” But it was Mike the women wanted. Presidents and kings sought out Cinardo and Lisa Araminta. Vidstars thought Hampton fashionable. But Mike was the first choice for all the great beauties.


  


  I was determined that Mike have the time and privacy to do a sensatron cube of Madelon and I made it mandatory at all my homes, offices, and branches that Mike and Madelon be isolated from the vidhacks and nuts and time wasters as much as possible.


  


  It was the purest ego on my part, that lusting toward a sensatron portrait of Madelon. I suppose I wanted the world to know that she was “mine” as much as she could belong to anyone. I realized that all my commissioning of art was, at the bottom, ego.


  


  Make no mistake—I enjoyed the art I helped make possible, with a few mistakes that kept me alert. But I enjoyed many kinds and levels and degrees of art. I did not go by present popularity but preferred to find and encourage new artists.


  


  You see, I am a businessman. A very rich one, a very talented one, a very famous one, but no one will remember me beyond the memory of my few good friends. I would not even be a footnote in history, except for my association with the arts.


  


  But the art I help create will make me live on. I am not unique in that. Some people endow colleges, or create scholarships or build stadiums. Some build great houses, or even cause laws to be passed. These are not always acts of pure egotism, but the ego often enters into it, I’m certain, and especially if it is tax deductible.


  


  Over the years I have commissioned Vardi to do the Fates for the Terrace Garden of the General Anomaly complex, my financial base and main corporation. I pressed for Darrin to do the Rocky Mountain sculptures for United Motors. I talked Willoughby into doing his golden beast series at my home in Arizona. Caruthers did his “Man” series of cubes because of a commission from my Manpower company. The panels that are now in the Metropolitan were done for my Tahiti estate by Elinor Ellington. I gave the University of Pennsylvania the money to impregnate those hundreds of sandstone slab carvings on Mars and get them safely to Earth. I subsidized Eklundy for five years before he wrote his Martian Symphony. I sponsored the first air music concert at Sydney.


  


  My ego has had a good working out.


  


  I received a tape from Madelon the same day I had a call from the Pope, who wanted me to help him convince Mike to do his tomb sculptures. The new Reformed Church was once again involved in art patronage, a 2,500-year-old tradition.


  


  But getting a tape from Madelon, instead of a call, where I could reply, hurt me. I suspected I had lost Madelon.


  


  My armored layers of sophistication told me glibly that I had asked for it, even had intrigued to achieve it. But my beast-gut told me that I had been a fool. This time I had outsmarted myself.


  


  I dropped the tape in the playback. She was recording from a grove of rainbow trees in Trumpet Valley. I had given Tashura the grant that had made the transplants from Mars possible and the feathery splendor of the trees behind her seemed a suitable background for her beauty.


  


  “Brian, he’s fantastic. I’ve never met anyone like him.”


  


  I died a little and was sad. Others had amused her, or pleased her golden body, or were momentarily mysterious to her, but this time . . . this time I knew it was different.


  


  “He’s going to start the cube next week. In Rome. I’m very excited.” I punched out the tape and got my secretary to track her down. She was in Rome, looking radiant.


  


  “How much does he want to do it?” I asked. Sometimes my businessman’s brain likes to keep things orderly and out front, before confusion and misunderstanding sets in. But this time I was abrupt, crass and rather brutal, though my words were delivered in a normal, light tone. But all I had to offer was the wherewithal that could pay for the sensatron cube.


  


  “Nothing,” she said. “He’s doing it for nothing. Because he wants to, Brian.”


  


  “Nonsense. I commissioned him. Cubes cost money to make. He’s not that rich.”


  


  “He told me to tell you he wants to do it without any money. He’s out now, getting new cilli nets.”


  


  I felt cheated. I had caused the series of events that would end in the creation of a sensatron portrait of Madelon, but I was going to be cheated of my only contribution, my only connection. I had to salvage something.


  


  “It . . . it should be an extraordinary cube. Would Mike object if I built a structure just for it?”


  


  “I thought you wanted to put it in the new house on Battle Mountain.”


  


  “I do, but I thought I might make a special small dome of spraystone. On the point, perhaps. Something extra nice for a Cilento masterpiece.”


  


  “It sounds like a shrine.” Her face was quiet, her eyes looking into me.


  


  “Yes,” I answered slowly, “perhaps it is.” Maybe people shouldn’t get to know you so well that they can read your mind where you cannot. I changed the subject and we talked for a few minutes of various friends. Steve on the Venus probe. A fashionable couturier who was showing a line based on the new Martian tablet finds. A new sculptor working in magnaplastics. Blake Mason’s designs for the Gardens of Babylon. A festival in Rio that Jules and Gina had invited us to. The Pope’s desire for Mike to do his tomb. In short, all the gossip, trivia, and things of importance between friends.


  


  I talked of everything except what I wanted to talk about.


  


  When we parted Madelon told me with a sad, proud smile that she had never been so happy. I nodded and punched out, then stared sightlessly at the skyline. For a long moment I hated Michael Cilento and he was probably never so near death. But I loved Madelon and she loved Mike, so he must live and be protected. I knew that she loved me, too, but it was and had always been a different kind of love.


  


  I went to a science board meeting at Tycho Base and looked at the green-brown-blue white-streaked Earth “overhead” and only paid minimal attention to the speakers. I came down to a petroleum meeting at Hargesisa, in Somalia. I visited a mistress of mine in Samarkand, sold a company, bought an electrosnake for the Louvre, visited Armand in Nardonne, bought a company, commissioned a concerto from a new composer I liked in Ceylon, and donated an early Caruthers to the Prado.


  


  I came, I went. I thought about Madelon. I thought about Mike. Then I went back to what I did best: making money, making work, getting things done, making time pass.


  


  I had just come from a policy meeting of the North American Continent Ecology Council when Madelon called to say the cube was finished and would be installed in the Battle Mountain house by the end of the week.


  


  “How is it?” I asked.


  


  She smiled. “See for yourself.”


  


  “Smug bitch,” I grinned.


  


  “It’s his best one, Brian. The best sensatron in the world.”


  


  “I’ll see you Saturday.” I punched out and took the rest of the day off and had an early dinner with two Swedish blondes and did a little fleshly purging. It did not really help very much.


  


  On Saturday I could see the two tiny figures waving at me from the causeway bridging the house with the tip of the spire of rock where the copter pad was. They were holding hands.


  


  Madelon was tanned, fit, glowing, dressed in white with a necklace of Cartier Tempoimplant tattoos across her shoulders and breasts in glowing facets of liquid fire. She waved at Bowie as she came to me, squinting against the dust the copter blades were still swirling about


  


  Mike was there, dressed in black, looking haunted.


  


  Getting to you, boy? I thought. There was a vicious thrill in thinking it and I shamed myself.


  


  Madelon hugged me and we walked together back over the high causeway and directly to the new spray-stone dome in the garden, at the edge of a five hundred foot cliff.


  


  The cube was magnificent. There hadn’t been anything like it, ever. Not ever.


  


  It was the largest cube I’d seen. There have been bigger ones since but at the time it was quite large. None have been better. Its impact was stunning.


  


  Madelon sat like a queen on what has come to be known as the Jewel Throne, a great solid thronelike block that seemed to be part temple, part jewel, part dream. It was immensely complex, set with faceted electronic patterns that gave it the effect of a superbly cut jewel that was somehow also liquid. Michael Cilento would have made his place in art history with that throne alone.


  


  But on it sat Madelon. Nude. Her waist long hair fell in a simple cascade. She looked right out at you, sitting erect, almost primly, with an almost triumphant expression.


  


  It drew me from the doorway. Everyone, everything was forgotten, including the original and the creator with me. There was only the cube. The vibrations were getting to me and my pulse increased. Even knowing that pulse generators were working on my alpha waves and broadcast projectors were doing this and sonics were doing that and my own alpha wave was being synchronized and reprojected did not affect me. Only the cube affected me. All else was forgotten.


  


  There was just the cube and me, with Madelon in it, more real than the reality.


  


  I walked to stand before it. The cube was slightly raised so that she sat well above the floor, as a queen should. Behind her, beyond the dark violet eyes, beyond the incrediblepresence of the woman, there was a dark, misty background that may or may not have been moving and changing.


  


  I stood there a long time, just looking, experiencing. “It’s incredible,” I whispered.


  


  “Walk around it,” Madelon said. I felt the note of pride in her voice. I moved to the right and it was as if Madelon followed me with her eyes without moving them, following me by sensing me, alert, alive, ready for me. Already, the electronic image within the cilli nets was real.


  


  The figure of Madelon sat there, proudly naked, breathing normally with that fantastically lifelike movement possible to the skilled molecular constructors. The figure had none of the flamboyance that Caruthers or Raeburn brought to their figures, so delighted in their ability to bring “life” to their work that they saw nothing else.


  


  But Mike had restraint. He hadpower in his work, understatement, demanding that the viewer put something of himself into it.


  


  I walked around to the back. Madelon was no longer sitting on the throne. It was empty, and beyond it, stretching to the horizon, was an ocean and above the toppling waves, stars. New constellations glowed. A meteor flashed. I stepped back to the side. The throne was unchanged but Madelon was back. She sat there, a queen, waiting.


  


  I walked around the cube. She was on the other side, waiting, breathing, being. But in back she was gone.


  


  But to where?


  


  I looked long into the eyes of the figure in the cube. She stared back at me, into me. I seemed to feel her thoughts. Her face changed, seemed about to smile, grew sad, drew back into queenliness.


  


  I drew back into myself. I went to Mike to congratulate him. “I’m stunned. There are no words.”


  


  He seemed relieved at my approval. “It’s yours,” he said. I nodded. There was nothing to say. It was the greatest work of art I knew. It was more than Madelon or the sum of all the Madelons that I knew existed. It was Woman as well as a specific woman. I felt humble in the presence of such great art. It was “mine” only in that I could house it. I could not contain it. It had to belong to the world.


  


  I looked at the two of them. There was something else. I sensed what it was and I died some more. A flicker of hate for both of them flashed across my mind and was gone, leaving only emptiness.


  


  “Madelon is coming with me,” Mike said.


  


  I looked at her. She made a slight nod, looking at me gravely, with deep concern in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Brian.”


  


  I nodded, my throat constricted suddenly. It was almost a business deal: the greatest work of art for Madelon, even trade. I turned back to look at the sensatron again and this time the image-Madelon seemed sad, yet compassionate. My eyes were wet and the cube shimmered. I heard them leave and long after the throb of the copter had faded away I stood there, looking into the cube, into Madelon, into myself.


  


  They went to Athens, I heard, then to Russia for awhile. When they went to India so that Mike might do his Holy Men series I called off the discreet monitors Control had put on them.


  


  I bought companies. I made things. I commissioned art. I sold companies. I went places. I changed mistresses. I made money. I fought stock control fights. Some I lost. I ruined people. I made others happy and rich. I was alone a lot.


  


  I return often to Battle Mountain. That is where the cube is.


  


  The greatness of it never bores me; it is different each time I see it, for I am different each time. But then Madelon never bored me either, unlike all other women, who sooner or later revealed either their shallowness or my inability to find anything deeper.


  


  I look at the work of Michael Cilento and I know that he is an artist of his time, yet like many artists,not of his time. He uses the technology of his time, the attitude of an alien, and the same basic subject matter that generations of fascinated artists have used.


  


  Michael Cilento is an artist of women. Many have said he is the artist who caught women as they were, as they wanted to be, and as he saw them, all in one work of art


  


  When I look at my sensatron cube, and at all the other Cilentos I have acquired, I am proud to have helped cause the creation of such art. But when I look at the Madelon that is in my favorite cube I sometimes wonder if the trade was worth it.


  


  The cube is more than Madelon or the sum of the sum of all the Madelons who ever existed. But the reality of art is not the reality of reality.
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  * * * *
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  * * * *


  


  


  I don’t know anything about the Locrine and its inhabitants except what’s revealed in Joanna Russ’s compendium of handy phrases to know if you’re planning to visit there. Compiled with help from the eighteen members of the Clarion Science Fiction Workshop, this guide for the tourist of other planets will give you some idea of what real culture shock is like. Joanna Russ recently declined an opportunity to visit England with all expenses paid: “I am dead tired at the moment and the idea of going anywhere looks pretty rotten,” she said. No wonder.


  


  


  USEFUL PHRASES FOR THE TOURIST


  by Joanna Russ


  


  


  THE LOCRINE: peninsula and surrounding regions.


  


  High Lokrinnen.


  


  X 437894 = II


  


  Reasonably Earthlike (see companion audio tapes and transliterations)


  


  For physiology, ecology, religion and customs, Wu and Fabricant, Prague, 2355, Vol. 2 The Locrine, Useful Knowledge for the Tourist, q.v.


  


  * * * *


  


  AT THE HOTEL:


  


  That is my companion. It is not intended as a tip.


  


  I will call the manager.


  


  This cannot be my room because I cannot breathe ammonia.


  


  I will be most comfortable between temperatures of 290 and 303 degrees Kelvin.


  


  Waitress, this meal is still alive.


  


  * * * *


  


  AT THE PARTY:


  


  Is that you?


  


  Is that all of you? How much (many) of you is (are) there?


  


  I am happy to meet your clone.


  


  Interstellar amity demands that we make some physical display at this point, but I beg to be excused.


  


  Are you toxic?


  


  Are you edible? I am not edible.


  


  We humans do not regenerate.


  


  My companion is not edible.


  


  That is my ear.


  


  I am toxic.


  


  Is that how you copulate?


  


  Is this intended to be erotic?


  


  Thank you very much.


  


  Please explain.


  


  Do you turn colors?


  


  Are you pregnant?


  


  I shall leave the room.


  


  Can’t we just be friends?


  


  Take me to the Earth Consulate immediately.


  


  Although I am very flattered by your kind offer, I cannot accompany you to the mating pits, as I am viviparous.


  


  * * * *


  


  IN THE HOSPITAL:


  


  No!


  


  My eating orifice is not at that end of my body.


  


  I would rather do it myself.


  


  Please do not let the atmosphere in (out) as I will be most uncomfortable.


  


  I do not eat lead.


  


  Placing the thermometer there will yield little or no useful information.


  


  * * * *


  


  SIGHTSEEING:


  


  You are not my guide. My guide was bipedal.


  


  We Earth people do not do that.


  


  Oh, what a jolly fine natatorium (mating perch, arranged spectacle, involuntary phenomenon)!


  


  At what hour does the lovelorn princess fling herself into the flaming volcano? May we participate?


  


  That is not demonstrable.


  


  That is hardly likely.


  


  That is ridiculous.


  


  I have seen much better examples of that.


  


  Please direct me to the nearest sentient mammal.


  


  Take me to the Earth Consulate without delay.


  


  * * * *


  


  At THE THEATRE:


  


  Is that amusing?


  


  I am sorry; I did not mean to be offensive.


  


  I did not intend to sit on you. I did not realize that you were already in this seat.


  


  Could you deform yourself a little lower?


  


  My eyes are sensitive only to light of the wavelengths 3000-7000A.


  


  Am I imagining this?


  


  Am I supposed to imagine this?


  


  Should I be perturbed by the water on the floor?


  


  Where is the exit?


  


  Help!


  


  This is great art.


  


  My religious convictions prevent me from joining in the performance.


  


  I do not feel well.


  


  I feel very sick.


  


  I do not eat living food.


  


  Is this supposed to be erotic?


  


  May I take this home with me?


  


  Is this part of the performance?


  


  Stop touching me.


  


  Sir or madam, that is mine, (extrinsic)


  


  Sir or madam, that is mine, (intrinsic)


  


  I wish to visit the waste-reclamation units.


  


  Have you finished?


  


  May I begin?


  


  You are in my way.


  


  Under no circumstances.


  


  If you do not stop that, I will call the attendant. That is forbidden by my religion.


  


  Sir or madam, this is a private unit.


  


  Sir and madam, this is a private unit.


  


  * * * *


  


  COMPLIMENTS:


  


  You are more than before.


  


  Your hair is false.


  


  If you uncover your feet, I will faint.


  


  There is no room.


  


  You will undoubtedly be here tomorrow.


  


  * * * *


  


  INSULTS:


  


  You are just the same.


  


  There are more of you than previously.


  


  Your fingers are showing.


  


  How clean you are!


  


  You are clean, but animated.


  


  * * * *


  


  GENERAL:


  


  Take me to the Earth Consulate.


  


  Direct me to the Earth Consulate.


  


  The Earth Consulate will hear of this.


  


  This is no way to treat a visitor.


  


  Please direct me to my hotel.


  


  At what time does the moon rise? Is there a moon? Is it a full moon? Take me to the Earth Consulate immediately.


  


  May I have the second volume of Wu and Fabricant, entitled Physiology, Ecology, Religion and Customs of the Locrine? Price is no object.


  


  Something has just gone amiss with my vehicle.


  


  I am dying.
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  * * * *
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    * * * *


    


    

  


  Harlan Ellison is widely known for such strong and dark visions as those in I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream, Pretty Maggie Moneyeyes and others. A young woman who reads a lot of science fiction told me recently that she sometimes dreamed in the styles of particular writers: Jack Vance, Samuel R. Delany, Harlan Ellison. “What was your dream in Harlan’s style like?” I asked her. She said, “Oh, it was horrible. At the end I died. Three times.”


  


   


  ON THE DOWNHILL SIDE


  by Harlan Ellison


  


  


  “In love, there is always one who kisses


  and one who offers the cheek.”


  French Proverb


  


  


  I knew she was a virgin because she was able to ruffle the silken mane of my unicorn. Named Lizette, she was a Grecian temple in which no sacrifice had ever been made. Vestal virgin of New Orleans, found walking without shadow in the thankgod coolness of cockroach-crawling Louisiana night. My unicorn whinnied, inclined his head, and she stroked the ivory spiral of his horn.


  


  Much of this took place in what is called the Irish Channel, a strip of street in old New Orleans where the lace curtain micks had settled decades before; now the Irish were gone and the Cubans had taken over the Channel. Now the Cubans were sleeping, recovering from the muggy today that held within its hours thedéjà vu of muggy yesterday, thedéjà rêvé of intolerable tomorrow. Now the crippled bricks of side streets off Magazine had given up their nightly ghosts, and one such phantom had come to me, calling my unicorn to her — thus, clearly, a virgin — and I stood waiting.


  


  Had it been Sutton Place, had it been a Manhattan evening, and had we met, she would have kneeled to pet my dog. And I would have waited. Had it been Puerto Vallarta, had it been 20° 36’ N, 105° 13’ W, and had we met, she would have crouched to run her fingertips over the oil-slick hide of my iguana. And I would have waited. Meeting in streets requires ritual. One must wait and not breathe too loud, if one is to enjoy the congress of the nightly ghosts.


  


  She looked across the fine head of my unicorn and smiled at me. Her eyes were a shade of gray between onyx and miscalculation. “Is it a bit chilly for you?” I asked.


  


  “When I was thirteen,” she said, linking my arm, taking a tentative two steps that led me with her, up the street, “or perhaps I was twelve, well no matter, when I was that approximate age, I had a marvelous shawl of Belgian lace. I could look through it and see the mysteries of the sun and the other stars unriddled. I’m sure someone important and very nice has purchased that shawl from an antique dealer, and paid handsomely for it.”


  


  It seemed not a terribly responsive reply to a simple question.


  


  “A queen of the Mardi Gras Ball doesn’t get chilly,” she added, unasked. I walked along beside her, the cool evasiveness of her arm binding us, my mind a welter of answer choices, none satisfactory.


  


  Behind us, my unicorn followed silently. Well, not entirely silently. His platinum hoofs clattered on the bricks. I’m afraid I felt a straight pin of jealousy. Perfection does that to me.


  


  “When were you queen of the Ball?”


  


  The date she gave me was one hundred and thirteen years before.


  


  It must have been brutally cold down there in the stones.


  


  There is a little book they sell, a guide to manners and dining in New Orleans: I’ve looked: nowhere in the book do they indicate the proper responses to a ghost. But then, it says nothing about the wonderful cemeteries of New Orleans’ West Bank, or Metairie. Or the gourmet dining at such locations. One seeks, in vain, through the mutable, mercurial universe, for the compleat guide. To everything. And, failing in the search, one makes do the best one can. And suffers the frustration, suffers the ennui.


  


  Perfection does that to me.


  


  We walked for some time, and grew to know each other, as best we’d allow. These are some of the high points. They lack continuity. I don’t apologize, I merely point it out, adding with some truth, I feel, thatmost liaisons lack continuity. We find ourselves in odd places at various times, and for a brief span we link our lives to others — even as Lizette had linked her arm with mine — and then, our time elapsed, we move apart. Through a haze of pain occasionally; usually through a veil of memory that clings, then passes; sometimes as though we have never touched.


  


  “My name is Paul Ordahl,” I told her. “And the most awful thing that ever happened to me was my first wife, Bernice. I don’t know how else to put it — even if it sounds melodramatic, it’s simply what happened — she went insane, and I divorced her, and her mother had her committed to a private mental home.”


  


  “When I was eighteen,” Lizette said, “my family gave me my coming-out party. We were living in the Garden District, on Prytania Street. The house was a lovely white Plantation — they call them antebellum now — with Grecian pillars. We had a persimmon-green gazebo in the rear gardens, directly beside a weeping willow. It was six-sided. Octagonal. Or is that hexagonal? It was the loveliest party. And while it was going on, I sneaked away with a boy . . . I don’t remember his name . . . and we went into the gazebo, and I let him touch my breasts. I don’t remember his name.”


  


  We were on Decatur Street, walking toward the French Quarter; the Mississippi was on our right, dark but making its presence known.


  


  “Her mother was the one had her committed, you see. I only heard from them twice after the divorce. It had been four stinking years and I really didn’t want any more of it. Once, after I’d started making some money, the mother called and said Bernice had to be put in the state asylum. There wasn’t enough money to pay for the private home any more. I sent a little; not much. I suppose I could have sent more, but I was remarried, there was a child from her previous marriage. I didn’t want to send any more. I told the mother not to call me again. There was only once after that . . . it was the most terrible thing that ever happened to me.”


  


  We walked around Jackson Square, looking in at the very black grass, reading the plaques bolted to the spear-topped fence, plaques telling how New Orleans had once belonged to the French. We sat on one of the benches in the street. The street had been closed to traffic, and we sat on one of the benches.


  


  “Our name was Charbonnet. Can you say that?”


  


  I said it, with a good accent.


  


  “I married a very wealthy man. He was in real estate. At one time he owned the entire block where theVieux Carré now stands, on Bourbon Street. He admired me greatly. He came and sought my hand, and mymaman had to strike the bargain because my father was too weak to do it; he drank. I can admit that now. But it didn’t matter, I’d already found out how my suitor was set financially. He wasn’t common, but he wasn’t quality, either. But he was wealthy and I married him. He gave me presents. I did what I had to do. But I refused to let him make love to me after he became friends with that awful Jew who built the Metairie Cemetery over the race track because they wouldn’t let him race his Jew horses. My husband’s name was Dunbar. Claude Dunbar, you may have heard the name? Our parties werede rigueur .”


  


  “Would you like some coffee andbeignets at du Monde?”


  


  She stared at me for a moment, as though she wanted me to say something more, then she nodded and smiled.


  


  We walked around the Square. My unicorn was waiting at the curb. I scratched his rainbow flank and he struck a spark off the cobblestones with his right front hoof. “I know,” I said to him, “we’ll soon start the downhill side. But not just yet. Be patient. I won’t forget you.”


  


  Lizette and I went inside the Café du Monde and I ordered two coffees with warm milk and two orders ofbeignets from a waiter who was originally from New Jersey but had lived most of his life only a few miles from College Station, Texas.


  


  There was a coolness coming off the levee.


  


  “I was in New York,” I said. “I was receiving an award at an architects’ convention — did I mention I was an architect — yes, that’s what I was at the time, an architect — and I did a television interview. The mother saw me on the program, and checked the newspapers to find out what hotel we were using for the convention, and she got my room number and called me. I had been out quite late after the banquet where I’d gotten my award, quite late. I was sitting on the side of the bed, taking off my shoes, my tuxedo tie hanging from my unbuttoned collar, getting ready just to throw clothes on the floor and sink away, when the phone rang. It was the mother. She was a terrible person, one of the worst I ever knew, a shrike, a terrible, just a terrible person. She started telling me about Bernice in the asylum. How they had her in this little room and how she stared out the window most of the time. She’d reverted to childhood, and most of the time she couldn’t even recognize the mother; but when she did, she’d say something like, ‘Don’t let them hurt me, Mommy, don’t let them hurt me.’ So I asked her what she wanted me to do, did she want money for Bernice or what . . . did she want me to go see her since I was in New York . . . and she said God no. And then she did an awful thing to me. She said the last time she’d been to see Bernice, my ex-wife had turned around and put her finger to her lips and said, ‘Shhh, we have to be very quiet. Paul is working.’ And I swear, a snake uncoiled in my stomach. It was the most terrible thing I’d ever heard. No matter how secure you are that you honest to God hadnot sent someone to a madhouse, there’s always that little core of doubt, and saying what she’d said just burned out my head. I couldn’t even think about it, couldn’t even reallyhear it, or it would have collapsed me. So down came these iron walls and I just kept on talking, and after a while she hung up.


  


  “It wasn’t till two years later that I allowed myself to think about it, and then I cried; it had been a long time since I’d cried. Oh, not because I believed that nonsense about a man isn’t supposed to cry, but just because I guess there hadn’t been anything that important to cryabout . But when I let myself hear what she’d said, I started crying, and just went on and on till I finally went in and looked into the bathroom mirror and I asked myself, face-to-face, if I’d done that, if I’d ever made her be quiet so I could work on blueprints or drawings . . .


  


  “And after a while I saw myself shaking my head no, and it was easier. That was perhaps three years before I died.”


  


  She licked the powdered sugar from thebeignets off her fingers, and launched into a long story about a lover she had taken. She didn’t remember his name.


  


  It was sometime after midnight. I’d thought midnight would signal the start of the downhill side, but the hour had passed, and we were still together, and she didn’t seem ready to vanish. We left the Café du Monde and walked into the Quarter.


  


  I despise Bourbon Street. The strip joints, with the pasties over nipples, the smell of need, the dwarfed souls of men attuned only to flesh. The noise.


  


  We walked through it like art connoisseurs at a showing of motel room paintings. She continued to talk about her life, about the men she had known, about the way they had loved her, the ways in which she had spurned them, and about the trivia of her past existence. I continued to talk about my loves, about all the women I had held dear in my heart for however long each had been linked with me. We talked across each other, our conversation at right angles, only meeting in the intersections of silence at story’s end.


  


  She wanted a julep and I took her to the Royal Orleans Hotel and we sat in silence as she drank. I watched her, studying that phantom face, seeking for even the smallest flicker of light off the ice in her eyes, hoping for an indication that glacial melting could be forthcoming. But there was nothing, and I burned to say correct words that might cause heat. She drank and reminisced about evenings with young men in similar hotels, a hundred years before.


  


  We went to a night club where a flamenco dancer and his two-woman troupe performed on a stage of unpolished woods, their star-shining black shoes setting up resonances in me that I chose to ignore.


  


  Then I realized there were only three couples in the club, and that the extremely pretty flamenco dancer was playing to Lizette. He gripped the lapels of his bolero jacket and clattered his heels against the stage like a man driving nails. She watched him, and her tongue made a wholly obvious flirtatious trip around the rim of her liquor glass. There was a two-drink minimum, and as I have never liked the taste of alcohol, she was more than willing to prevent waste by drinking mine as well as her own. Whether she was getting drunk or simply indulging herself, I do not know. It didn’t matter. I became blind with jealousy, and dragons took possession of my eyes.


  


  When the dancer was finished, when his half hour show was concluded, he came to our table. His suit was skintight and the color of Arctic lakes. His hair was curly and moist from his exertions, and his prettiness infuriated me. There was a scene. He asked her name, I interposed a comment, he tried to be polite, sensing my ugly mood, she overrode my comment, he tried again in Castilian,th -ing hisesses , she answered, I rose and shoved him, there was a scuffle. We were asked to leave.


  


  Once outside, she walked away from me.


  


  My unicorn was at the curb, eating from a porcelainSèvres soup plate filled withflan . I watched her walk unsteadily up the street toward Jackson Square. I scratched my unicorn’s neck and he stopped eating the egg custard. He looked at me for a long moment. Ice crystals were sparkling in his mane.


  


  We were on the downhill side.


  


  “Soon, old friend,” I said.


  


  He dipped his elegant head toward the plate. “I see you’ve been to the Las Americas. When you return the plate, give my best toSeñor Pena.”


  


  I followed her up the street. She was walking rapidly toward the Square. I called to her, but she wouldn’t stop. She began dragging her left hand along the steel bars of the fence enclosing the Square. Her fingertips thudded softly from bar to bar, and once I heard the chitinousclak of a manicured nail.


  


  “Lizette!”


  


  She walked faster, dragging her hand across the dark metal bars.


  


  “Lizette! Damn it!”


  


  I was reluctant to run after her; it was somehow terribly demeaning. But she was getting farther and farther away. There were bums in the Square, sitting slouched on the benches, their arms out along the backs. Itinerants, kids with beards and knapsacks. I was suddenly frightened for her. Impossible. She had been dead for a hundred years. There was no reason for it . . . I was afraid for her!


  


  I started running, the sound of my footsteps echoing up and around the Square. I caught her at the corner and dragged her around. She tried to slap me, and I caught her hand. She kept trying to hit me, to scratch my face with the manicured nails. I held her and swung her away from me, swung her around, and around, dizzyingly, trying to keep her off-balance. She swung wildly, crying out and saying things inarticulately. Finally, she stumbled and I pulled her in to me and held her tight against my body.


  


  “Stop it! Stop, Lizette! I . . .stop it! “ She went limp against me and I felt her crying against my chest. I took her into the shadows and my unicorn came down Decatur Street and stood under a streetlamp, waiting.


  


  The chimera winds rose. I heard them, and knew we were well on the downhill side, that time was growing short. I held her close and smelled the woodsmoke scent of her hair. “Listen to me,” I said, softly, close to her. “Listen to me, Lizette. Our time’s almost gone. This is our last chance. You’ve lived in stone for a hundred years; I’ve heard you cry. I’ve come there, to that place, night after night, and I’ve heard you cry. You’ve paid enough, God knows. So have I. We cando it. We’ve got one more chance, and we can make it, if you’ll try. That’s all I ask. Try.”


  


  She pushed away from me, tossing her head so the auburn hair swirled away from her face. Her eyes were dry. Ghosts can do that. Cry without making tears. Tears are denied us. Other things; I won’t talk of them here.


  


  “I lied to you,” she said.


  


  I touched the side of her face. The high cheekbone just at the hairline. “I know. My unicorn would never have let you touch him if you weren’t pure. I’m not, but he has no choice with me. He was assigned to me. He’s my familiar and he puts up with me. We’re friends.”


  


  “No. Other lies. My life was a lie. I’ve told them all to you. We can’t make it. You have to let me go.”


  


  I didn’t know exactly where, but I knew how it would happen. I argued with her, trying to convince her there was a way for us. But she couldn’t believe it, hadn’t the strength or the will or the faith. Finally, I let her go.


  


  She put her arms around my neck, and drew my face down to hers, and she held me that way for a few moments. Then the winds rose, and there were sounds in the night, the sounds of calling, and she left me there, in the shadows.


  


  I sat down on the curb and thought about the years since I’d died. Years without much music. Light leached out. Wandering. Nothing to pace me but memories and the unicorn. How sad I was forhim ; assigned to me till I got my chance. And now it had come and I’d taken my best go, and failed.


  


  Lizette and I were the two sides of the same coin; devalued and impossible to spend. Legal tender of nations long since vanished, no longer even names on the cracked papyrus of cartographers’ maps. We had been snatched away from final rest, had been set adrift to roam for our crimes, and only once between death and eternity would we receive a chance. This night . . . this nothing-special night . . . this was our chance.


  


  My unicorn came to me, then, and brushed his muzzle against my shoulder. I reached up and scratched around the base of his spiral horn, his favorite place. He gave a long, silvery sigh, and in that sound I heard the sentence I was serving on him, as well as myself. We had been linked, too. Assigned to one another by the One who had ordained this night’s chance. But if I lost out, so did my unicorn; he who had wandered with me through all the soundless, lightless years.


  


  I stood up. I was by no means ready to do battle, but at least I could stay in for the full ride . . . all the way on the downhill side. “Do you know where they are?”


  


  My unicorn started off down the street.


  


  I followed, hopelessness warring with frustration. Dusk to dawn is the full ride, the final chance. After midnight is the downhill side. Time was short, and when time ran out there would be nothing for Lizette or me or my unicornbut time. Forever.


  


  When we passed the Royal Orleans Hotel I knew where we were going. The sound of the Quarter had already faded. It was getting on toward dawn. The human lice had finally crawled into their flesh-mounds to sleep off the night of revelry. Though I had never experienced directly the New Orleans in which Lizette had grown up, I longed for the power to blot out the cancerous blight that Bourbon Street and the Quarter had become, with its tourist filth and screaming neon, to restore it to the colorful yet healthy state in which it had thrived a hundred years before. But I was only a ghost, not one of the gods with such powers, and at that moment I was almost at the end of the line held by one of those gods.


  


  My unicorn turned down dark streets, heading always in the same general direction, and when I saw the first black shapes of the tombstones against the night sky, thelightening night sky, I knew I’d been correct in my assumption of destination.


  


  The Saint Louis Cemetery.


  


  Oh, how I sorrow for anyone who has never seen the world-famous Saint Louis Cemetery in New Orleans. It is the perfect graveyard, the complete graveyard, the finest graveyard in the universe. (There is a perfection in some designs that informs the function totally. There are Danish chairs that could be nothingbut chairs, are so totally and completelychair that if the world as we know it ended, and a billion years from now the New Orleans horsy cockroaches became the dominant species, and they dug down through the alluvial layers, and found one of those chairs, even if they themselves did not use chairs, were not constructed physically for the use of chairs, had never seen a chair,still they would know it for what it had been made to be: a chair. Because it would be the essence ofchairness . And from it, they could reconstruct the human race in replica.That is the kind of graveyard one means when one refers to the world-famous Saint Louis Cemetery.)


  


  The Saint Louis Cemetery is ancient. It sighs with shadows and the comfortable bones and their afterimages of deaths that became great merely because those who died went to be interred in the Saint Louis Cemetery. The water table lies just eighteen inches below New Orleans — there are no graves in the earth for that reason. Bodies are entombed aboveground in crypts, in sepulchers, vaults, mausoleums. The gravestones are all different, no two alike, each one a testament to the stonecutter’s art. Only secondarily testaments to those who lie beneath the markers.


  


  We had reached the moment of final nightness. That ultimate moment before day began. Dawn had yet to fill the eastern sky, yet there was a warming of tone to the night; it was the last of the downhill side of my chance. Of Lizette’s chance.


  


  We approached the cemetery, my unicorn and I. From deep in the center of the skyline of stones beyond the fence I could see the ice-chill glow of a pulsing blue light. The light one finds in a refrigerator, cold and flat and brittle.


  


  I mounted my unicorn, leaned close along his neck, clinging to his mane with both hands, knees tight to his silken sides, now rippling with light and color, and I gave a little hiss of approval, a little sound of go.


  


  My unicorn sailed over the fence, into the world-famous Saint Louis Cemetery.


  


  I dismounted and thanked him. We began threading our way between the tombstones, the sepulchers, the crypts.


  


  The blue glow grew more distinct. And now I could hear the chimera winds rising, whirling, coming in off alien seas. The pulsing of the light, the wail of the winds, the night dying. My unicorn stayed close. Even we of the spirit world know when to be afraid.


  


  After all, I was only operating off a chance; I was under no god’s protection. Naked, even in death.


  


  There is no fog in New Orleans.


  


  Mist began to form around us.


  


  Except sometimes in the winter, there is no fog in New Orleans.


  


  I remembered the daybreak of the night I’d died. There had been mist. I had been a suicide.


  


  My third wife had left me. She had gone away during the night, while I’d been at a business meeting with a client; I had been engaged to design a church in Baton Rouge. All that day I’d steamed the old wallpaper off the apartment we’d rented. It was to have been our first home together, paid for by the commission. I’d done the steaming myself, with a tall ladder and a steam condenser and two flat pans with steam holes. Up near the ceiling the heat had been so awful I’d almost fainted. She’d brought me lemonade, freshly squeezed. Then I’d showered and changed and gone to my meeting. When I’d returned, she was gone. No note.


  


  Lizette and I were two sides of the same coin, cast off after death for the opposite extremes of the same crime. She had never loved. I had loved too much. Overindulgence in something as delicate as love is to be found monstrously offensive in the eyes of the God of Love. And some of us — who have never understood the salvation in the Golden Mean — some of us are cast adrift with but one chance. It can happen.


  


  Mist formed around us, and my unicorn crept close to me, somehow smaller, almost timid. We were moving into realms he did not understand, where his limited magics were useless. These were realms of potency so utterly beyond even the limbo creatures — such as my unicorn — so completely alien to even the intermediary zone wanderers — Lizette and myself — that we were as helpless and without understanding as those who live. We had only one advantage over living, breathing, as yet undead humans: weknew for certain that the realms on the other side existed.


  


  Above, beyond, deeper: where the gods live. Where the One who had given me my chance, had given Lizetteher chance, where He lived. Undoubtedly watching.


  


  The mist swirled up around us, as chill and final as the dust of pharaohs’ tombs.


  


  We moved through it, toward the pulsing heart of blue light. And as we came into the penultimate circle, we stopped. We were in the outer ring of potency, and we saw the claiming things that had come for Lizette. She lay out on an altar of crystal, naked and trembling. They stood around her, enormously tall and transparent. Man shapes without faces. Within their transparent forms a strange, silvery fog swirled, like smoke from holy censers. Where eyes should have been on a man or a ghost, there were only dull flickering firefly glowings, inside, hanging in the smoke, moving, changing shape and position. No eyes at all. And tall, very tall, towering over Lizette and the altar.


  


  For me, overcommitted to love, when dawn came without salvation, there was only an eternity of wandering, with my unicorn as sole companion. Ghost forevermore. Incense chimera viewed as dust-devil on the horizon, chilling as I passed in city streets, forever gone, invisible, lost, empty, helpless, wandering.


  


  But for her, empty vessel, the fate was something else entirely. The God of Love had allowed her the time of wandering, trapped by day in stones, freed at night to wander. He had allowed her the final chance. And having failed to take it, her fate was with these claiming creatures, gods themselves . . . of another order . . . higher or lower I had no idea. But terrible.


  


  “Lagniappe!” I screamed the word. The old Creole word they use in New Orleans when they want a little extra; a bonus ofcroissants , a few additional carrots dumped into the shopping bag, a baker’s dozen, a larger portion of clams or crabs or shrimp. “Lagniappe!Lizette, take a little more! Try for the extra! Try . . . demand it . . . there’s time . . . you have it coming to you . . . you’ve paid . . . I’ve paid . . . it’s ours . . .try! “


  


  She sat up, her naked body lit by lambent fires of chill blue cold from the other side. She sat up and looked across the inner circle to me, and I stood there with my arms out, trying desperately to break through the outer circle to her. But it was solid and I could not pass. Only virgins could pass.


  


  And they would not let her go. They had been promised a feed, and they were there to claim. I began to cry, as I had cried when I finally heard what the mother had said, when I finally came home to the empty apartment and knew I had spent my life loving too much, demanding too much, myself a feeder at a board thatcould be depleted and emptied and serve up no more. She wanted to come to me, I couldsee she wanted to come to me. But they would have their meal.


  


  Then I felt the muzzle of my unicorn at my neck, and in a step he had moved through the barrier that was impenetrable to me, and he moved across the circle and stood waiting. Lizette leaped from the altar and ran to me.


  


  It all happened at the same time. I felt Lizette’s body anchor in to mine, andwe saw my unicorn standing over there on the other side, and for a momentwe could not summon up the necessary reactions, the correct sounds.We knew for the first time in either our lives or our deaths what it was to be paralyzed. Then reactions began washing over me,we , us in wave after wave: cascading joy that Lizette had come to . . . us; utter love for this Paul ghost creature; realization that instinctively part of us was falling into the same pattern again; fear that that part would love too much at this mystic juncture; resolve to temper our love; and then anguish at the sight of our unicorn standing there, waiting to be claimed . . .


  


  Wecalled to him . . . using his secret name, onewe had never spoken aloud.We could barely speak. Weight pulled at his throat, our throats. “Old friend . . .” We took a step toward him but could not pass the barrier. Lizette clung to me, Paul held me tight as I trembled with terror and the cold of that inner circle still frosting my flesh.


  


  The great transparent claimers stood silently, watching, waiting, as if content to allow us our moments of final decision. But their impatience could be felt in the air, a soft purring, like the death rattle always in the throat of a cat. “Come back! Not for me . . . don’t do it for me . . . it’s not fair!”


  


  Paul’s unicorn turned his head and looked at us.


  


  My friend of starless nights, when we had gone sailing together through the darkness. My friend who had walked with me on endless tours of empty places. My friend of gentle nature and constant companionship. Until Lizette, my friend, my only friend, my familiar assigned to an onerous task, who had come to love me and to whom I had belonged, even as he had belonged to me.


  


  I could not bear the hurt that grew in my chest, in my stomach; my head was on fire, my eyes burned with tears first for Paul, and now for the sweetest creature a God had ever sent to temper a man’s anguish . . . and for myself. I could not bear the thought of never knowing — as Paul had known it — the silent company of that gentle, magical beast.


  


  But he turned back, and moved to them, and they took that as final decision, and the great transparent claimers moved in around him, and their quickglass hands reached down to touch him, and for an instant they seemed to hesitate, and I called out, “Don’t be afraid . . .” and my unicorn turned his head to look across the mist of potency for the last time, and I saw hewas afraid, but not as much as he would have been ifwe had not been there.


  


  Then the first of them touched his smooth, silvery flank and he gave a trembling sigh of pain. A ripple ran down his hide. Not the quick flesh movement of ridding himself of a fly, but a completely alien, unnatural tremor, containing in its swiftness all the agony and loss of eternities. A sigh went out from Paul’s unicorn, though he had not uttered it.


  


  We could feel the pain, the loneliness. My unicorn with no time left to him. Ending. All was now a final ending; he had stayed with me, walked with me, and had grown to care for me, until that time when he would be released from his duty by that special God; but now freedom was to be denied him; an ending.


  


  The great transparent claimers all touched him, their ice fingers caressing his warm hide as we watched, helpless, Lizette’s face buried in Paul’s chest. Colors surged across my unicorn’s body, as if by becoming more intense the chill touch of the claimers could be beaten off. Pulsing waves of rainbow color that lived in his hide for moments, then dimmed, brightened again and were bled off. Then the colors leaked away one by one, chroma weakening: purple-blue, manganese violet, discord, cobalt blue, doubt, affection, chrome green, chrome yellow, raw sienna, contemplation, alizarin crimson, irony, silver, severity, compassion, cadmium red, white.


  


  They emptied him . . . he did not fight them . . . going colder and colder . . . flickers of yellow, a whisper of blue, pale as white . . . the tremors blending into one constant shudder . . . the wonderful golden eyes rolled in torment, went flat, brightness dulled, flat metal . . . the platinum hoofs caked with rust . . . and he stood, did not try to escape, gave himself for us . . . and he was emptied. Of everything. Then, like the claimers, we could see through him. Vapors swirled within the transparent husk, a fogged glass, shimmering . . . then nothing. And then they absorbed even the husk.


  


  The chill blue light faded, and the claimers grew indistinct in our sight. The smoke within them seemed thicker, moved more slowly, horribly, as though they had fed and were sluggish and would go away, back across the line to that dark place where they waited, always waited, till their hunger was aroused again. And my unicorn was gone. I was alone with Lizette. I was alone with Paul. The mist died away, and the claimers were gone, and once more it was merely a cemetery as the first rays of the morning sun came easing through the tumble and disarray of headstones.


  


  Westood together as one, her naked body white and virginal in my weary arms; and as the light of the sun struck uswe began to fade, to merge, to mingle our bodies and our wandering spirits one into the other, forming one spirit that would neither love too much, nor too little, having taken our chance on the downhill side.


  


  We faded and were lifted invisibly on the scented breath of that good god who had owned us, and were taken away from there. To be born again as one spirit, in some other human form, man or woman we did not know which. Nor would we remember. Nor did it matter.


  


  This time, love would not destroy us. This time out, we would have luck.


  


  The luck of silken mane and rainbow colors, platinum hoofs and spiral horn.
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  The Other Perceiveris a story that either is or isn’t funny, but you can’t deny that it has a certain existential resonance, as we say in the trade. Haven’t there been days when you’ve suspected there might be aliens on Earth trying to do to the world just what Oscar does in this story?


  


  


  THE OTHER PERCEIVER


  by Pamela Sargent


  


  


  The specimen arrived in the early morning, special delivery, packed in a protective carton. Rumborough signed for the package and brought it inside. He walked downstairs to the basement and over to a glass cabinet behind the bar.


  


  On the bar in front of the glass cabinet were two bottles of Johnny Walker Black, a bottle of Cherry Bestle liqueur that played Jingle Bells when one picked it up, and one empty bottle of Canadian Mist, as well as a few dirty glasses and an ice bucket filled with water. The glass cabinet held about two hundred small bottles containing various shades of brown matter. Each bottle was labeled with a name and a number. Rumborough unwrapped the package, removed another small bottle, labeled it Karen Kilpatrick—number 203 with the felt pen he had in his shirt pocket, and put it next to the bottle of Cherry Bestle that playedJingle Bells.


  


  Rumborough felt tired because he did not enjoy getting up in the morning. He also felt tired because he would have to go back upstairs and look for Oscar and tell him that the excrement had arrived and hope that Oscar would be glad and not put him through any more grief.


  


  Rumborough called the creature “Oscar” because he could not pronounce the creature’s name and because he had once had a turtle named Oscar when he was a child. The creature called Oscar looked a bit like a turtle except that his eyes were on stalks attached to his head and he had four rather than two. He also had six fingerlike structures on his feet. Oscar enjoyed reading and would lie on his shell with his feet in the air holding a book, aiming his eyestalks at the pages. He would do this for hours, without getting tired.


  


  Rumborough stood by the bar with the bottle labeled Karen Kilpatrick—number 203 and wondered if Oscar was awake and whether or not he should go upstairs and tell him Karen Kilpatrick’s shit had arrived or whether he should sit at the bar and have a couple of belts of the Johnny Walker. Rumborough could not remember exactly when Oscar had moved in. He wished he had remembered to put dates on the bottles in the glass cabinet but he had not bothered to do so, thus he could not remember when Oscar had arrived. Rumborough could not remember what he had been doing before Oscar came except that he had owned a pet turtle as a child and had had something to do with a girl named Edie who had a pair. He did not remember anything else about her. He also knew that someone who was supposed to be his uncle kept depositing money in his bank account.


  


  Rumborough finally decided to go upstairs because he knew that if he stayed at the bar, he would have too many belts and then he would go over to the picture-phone and start trying to call his uncle. His uncle had an unlisted number, and Rumborough would spend about five or ten minutes trying to talk the operator into giving the number to him. Then he would pull out his Manhattan directory and begin calling all the Edies that were listed. Just to play it safe, he would also call anyone who had E for an initial. He was pretty sure that he had met Edie in New York. He also had copies of the Brooklyn and Bronx directories for when he was finished with Manhattan. Rumborough, when drunk, would begin to worry about how long Oscar had been around, and what he had been doing before he had met him. He would dial an Edie or an E in Manhattan and ask her whether she had gone with Bob Rumborough and whether she had big boobs, while peering intently at the picturephone screen. Usually the Edies and E’s would hang up.


  


  Rumborough wanted to find out who he was.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rumborough went back upstairs but did not go looking for Oscar right away because he had to take a leak first. He went into the bathroom and the homeostatic bathroom scale began whistling at him. It sat on the floor under the sink, a three-inch tall pink pancake with a dial that glowed in the dark. Rumborough did not know why the manufacturer had made it with a dial that glowed in the dark. He wondered if there really were people who weighed themselves without turning on the lights. Maybe they thought they could hide their fat that way. Rumborough lifted the lid on the toilet, pissed, and the toilet flushed itself, then began to gurgle, “Yourrr urrrine sugarrr . . .”


  


  “Oh, shut up,” he said.


  


  “At least you haven’t been drinking,” the toilet replied. As Rumborough went to the sink to look in the mirror, the whistle from the scale grew louder.


  


  He stared into the mirror and turned up its electronic magnification until his right eye took up the entire surface. He looked at the bloodshot portions of his eye. He blinked and watched the giant eyelashes come together. He was repulsed by the pores in the skin of his eyelid.


  


  “You know,” the pink pancake under the sink said, “you really should get on me for a look.”


  


  “Shut up,” Rumborough replied, “you’re getting too goddamn chummy lately.” He was getting annoyed with the things in the bathroom, which were there for his health and should not behave like companions. He readjusted the mirror and went to look for Oscar.


  


  * * * *


  


  Oscar was reading. He was lying on his shell with his feet in the air reading Berkeley’s Principles. Rumborough came into the room and said “Karen Kilpatrick’s shit came today,” and sat down. Oscar laid his book aside and began to roll from side to side until he was able to get a grip on the floor and right himself.


  


  “Did you ever study Berkeley?” Oscar asked Rumborough. Rumborough had a sudden image of sitting in a large lecure hall, looking at ass while some guy in the front mumbled about perceptions. “Esse est percipi,” Rumborough said. The image vanished. Rumborough rubbed his scalp and looked at Oscar. “No,” he said. “I don’t know.”


  


  “Now I’m going to have to revise everything,” Oscar said. “My theories are shot to hell.” He moved across the room and settled next to Rumborough.


  


  “Tanaka thought I was a pervert,” Rumborough said. “I don’t think I can keep doing this, Oscar.”


  


  “No sweat,” Oscar replied. “I’ve got enough work for a month of Sundays.”


  


  Sunday, Rumborough thought, last Sunday I was in Makapuu, I had flown to Honolulu, I had to get away from things and I was out on the road, just walking. . . .


  


  “You’re really sick,” Tanaka said. They were sitting at a table drinking while a native dancer who looked half Chinese waved her grass-skirted ass at the customers.


  


  “Listen,” Rumborough said. “It’s ten thousand dollars, Tanaka, just stick this gadget in the can and when she flushes it, you can remove . . .”


  


  “I don’t want to hear it,” the girl said.


  


  “Look, you can’t turn it down,” Rumborough went on. “You want to be a chambermaid the rest of your life?”


  


  “I got standards,” she answered. “I don’t go in for sick stuff like what you say to do.”


  


  “Look,” Rumborough said, grasping her hands, “this is research, Tanaka, you’re helping us. You may help wipe out disease, we need a certain type of excrement and Karen Kilpatrick can help, but I can’t ask her. You can get into her room.”


  


  “How come I never hear about this research in the papers?” Tanaka asked.


  


  “Because,” said Rumborough. “Look, the country isn’t ready for it, but when we find what we’re looking for...”


  


  “Fuck off,” the Hawaiian girl said. She tried to stand, but Rumborough held onto her wrists. She sat down.


  


  “Twenty thousand,” he said. Tanaka didn’t move. “I love you,” he said impulsively.


  


  “I mailed it to myself,” Rumborough said to Oscar. “I couldn’t see carrying it back, you know what a clumsy clod I am. I would have dropped my suitcase in the middle of the airport or something, or they would have detected it at the gate with X-rays and thought I had a gun or something.” He sighed. “She never wanted to see me again, Oscar.”


  


  Oscar started moving toward the next room. “I’d better get my show on the road,” the creature said. “I’ll be working till there’s snowballs in hell.” Oscar stopped and looked back at Rumborough. “You need a vacation,” Oscar said. “You better relax. Read something. Don’t worry about Tanaka.”


  


  Rumborough rubbed his scalp again, puzzled. “Who’s Tanaka?” he asked.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rumborough was taking a vacation. He sat with his bottle of Johnny Walker Black, staring out the window of his bedroom. Sometimes, if he stared hard enough, he could see the city. He looked hard. All he could see were the green hills, the pine trees. He took another swallow from the bottle and tried to focus. No city appeared. He wondered if he should try to call Edie again.


  


  “Really?” Edie said. Her breasts rose as she inhaled, dropped as she exhaled and went on, “I knew some people there. Did you know Mary Weinroth?”


  


  “No.”


  


  “She might have been a year ahead of you. Were you there when the black students took over that building, with the guns?”


  


  Rumborough looked at the bottle of Johnny Walker Black and tried to remember where he had gone to college. He remembered a lot of hills, and a small apartment. There were two guys rooming with him. One guy was named Herbie and he was majoring in architecture. The other guy was named Rich. Rich wasn’t a student. He was a dealer. Whenever he got up in the morning on Mondays, he would say, “It’s a bad day, because it’s Monday.” When it was Tuesday, he would say, “It’s a bad day, because it’s Tuesday.” On Friday and Saturday nights, he would say, “Far out.” Rich didn’t talk much. He would be gone for a week or so and come back with bricks of hashish and marijuana wrapped in foil.


  


  “It was some big school in the East, I think,” Rumborough said to the bottle. He wondered if he should start calling colleges in the East and ask if he had ever been a student instead of calling Edies and asking if they had big tits. He took another drink and looked out the window for the city. For a moment, he thought he saw the faint haze of smog, and then the haze vanished and he saw only trees. Some instructor had lived on South Albany Street and Rich was balling his wife. Rumborough remembered a bridge near the house, a small one, over a small creek. He wondered who Rich was.


  


  Rumborough got up and walked over to the picture-phone. He stood by it, trying to remember who he was going to call.


  


  “Hey, Bob,” Oscar said. He turned around and saw the creature standing in the doorway. “You look beat,” Oscar said. “You better lie down.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “What is it?” Rumborough asked. He was looking at the apparatus Oscar had brought into the hallway near the front door. It looked like a camera on small curved cinder blocks with tentacles dangling from the sides. Oscar was strapping the whole unwieldy mess to his shell, balancing it as he attached it with straps.


  


  Oscar grasped one of the tentacles and said excitedly, “What is it? This, my dear fellow, is the final product of my research. With it, I can transform your earth into a paradise.” He turned towards Rumborough. “I couldn’t have done it without you,” the creature said.


  


  “No more shit?” Rumborough asked.


  


  “Nope,” Oscar replied. “This calls for a celebration. Why don’t you call that pizza place and ask them to send over a giant pizza?”


  


  “Sure,” said Rumborough. He went into the living room to make the call, ordered a giant pizza, then sat down. Oscar slowly waddled in with the apparatus and settled next to Rumborough’s feet.


  


  “I was incredibly foolish,” Oscar said, “thinking I had to break things down into a substratum before reconstruction. And I wasted all that time with the excrement, thinking I would find a key if I acquired enough different types of it, analyzing them, seeing if I could find a clue. I really thought it would guide me to the prime material of things. If you’ll pardon my saying so, it was a waste of time.” Oscar chuckled.


  


  “Then I didn’t help at all,” Rumborough said, thinking of all the bottles with brown matter near the bar in the basement, remembering how he had gotten them. He shuddered, and put it out of his mind.


  


  “But you did help,” Oscar said. “Your library, and particularly Berkeley’s Principles, were what gave me the key. I then used the analysis of the excremental samples you got for me to construct the machine. Your species has developed philosophical thought to a higher degree than I would have thought possible; we never went in for it much. Of course, there are inconsistencies in Berkeley’s thought, but nonetheless, once I was able to throw out a search for a substratum without any of the qualities we perceive, I was able to see where I went wrong and how ridiculous such a conception is. The essence of things is perceptual, of course, and thus the reconstruction of our world is bound up with the changing of the perceptions we receive. But nonetheless real, for all that”


  


  “Sure,” Rumborough said. He thought of altering the essence of his perceptions to allow for a beach and some girls with big breasts. He wondered how long it would take Oscar and his machine to reconstruct his perceptions. “I ordered it with Italian sausage, if that’s all right with you,” he went on.


  


  “A thing exists if it is perceived or perceivable,” said Oscar. “An all-seeing god could perceive it even if we don’t, thus grounding its reality. My apparatus can make this world a paradise because it is able to alter our perceptions and thus the reality of this world. It will be a paradise for our species. Isn’t that terrific?” Oscar looked at Rumborough. “Excuse me, I mean my species, of course.” Oscar tossed his head in joy. “And those feces will do just fine. Isn’t that great? I fooled around with it in the kitchen before, I hope you don’t mind.”


  


  Rumborough got up and wandered out of the living room into the kitchen. Oscar was starting to depress him. He walked over to the refrigerator and opened it. The doorhandle felt slimy. There was an awful stench coming from inside the refrigerator. The food looked fine. He closed the door and covered his mouth with his hand, hoping to keep down what might be coming up at any moment.


  


  Slowly he turned to leave, and noticed that the tiles under his feet seemed sticky. He walked back into the living room. The rug had turned green, and smelled of dung. Rumborough tried to remember if he had fertilized the lawn that morning. “Oscar,” he asked the turtle, “did I fertilize the lawn this morning?” Oscar was lumbering around the room in what was for him a state of agitation.


  


  “Absolutely terrific,” the creature replied. Rumborough looked out the living room window. His garden, the trees and hills, looked as if he were viewing them through a hand magnifier.


  


  The doorbell rang. “That’s the pizza, I guess,” Rumborough said. He went to the door and opened it. A short pimple-faced boy stood there.


  


  “One giant pizza, three seventy-five,” he said. Rumborough got out his wallet. As he counted out the money, he noticed that he could see the city very clearly today, only about two miles away, he thought, and wondered why it looked like pine trees so often. Rumborough heard sounds behind him, turned, and saw Oscar moving toward the door. Rumborough backed away. “It’s just Oscar,” he said to the boy. “Never mind him, he’s just trying out his new apparatus.” The boy stood there, staring at the creature, and then began to move away. He dropped the pizza and started out the door. Oscar aimed his device. There was no sound, no light or flash, but where the boy had stood, a pile of excrement was standing.


  


  “Great!” Oscar yelled, moving out the door, over the pile of feces, down the hill. “I’ve done it!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rumborough sat by the living room window, next to the picturephone. He peered outside and saw four-eyed turtles of various sizes moving around on his lawn, and hoped that they would not trample the rose bushes. He could not see the city now and wondered if he would see it if he had a belt of Johnny Walker.


  


  Everything smelled of fertilizer. Rumborough got up and went to the kitchen for some ice and a bottle. As he walked toward the kitchen, the floor under his feet seemed soft. He went in and opened the refrigerator. He saw brown lumps of matter resting on the shelves.


  


  “What a smell,” Rumborough muttered. He opened the freezer and then remembered that he had not filled the ice trays in a while. He wondered if he should try to call Edie. He closed the freezer door, looked at the refrigerator shelves again. He saw pickles and bottles of Michelob, lettuce and jars of gefilte fish. He grabbed one of the bottles of beer and closed the refrigerator door.


  


  Rumborough squished back into the living room over his brown floor and sat down again. He opened his beer. He looked out the window again. Lines of turtles were moving toward the city. Rumborough looked at the turd he held in his hand, put it down, and picked up the picturephone, while adjusting the small screen. He dialed the operator, but got no sound.


  


  “Operator,” he said into the dead phone, “I’ve got to get through to Edie Kudatsky, I want to . . .” Rumborough stopped, and grinned to himself.


  


  “Kudatsky, that’s it,” he said softly. “She lived in Queens.” The phone felt soft and he dropped it, and picked up his bottle of beer. He got up from the soft brown chair, walked across the red carpet, thought he saw turds on the floor. He went into the hallway, opened the front door, and watched the creatures crawling over the landscape. He took a swig from his beer bottle, then spit the beer out violently.


  


  “Christ, this beer tastes terrible,” he said softly. He walked back to the living room and looked at the brown rug and walls. As he looked, the house seemed to flow, feeling like toothpaste. He squished toward the window and saw a flat brown plain; it was bubbling in some places. There seemed to be thousands of the turtles around. Rumborough climbed out the window and fell on his stomach. He watched his house sink quickly, turning brown.


  


  “What do you know,” Rumborough said. When the house was gone, he lay spreadeagled on the soft muddy stuff. Then he tried to crawl, and started to sink. His feet went first, then he grasped at the air with his hands, but there was nothing to grab. A large turtle was coming closer, and he could see his eyestalks looking at him curiously, but there was no time.


  


  At last he screamed, and went under. His mind, still conscious, fought the sensations, the mass of stuff around him felt thicker, then thinner. Rumborough moved his arms as if swimming—


  


  —and struggled onto the brown surface. He crawled a few inches forward on his four feet, shaking his body slightly in order to remove some debris from his shell. He looked around with his four eyestalks, noticed a girl with large breasts, flat on her back, sinking into the brown stuff. He looked at her curiously. “Help,” called the girl. Rumborough drew his feet into his shell and relaxed, admiring the, brown landscape. He felt fine.


  


  Oscar, Rumborough thought, while luxuriating in the muck, you sure knew what you were doing.


  


  All over the earth’s brown surface, the hard-shelled quadrupeds moved slowly.


  


  <<Contents>>
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  * * * *


  


  


  I wrote in UNIVERSE 1 about the Clarion SF Writers’ Workshop and the new writers it’s produced. Since then science fiction writing courses have multiplied both on the campuses and sometimes in private classes; Avram Davidson taught one such course in the San Francisco area last year, and the story and author below developed there. It’s the first published story for Grania Davis, but her ability to bring places and people vividly to life will surely put her byline on more stories in the future.


  


  Asked about the background of the story, Mrs. Davis replied that it “is indeed based on a genuine, Garden-of-Edenish spot (and thus a spot which is impossible for a 20th Century American to enjoy for any length of time without becoming bored to tears). The protagonists and ‘natives’ and myths are also genuine, as is Brother Jo—who sadly is suffering from the final and unbeatable obstacle which the shaman or witch doctor must face; in Castanada’s DON JUAN, these are fear, power and old age. All his stories and magic will die with him, since the people there have discovered land rovers and transistor radios and regard him as a quaint relic. Sigh.”


  


   


  MY HEAD’S IN A DIFFERENT PLACE, NOW


  by Grania Davis


  


  


  Living on welfare is one of the biggest bummers in the whole world. To apply, you stand for hours in some huge, long line, your kid in your arms, all fussy and wet. When you finally get seen, some bitchy clerk tells you that you filled out line 67 in the forms wrong, and you have to redo the whole thing and go back to the end of the line.


  


  If you’re sick, you crawl on the bus to this clinic, and hope there’ll be a seat left for you in the hot airless waiting room, cause you know it’ll be maybe three, four hours. They tell everyone to get there at eight, and send you home if you’re late, but the doctors don’t show up till maybe 9:30, and by the time it’s your turn it’s maybe eleven or (twelve is lunch for the doctors) one o’clock . . . and your lad is in your lap, screaming and drooling. (No bread for baby-sitters, man.)


  


  And if you’re too sick to make it to the bus, but not sick enough for an ambulance, like maybe you sprained your ankle and can’t walk to the bus stop, well then, tuff titty, sister, you don’t see any doctor at all, and you end up with a bum ankle for the rest of your life.


  


  And you can’t get into a decent apartment, cause even if you could afford the rent, they won’t rent to welfare-freaks, so you end up in some raunchy flop-house, overlooking an airshaft, where the roaches are running across your kid’s face at night and eating holes in your dirty clothes to get out the little bits of food.


  


  The fascist papers make it sound like welfare’s some kind of groovy trip and like everyone is lying and cheating to rip-off the taxpayers’ bread . . . but, like, what the hell would you do if you had this two-year-old kid, and the day-care centers had a waiting list two miles long . . . and if you had no high-school diploma or job-training of any kind? You can get a job sometimes scrubbing floors, but nothing that’d support both you and your lad, and a full-time baby-sitter.


  


  I was kinda thinking to put my kid in Head-Start when she’s a little older . . . and maybe take a class in something so I could get a part-time job . . . somewhere ... if I could find one. ...


  


  My old man’s on welfare, too. He keeps psyching out. He’s into a big intellectual and revolutionary bag, an anarchist, but figures he might as well make use of the government until it can be destroyed. He’s a Leo, with Taurus rising.


  


  People are always saying to him, “Wow, the freedom part sounds really fine, but wouldn’t people get on a heavy violence trip and start runnin’ around, doing each other in?”


  


  His eyes get all big, and his red-bearded face starts to twitch with excitement as he explains, “People are already running around, doin’ each other in. Haven’t you heard of ‘crime in the streets’? And the government, with all its wars, has done in more people than 10,000 Jack-the-Rippers ever could. The government doesn’t give a damn about protecting you and me, it only protects the rich and the powerful, because that’s all it cares about, power, power over us with the pigs, power over other governments with missiles and bombs . . . power for the rich to get richer, power for the oil companies to pollute our water, power for the automakers to make uselessly huge, fast cars that run around, doin’ people in. But if people had a sense of individual freedom and dignity, and could do their own thing, then a lot of hate and anger would disappear.”


  


  It’s a heavy trip, being an anarchist, and every now and then it just gets too heavy for him and he, like, just . . . freaks out . . . and has to take a little trip to the loony bin. They dope him up, and calm him down, and then he’s all right, for a while.


  


  It’s kinda hard, never being sure if his head’s gonna be together from one day to the next, but we really have a lot of telepathy, both in and out of bed . . . and he hasn’t been bugging out, too much . . . lately. . . .


  


  The only thing that made welfare at all groovy was our social worker, Phil, a truly righteous dude . . . truly. Not only did he turn us on whenever we came in for an interview (he always kept a few joints stashed around in his office), and lay extra bus tickets and food stamps on us, but it was him that passed on the word about the new ruling saying that if the social worker was willing to do the paper work, you could leave the city, or even the country, and still get your check.


  


  Good news, man. First we thought of going on up to Oregon, and starting a little farm in the woods. But then we decided that this whole country is so uptight and fascist, with only plastic, expensive shit in the stores, and the air and water slowly poisoning us to death . . . and eventually Moonbeam (that’s my daughter, a Gemini and a truly tender little joy-freak) would be forced into one of their concentration camp schools, where they’d fuck her head, just like they did ours.


  


  So we finally decided to split, entirely, and go off to Mexico to groove with the cheap prices and the warm sun and the Indians, who are a bunch of truly righteous heads, all the time bombed out on peyote and grass and magic mushrooms, and everyone’s relaxed and smiling and like, together.


  


  But we’d also been reading in theTribe how some of the Mexican police have been really hassling hairs, and then, neither one of us spoke Spanish, let alone Aztec, or whatever the Indians speak . . . but if karma is building you up for something, it’s gonna come. So one night this dude, a Maoist, who my old man used to know, showed up looking for a place to crash, and he tells us about how a friend of his has just come back from a tropical island, a paradise, man, right off the coast of Central America, but English speaking, cause it was once owned by England, who sent runaway slaves there as a punishment.


  


  But these slaves really got it together and mixed with the Indians, and started little farms and built little villages, and fished and hunted and sang and danced, and shared everything they owned with anyone who needed it. And you can go down there and just sit on the beach, and get stoned, man, and pick coconuts off the trees, and everyone’s friendly and free, no bad vibes. You can rent a little hut for practically nothing, no plastic, tourist shit, and everything is really organic and together with the earth.


  


  Wow! We got high just hearing about it . . . and the I Ching said “It furthers one to cross the great water.” So, like what further proof did we need that we had truly found the place?


  


  * * * *


  


  The trip down was beautiful. We hitched along the coast, past the huge cliffs covered with Redwoods and Monterey cypress. Wow, the yellow sage smelled so sweet, and the water swirling around the rocks below was all mescaline colored .. . blue, green, red.. ..


  


  Brothers and Sisters in vans and campers gave us rides, fed us, turned us on . . . past the curving beige hills . . . through the L.A. and San Diego tracts (“Acne on an adolescent landscape,” said my old man) . . . surfing bums, beach houses. . . . Then things starting to look a little seamy and Mexican as we neared the border.


  


  Fortunately, no hassle with the border guards, who weren’t expecting us to smuggle grass into Mexico! Tijuana ... a million places advertisingMarriage/Divorce. “Shit,” says my old man, “if we believed in legal bondage, we could get married and divorced in one day . . . or vice versa.” Nightclubs, cheap Mexican schlock at high gringo prices, but you could smell the tortillas and the piss, so youknew you were in Mexico.


  


  We went to the Three Stars bus station and waited around for a second class bus to Mexico City. When it arrived we grabbed the roomy back seat, where Moonbeam could move around a little, and turning on, we settled back to groove with the desert, and the peddlers selling hot potato tacos for 3¢ each, and the buzzards . . . and people getting on and off, little old ladies in shawls with huge bundles . . . and the bus broke down, lots, and all the men would pile out and look at the engine and jabber excitedly in Spanish, then they’d make everyone (including the old ladies) get out and help push. But we dug it; we aren’t on a heavy time trip like most gringoes.


  


  Mexico City smelled like exhaust fumes and wood smoke. Big old churches sinking and tilting in the soft sand, Indian ladies with black-haired babies squatting nearby, selling squash seeds in neat little piles. Traffic. Noise. All day and night, lots of strong vibes, but not much hate. Big glasses of fresh, natural orange juice for 8¢. We’ve all got the shits now, but figure we’ll build up an immunity to it like the Indians. I tell my old man I’m all out of diapers. He says, “Oh, just let her crap in the street, what’s more organic than shit?” His head is in a really wise place when he isn’t freaking out.


  


  Another bus down to Yucatan, out of the desert-mountain country, into the jungle ... a total gas . . . all the greens, I’ve always dug green. Tangled green vines, sluggish green rivers, and birds. Big white ones with long necks. “Egrets,” says my old man.


  


  People are living in round thatched huts and old boxcars all decorated with birdcages and flowers. Naked babies and pigs are rooting around. Peddlers are selling us pineapples, and we’re sweating and shitting, man, shitting and sweating. . . .


  


  We expected Merida to be some primitive jungle town, so our minds were slightly blown by the big fancy buildings, the tile and stained glass, and the marble love seats in the plaza, over which huge flocks of crows flew at sunset. “Right on the nineteenth century trade routes,” explained my old man. “Bourgeois capitalist pigs.”


  


  But despite the European look, there were crowds of May ah Indians in far-out, embroidered shifts, and you could take a bus to visit ruined pyramids, all jungly and overgrown like out of a cheapy adventure flick . . . and my old man got on this trip like we were in all kinds of camp movies and books that had been laid in his brain when he was in college and still into that kind of artificial head shit. He starts rapping like what if Tarzan came swinging on that big vine, or maybe we’ll find Mighty Joe Young behind that tree, peacefully chewing on a banana. .. .


  


  We farted around in Yucatan until it was time for our weekly “coastal-and-inter-island ferry” to leave. “Pure Joseph Conrad,” sighed my old man. “The wine dark sea . . .” Mostly a cargo boat, with benches for the passengers to sit on and a canvas awning to protect you from the sun and rain. Indians . . . blacks ... a few Chinese and Eurasian businessmen ... a couple of Australians going around the world in shorts . . . and some beautiful people that were a mixture of everything. Babies . . . lunches in earthen pots . . . animals with their legs tied together . . . bales, crates, bundles.


  


  We lucked out with a psychedelic red and purple sunset . . . shared some of our grass . . . shared their rotgut aguardiente and thick tortillas with black beans and chilis. Then we hit a rain squall, wind. The canvas was about as useful as a torn rubber, but we didn’t let it bring us down, just grooved with it, while Moonbeam curled up on a blanket, asleep with a bunch of other kids like puppies. Stopped all through the night at little ports . . . the boat rocked and swayed, but no sweat, cause everyone knows that grass is good for seasickness. Around noon the next day we finally got to where we were going . . . the paradise, man, Jobo’s Caye.


  


  The water was too shallow for the boat to sail in, so dugouts sail out to load and unload cargo and passengers. We climbed down the ladder with an old black woman and several chickens, and urged Moonbeam to jump into our arms.


  


  The black boatman gave us a big smile and started rowing to the shore where we could see little white-washed wooden houses, on stilts with tin roofs glinting, and lots of palm trees. A few people in thin, nondescript clothes, the men carrying machetes, were meeting the boats and singing a little chanting song. A real upper, and we offer the boatman some grass. His smile gets even bigger.


  


  Man, like this is really it! “Hey,” says my old man, “we’re Bob Hope and Bing Crosby starring in The Road To Jobo’s Caye. We’re making slightly dirty remarks (but only slightly) about all the sexy women and pretty soon Dorothy Lamour is going to show up with a sarong and adventures!”


  


  The capital, Bender Creek Town, was a backwater little place. Houses and shacks, puddles in the main street, in which ducks were swimming. Public water faucets and outhouses every few blocks. A few Chinese-owned stores, a few Land-Rovers . . . old black women selling fruit, parrots and fried conch in the market ... a government building on a small square ... a fly-filled, shuttered room in a rickety hotel. The vibes were good, but it was hot, crowded and polluted.


  


  The people were really welcoming to strangers, and would come right up to rap with us on the street. A lot of them were trying to get sponsors to come to America and make the affluence scene. My old man tried to tell them to forget that shit. In America they’d be hated and spat at. They’d have no freedom and no dignity. But they just smiled slow smiles and we could tell that their heads were into plumbing and refrigerators and cars and all the plastic crap we were trying to get away from.


  


  We decided we wanted to go into one of the bush villages where it was really different, where the people were really into the here and now and there were no government buildings and stores and that kind of Americanized shit.


  


  One dude we’re rapping with on the waterfront starts telling us about this village he was raised in. On a little peninsula, surrounded by a big lagoon . . . Sea Dog Bank . . . there were so many mangoes they were used to feed the pigs. Everyone sat in the sun, grooving together, sharing, singing, and digging each day. Wow! it really sounded like the place, a paradise!


  


  The little ferry that went there, twice a month, was leaving in a few days, and when it left we were on board with the boatman, a few packages and bundles, and two drunk young brothers holding an enormous bin of cucumbers.


  


  We started up slimy, green Bender Creek, and soon found ourselves in a shallow, twisty canal through a thick mangrove swamp. Birds we couldn’t see were screeching, fish we couldn’t see were splashing, insects we couldn’t see were biting us, and once we heard a loud “plop” and saw a small, grayish crocodile swimming alongside the boat.


  


  “Moonbeam, get your hands out of the water, baby!” Wow, I hate to restrict her freedom like that, but there aren’t even any clinics around here!


  


  The air was like a warm, wet washcloth and my old man was into a heavy number about how this was the African Queen, and he was Humphrey Bogart and I was Katherine Hepburn and we were being chased by Germans and blood-sucking leeches. No loony bins around here, either. ...


  


  * * * *


  


  “The Garden of Eden,” is what my old man started calling Sea Dog Bank, “from the oldest, campest book of all.”


  


  And it really was a together spot. Our friend at Bender Creek Town had told us that there wasn’t much use for bread there, but if we stocked up on some presents we would get right into the good vibes of the place ... so (on his advice) we bought some cloth, honey, cheap flashlights, rum and canned stuff and (my old man feeling like Columbus) started laying it on the brothers and sisters who came to meet the boat. Well, it like really freaked them out and they started hugging us and welcoming us, without even knowing our names. Wow, their heads were in such agiving place.


  


  The big, boss Mamma of the place, Miz Rose, finally shows up, and hearing that we aren’t planning to go back with the ferry, but are actually thinking to live here, she gets the most turned-on look on her face and starts ordering her daughters around in a shrill jabber that we later found out was a mixture of African, Carib Indian and English picked up from wandering ministers and a few transistor radios. “The Tower of Babel,” mumbles my old man. I really don’t know what he’s talking about half the time, but he’s been doing a lot less of that, lately.


  


  Miz Rose must’ve had about a million daughters, all by her shriveled little one-legged husband who hunted crocodiles and had once had to cut off his own leg with a machete when it was bitten by a poisonous snake out in the bush. Before we could even finish a joint, the daughters had led us to this neat, funky little hut whose owner had recently died. It had dirt floors and a thatch roof (full of all kinds of creepy-crawly things, but harmless and beautiful . . . not like city bugs which reflect everyone’s hate vibes). There was a straw mattress on a wooden frame, a cooking hearth, a few candles, and tin dishes, and not much else. . . . Zen as all hell. We were told that we could crash here for $5 a month.


  


  One of the daughters, pretty, but almost toothless, demanded all our dirty clothes and, laughing like I was a little kid when I offered to help, marched off with the bundle on her head to scrub them in the pond. Another daughter brought us a bucket of natural rain-water from the big wooden vat in which it’s collected and stored. Another one brought us a basket of fruit, and Miz Rose herself, all 250 pounds of her, jabbering orders to everyone she passed, brought us a big armadillo shell in which pieces of armadillo (tastes like chicken), fish, breadfruit, and plantain had been steamed in coconut milk.


  


  Outa sight! A paradise! In front of our hut were coconut palms and an immense mango tree with orchids crawling up the trunk. A little white beach led to the front lagoon where people swam and the men fished. Behind the huts were the gardens, chickens and pigs, which the women tended, and eventually, the back lagoon where the outhouses were, with hungry, shit-eating catfishes swimming underneath, and where nobody swam or fished.


  


  There was no garbage dump. What the people didn’t eat, the dogs and chickens ate . . . what they left the pigs ate. Anything that couldn’t be eaten was burned for fuel or reused in some way. A total, organic ecology trip . . . and Moonbeam could wander naked, up and down the village, playing and bumming food, with no cars or any other danger to rip her off.


  


  Wow, we were totally into grooving with the whole scene, for a while. Of course, it was hot, bitching hot, and we couldn’t swim too far out into the lagoon, because of the sharks, or sit too long in the shallow water, because of the sun . . . and the mosquitoes and sand fleas were into a heavy hostility trip . . . and in the day, it was too hot to do much more than paddle in the lagoon or sit around getting stoned. In the night it was mostly too hot to sleep, but there was nothing else to do, so we slept anyway, with roosters crowing up and down the village at daybreak to let us know when the hour or so of coolish dawn had arrived and we could move around a little. We had read all our books and most of the cheap paperbacks which the boatman had bought for us in Bender Creek Town. (For a few bucksa month, he would pick up our check, mail any dope and any store shit we wanted for ourselves, or as presents for Miz Rose and her many daughters.) And, like there was nothing much we wanted to do, and nothing much we had to do, thanks to Miz Rose . . . and, well, after a while our energy started getting low, really low. We were kind of thinking of going to a place we heard about up in the hills, where it was cooler, and really beautiful, with pine trees, and all ... a paradise . . . but it was kind of hard to get from here to there.


  


  One dawn morning, Miz Rose and her old man (who makes it better on one leg than most men would on three) stuck their heads into our curtained doorway and told us that the land crabs were running out in the bush, and would we like to go get us some.


  


  We got dressed and came out. It seemed like everyone “from six to sixty” as they say in the ads, was there with big burlap bags and long wooden tongs for picking up the crabs, and singing a little number about “crab soup.” We left Moonbeam with one of the old folks and, for the first time, walked the mile or so to where the end of the village joins the low, bushy jungle.


  


  There was a funky little tumbledown hut a little ways into the bush. It was leaning to one side, with mangy, sagging thatch. A sound of faint drumming came from inside, which was really a turn-on. We stopped in front of it, and Miz Rose boomed out, louder than ever, “Brother Jo, bring us something against de do-do-mon!”


  


  The drumming continued. “He hearing good no more,” explained Miz Rose as she sent in one of her daughters who, after a bit, came out leading what must’ve been the oldest man I have ever seen. He was stiff, mostly blind with cataracts and half-deaf, but you could tell from the smile on his face that his head was in a truly beautiful and spiritual place.


  


  “You get de lan’ crab, eh?” he said in a high, cracked voice. “Mind de do-do-mon don’ snatch de li’ ones!”


  


  Miz Rose walked up and yelled directly into his ear, “Give us someting against de do-do-mon!”


  


  “Eh?”


  


  “Someting against de do-do-mon!” she bellowed.


  


  He nodded and his smile got even broader. He began fumbling with some leather bags that hung around his neck. Finally he selected one and handed it to Miz Rose saying, “You bring me some crab soup, hear?”


  


  Miz Rose assured him we would, as he tottered back in to begin drumming and singing some more. Then she began to take tiny pieces of what looked like bark out of the little bag and feed them to everyone.


  


  Whatever it was, it was a truly righteous gas. It had a very strong, sweet odor and we felt the flash immediately, like a joyful pop inside our heads. Then we were off on the clearest non-jittery, non-paranoid speed trip, which made cocaine seem like 7-up, but we knew it was something totally different, cause we could still smell the strong, sweet smell of it on our bodies.


  


  “Right-on, brother Methuselah,” grooved my old man. “You do deal in truly telepathic shit.”


  


  We skipped off, giggling and talking with the rest, the men slashing the undergrowth with machetes, until we came to the crab holes. The crabs were big and blue with angry eyestalks and large, pinching claws. We couldn’t manage to catch a single one . . . but everyone else soon had a big, writhing sackful, and we knew there’d be no shortage of crab soup in the village that night Besides, the main idea in our heads was to pay a little visit to Brother Jo, to dig some of his drumming and to trip out on some more of his outa-sight, mind-bending herbs.


  


  We mentioned this to Miz Rose on the way back and she told us that he was the bush healer, but very poor, and that he could tell us all kinds of far-out stories about the earliest people on Sea Dog Bank, and about some of the strange creatures that lived in the water and the bush. He could give you a song or a medicine for anything that was bugging you, and she was sure that if we brought a little present, he’d really dig to rap with us.


  


  So the next morning we set off to his hut with some canned goods and a spare daughter to help us communicate.


  


  It was almost completely dark inside, sour smelling and stifling, even in the early morning, with all kinds of creepy/crawly/biting things. There was a heap of sleeping straw and leaves in the corner, a lot of moldering food scraps, some wooden and deer-hide drums and some little piles of mushrooms, herbs, bark and other organic-looking goodies. “Nothing plastic and bourgeois here,” my old man murmured.


  


  It wasn’t all that easy to rap with him, but he did a little joy number when we laid the canned goods on him, and gave us a great big smile when our guide-daughter blasted into his ear (in a voice that would have made her mother proud) an order to tell us some songs and stories!


  


  He started off in an endless mixture of Spanish, African and Bible English to sing and mumble and croon and chuckle and preach . . . and like we could only dig about a third of what he was saying, and a lot of that was old-timey Christian cat-crap, but we sat there well into the afternoon, sweating and scratching, and, when the guide-daughter wasn’t looking, sampling some of the herbs and getting high, and getting sleepy, and getting the farts, and feeling our heads getting lighter and purer . . . and every now and then our heads would get into the same space-time as his, and we’d start really tripping out on some story or song.


  


  “De Ashi-pampi, dey li’ people. Dey come at night an’ dey eat de embers from de fire-hot, but dey no harm people. . ; . An’ dis song it cure de boils. . . . An’ de Jack-O’ Lantern, it be a big boat with many lantern. It sail into de lagoon on dark nights, but when de men go out for search in de dories, it disappear. . . . An’ dis song I hear on de docks in de war . . . Run, Kaiser William, run for your life, for if the Russians get you, they’ll surely take your wife. . . . An’ dis root make a tea for quiet you liver. . . . An’ de do-do-mon, him all cover wi’ fur and he eyes be big and green an he feet be webbed like a duck an’ he live under de bushes. Sometime him sneak into de village at night and steal de baby who have lost de parents or de wife who have lost de husband. If you eat what de do-do-mon give you, you never come back, but if you no eat den de do-do-mon him let you go. . . . Dese mushroom is what de do-do-mon favor to eat, but it be poison for regular mon....”


  


  The old brother pulled a few tiny, blackish dried mushrooms out of one of the little leather stash bags around his neck and showed them to us . . . they looked pretty wicked in the dim, fly-buzzing light. As he put them away one of them dropped to the floor, and my old man and me looked at each other and grinned. We knew all about those “poison” mushrooms, they usually contained the most turned-on shit . . . and one certainly couldn’t hurt, not shared between two people ... just a little “recreational dose,” dig?


  


  So my old man picked up the mushroom and we began to nibble on it, nice and slow, getting together with the woodsy taste....


  


  And the old man was droning on. “An’ de greazy mon, him crawl in de window at night and molest de woman. . . . An’ dis prayer to de Holy Mother, it be good for de toothache . . .” And the mosquitoes were biting something fierce . . . and it was hot . . . and the guide-daughter was flaked out with her mouth open, snoring slightly . . . and it was dark, too dark, we had to get into the light ... we yelled something about having to use the shithouse on the back lagoon and ran out of the hut.


  


  Which way? Back to the village? No, too many people there . . . might run into some rip-off vibes . . . could already tell from the feeling in our stomachs that this was going to be a heavy trip. Into the bush, then, no one there... can just groove with the trees.


  


  So we darted up the path along the first growth of bush grasses and tangled trees and vines, and noticed that these mushrooms grew there quite commonly . . . no trouble scoring if we want some more . . . and then our heads like, well just exploded, I mean we were in a completely different place!


  


  Everything was green, man, I mean like layer upon layer of swaying green. You couldn’t see a tree or a leaf, just green . . . prisms of green . . . green that was yellow . . . green that was blue or purple, or red . . . and all kinds of strange creatures were floating around in the green.


  


  A large frog and an egret were practicing karate chops on each other and then started hugging and kissing and going down on each other in the green. A large, bearded cockroach dressed like an elegant European movie-star strolled by and advised everyone to take the 21 day, thermal cure at Vichy. A tiny yellow female creature in a bathing suit bounced by, chanting Om and masturbating with a credit card in the green . . . a flat flounder floated by with an enormous tray of far-out, gourmet food . . . and a duck and a cow read Japanese fairy-tales ... in the green, the green, the prisms of green. . . .


  


  It must’ve taken several hours for us to come down . . . though it could’ve taken several years, the way our time-sense was blown. Our heads felt pretty spaced, and our eyes were hugely dilated. Everything still looked kind of greenish and our tongues and skin had that kind of fuzzy feeling like after too much rot-gut, dago-red wine . . . but you kind of expect that after a really mind-bending trip. We wandered back to the hut to explain to Brother Jo and the guide-daughter that we had done a little walk thing, and had gotten lost.


  


  “You mind de snakes and de do-do-mon,” scolded the daughter, and we let her shepherd us back to our hut and a big dinner of Miz Rose’s iguana-tail soup (which tastes like chicken). We were pretty wasted and let Moonbeam curl up with some of Miz Rose’s grandchildren, at her place, while we zonked out in our little hut.


  


  The next day was boat-day, and we lay around, feeling kind of strung-out, till after lunch when everyone went down to the little wooden pier to wait for the monthly boat from “de Big Town.”


  


  Our packages, this month, had mostly chocolate bars, aspirin tabs and cigarettes, which everyone really dug. And the mail . . . some of my old man’s underground papers, a letter from my mother, and a formal looking letter from the welfare folks.


  


  We ripped that one open right away, and it ripped us off right away, because it was a notice informing us that our social worker, Phil, had been busted (he must’ve gotten paranoid and the pigs could feel his vibes) and that our new social worker had “too heavy a case-load to be able to do the intricate paper work involved in out-of-county payments.” And, if we didn’t get our asses back to the City and County of San Francisco by next month, we’d be outa luck, welfare-wise. Shit... or as they say in the comics ... #$%=&’( II


  


  I mean like, living here was cheap, but not free, for Christ sake, we still needed a few bucks for the rent, the boatman, and all that barter shit . . . and, like, to go back would be a total, mind-blowing downer . . . the clinics, and thepollution . . . the hostility of the pigs and the landlords and the freaks and the uptight straight world. And wow, to have to wait an hour on a cold night for a bus, and make three transfers, to get somewhere that would take ten minutes by car . . . and to have Moonbeam getting her head fucked with the Pledge of Allegiance, and marching to recess in lines, and having to raise her hand if she wanted to talk, or pee . . . wow, we couldn’t go back to all that “urban-poor” crap, we just couldn’t!


  


  We went down into a really deep bummer that lasted all the rest of that day and night. Our auras were really dimmed-out, and our minds were low, man, really low.


  


  The next morning we decided that the best thing to do would be to get super-stoned, and maybe that would put our heads in a better place, so we could figure out what to do. We decided to make it into the bush and score some more of those “poison” mushrooms that Brother Jo had turned us onto.


  


  We told everyone we felt like a little stroll. “Mind de sun,” warned Miz Rose, when we laid Moonbeam on her. We got into the bush and did a little search trip, and found a little patch of the mushrooms under a huge, flowering bush.


  


  “Like we want to get reallyloaded, this time, right?” asked my old man, and he reached down and grabbed a couple of great big mushrooms and popped them into his mouth. I did the same, and we crawled under the bush, digging the sticky heat and the jungly noises and smells. We had that waiting feeling, like before something starts to work, but like, there’s no doubt when this stuff hits you . . . phew. . ..


  


  And like there we were, again in the magic land of green, with all those funny little comic-strip characters balling and doing their things . . . but this time we didn’t just stay there. . ..


  


  This time our heads got into a new place ... a very clear place . . . the greens were still there, but like we could see all the jungle sights and smell all the jungle smells and hear all noises, like we were some kind of animal or something. And I looked at my old man and, well shit, you really get some weird hallucinations on this stuff, because he looked all furry, like, and his hands and feet looked kind of like a duck’s! I told him that, and he opened his eyes . . . they looked enormous and green, like pearly jade . . . and he giggled and said, “Wow, you look like that, too. Metamorphosis. . . .” But I wasn’t too sure it was funny, cause usually you can tell what’s a hallucination and what isn’t, but this time I couldn’t. It kind of freaked me, but I didn’t want to say anything that might put him on a bummer.


  


  After a few hours, we got up and walked around. The air felt surprisingly nice and cool, and we were really tripping out on all the sounds and sights and smells which we never imaginedexisted before.


  


  We ate some fruit, but mostly we felt really hungry for some more of those mushrooms, so we ate some, but they didn’t get us any higher, just kept us in the same place . . . well into the night, when we found that we were really into seeing in the dark.


  


  Animals and snakes came near us and didn’t seem to be on any hostility or fear trips. We petted them and fed them some fruit and really grooved with their vibes. Finally we curled up under a bush and went to sleep, figuring we’d surely be down by tomorrow, and looking our usual selves.


  


  But the next morning we were as high as ever and I was getting kind of scared . . . like how were we going tostay this way? With everything so high and clear and hallucinating that we were one of Brother Jo’s fairy tales?


  


  We figured that we’d better fall by his hut so he could give us something to make us come down, so we found our way to the edge of the village and tiptoed quietly inside. Some of Miz Rose’s daughters were there, getting ointment rubbed on their backs, but when they saw us in the doorway they started to jabber and bellow and throw things at us like we were King Kong or something!


  


  “De do-do-mon! Brother Jo, de do-do-mon come here! Hurry now, give us someting for de do-do-mon!” Brother Jo didn’t understand them at first, but finally he did, and got just as freaked out and started fumbling for some of that bark he gave everyone before the crab hunt. When they swallowed it, we began to smell the most horribly nauseating, corpse-sweet smell, that made us retch and feel dizzy and sick as all hell. We ran out of there, and they ran after us, throwing anything they could get their hands on . . . and their aim was too fucking good!


  


  We ran back into the cool and friendly bush and crawled under some high grasses to. vomit and rub our bruises, until we felt more or less okay again, though kind of shaken up.


  


  And like we still didn’t come down. We figured we’d better quit eating the mushrooms, even though we were craving them . . . and we waited a while but ... we still looked the same.


  


  We still didn’t come down.


  


  * * * *


  


  Well, shit, our heads have gone through a lot of changes about it since then. It’s been over a month now, and for a while we were really bum-tripped about the whole thing... especially my old man.


  


  “You can’t be a revolutionary when you’re looking like a goddamn platypus,” he kept saying. But after a while he stopped worrying too much about the revolution . . . like it really isn’t important out here in the bush.


  


  Then we started thinking how it would be kind of funny if we tried to go back to San Francisco and collect our welfare checks. That would really blow their minds . . . they could use us as “perfect examples of drug abuse” . . . but we don’t much need our welfare checks here. We’ve got the mushrooms and fruit, bushes to sleep and ball under . . . and we can spend our time watching all the green . . . the endless shades of green....


  


  Anyway, we couldn’t have stayed in the village with no bread for rent or chocolate bars ‘n’ shit . . . and it would’ve really killed us to go back to the dead-end, head-fucking scene in the States. And, ya know, after we’d been out here a while, we started to lose a lot of that artificial brain-trip stuff that had been programmed into us since we were kids. Reading, writing . . . like, when you don’t use it, it just goes away. Like we’re so much into the here and now that we don’t much miss it. We’re getting into a heavy telepathy trip with the animals, insects, even the plants . . . this furry stuff keeps us nice and cool, and the webbed feet makes swimming kind of a gas. I don’t much care about all that “abstract,” human shit anymore . . . like I really wasn’t making it too well in their world.


  


  The one problem is that we’re kind of lonely here, just me and my old man. There are others out here like us, but they’re pretty hard to rap with . . . they just sit and stare and eat the mushrooms . . . really spaced out.


  


  My old man says, “If we could remember how to write, we could write to our social worker, Phil, to come and join us . . . if there was any paper out here ... or stamps ... or mailboxes.”


  


  We’ve tried to go back to the village a few times and rap with the brothers and sisters there ... let them know there’s nothing to be afraid of . . . but, wow, they won’t even listen! They just freak out, eat that goddamn, awful smelling bark and chase after us with machetes . . . and how much can we take of those bad vibes?


  


  There is one thing that’ll make me feel better, and I intend to do something about it real soon. The next time there’s a dark night with no moon, I’m going to sneak into the village and get little Moonbeam. I’m sure Miz Rose has been treating her real fine, but I want her out here with me . . . her funny, giggling ways would make such fine company. I can feed her some of the mushrooms. (What was it Brother Jo said? The do-do-mon takes children who have lost their parents . . . and if they eat what the do-do-mon gives them, then he keeps them, but if they won’t eat it, then the do-do-mon has to let them go . . . right on, Brother Jo.) But I know I can get Moonbeam to eat some of the mushrooms . . . she’s such a trusting little chickie. Then she could groove right along with us. She’d really dig it . . . really trip out on all the green ... all the endless prisms of green. ...


  


  <<Contents>>
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  I don’t know how many sf stories I’ve read in which men travel back in time to hunt the beasts of prehistory . . . but Gordon Eklund’s story below is the first I recall in which the hunting is done in the far, far future—and the quarry are men, devolved and shambling, the last of their race. You have to wonder about a society that sends men on such an expedition. It’s a good thing we don’t have a society like that today.


  


   


  STALKING THE SUN


  by Gordon Eklund


  


  


  Thalvin had remained inside the floater after the other two had bounded outside and gone running to inspect the kill. Thalvin wanted to take a careful look at the dashboard before going anywhere because once he’d heard a story about three hunters who’d forgotten to look and their floater had run away and fallen into a frozen lake and they’d been stranded a half-million years from home without any survival gear and two had died quickly while the third had miraculously been found by another party and taken home where he could relate his foolish story. Thalvin had gone hunting too many times to make such an elementary mistake, so he took a careful look at the controls. When he was fully satisfied, he slid across the seat and stepped outside into the sharp thin air of the dying Earth. Thalvin had been up front too many times to die for any but the best of reasons.


  


  The sun was a red dot lurking in one corner of the gray sky. The haze was thick and full. Thalvin walked through it, breathing slowly and carefully, stepping tenderly across the wet rotting ground, and joined the other two.


  


  The man was busy at the rear of the kill. The woman stood near the head. Thalvin went to her and said, “What do you think, Gai?”


  


  She shrugged without looking at him. “I’m supposed to think?”


  


  “No,” he said, kneeling next to the animal’s face. He rolled back the heavy thick eyelids and looked. The eyes were white, streaked with wide red zigzagging lines. He put his mouth close to the beast’s nostrils. “It’s dead,” he said, and stood.


  


  “Doesn’t it have to be?” Gai asked. “Jorgan shot it.”


  


  “Nothing is ever certain,” Thalvin said, in a deliberate and instructive tone. “Things don’t die easily up here. One time—”


  


  “A hunter thought one was dead,” Gai finished. “But it wasn’t really dead, only playing, and it stood right up and laughed at the hunter, then gobbled him lightly up. Isn’t that it, Thalvin?”


  


  “That’s it,” Thalvin told his wife. He went around to the rear of the beast, leaving the head in her care. It was a big thing, this beast without a name. Thalvin, who’d seen and killed many of them, thought they were descended from the elephant. They were smaller, only about half as large as an Indian elephant, but had everything else—the ears, the tail, the trunk and the tusks.


  


  “Don’t do that,” Thalvin said.


  


  Jorgan looked up from where he was cutting the tail with the sharp edge of a long heavy knife. He smiled at Thalvin. The ground was spotted with thick pools of dry dark blood, the last instinctive spendings of the dead beast. “Why?” Jorgan asked. He was little more than a child, only twenty-eight years old. He was eight years younger than Gai and twenty-one years younger than Thalvin. Only a boy, Thalvin thought.


  


  “Just leave it alone,” he said. “It’s dirty. What do you want with the tail? Take a tusk if you need a trophy.”


  


  Jorgan frowned and stabbed at the ground with his knife. “Every working woman in the city has a pair of tusks hanging on her wall. We want something more exotic. You forget?”


  


  “I remember,” Thalvin said. “But a tail? How can you prove it doesn’t belong to a butchered cow?”


  


  “Leave that to me,” Jorgan said. He turned the knife and went back to cutting the tail.


  


  Thalvin went away. His boots dug deeply into the decaying earth. He walked slowly.


  


  Gai was burning off the tusks with her heatgun. Thalvin smiled at her and touched her arm. He said, “Let me do it. I can do it without damaging the tusks.”


  


  “Would you?” she said, passing him the heatgun. She smiled at him and moved away. Even after ten years of marriage Thalvin hadn’t had his fill of that smile. Gai wasn’t an especially pretty woman, nor was she intelligent or witty. She was not an easy person with whom to live—even Ginler had recognized that—but she had a smile. Men very high in the chain—men higher than Thalvin or even Ginler—had openly coveted that smile, but none had ever possessed it for more than a few brief fleeting moments. None but her husbands—Ginler, Thalvin, and now Jorgan. None but those three.


  


  Thalvin removed the tusks easily and carried them to the floater. Gai came with him and they waited for Jorgan. The boy had removed the tail and was now performing one of his special rites at the back of the slain beast.


  


  Thalvin smoked.


  


  Gai asked him, “Are we going any farther today?”


  


  He said no. “It’ll be dark soon. Here darkness means blackness. The haze never lifts. There’s a protected spot near a stream. About ten miles from here. If the boy finishes with his gods, we may be able to make it before nightfall.”


  


  “This disgusts you, doesn’t it?” she said.


  


  “What?”


  


  “Religion. To a rational man like you.”


  


  “No,” said Thalvin. “It doesn’t disgust me.” He looked up. “Here he comes. Slide over.”


  


  Jorgan climbed into the rear seat of the floater. Gai turned to talk with him. Thalvin moved the machine across the landscape. Jorgan had delayed them and it was already moving toward darkness, but there was very little to worry about. The land was all the same here, flat and unmarked like a child’s torso. There were deep forests a hundred miles to the north and a massive ocean two hundred miles to the east. But this part of the future was all flat frozen plain that stretched for a thousand miles into the west and south.


  


  Thalvin found the stream and followed it, looking for a good campsite. Jorgan and Gai chattered, comparing their trophies. Thalvin tried to ignore them. They were both acting like tourists and it irritated him. He expected it from the others but these two were his family. But, of course, neither of them had ever been up before. They had every right to act like tourists. Jorgan was too young and Ginler had never allowed Gai to come. Still, Thalvin didn’t like it.


  


  Jorgan was talking to him. “Can we find something else tomorrow, Thalvin? Something better. After all, you did say—”


  


  “I said this area was seldom hunted and that’s true. But I can’t guarantee that it’s worth hunting. We’ll have to see.”


  


  “There ought to be a lot of game here,” Gai said.


  


  “That’s true,” Thalvin said.


  


  “I know you and Ginler used to come here. He would never have come if there wasn’t something to hunt. But where is it all? That thing back there with the big ears was all we’ve seen today.”


  


  “What do we know?” Thalvin said. “Maybe at this time of the year all the big animals change into big fish and go off and live in the ocean. We know absolutely nothing about the creatures of this time. Except, how to kill them.”


  


  Gai said, “Isn’t that enough?”


  


  “Maybe so,” said Thalvin. “Here. This looks like a good spot to camp. We’ll stop here.”


  


  He dropped the floater and helped the others out. It was cold here but not unbearably so. The three of them changed quickly into their heatsuits. The stream trickled gently in the night. In an hour, it would be frozen solid.


  


  Thalvin went to the rear of the floater and got the gear. The first order of business was erecting the shield. This would prevent any big animals from straying into camp during the night and would also provide them with sufficient heat so that they could shed their thick heavy heatsuits. When the shield was set, Thalvin put up the tent, then opened three cans of concentrated food and passed them around.


  


  The other hunters had all warned him; never bring your family with you, they’d said. All right, Thalvin thought. It was good advice. But how many other men had a wife like Gai? Not many, he knew, a wife who wouldn’t be able to recognize a negative reply when she heard it. Gai had wanted to come forward not because of herself but because of Jorgan. Thalvin had merely been an obstacle to be pushed easily aside. Gai had plans for Jorgan and these plans included a display of his courage and resourcefulness. There was only one way for a man to display these virtues in modern society. Go up, go hunting, and bring back something big and exotic and different. Gai had been fortunate that her other husband, Thalvin, was a researcher and hunter with a permanent permit allowing him open access to the far future. After that, everything had been simple. Now they were here, and all that was left was finding something suitably exotic for Jorgan to kill and making sure he pressed the lever at the proper moment. That was all. And then, up they’d go, she and Jorgan, climbing the chain toward success and dragging old Thalvin behind because he was too precious to be left alone. Gai wanted her station back. Ginler had died and she’d lost it. But not for long, not for long.


  


  Poor Ginler, Thalvin thought. He and I make the same mistakes.


  


  When they finished eating, Gai took Jorgan by the hand and led him into the tent. Thalvin sat outside watching their departure, then turned, smoking, and watching the stars of an alien night, dim flickering dots protruding vaguely through the thick obscuring haze. There wasn’t a moon here and Thalvin missed that more than anything. It had been gone a long time. There were a couple chunks of big rock still up there orbiting and many, many smaller pieces, but you could never actually see them because of the haze, and even if you could have, it wouldn’t have been enough for Thalvin. It was the moon he missed. That big calm yellow grinning moon.


  


  Ginler. Thalvin was thinking of Ginler now, the old one. It wasn’t more than six months ago that he’d died, right near here, not more than a hundred miles from this spot. Thalvin had been with him at the time. He’d carried the body home and told the story. Crushed by some sort of giant ape, big as a house. Dead before he could be reached. Horrible. We were married, shared a wife and a station. Now he’s dead. I’m sorry he’s dead.


  


  Gai had waited a month, then married Jorgan. With Thalvin’s willing permission, of course. But still.


  


  Did she hold him to blame for Ginler’s death? He often thought so. Or maybe it was only that she no longer had time for him. She and Jorgan, right now they were in there, inside that dark tent, and they were making love. Thalvin could see it as clearly as if he were an actual witness. Gai with her close-cut black hair, each strand neatly located, large thick red lips and long narrow pert nose. Her eyes were big and blue and viciously expressive. Her breasts were round and small and hard like those of a young girl. Thalvin wanted her. Thalvin had always wanted her, but since Ginler’s death they hadn’t so much as touched hands. Well, afterward, he thought. Maybe afterward there’ll be time for that. But he knew better. He didn’t believe it. They were finished, a marriage of convenience only. And it was Thalvin’s convenience, too, not hers. It was Thalvin who had no place else to go.


  


  Thalvin gazed at the thickening darkness and thought, It’s about time.


  


  Gai emerged from the tent, pausing in the doorway and saying something over her shoulder. Then, laughing, she came toward Thalvin. Jorgan came after her, moving briskly. Both were dressed and Gai was beautiful. Jorgan looked big and brown and young and handsome. And satisfied, Thalvin thought, and stupid.


  


  The two of them reached Thalvin together.


  


  “Aren’t you coming in?” Gai said. “You have to sleep.”


  


  “I was waiting for you,” Thalvin said.


  


  Jorgan was the one who laughed. He started to speak, then pointed into the darkness. “What’s that?”


  


  “What’s what?” said Thalvin. “You mean the fire over there?”


  


  “Fire?” said Gai. She turned quickly and peered at the small flickering fire that burned about fifty yards from their camp. She wheeled on Thalvin and said, “Damn you. I thought you said we’d be alone.”


  


  “I said there’d be no other hunters.” He too stared at the fire. He shook his head. “That’s not a hunter.”


  


  “Then what is it? A mirage? A monkey trying to keep warm?”


  


  “Close,” he said, smiling. “It’s a native. A man of this time.”


  


  Jorgan was laughing again. “I thought you were an expert, Thalvin. You missed that. There aren’t any men here. They’ve all gone to the stars. Leaving this dying world behind.”


  


  “That,” said Thalvin, “is not true.” He smiled brightly. “It’s an official lie. Man did not escape to the stars. He stayed right here and he rotted. There are maybe a few thousand of us left. We look a lot like apes and have no civilization. We’re very happy and ought to be extinct within a few thousand years.”


  


  “You’re joking,” Jorgan said.


  


  “No, he’s not joking,” said Gai. “I’ve heard about them. Ginler saw them too. He thought it was amusing. All our striving for progress and this was what we’d become. He thought it was funny.”


  


  “They live in the forest mostly,” Thalvin said. “You rarely find them here. They’re loners. You never see more than two together.”


  


  Jorgan turned and looked at the distant fire, then raised his eyes to the stars. Thalvin wanted to go away, but Gai was nodding thoughtfully and muttering. She said, “What are they like?”


  


  “Men with fur. Long arms and big hands.”


  


  “They don’t look human.”


  


  “No, but they are. Apes don’t build fires.”


  


  “Or dead men.”


  


  “What do you mean?” said Thalvin.


  


  “I mean, this is it. Our trophy. We’re going to bag us a man of the future.”


  


  “That’s the same as murder,” Thalvin said.


  


  “Not hanging on the wall it’s not. It’s a dumb ape. Who’s going to know except a few men high on the chain? And they’ll think it’s bold and amusing. I know them. They’ll think it shows class.” She cupped her hands around her lips and shouted into the darkness. “Hey—man of the future. Better watch out. Better start running. We’re coming to get you.”


  


  “Shut up,” Thalvin said, softly.


  


  Gai was laughing now. She grabbed Jorgan and pulled him against her. The two of them danced, twisting around, once, twice. Then they stopped. Gai said, “We’re going to bed now, Thalvin. It won’t leave before morning, will it?”


  


  “I don’t imagine he will. But I won’t permit it. You can’t kill an—”


  


  “Oh, hell,” Gai said. She looked at Jorgan. “Did you hear what the old man said? He won’t permit it. Did you hear that? Come on, let’s go. Dawn, Thalvin.”


  


  “Dawn,” he said.


  


  He waited an hour before following them into the tent. They were lying together, both naked, Jorgan’s head resting lightly on Gai’s shoulder. Thalvin stepped over them and lay down as far from them as he could get


  


  Maybe shell forget, he thought, but knowing better, he rolled over and he slept


  


  * * * *


  


  It wasn’t an easy thing to tell. It was morning. The sky had gone from clear black to dark crimson. The sun was a dull purple orb clinging to the misty sky like a bloodshot eye in a bare rotting skull. The haze was thick and impenetrable like a pool of brown muddy water.


  


  The three of them stood in a loose circle around the remnants of the fire. The man was gone.


  


  Gai said, “You’re going to find him again.”


  


  “I am?”


  


  “You are. You knew he wouldn’t be here. You knew that, and you lied to me. It’s not going to be this easy, Thalvin. You’re going to find him again and Jorgan is going to shoot him.”


  


  Thalvin looked at Jorgan, who appeared less than interested in the subject. As Thalvin continued to stare at him, Jorgan dropped his eyes, then turned abruptly away. He walked to the floater, leaving the two of them alone, husband and wife.


  


  Thalvin said, “He doesn’t want to do it.”


  


  “I don’t care what he wants. I know what I want. You’re going to do what I say.”


  


  “He’s gone home,” Thalvin said. “We might catch him, but I doubt it, even if we left immediately. And we still have to break camp. I’ve seen them move. They’re quicker than rabbits. They have to be in order to survive.”


  


  “Then we’ll follow him home and kill him there.”


  


  Thalvin shook his head.


  


  “Well?”


  


  “Their home is the forest. This one probably made for the woods north of here. It’s like a jungle. You can’t take a floater in there.”


  


  “Then we’ll walk.” She turned away and went back toward the camp. Jorgan emerged from the floater and trotted after her. Thalvin waited a moment, staring at the bleak broken fire, the charred pieces of rotten wood. Then he followed her. He walked slowly, his head down.


  


  * * * *


  


  The forest began abruptly. One moment there was hard flat frozen plain. The next a single tree. Then another tree. Another. And soon nothing but trees, a forest as thick and deep as an ocean.


  


  It had taken them most of the day to reach the woods. They hadn’t seen a sign of the man. If he’d come this way, he’d beaten them home.


  


  Thalvin parked the floater and buried a directional finder, so that they could find their way out again. Then he went over to Gai and Jorgan, who were waiting at the edge of the forest.


  


  He spoke to his wife. “It’s set. Are you ready?”


  


  She nodded. “They better be in here.”


  


  “They are,” he said. Then he looked at Jorgan. “You have the shield?”


  


  Jorgan said he had.


  


  There weren’t any more questions to ask.


  


  Thalvin said, “Well. Let’s go.”


  


  They entered the forest.


  


  They hadn’t gone more than a few hundred feet before progress became nearly impossible, so Thalvin gambled and used his heatgun to burn a trail through the thick underbrush. He had guessed correctly. The wood was wet and cold, and the flames did not spread. He moved forward, walking gingerly over the still burning grass. The others followed him.


  


  By the time the sun had set, plunging them into total and immediate darkness, they had come perhaps six miles. Thalvin burned a wide area and waited for the ground to cool.


  


  “We’ll camp here,” he said.


  


  “Why?” Gai asked.


  


  “Because I say so. Because it’s dark and you don’t even have the moon and stars.”


  


  “But we might find one. The other one—we saw it at night.”


  


  “That was out on the plain. It’s different in here. I’m sure they’re all fast and snug asleep by now.”


  


  “Shouldn’t one of us climb a tree? Look for their fires?”


  


  “They won’t have them. There’s no reason for a fire in here. No large animals to frighten away. No meat to roast.”


  


  “You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”


  


  “It’s my job,” Thalvin said. “The future is my job.”


  


  She smiled at him and went over to Jorgan. The two of them sat together talking while Thalvin moved off and began to erect the shield around the burned area.


  


  Before heading for the warmth of the tent, Jorgan and Gai performed their evening rites, both lying prostrate on the ground for fifteen minutes, then standing on their heads for another ten minutes. The last five minutes they spent in a modified fetal posture. Thalvin watched this with a feeling of utter displacement It was part of a new and very popular religion called Amerism. Jorgan had introduced it to Gai, and she had gone into it with body and soul.


  


  While Gai and Jorgan moved their performance to the dark interior of the tent, Thalvin went around and scooped up a handful of stray logs. The air was cold here in the forest, and damp. The shield by itself was unable to provide sufficient insulation to keep him comfortable. Thalvin built a fire with the logs, ignited it with his heatgun, and felt instantly better.


  


  Jorgan came out of the tent and stood for a moment, staring intently into the dark forest. Then he came toward the fire and sat down beside Thalvin.


  


  “How is she?” Thalvin asked.


  


  “She’s fine,” Jorgan said. “Asleep.”


  


  “Good, good,” Thalvin said. He nodded and smiled. This man, this boy, with whom he shared a wife and home was an enigma to him. In four months of marriage, they’d exchanged perhaps three dozen sentences. Thalvin did not like Jorgan, but neither did he know him.


  


  “The other day,” Thalvin said. “Do you remember? When you killed the beast and you removed its tail.”


  


  “I remember,” said Jorgan.


  


  “Gai and I waited for you in the floater and you remained behind. I could see your hands and body moving. Was that part of your Ameristic rites?”


  


  “Yes,” Jorgan said.


  


  “Well—what was it? Can you tell me?”


  


  “I was asking forgiveness,” Jorgan said. “For taking a life.”


  


  “I see. It’s ... wrong?”


  


  “Very wrong. Haven’t you noticed? I never eat meat.”


  


  “No,” Thalvin said. “I’ve never noticed.”


  


  “But it’s true.”


  


  “I’m sure it is. But—Gai eats meat.”


  


  “With her Amerism is a way to reach the top of the chain. Do you see? It’s an exotic cult, very popular at the moment. With me it’s a good deal more. Unfortunately. I could live more easily if it weren’t.”


  


  “And you’re going to kill a man,” Thalvin said.


  


  Jorgan looked at him and his tongue licked at his lips. Then he turned away and put his hands over his eyes. The boy was shivering. It was cold here. But it wasn’t that cold.


  


  “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Jorgan said.


  


  “You want my advice?”


  


  “Yes.”


  


  “Then look at me.”


  


  Jorgan raised his head and turned. He looked at Thalvin.


  


  “I can’t advise you on religious matters,” Thalvin said.


  


  “That’s not what I need,” Jorgan said, keeping his eyes steady. “What I want to know is this thing. Is it really a man? Gai says it isn’t. She says it’s only an intelligent ape, that it’s a monkey of our time evolved into something more. I can kill an animal. It is forgiven. But a man...”


  


  “It’s a man,” Thalvin said. “I wish I could tell you otherwise. But it’s a man. Evolved from you and me, but in the wrong direction, for reasons we’ll probably never know.”


  


  “A man,” Jorgan said softly. He waited a moment, looking down at his open hands. He was shivering, trembling. He said, “But I have another idea. This time, it isn’t a real time. It’s the future but the future does not truly exist To kill here is not real.”


  


  “I can’t answer that,” Thalvin said. “You’re hardly the first who’s raised that point. It’s the easiest way. I can only tell you this. The timewarp was discovered twenty-five years ago. In that time, this time has not changed. My opinion is only my opinion. But I think this is it. The future. The only future. I think we’re moving toward this no matter what we do. This is it.”


  


  Jorgan nodded thoughtfully and got to his feet He said, “Thank you for talking to me.” He went away.


  


  Thalvin watched him go. Suddenly he was very cold. He opened his hands and pushed them toward the flames. He thought: Was that wrong? Should I... ?


  


  But he knew that it didn’t matter. Of them all, only Gai mattered, and she, alone among them, knew exactly what she wanted.


  


  * * * *


  


  If time had been an exact and firm condition in this world, if it had been something more than two hands spinning on a five hundred thousand year old watch, it would have been exactly ten thirty-two in the morning when they first saw the man.


  


  It was Thalvin who spotted him. For the past few minutes (since about ten twenty-eight), he’d heard the trees above swishing and moving more than the wind should have caused. He had turned sharply to the left and led the others away at a right angle. The sounds from above had followed them.


  


  Thalvin stopped suddenly and looked up. He saw it. A patch of brown against the green.


  


  He shouted: “Up there! Look!”


  


  Gai and Jorgan stopped and turned. Gai said, “Yes. There. I see it too.”


  


  The patch of brown moved. Suddenly it was suspended in the air between two trees, and Thalvin could clearly see the man. His spine quivered with the shock of revelation. This was—what?—this was his great-great-great (multiplied a thousand times) grandson. The man was less than five feet tall. His arms were long skinny vines that trailed past his knees. His head was flat; his neck was nonexistent. His nude body was covered head to foot with a thick impenetrable coat of dirty brown fur. Then he was gone. He’d reached the next tree.


  


  Gai shouted: “Shoot! Shoot it!”


  


  The man bounded to another tree.


  


  “Hurry. He’s getting away.”


  


  Jorgan had not moved. He stood rooted to the ground, one arm dangling loosely at his waist, inches from the hilt of his heatgun.


  


  Gai ran over and screamed in his face: “Shoot—shoot—he’s getting away.”


  


  Jorgan did not move. He was watching the man in the trees. The man in the trees jumped again, his movements as clean and graceful as a ballet dancer.


  


  Gai jerked the heatgun from its holster and thrust it into Jorgan’s hand.


  


  “Please,” she said, gently.


  


  The patch of brown was no longer moving. It waited in a tree about fifty yards away, a dim pool hidden in the depths of the morning haze. It feels secure, Thalvin thought. But a good shot. . .


  


  Gai lifted Jorgan’s arm and left it suspended in the air.


  


  Jorgan squinted. Jorgan held his breath. Jorgan fired.


  


  There was a scream. A cry of mortal shock and pain. The brown spot was gone, swallowed by the haze. The tree shook and quivered. Leaves dropped toward the ground, floating and swaying in the breeze. The forest was silent.


  


  “You got him,” Gai said. She jumped in the air and clapped her hands. She was grinning. “Damn it, Jorgan. You killed him.”


  


  “Yes,” said Jorgan. He dropped the heatgun. “I killed it.”


  


  “Let’s look,” Thalvin said.


  


  The three of them went to where the man should have fallen, but it was not there, only the tree swaying in the wind, its top lost in the darkness of the haze.


  


  “He must have caught in the tree,” Gai said.


  


  “I’ll see,” said Thalvin. He stripped off his backpack and lunged at the lowest limb. He caught it and swung. The next limb. He wasn’t a young man anymore, and he wasn’t physically powerful. He moved slowly and carefully, testing each limb before trusting it to hold his weight. He found the man about thirty feet up the tree. There was a hole in the man’s stomach big enough to hold a ball. Thalvin pushed the body out and away. It fell to the ground.


  


  Then he turned to descend.


  


  When he reached the ground, Gai was alone. Cradled beneath her arm was the man’s severed head. The eyes had been closed. The nose was smashed flat. The hair was matted with rich red blood.


  


  “The nose is broken, but the rest of it is fine.” She held the head in front of her, waist high. “Won’t that look grand in our living room?”


  


  “Delightful,” Thalvin said. “What happened to Jorgan?”


  


  “He went to bury the body,” Gai said. “To pray over it”


  


  “Oh. Where?”


  


  “That way.” She pointed.


  


  Thalvin went into the woods. A few minutes later, he came back. Jorgan was with him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Thalvin forced them to hurry. The rational and irrational parts of his mind fought a tug-of-war. Neither part won a clear victory. The clock defeated them both. When the sun dropped below the horizon, they still had an hour’s hike facing them before they’d reach the end of the forest. Thalvin said, “We’ll have to camp.”


  


  “Yes,” said Gai. “What a hell of a day we’ve had.”


  


  “Yes,” Thalvin said. “A day.”


  


  He prepared a camp for the night, burning away an open space, erecting the shield. His mind wasn’t on his work. His mind was elsewhere, remembering. It was remembering the other time here and the other trophy, the one with the open gazing blue eyes. It was remembering the old man and the old man saying I’m exhausted —let’s pause for the night. It was remembering the following day. Thalvin did not want to remember the following day, so he went over to his wife and her husband. They were sitting beside a glowing campfire, which Gai herself had built. Thalvin sat with them.


  


  Jorgan turned to him. His eyes were like round pools of molten steel. They flickered and they flowed. He said, “I’m not going to do it. Don’t you see? I can’t do it,”


  


  “You’ve done it,” Thalvin said. Gai was holding the trophy in her lap. The light licked at it but the shadows concealed.


  


  Jorgan said, “Yes, but I don’t think it’s dead.”


  


  “It’s dead,” Gai said. “Now shut up. You’re making me sick, really sick. Go say your prayers. Stand on your head for a few hours.”


  


  “What was that noise?” Jorgan said. His head swiveled, eyes darting, looking here, looking there. “I heard something.”


  


  “It was the wind,” Thalvin said.


  


  “Oh, no. No, it wasn’t. I can hear it now. It’s the thing. It’s coming back for me.”


  


  “He,” Gai said. “Not it—he. He’s a man—not a thing.”


  


  “It’s coming. Listen.”


  


  Thalvin listened. At first he heard nothing except the steady flow of the wind. Then he heard it. Oh, yes. They were coming. And so soon.


  


  “I don’t hear anything,” Gai said.


  


  “Neither do I,” Thalvin said. “Why don’t you go to bed, Jorgan? I think you’re tired.”


  


  “But I do hear it,” Jorgan said. Then he got to his feet. “You’ll hear it too. Believe me. Just wait” Then he went into the tent


  


  “He’ll come around,” Thalvin said, when he and Gai were alone.


  


  “It’s religion. Can you believe it? He believes it.” She turned and looked at him and her lips parted. She was smiling. “I made a mistake.”


  


  “Ginler is dead.”


  


  “I know that now,” she said, smiling. “And he’s going to remain dead and I can’t create another man in his image. No, I can’t do that.”


  


  “And me?” asked Thalvin.


  


  “I blamed you at first.”


  


  “And now?”


  


  She shook her head and smiled. “No,” she said.


  


  Thalvin put out his arms and she came against him. She was smiling and he placed his smile against her smile and then it was only one smile. Her nose was long and narrow, and her eyes were deep and expressive, and her legs were smooth and gentle. She was his for the moment—all of her now, lips and nose and eyes and legs. All was his.


  


  He said, “We can go now.”


  


  “Why?” she said. “Won’t morning come?”


  


  He could hear them prowling in the forest now, testing the shield. They were waiting for morning too. And she was right. They could not move. Could not move and could not stay. But it was only the boy. When that part was done, then they’d be free to move. Thalvin put his hands on his wife’s legs and watched by the light of the campfire. He began to kiss her, and morning marched forward, drawing relentlessly near.


  


  * * * *


  


  Thalvin had not tried to sleep. He’d laid awake in the black void of the tent and listened, thought, remembered. He had sensed rather than witnessed the arrival of the shallow redness of dawn.


  


  Now, softly, despising the sounds that he made, Thalvin stepped outside.


  


  Morning was dark and dim. They were waiting beyond the shield. He counted them. There were twenty-seven evenly spaced around him, one every few yards in a neat circle. The shield was operating. The air was warm. He watched the men and they watched him.


  


  Later Gai and Jorgan emerged from the tent together. They saw and they stopped.


  


  Jorgan moaned and buried his face in his hands. “They’ve come for me,” he said. His words were muffled by the heaviness of his flesh. “Come to kill me.”


  


  Gai said softly, “Shut up, Jorgan.” She asked Thalvin: “What do they want? Can’t we drive them off?”


  


  “They want the trophy,” Thalvin said. “Give it to them.”


  


  “Why? Why should I? Let them come and take it from me. They can’t hurt me.”


  


  “Are you sure?” Thalvin asked.


  


  “Those apes.” Gai turned and headed toward the tent. “I’m getting a gun,” she said. Thalvin watched her, then turned back again and faced the men.


  


  They seemed to be staring at him, all twenty-seven of them, but Thalvin refused to lower his eyes. Instead, he looked back at them, one after another, and some were short and some were tall and some were fat and some were thin, just like people, just like men, but the fur that hid their faces—brown hair and black, two blonds and even a single redhead—their flat snoutlike noses and long wide sloping foreheads, these were not characteristics of a human being. But they are, Thalvin thought. A half-million years of human evolution had succeeded in producing men like gods, only the gods looked sub-human rather than super-human.


  


  Beyond the men, the forest was dim, the trees waving in the wind like pillars buried beneath a deep sea. The haze had gathered at the edge of the shield and stood poised and waiting in thick dark clouds.


  


  Gai emerged from the tent and came to his side, a heatgun clutched firmly in her hand. She trained it on the men beyond the shield and waved her arm slowly from side to side, covering as many of them as possible.


  


  “Give the gun to Jorgan,” Thalvin said. He spoke softly, almost whispering. “Let him do it.”


  


  “Why?”


  


  “Give it to him!”


  


  Gai went to Jorgan. The boy had drawn himself into a tight ball of muscles and flesh. Gai kicked him in the back. He snapped straight, flopping on his belly. Gai dropped the gun in front of his face.


  


  “Were going to drop the shield,” she said. “If any of them move, shoot. And don’t miss.”


  


  “He won’t do it,” Thalvin said, joining the others. “He’s gone.”


  


  “He’ll do it. Watch.”


  


  “All right,” said Thalvin. He went to the controls that operated the shield and quickly touched a button. The haze swept into the clearing like a moist wind. Thalvin lowered his head and gagged. It was cold now, freezing. He shivered and raised his head.


  


  Gai was kicking Jorgan. “Get up. Damn you. Move.”


  


  Jorgan rolled into a sitting position. He reached down and lifted the gun in his hand. He shook his head at it. He turned and looked at his wife. She smiled, then kicked him. He stood. He turned the gun on the men.


  


  Gai got the trophy from its place beside the smoldering campfire. She stood at Jorgan’s side, holding the head in her hands.


  


  One of the men stepped forward. He passed the edge and entered the camp. He came toward Gai and Jorgan.


  


  Jorgan sighted.


  


  Thalvin tightened his hands into fists and watched.


  


  The man came closer. Jorgan’s hands shook and trembled. He placed them together and straightened the gun.


  


  Gai shouted: “Now!”


  


  Jorgan fired. A distant tree, above and behind the man, shattered into broken leaves. A flame quivered and died.


  


  Jorgan screamed. The man continued forward. Gai dropped the trophy and ran to Thalvin. Jorgan lay flat on the ground, still screaming. A part of his head flew away. He stopped screaming. His body caved in on itself and snapped abruptly in half.


  


  The man reached the head and picked it up in his hands. He looked down at Jorgan’s body, then turned and walked away. He did not look at Thalvin or Gai. He walked into the woods and joined the others. They were gone. Gai and Thalvin stood alone with death. Above, the sun was a red orb hidden by the deep gray haze.


  


  Gai whispered, “They killed him.”


  


  “Yes,” said Thalvin.


  


  “Without touching him. Did that. Crushed him. Like-like an ape. A giant ape.” Suddenly Gai laughed. She shrieked, “Crushed by a giant ape.”


  


  “Shut up,” Thalvin said. He went into the tent and got a blanket. He brought it out and covered the boy’s body.


  


  Gai was talking again, but she was calm. She said, “You knew all the time, didn’t you? All of this was planned. You suggested the trophy. You brought us here, knowing what I’d do. You planned it, didn’t you? Poor stupid praying Jorgan dead in the dust. Crushed, broken in half, brains splattered across the landscape. Like Ginler. Just like Ginler.”


  


  “I didn’t kill Ginler,” Thalvin said. “I loved him.”


  


  “But you knew how he died. You knew these men up here could kill a man without touching him.”


  


  “I knew that,” Thalvin said. “Come on. It’s time to go. We have to take the body to the floater.”


  


  “You don’t think I’ll tell? Why shouldn’t I?”


  


  “Why should you?” he said. “I’m all you’ve got left.” He stood facing her and he smiled. “I learned from you, Gai, how to scheme and plot and plan. How to fight my way to the top. I wanted you and now I’ve got you. Do what you want, but I don’t think you want to give me up. I’m too well-trained now.”


  


  “You did it for me?”


  


  “I did it for love,” he said. Then he turned away and began to pack their gear. They had a rough walk ahead of them. It was cold and the sun was moving.
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  Well, you’ve heard the question before: In a society that increasingly alienates and depersonalizes people, what chance is there going to be for meaningful communication between us? Gardner Dozois suggests that no matter how hopeless things get there’ll always be men who will find a way to break through the barriers. And he shows one of those heroic, determined efforts.


  


   


  THE MAN WHO WAVED HELLO


  by Gardner R. Dozois


  


  


  The world solidified.


  


  He was Harry Bradley, Caucasian, thirty-seven years of age, of certifiably good character. A junior executive-grade GS 8, $10,000 a year, Readjusted Scale—who had been a junior executive since he was thirty and would be a junior executive until he died in harness or was forcibly retired to a Senior Citizens Haven (you can get in but you can’t get out). His apartment measured thirty feet by thirty feet by twelve feet, and was decorated in the pseudocolonial that was popular that year, everything made out of plastic and scaled down. He had plush red artificial fabric drapes across a picture window that looked out at nothing except acres of other picture windows looking back. The window measured exactly sixteen inches by twenty-four inches, no more or no less than any other picture window owned by any other executive of his grade and seniority. That was only fair; that was democracy. He had a solar-powered kitchenette that could cook him almost anything in five minutes, but he was very seldom hungry. He had paneled walls made out of artificial wood. He had a fireplace with a simulated fire that was actually a (safe; economical) electric coil; you could turn it on and off with a switch and plug it into the wall socket. He had a “colonial” chandelier (scaled-down) that was made of a plastic that you almostcouldn’ttellfromrealglass, and that would sway and tinkle convincingly if you turned the air-conditioner up high. He had (although he didn’t know it this precisely) the 152,673rd copy of a Cezanne print to be run off the presses that year, and the 98,435th copy of a Van Gogh—both pictures were hung magnetically so that the uniform creme luster of the walls would not have to be marred by a nail. He wasn’t allowed to mar the walls anyway, and if he did he would have to explain it in writing, in triplicate, in exasperating detail. There was also a large Rembrandt (copy number into the high millions) that he didn’t like but which was government issue and had come with the apartment, and which his contract didn’t allow him to get rid of. He had a silent electric clock with a built-in optional tick. He had a combination viewphone/color hologram (but he didn’t want to think about that now: later) that enabled him to either talk to people—other executives—or watch commercial—government—programming. He had a table shaped like an old sailing-ship wheel that you could put cocktails on and spin around. He had a simulated antique colonial lantern for a conversation piece. He had an automatic stereo with a selection of twenty-three classical symphonies and six uninterrupted hours of interpreted popular music that he never listened to. If he wanted, he could use his viewphone to talk to people on the moon via the communications satellite linkups. There was nobody on the moon he wanted to talk to. Nobody on the moon wanted to talk to him either.


  


  He was Harry Bradley. There was no way to avoid it.


  


  He lay perfectly still in the middle of the floor, with an erection.


  


  He was naked.


  


  Sweat dried on his body, and his breath came in rasps.


  


  His stomach knotted.


  


  Bradley struggled weakly, flopped over onto his stomach. The tile was unbelievably cold against his wet skin, and hard as rock; his flesh crawled in revulsion at the contact. He managed to raise himself up on one elbow before his head began to swim. He paused, head bowed, panting, involuntarily studying the dirt in the cracks between the tiles. For a moment there he had been two people, living two different existences in two separate environments, and that’d been rough. He was still having trouble separating realities—conflicting memories chittered at him, emotions surged in opposition, lingering afterimages merged nauseously with vision: one universe still superimposed over another like a double-exposed negative. But one universe was fading. The universe he preferred, the universe where he wasn’t doomed to be Harry Bradley, junior executive, grade GS 8, $10,000 a year. Even as he struggled to hold onto it, to something, it slipped away irrevocably. His dream universe melted and flowed back into the well behind his eyes, to be replaced by the gray, familiar scenes of reality that boiled up like landscapes in bubbles.


  


  The rococo opulence of the other place was gone: supplanted by a plastic sterility that was worse than poverty.


  


  He shook his head ponderously, wincing at the rasp of pain. Even memory had gone now. All he could recall of the other place was a vague impression of abstract beauty and richness, and that there he had been important, an integral part of totality. That it was a better place than here.


  


  The electric clock in the kitchen ticked noisily, each tick a nail pinning him more tightly to the world.


  


  A furnace started with a roar on a lower level


  


  His throat was clogged with sandpaper.


  


  He had taken the egomorphic drug two hours ago: ten thousand years of subjective existence.


  


  He began to shake, trembling uncontrollably. The cold of the apartment was getting through now, piercing like knives. His teeth chattered painfully together. His lips were turning blue.


  


  With an effort, he sat up. The floor tilted queasily, first one way and then the other, like a seesaw. He put his head between his knees for awhile. The room steadied. He heard the elevator swarm by outside his walls: a snide ratcheting sound.


  


  Don’t think. Just don’t think at all.


  


  Slowly, he got to his knees, and then crawled to his feet. It was easier than he’d thought it would be, if he stopped at every stage to rest It only took him about five minutes.


  


  He was finally able to stand. The shift in perspective was amazing, and frightening. Suddenly, he felt like he was balancing on a tightrope above an abyss, like he was a taffy-man that’d been stretched out to miles in length and was now in danger of toppling over because he was too thin for his height. His knees kept giving way, and he kept trying to lock them. The taffy-man swayed precariously, as if in a high wind.


  


  Incongruously, he still had an erection. It slapped awkwardly and painfully against his thighs as he moved. He touched it cautiously: the pallid head. Nausea surged through him.


  


  Bradley stumbled toward the bathroom, teeth clenched to keep back the vomit that had suddenly geysered up from the pit of his stomach. He couldn’t feel his feet, although he could see his toes stubbing clumsily against pieces of furniture, and knew that it must hurt. He floated—or slid—down the slowly tilting floor toward the bathroom, using his head as a gyroscope. One foot in front of the other, only momentum to keep you from toppling into the abyss.


  


  The bathroom door irised aside to let him through. He crashed to his knees before the voider, not feeling the jolt. He leaned into the voider and vomited violently, bringing up only an oily, greenish bile. Triggered by his presence, the bathroom began to play soothing Muzak—woodwinds and strings—and to fill the cubicle with subtly perfumed incense: sandalwood. It was all very modern.


  


  Bradley worked his way through the dry heaves and shuddered into stillness. He retched one final, wrenching time and then knelt quietly, his head resting on the lip of the voider. It chuckled cheerfully and energetically to itself, busy digesting his vomit. His stomach spasmed retroactively; muscles fluttered in sympathy along his bowed back. Sweat had drawn itself primly into precise beads on his upper lip.


  


  Throwing up had cleared his head, and made him aware of his body again, but otherwise had not helped much. He still felt horrible.


  


  Don t think why, don’t get on that at all. Just keep moving, get the blood going a little. Or die, damn you. Die and rot in hell forever.


  


  Christ


  


  He went back out into the hall, cursing feebly at the bathroom door as it dilated open and closed behind him. Retching him out. The apartment was warmer—the thermostat reacting in obedience to his own body temperature, shutting down as his temperature dropped in the stasis induced by the egodrex, revving up again as he returned reluctantly to life. Very clever, these clockwork things. They always functioned, no matter what. Automatically he picked up the clothes he had scattered around when the drug had started to depress the higher-reasoning centers of his brain, translating his undermind directly into experience. He threw the clothes into the hamper that led to the building’s reconstituting systems. They’d be pulped and treated and made usable again. So would his vomit. Now that it was almost too late, the government was very big on ecology. Good to the last drop.


  


  There was a full-length mirror (convertible to one way so he could peek into the corridor outside) near the hamper. He studied his nakedness with distaste: fish-belly white, flabby, bristly-haired as a dog. His erection had finally gone down, but now it looked like some obscene, wrinkled slug crawling from a nest of dirty, matted hair. He felt a touch of returning nausea. New clothes. Get dressed. The fresh cloth feeling even more stifling against his dirty skin, but never mind. Cover it all up. Before it begins to decompose..


  


  Dressed, he walked aimlessly into the kitchen, past the sailing-ship wheel. The big electric combination chrome blinked relentlessly at him from the wall: hour, day, month, year. Calibrated to a tenth of a second. Never let you forget. Why did anybody need to know the time that closely? Why did anybody need time? Despite himself, he read the chrome dials, scanning left to right in reflex. Christ, only five p.m.? Work tomorrow. Back to the office, the tapes, the papers, the meaningless files of numbers, punch cards to be sorted. Routing. And Martino promoted over him, in spite of seniority. The second time. Time. All the hours left in this day, all the days left ahead. Unrequited time hung over him like a rock, threatening to fall.


  


  This was going to be bad. This was going to be very bad.


  


  Suddenly, Bradley was having trouble with his breathing. He tried not to think of the seconds turning into minutes into hours into days into weeks into months into years, all ahead of him, all of which he’d have to somehow get through. He thought of them anyway, ticking them off one by one inside his skull. This was going to be too bad to stand. He’d have to. He couldn’t possibly get any more egodrex until Friday. That’d been his regular fix for three years. And he couldn’t afford it anyway—it already took every cent of the small credit margin he was allowed for accessories, illegally transferred, to buy his weekly dose of the egomorphic. But this was bad. He felt another, familiar pressure building up, forcing him toward the other thing. No, not this time. Don’t think about the other thing. Don’t think.


  


  He took stock of his body, to distract himself. He found, to his disgust, that he was hungry. His body was hungry. He wasn’t actually in need of nutrient, and his mind gagged at the thought of eating, but the food he lived on—like most of the government’s products-was mildly addictive (habit-forming was the official term, not addictive) and his body wanted to eat. Chew and swallow: a pacifier. Resignedly, he punched out a combination on the kitchenette at random, not caring what he got. The kitchenette mumbled, the solar oven buzzed briefly, and a tray slid out of a slot, sealed in tinfoil. He peeled away the tinfoil and ate. The food was divided into tiny geometrical sections on the tray, a glob of that here, a spatter of this there. It all tasted basically the same: like plastic. Bradley ate it without noticing it, trying to involve himself to distract his mind from the other thing, failing.


  


  It wasn’t enough. Nothing was enough.


  


  He put down his fork. Hands cupping the eyes, squeezing. Keep it in.


  


  Maybe you’re finished this time. You’re going to do it again, aren’t you? No. Yes, you will, you know it. (He shook his head, arguing with himself.) Maybe they’ll catch you this time. Maybe they’ll just put you away. Rot in the darkness, no light. Maybe they’ll just put you the hell away. Huh? Degradation. Disgrace. You’ve been lucky all these years, in a way. Nobody’s ever found out about the egomorphic drug—only psychologically addictive, no needle-marks, no lasting metabolic effects: the thinking man’s junk. But someday they’ll catch you. Maybe this time. Today.


  


  Bradley got up and walked stiff-legged around the apartment, circling around and around his furniture, looking but carefully not touching anything. His furniture. His things. He said. They weren’t really. The apartment and everything in it belonged to the government. The exchange was automatic. He never saw any money, there wasn’t really any such thing as money anyway. The bank computers balanced the credit tally he earned against the credit debit he owed to rent the good things in life a GS 8 was entitled to. Nothing more or less. Food, clothing, antique lanterns—the government allowed him to rent these things from them as reward and compensation for his services. There was no place else you could get any of them. There was only one game in town. If he rose to a higher grade, he would be allowed to rent more good things from the government, of correspondingly finer quality. And when he died, the government would continue to rent the same facilities to someone just up from GS 7, including the same reprocessed food and clothing—although in practice there was an inevitable attrition rate, a little always lost from the system, something else added.


  


  My things. God save me from my things.


  


  He looked out the window: Baltimore faded into Washington into New York into Boston.


  


  There was no place to go. Outside the door, along the corridor, down the elevators and escalators, past the concrete arcades and recycled fountains, past the glass-and-steel hives of the other GS residences, past the drabber cinderblock sections for the rank-and-file, past the cadet nurseries and crèches, the tank and algae farms, the oxygen reinforcement systems, the industrial quarter, the rec areas, the outer maintenance rim, then the edge of the megalopolis. And beyond that: only anarchy and death. And the armed patrols, walls, minefields and barbed wire that guarded the City from chaos. No way out that way, not at all.


  


  And no one else there. In all the four hundred miles of the City, in all the raped lands beyond, no one else there. No one here but him.


  


  He sobbed, gasping air. Isolation filled his lungs like syrup.


  


  He would do it now, it was too late to stop. Suicide? He thought briefly of suicide, of hurtling himself down from his window and falling forever until the ground caught him. No, he was too scared. Too afraid to be alone. He would do the other thing instead, as he always did.


  


  Bradley walked to the viewphone. It was handsome, done in polished artificial wood and steel, with a wide screen. Trembling, he sat down.


  


  The company representative had not even bothered to pretend that his spiel was not a spiel, that he wasn’t speaking it from rote. He explained the merits of the new viewphone network in a rehearsed tone. Bradley listened numbly. They were both bored. It was all a formality anyway. Bradley had received a bonus for seniority—he had to rent something new whose cost would correspond to the bonus. He had to: there could be no such thing as a credit unbalance. The only initiative he could execute was in the selection of the item. He could choose from about five equally priced items. The company rep seemed to be pushing the viewphone network, maybe because they were overstocked—


  


  Bradley activated the network, waited for the set to warm up. He opened a drawer, took out an address book, looked up a scribbled number. It had taken him three days this time to find the right girl, to follow her home, to find which apartment in the hive was hers so that he could look up the code number. He had been terrified every waking second of those three days, and he had almost been stopped and questioned by a security guard. Every time it got harder, every time he came a little closer to being caught. The view-phone hummed. The dialing pattern appeared on the screen.


  


  The greatest advantage of the viewphone network, the company representative had told Bradley mechanically, is its intimacy. It can save you a great deal of unnecessary travel—it’s every bit as good as being in the same room with the person you want to talk to. It enables you to perform all your social and business functions-


  


  Bradley punched out the code number. Six short, savage jabs of his finger. He counted each click distinctly to himself. The dialing pattern disappeared; static swirled on the screen. With one hand, he reached down and opened his pants, unsealing the magnetic flap along the front. He had become excited, thinking of what he was about to do—he took his erection in his hand, squeezing, feeling the blood throb under his fingers. His mouth was painfully dry, and he was quivering with tension. Static condensed, became a young woman’s face. Pretty, long dark hair, big golden eyes. “Yes?” she said, not recognizing him. Bradley stood up, letting his pants drop down around his ankles. Her eyes widened. She stared at him in shock—but there was also a quick flicker of fascination behind her eyes, and something else. Recognition? Longing? Love? It is love, he wanted to tell her, it is you and me, it is us. We touch here. But he only thrust his pelvis, a little more forward. She watched in fascination, lips parted, tongue against teeth. After a second, she dutifully—almost reluctantly—opened her mouth to scream. He flicked the set off. Silence echoed. As her scream must be echoing now, in her own apartment, in her own hive. Gradually, he lowered himself back into the chair. He sat there with his pants bunched around his ankles and listened to the clock tick in the kitchen.


  


  —in the convenience of your own home—


  


  Then he began to cry.
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  Gene Wolfe, who wrote The Island of Dr. Death and Other Stories, presents now an intriguing story told by a man born with no head. Being headless gives him a peculiar viewpoint, and enables him to see things in life that you and I usually miss.


  


  


  THE HEADLESS MAN


  by Gene Wolfe


  


  


  It’s really very good of you to read the history of someone as grotesque as I—or perhaps you like grotesques? Most people would turn away. Or stare. Or be sick. I have no head.


  


  No, I’m not joking, and this is not some silly story about an execution. I was born this way.


  


  I don’t remember it, of course. But Pliny (Pliny the elder, I think; you could look it up) told all about us. He said we lived in India. (I live in Indiana, which shouldn’t be the same thing at all, but somehow is.) And in old manuscript illustrations of Marco Polo we appear. (I say we because I feel a kinship. It’s a lovely little picture, a miniature, and there is also a man—he’s Pliny’s too—shading himself with his foot, and another with one eye.) Even though Marco Polo didn’t say he saw— You know. We were gone by then, I suppose; except for myself, and I wasn’t born.


  


  Just in case you still don’t know what I look like, let me describe myself. My hands reaching up beneath my shirt tell me (and the old miniature); I never look in mirrors. My eyes are very large—twice, three times the size of yours. The lids are elaborately curved and open wide. They are large, bright eyes and are placed just where the functionless nipples of most men are. I think my eyes are probably my best feature.


  


  I have a wide mouth, reaching completely across my belly, and big teeth. My lips (because I can bend at the waist I can look down, when I’m naked, and see them) are redder than most people’s lips, so that—ridiculously—I look as though I am wearing lipstick. And mine is not a straight mouth at all. I suppose it would be called a cupid’s bow if it were a woman’s mouth, and not so wide. My nose is large and rather flat, which is a blessing because it doesn’t make much of a bulge under my coat—of course it is possible that it has been flattened by the pressure of clothing all these years.


  


  Having no head, naturally I have no neck. (An unoccupied stump sticking above my shoulders would be silly, after all. I suppose it was thalidomide or something.) I’m sure you’re wondering how my internal, organs are distributed and all that, but the truth is that I have no idea. I mean, would you, if you couldn’t assume you’re just like everyone else? My mouth I suppose opens directly into my stomach; and my brain must be situated somewhere close to my heart, which no doubt assures it of a good supply of well-oxygenated blood—but this is just guesswork.


  


  As I said, I was born this way. It must have been a dreadful shock to my poor mother. At any rate she took (at least I suppose it was she, though she may have been carrying out instructions from my father) a head—I mean a dummy head, in this case a doll’s (some dolls’ heads resemble very closely the heads of human infants, and they are easily obtained), and attached it to my shoulders by straps. Fortunately the faces of babies are not very expressive, while the faces of dolls— I mean the better quality dolls—are surprisingly suggestive. With my nose, my mouth, and my eyes all covered by the gown she made me wear in public I dare say I cried almost continually, and the deception was completely successful.


  


  My first memory is of that doll’s head. I was playing with blocks—colored wooden blocks painted not only with the letters of the alphabet and numbers but with pictures of various (mostly farmyard) animals. I picked up one of these and it occurred to me that it was extraordinarily like the object on my shoulders. (Don’t smile. The memory, even now, is tender to me.) It was a yellow block smelling of the new paint, and I believe I put it in my mouth afterward. It’s lucky I didn’t swallow it. (Why is it that a few moments of time are recalled so distinctly and the events to either side—often more striking—forgotten?)


  


  I was a sickly boy, and this, as well as my peculiarity, prevented me from taking part in scouting, sports, and the other ordinary boyish activities. Save for a few weeks in late spring just before vacation, my mother drove me to school and picked me up afterward. A letter from our family physician delivered me from the embarrassments of the athletic program, although it occurred to me—I think at about the time I entered high school—that if I had been of more robust build, and been permitted to unstrap my head (by this time made by one of those craftsmen who furnish ventriloquists with dummies—a long thread, cemented to the skin between my lower lip and my navel, sufficed to move the jaw when I spoke) I might have done well in football.


  


  My classes presented problems. I had discovered—or rather, my parents at my insistence had discovered for me—a very cheap brand of boys’ shirts whose material was so flimsy as to constitute almost no impediment to vision at all; but it was necessary that I sit in the first row of every class—and that I slouch in my chair, with my hips forward and my weight resting on my spine, in order to see the blackboard. This, I think (since I am not going to reveal my name) is your best way of determining—assuming you wish to determine it—whether I was in one of your classes. If you remember a rather blank-faced boy who sat in the manner I have just described, in the front row, you may have been a classmate. To be certain you may wish to look for my picture in your yearbook, but the blankness will not be apparent here. My head at that time, as well as I can remember, possessed eyes of the kind called roguish, freckles, and an upturned nose.


  


  Of course it was necessary to exchange the old heads for new every year or so as I grew older, and I do not retain them. My current one is quite handsome, and has a speaker in the mouth to reproduce the words I whisper into a microphone; but handsome though it is I cannot bear to wear it a moment more than necessary, and remove it immediately as soon as my apartment door shuts me off from the headstrong, pigheaded dummkopf (love that word) world outside.


  


  That was why I insisted to the girl that we turn the lights off and pull down the shades. I wanted to take it off, you see—I was tense as it was, and I knew that if I couldn’t get that thing off it was just no good. I had expected she would go along with it because she had seemed—I think you know what I mean—unprofessional. But she said that it was hot, and it was true: it was very hot. The place should have been air-conditioned, but it wasn’t. She said the tenants had to furnish their own air-conditioners, and she had meant to save enough to buy one back when it was cooler, but there had been so many other things to buy, and I knew what that meant. A girl like that, that you meet in an amusement park, expects something. I don’t mean that she is a real professional, she probably looks everyone over very carefully, and maybe only goes with men who appeal to her in some way, but just the same she has learned that she can make a nice thing out of it. I asked if she had an electric fan, and she said she didn’t. “You can get a nice one,” I said, “for about ten dollars.”


  


  “Twenty-five,” she said, but she was smiling and good humored. The lights went out, but with the shades up enough light came in from the street for me to see her smile in the dark. “I’ve priced them, and a nice one costs at least twenty-five.”


  


  “Fifteen,” I said, and I told her the name of a discount store; she had been going to the regular appliance stores. “You’ve been going to the regular appliance stores,” I said. “They always charge twice as much.”


  


  “Listen,” she said, “will you meet me there tomorrow about six? We’ll look at them, and if I can find one I like that cheap I’ll get it.”


  


  I said that was all right, and I thought how strange it was, getting a girl like that for an electric fan, discounted, and besides I could always stand her up but she must know I wouldn’t, because I’d probably want to see her again before long, and besides, it would be kind of interesting, walking her through the store and thinking about what I’d come to buy for her and why, and looking, much lower down than they thought, through my shirt at all the people who wouldn’t know, and besides we might want to do something afterward, so I said it was all right. I still wanted to pull down that blind, but it was on the other side of the bed, and there was no way, right then, for me to get past her.


  


  “Why do you want it so dark? At least with the blind up we get some breeze.”


  


  “I guess I’m just not accustomed to undressing with someone watching.”


  


  “I know, you haven’t got hair on your chest.” She giggled and thrust a hand into my shirt Fortunately she touched my eyebrow and drew her fingers back. “No, that isn’t it.”


  


  “I suffer from a grotesque deformity.”


  


  “I guess everybody does, one way or another. What is it? A birthmark?”


  


  I was going to say no, but when I thought about it— you could say I was marked at birth, in a way of speaking. So I was going to say yes, and then suddenly it got much darker. I said, “Did you pull down the blind?”


  


  “No, they turned off the lights in the drugstore. They close now, and most of the light was coming from there.” I heard a zipper, and for a minute I thought foolishly: Now where in the world did that come from? The back of her dress, of course, and I took off my shirt and tried to take off my head, but I couldn’t. The catch on the strap was jammed or something—but it didn’t bother me the way I’d thought it would. I just told myself it would save me trouble that way so I’d just keep it on and that way I’d know for sure I wasn’t putting it on backward when I got dressed again in the dark. My eyes were getting used to it now anyway and I could see her a little. I wondered if she could see me.


  


  “Can you see me?” I said. I was taking my pants off. I might keep my head on, but no underwear, no shoes.


  


  She said, “Not at all,” but she was laughing a little so I know she could.


  


  “I guess I’m too sensitive.”


  


  “You haven’t got anything to be sensitive about. You’re nice looking. Broad shoulders, big chest.”


  


  “I have a wooden face,” I said.


  


  “Well, you don’t smile very much. Where’s the mark? On your stomach?” I felt her hand in the dark, but she didn’t reach out for my face—my real face—the way I expected her to.


  


  “Yes,” I said. “On my stomach.”


  


  “Listen,” (I could see her white body now, but her head, in heavier shadow, seemed gone) “everybody worries about something like that. You know what I used to think when I was little? I used to think I had a face inside my belly-button.”


  


  I laughed. It seemed so funny, so very humorous at the time, that I simply roared. No doubt I disturbed her neighbors. A belly-laugh—that’s what I have, I suppose, the only genuine belly-laugh on earth.


  


  “Really, I did. Don’t laugh!” She was laughing too.


  


  “I have to see it.”


  


  “You can’t see anything, it’s too dark. It’s just a little black hole in the dark, and there’s not really a face in there anyway.”


  


  “I have to see.” There had been matches, I remembered, beside the cigarettes on her night table. I found them.


  


  She said, “There was this story I told myself, that I was supposed to be twins, but the other one never grew big and was just a tiny little face in my stomach. Hey, what are you doing?”


  


  “I told you, I have to see.” I had lit a match, and was cupping the flame in my hand.


  


  “Listen, you can’t!” She tried to turn over, giggling more than ever, but I held her down with my leg. “Don’t burn me!”


  


  “I won’t.” I bent over her, looking at her navel in the buttery light of the match. At first I couldn’t see it, just the usual little whirls and folds; then just before the match went out I did.


  


  “Here,” she said, “let me see yours,” and she tried to take the matches away from me.


  


  But I kept them. “I’m going to look at mine myself.”


  


  I lit another match. “You’ll set your hair on fire,” she said.


  


  “No I won’t.” It was hard to see, but by bending at the waist I could do it. There was a face there too, and as soon as I saw it I blew out the match.


  


  “Well,” she giggled, “find any lint?” Her body was a face too, but with bulging eyes. The mouth was where it folded because she was half sitting up on the piled pillows; the flat nose was between the ribs. We all look like that, I thought, and it went all through me: We all look like that.


  


  The little faces in our navels kissed.
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  * * * *


  


  


  If you’ve read Edgar Pangborn’s novel DAVY, you’ll recognize the post-holocaust future that serves as background for the story below. Tiger Boy is in a sense a sequel to DAVY, set in the late 5th Century post-holocaust, 150 years after the time of DAVY. It’s a completely separate story in itself, though: about a good-hearted boy who has no voice, and his encounter with a wandering youth whose companion is a tiger who moves like a river of fire made flesh. It’s also about such semi-intangibles as freedom and love in a rigidly structured world. (Reality is the stuff of fantasy, after all.)


  


  


  TIGER BOY


  by Edgar Pangborn


  


  


  Bruno perceived, but his vocal cords were missing or defective. He could not moan or murmur; as a baby he shed tears without vocalizing. The parish priest Father Clark had declared him to be not a mue but a natural human child, implying that anyone who put Bruno out of the way would face the disapproval of the Church.


  


  Bruno could listen and was permitted to do so even among the Elders. If the old men lapsed into foolness, could Bruna tell? He would squat outside their circle, soft intelligent eyes wide awake; now and then he smiled.


  


  Baron Ashoka, a few of the Elders, the monks of Mount Orlook, Father Clark, Town Clerk Jaspa, all possessed the art of writing, but never attempted teaching it to Bruno—how could a child without speech be taught? And did not his dumbness and illegitimacy mean that God intended him for ignorance and humble service? Once when Bruno was seven he broke away from Mam Sever, who was minding him, ran up into the pulpit and made as if to grab the Book of Abraham from Father Clark. For that he had to be whipped. At Father Clark’s nod Mam Sever attended to it at once with the flat of her shoe.


  


  Bruno’s mother had been the woman of Yan Topson. Yan put her away because the infant was none of his. When Bruno was born, March 10 of the Year of Abraham 472, Yan had been in the south country, believed lost, at least nine months. He returned scarred and gaunt, and entered the Karnteen Hut for the five days of ritual purification; when he emerged his fey woman Marget confronted him with the baby. Town Clerk Jaspa was present, Elder Jones, Marta the Cure-Woman, Hurley the Ironsmith. Yan took the baby—it was dark like Mar-get, and Yan a bright blond with cutting blue eyes—and gave it to Elder Jones. Then he struck Marget across the face, an official declaration that the child was not his but a public charge, and she no longer his woman.


  


  Because the child’s hair was earth-dark, his skin tan as a sandy road, his eyes brown as a trout pool, Father Clark named him Bruno. He grew up living here and yonder, wherever there was food and a place near the hearth. Mam Sever, a bountiful woman whose newborn child had died, nursed Bruno after Marget drowned herself in Lake Ashoka—and they say, Father Clark begged a dispensation from the Holy City of Nuber itself to have her buried in consecrated ground, and was refused. Later Marta the Cure-Woman, Marget’s half-sister, often gave Bruno food and shelter during his growing up. He may have picked up fragments of her learning.


  


  Thus it was that Bruno was allowed to listen—big and powerful at sixteen, apprenticed to Hurley the Iron-smith—when the Elders were discussing the rumored approach of Tiger Boy, whose music of the pipes was always sounding in the woods and meadows for many days and nights before his terrible appearance.


  


  In time he would show himself (it was said) in some open region near the village he had chosen, and play his music, and sometimes sing, incomprehensibly—the words were true words, but no one had ever managed to write them down. A youth, according to the stories, with hair falling to his shoulders. Because of the huge brown tiger that walked with him and lay at his feet when he played or sang, no reasonable person dared approach him, and it was generally understood that he was a manifestation of the Devil.


  


  No reasonable person would approach. But when he ended his music and walked away into the woods—this would always be early evening (they said) and the sunlight making long shadows on the grass—one or two foolish or miserable people might run after him; and not return. They’d be sick people, or very old, or strange in some manner and so thought to be suffering a malady of the mind. When the appearances began—a few years ago, ten, twenty, few agree—children ran after him before they could be prevented. These did return, full of totally incredible tales: the nice young man told them funny stories (which they couldn’t remember), and let them pet the tiger’s fur (but not pull it), and showed them where wild red raspberries were growing, and played music just for them, and then saw them safe to the edge of the woods where they could find their way home. Thereafter children were kept closely guarded indoors at the first hint of Tiger Boy’s presence.


  


  * * * *


  


  “There’s plenty whopmagullion into it,” said Elder Jones in the Store. Bruno was there. “Lies, lies, people got no conscience the things they tell. Like about him raping twelve women up to Abeltown.”


  


  “If it was only six,” said Elder Bascom, “you’d still got to call him supernatural, I don’t care how young and peart he be.”


  


  “Same and all,” said Elder Jones, “there’s something to it, something out there that ought not to be.”


  


  “All mahooha,” said Elder Bascom. “Somebody dreamed it up out of the lonesome itch, and now it goes on and on.”


  


  “No,” said Baron Ashoka, “I agree with Elder Jones. And the thing is against Nature.” He had ambled in, tethering his horse to the rail himself in his democratic way, wanting no fuss from servants as the storekeeper Jo Bodwin well knew. A fine old man in his yellow shirt of Penn silk and loin-rag showing his family colors of brown and orange, he stood with one well-shod foot planted on a chair-seat. Genial, this whitehaired squarefaced old gentleman who owned most of the valley land, the mill, the pottery, the flax fields. As President of the Maplestock Corporation he could -also have been said to own the sheep ranch and fulling mill; in the Corporation’s name he exercised the right to impress four days’ labor each month from every ablebodied villager. He represented the township of Maplestock at the Imperial Assembly in Kingstone, and spoke out there against slaveholding in the western provinces. His family dated back more than two hundred years to the reign of Emperor Brian I, who made the knight Ian Shore the first Baron Ashoka, for services rendered in the Penn War that established our southwest border from Binton Ruins down the Delaware to the Atlantic. The family had grown in wealth and importance also during the glorious War of 435-439, when we absorbed the old republic of Moha, so that now, except for a strip of land border with Penn from Binton Ruins north to the Ontara Sea, we are bounded altogether by water—the great Ontara, the Lorenta and Hudson Seas, and the measureless Atlantic where no one ventures, though men are said to have done so in Old Time. And here was Baron Ashoka chatting with the Elders like anybody. “If it comes on this village,” he said—”God forbid, but if it does we know how to deal with it, eh, Jo?”


  


  “My lord,” said the storekeeper, agreeing heartily with no notion what the Baron might have in mind, “I’m sure we do.” Jo was a transmission line. The labor tax usually took the form of an order to Jo: I’ll have so-and-so many men on such-and-such a date; as one might say over the counter: I’ll have a pound of raisins.


  


  “Standby posse, that’s the thing,” said the Baron. “That’s what I stopped by to talk to you about. No labor tax, boys—take off that worried look.” The company laughed as required, and Bruno smiled, perhaps at the resonance of laughter. “Special guard round the clock in four-hour shifts, Army style by God. You pass the word to Guide Lester, Jo. Five men, three shifts of ‘em, four hours on and eight off, ready to go out andtake him.” The Baron checked as if he had bumped into an obstruction. “Hm ... I want the first shift to start tonight, tell him that.”


  


  Jo Bodwin nodded, tactfully silent. Elder Bascom in seventy years had never learned tact “My lord, what with the smallpox last year, fifteen able men took off their regular work is going to make one almighty hole in things.”


  


  “I know, Elder. Yes—well, Jo, tell Guide Lester to get nine men, three to a shift, and I’ll send three archers of my household. He’s to have the first shift assemble outside the Store here, not later than eight by the church clock. And they’re not to go out for any silly rumor about somebody tweedling a pipe in the woods—only for the open appearance they say he always makes. We’re going to deal with it once for all, gentlemen.” Another slip: the Elders were not the King-stone Imperial Assembly, and they weren’t gentlemen. Gossip might mutter that the Baron was feeling his years. He nodded to all, mounted his mare stiffly and was gone.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bruno sometimes woke whispering. In early childhood when he tried to form words with no sound except breath, nothing good happened: the few who noticed were unaware of anything like words in the hissing noise, and it bothered them. Mam Sever, more kindly, was also rather deaf; she noticed the stir of Bruno’s lips but thought he was expressing hunger, and so stuffed him with food and frustration and patted him and went on with her perpetual busyness. By the time he was sixteen Bruno had learned to hold his mouth quiet—except for that rare smile, fleeting as the passage of wings, of which he was not conscious. But often, in the crumbling cabin adjoining the forge where he now lived alone—he was a useful watchman and could be trusted not to steal—Bruno woke whispering. And sometimes when wide awake, if certain that he was alone, he allowed himself the indulgence of it, the hurting half-pleasure.


  


  For his head was alive with words. Magicked by words, their agile intensity, words that soared and swooped and darted about him until he felt himself among the swallows or crossing the hills on hawk wings toward a forever. His words could rush together, go chiming in love together down a long golden rolling morning. And they responded to his wish—a little. He could urge, instruct, tease them until they leaped from thought to thought so clearly that between two pinnacles he could find the rainbow bridge. They would play games with him—ah, it was all a game, he supposed, only a game, something to be doing when not eating or sleeping or messing around or listening to talk-talk or working for goodnatured Hurley in the goodnatured sweat and clang of the forge. Only a game—


  


  Woodthrush, woodthrush, I follow to your city


  by the alone way


  where you say the fountains are forever playing.


  I’m hungry, I’m tired-


  why do you cease calling when I was so near?


  How can I find your city now


  by the alone way?


  


  It was a game of invention, with the tickle of un-tasted pleasure-


  


  Back into the brush smiling, scared, naked,


  like a trout to his safehold under a stone,


  but it was the trout I hunted.


  They’re gone.


  My fish-line hangs limp-silly in the stream.


  The girls are all gone.


  What am I hunting?


  


  Once he had indeed come on girls bathing in a pool in the woods, sparrow-voiced and delicious, but it was Bruno who had hidden. No matter: words can drive one thing into another, flow everywhere, pierce all mysteries at least once. Bruno was often not unhappy.


  


  Anyway Bruno had a girl. His fertile loneliness had created her out of the visible figure of Janet Bascom, daughter of the baker, great-granddaughter of Elder Bascom. Janet as the village knew her was a modest mouse soon to be married to the farmer Jed Homer, who held his land directly from the monastery of St. Benjamin on Mount Orlook; Jed’s second wife had died and he wanted to collect Janet and her plump dowry before he or she became any more overripe. She had smiled pleasantly at Bruno once, perhaps for no reason except that she felt like smiling, and had forgotten it ten minutes later. Henceforth Janet as Bruno knew her was a woman-spirit of air and fire. In the sun her hair became as the halo of the blessed St. Jacqueline in the stained-glass window in the south wall of the church. Her voice rang in his brain, gently, as sometimes the church-bell music reached him across two miles of fields when he was at the forge. Her hands—oh, surely kind if only because such beauty dwelt in them whether they moved or rested. Sometimes Janet even glanced at him again. Should he have known that he did not want her any nearer than she was?


  


  Sometimes when he woke whispering in the dark, especially if the moon was riding clear and jubilant, especially in this sixteenth year when he was beset by the troubles and wants that all youth knows (especially if youth must remain silent) Bruno might go wandering.


  


  He would close the door of his cabin softly. No other house stood near, but he felt such a night as a state of being perfect in itself, not to be marred by noises that are no better than blundering, and heedless. He would slip away across Hurley’s pastureland by routes his feet could follow without requiring thought: Sometimes toward the village, where all the dogs knew him and did no more than snuffle a greeting as he drifted along the sleep-filled streets and marveled to see what broad rivers of moonlight pour from slanting roofs: or sometimes into the woods, under the hemlock and maple and pine. His night vision was a little better than the human norm. He liked to follow the happenings of moonlight where its pattern lay broken on the ground. Now and then when the soft air itself became a challenge he would walk silently for a mile along a certain wood-road, a passage that made him think of the church aisle leading toward Father Clark whom he feared and loved. At the first turn of the wood-road stood a massive rock; here he would leave the road to follow the tunnel of a deer-run that led into the open at the base of a grassy mount. No tree grew on this knoll. Ancient thoughts quickened here about a broad flat rock at the summit; merely one of Earth’s bones breaking the skin, but a sense of human presence clung.


  


  In the night that followed Baron Ashoka’s appearance at the Store, Bruno came here, moonstruck. Along the wood-road the white light created legions of night thoughts driving—where?


  


  Even through the dense growth of the deep-run he heard the music.


  


  * * * *


  


  Baron Ashoka meanwhile had ridden from the Store up the twisty Mount Orlook road to dine with the Abbot of St. Benjamin’s. A dainty small dinner for the two of them, served by one of the Abbot’s many discreet servants, who vanished as soon as the Abbot and his guest had dealt with roast goose and delicacies from the monastery garden—green peas for instance, and strawberries in thick Jersey cream. The wine was a sauterne from the province of Cayuga, unaggressive, but the Baron played safe and drank in more moderation than did the Abbot. The meal ended with a subtle golden tea. Penn merchants, the prelate confided, got it by caravan from Albama, wherever that was—another Penn monopoly. “But I thank the good God,” he said with mischief in his ancient voice, “that my concern is entirely for affairs spiritual. Enough for me my little sheepfold in the hills.” Over the wine he crinkled a smile at the Baron, who seemed gloomy behind that ruddy handsome face under the ostentatious white hair. The Abbot of St. Benjamin’s was entirely bald and sensitive about it, also beleaguered by a host of old-age pains and frets—acid stomach, shortness of breath, swollen ankles, a vindictive prostate. Occasionally he imagined that if only his dignity allowed him to consult Marta the Cure-Woman instead of pigheaded Brother Walter he might feel better; most of the time he merely admitted that old age is like that, a necessary last trial before the tranquil joys of Heaven. “By the way, my dear Baron, I always try to make sure my Cellarer purchases wine from non-slaveholding establishments.”


  


  Baron Ashoka bowed. “It’s a matter close to my heart, Father.”


  


  “Yes yes.” The Abbot reflected on the loneliness of important people. He supposed the Baron believed in God and the Church rather cynically if at all, but quite strongly in the freeing of the slaves, whereas he himself believed deeply in the unshakable Tightness of his Church and thanked God there was no other, but very little in what certain well-meaning visionaries were calling a Free Society. How can you have such a thing? Any society includes and therefore surrounds the individual, cutting off freedom on all sides. Men don’t want freedom anyway, thought the Abbot—look at their panic when they get a little of it! All they want is to dream about it, and talk. Since he liked the Baron, and since they must remain on good terms if the affairs of Maplestock were not to degenerate into a sticky mess-after the Baron the monastery was the largest landholder in the township—these differences of view required solicitous tiptoeing among the teacups. “Yes yes, let us hope the—ah—joys of freedom become happily extended —ah—year by year. And now do tell me!” Spectacles gleaming, little nose twitching like a rabbit’s, he leaned his plump eminence toward the Baron across the table. “Our news of the world is so scant,” he lied, “you must forgive my old-womanish curiosity. What is the latest on this—ah—this absurdity, this Tiger Boy nonsense?”


  


  “Father MacAllister, I am afraid there really is such a person.”


  


  “Oh dear! I had hoped—assumed—it was no more than a country fantasy or a practical joke.”


  


  “I’ve ordered a standby posse at the village, with some of my men to help. We can stop the thing. We’ve always had good hunters here—good hunters and good poachers.”


  


  “It’s really that bad?”


  


  “Father, I got some information the village doesn’t have, through an acquaintance in Grayval, a trustworthy man. Tiger Boy appeared there last month. It’s hardly twenty miles from here, but as you may know, a very shutaway place, not much news coming out of there. He appeared—it was in the full and wane of the moon, I believe, as it always has been. His music was heard in the woods; cattle were killed, everything the way they say it’s happened in other places. Then he showed himself in an open field near the village—played and sang, although my friend said it was more like reciting an outlandish poetry, and he felt he could understand some of it, almost. And the tiger stood by him like—shall I tell you how my friend described him?”


  


  “Oh dear! Your friend is an—ah—imaginative type?”


  


  “Not in the least. My friend says the tiger stood there beside the youth like a river of fire made flesh. And when he roared, once, the village people fell on their faces, and my friend did not hear them pray to Abraham. After the youth had done singing and turned away into the woods, an old woman hobbled after him, and that was when my friend could still see the brown and gold of the tiger slipping away under the trees.”


  


  “How it repeats! An old woman. Always the old or the halt or the sick. Oh dear! The children were kept indoors, I suppose?”


  


  “Yes. One thing was a little different, Father—at least I haven’t heard it in accounts of the other appearances. At Grayval it seems the old woman not only wished to go, but was encouraged to do so by her own people—days in advance, when the music was first heard in the woods. My friend couldn’t discover that they had any spite against her; on the contrary she seems to have been well liked. And he says, Father—he says she wore a garland of May flowers.”


  


  “How’s that? A garland?”


  


  “A garland of May flowers, and when she tottered off into the woods they saw her smile like a girl going to her bridegroom. . . . Father MacAllister, it is on the way to becoming a cult.”


  


  “My God! Yes, I begin to see. Well, Baron, it won’t do, it won’t do. We must eliminate it before it grows.”


  


  Baron Ashoka murmured: “It seems that even in Old Time it was found very difficult to eliminate a cult—any cult.”


  


  “Old Time? Don’t give me ancient history!—we’ll have trouble enough as it is. It’s got to be stopped. Oh dear! Just when everything was so peaceful—but really, Baron, who ever heard of a man walking around with a tiger? It’s not in nature.”


  


  “My mare shied twice coming up the road this evening. She’s a very steady little thing—hardly ever known her to do it.”


  


  “My God, Baron, you’re not suggesting this monster would venture near consecrated ground!”


  


  “Well, she did quiet down as soon as we were inside the monastery walls. Noticed the difference right away.”


  


  “What’s Father Clark doing about all this? It’s his parish. I hope there’s no implication, Baron, that toe are supposed to—ah—take measures? We are a contemplative order.” The old man was up and pacing the room, making the sign of the Wheel on his chest. “You’re aware, Baron, it’s our prescribed duty to remain retired from the world so that we may praise God and the works of his son Abraham, and live by the Ancient Rule that comes down to us from days far beyond Old Time itself, a most holy thing. Eh? Well, what’s Father Clark doing?”


  


  “I’ve talked with him about it only once, Father. He seemed—I would say, resigned.”


  


  “Now I know that man!” the Abbot cried. “He’s a do-nothing. He’ll let that tiger thing move right in on you. He ought to be ready to go forth against it, exorcise it with the power and in the name of the holy Wheel whereon Abraham died for our sins! But not Father Clark. Not that I have a word to say against him, of course—very faithful to his flock, yes yes.” The Abbot sat down clumsily, short of breath, and reached for the wine. “We are, by tradition, by our own law and the wish of the Church, a contemplative order.”


  


  “I have it in mind to ask one thing of you, Father MacAllister. I intend to be with the posse when the confrontation comes if it does. There’s been idiot talk about this beast turning arrows, about arrows passing through the youth without harming him. Soon we’ll be hearing of other—huh!—miracles. I haven’t patience for that sort of thing. It’s a betrayal of human intelligence.”


  


  “Baron, is human intelligence so mighty?”


  


  “I do not say it is. But I think this is an occasion when we must defend it.”


  


  “I’d be happier, my son, if you had said that enthusiasm for evil miracles, whether fraudulent or of the Devil, is a betrayal of God.”


  


  “Oh, that too, Father, that too, certainly.”


  


  “It has just occurred to me that the prior of St. Henry’s at Nupal, somewhat a friend of mine though I can’t altogether approve the extent of his secular activities, often goes hunting with the local nobility—it does, I suppose, help to maintain good relations between two estates of the realm; anyhow, it so happens that he maintains a small pack of northern wolfhounds some of which, I dare say—ah—at a word from me, he might be willing to lend, with their trainer, in a good cause. I do not urge it, I do not altogether approve, but—but—”


  


  “They’d be very handy to have, Father. What I wanted to ask of you was something else. I think I must be the one to lead the posse against this—monstrosity, with spear and sword and bow; also, I hope, with the blessing of the Church and the aid of your prayers, Father Abbot.”


  


  “But of course, my son.”


  


  “It is long since I have confessed. My sins are many, and heavy on me. Cleanse my soul, Father Abbot, and bless me before I go.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Bruno moved toward the music with the confidence that may waken when the heart commands and the mind waives protest. A music such as Bruno had never imagined, pure-toned yet with a hint of reediness that bound it to the earth of grass and forest and stream. The melody’s intervals were not alien to music he had heard in his village, and in the church where Janet’s voice was clearest and truest of the choir—indeed if this music resembled any other it might be Janet’s soprano when it went skylarking above the imperfect dull singing of the rest. But Bruno was not thinking, not making comparisons. He moved toward the music, to the summit of the knoll, to the flat rock where Tiger Boy sat playing and the tiger lay out beside him, tawny gold turned to black and silver by the moon, a river of fire made flesh.


  


  Having come so far, standing by the rock under the other’s regard and observing the tiger’s lifted head, Bruno understood he ought to be afraid. But Tiger Boy finished the air he was playing—it had not wavered when Bruno appeared; and when it ended he patted the rock beside him: who could be afraid of that? The pipes idle in his hand were of a design unknown to Bruno, slender tubes of graded length, hollow reeds, Bruno thought, bound together with vine. The youth with the long locks and clever hands was asking him, no such unwanted questions as Who are you? or Why have you come? or What do you want? but only: “Do you like my music?”


  


  Bruno nodded. Then slowly and carefully, wishing only to be understood and not required to go away, he whispered: “I have no voice. I can speak only this way.” The tiger swung its enormous head to study him more intensely, perhaps disturbed by the uncommon small sound. “But sometimes I think poems.”


  


  “Tell me one,” said Tiger Boy, and laid a quiet arm over Bruno’s shoulders. Tiger Boy was naked and brown, dark like Bruno but with hair lighter than his-skin, and he smelled of leaf mold and wild thyme.


  


  He is white under this moon as sand


  where waves have gone over it


  on the sea beaches.


  He is black under this moon as the mold


  that pleased me when I pushed away the pine


  needles


  and lay breathing the spice of forest noon,


  thinking of the friend who had not then come


  to me.


  


  Surely the stripes are shadows cast by marsh lilies


  when the sun smiled on him:


  surely in the day he is a child of the sun


  and plays delighted at the foot of the rainbow.


  


  “I like that,” said Tiger Boy, “and it’s easy for me to understand you. A voice isn’t everything. Tell me one more, Poet, and then no more until tomorrow, for I want to think about them, these first poems of yours I’ve heard, and taste them again, and have them go on speaking in me when I’m sleeping and when I play my pipes.”


  


  Bruno whispered: “I’ll be with you tomorrow?”


  


  “If you desire it,” said Tiger Boy, and smiled. “I hope you do.”


  


  I am a stream in flood


  with all the weight of thoughts, the fallen leaves


  that pile in confusion if the stream is dammed


  by the stone of your absence, as just now because


  you looked away from me.


  


  See how the flood runs free!


  And all my thoughts have caught a thousand colors


  not of my common day, because you turned


  facing the flood and welcoming my presence


  and looked again on me.


  


  “Is there anything in the village, Poet, you would not want to leave behind you?”


  


  The question troubled Bruno for a truthful answer. There was much in the village that he loved: Janet’s voice escaping from the choir like a breeze rushing for the clouds; Father Clark who (he sometimes dreamed) might have begotten him in some fierce .uprising of passion of a kind that married people apparently lost or never knew. There were the village gardens sheltered by lilacs from the dust of the street; the dogs and cats and goats and chickens who never acted afraid of him when he happened by (perhaps these animals are not as delighted by the human voice as we sometimes suppose); the paths and good hidden places of the woods and pastures; and he thought of the red and gold and purple body of Mount Orlook in the autumn under a late sun. There were the white small beaches of the Hudson Sea less than an hour’s journey from the village, where he had once ventured alone at night, when younger and reckless with ignorance of the dangers, in order to watch moonlight on the water. There were all these, and many other pleasures and little loves. But then he considered Tiger Boy’s question, in the manner of one who loves words and cherishes the life in them that they will not show forth to those who do not care about them, and he understood: he would want to leave any place, however familiar and dear, where he would not be in the company of Tiger Boy. Therefore Bruno shook his head, and the transitory smile appeared on his mouth, remaining there longer than at any time in the past.


  


  “Then my search is over,” said Tiger Boy, “if you will go with me and be my friend forever.”


  


  “Is it true,” Bruno whispered, “that some have followed you and died?”


  


  “It is true,” said the other with a quiet above and beyond sadness. “They followed me for love of death and not for love of me—except the children, and they don’t come to my anymore. Since they were in love with death and merely a little shy of speaking to him, I did not keep death from them. But you would be sharing my journey for love of me. Had you thought, Poet, that this village, this nation might be part of a world so much larger that if we had a map of it the Empire of Katskil might look like a speck of dust on a sheet?”


  


  Bruno nodded happily. Then the world’s angers-rushed in across his happiness and he whispered: “Tiger Boy, they are forming a posse in Maplestock, to destroy you. I’ve listened in the Store, where they talk-talk. From tonight on, men will be waiting there to hunt you down as soon as you appear.”


  


  Tiger Boy smiled. “I no longer need to appear there,” he said, and he took up the pipes and played a small thing of amusement, an impudent, jaunty, defiant air. The tiger slanted his head and rubbed his neck softly against the youth’s side. “We’ll go away, Poet. I know places where forest extends for many days’ journey. I know more open regions full of deer and elk and wild swine and buffalo where our tiger can feed in his natural way with no risk of a hunter’s arrow. I have heard talk of a river as mighty as a sea, and beyond it wider plains—they say the old ruins of men’s work stand up stark and lonely there—and beyond that, mountains so huge, so closely ranked together that surely no man ever climbed them: snow remains on the summits, I hear, through all the summer season. We shall look on them. And no more than ten days’ journey from here I know a small lake, deep water blue as noon sky, sheltered by little hills. Men seldom go there now, for fear of tiger, red bear, black wolf—no, they huddle in villages, stockaded villages, the great villages they call cities with high stone walls to defend them against others of their own kind. Isn’t it marvelous, Poet, what fools men are? But we can go to that lake. You’re strong. I’ll make you a bow like mine. We’ll stay there as long as we please, and I’ll make you a set of pipes too, and teach you how to play.”


  


  Bruno wondered why he felt no wish to ask Tiger Boy who he was, or how a brown tiger came to be his friend, or what it was he meant to do with his life in the years to come. Bruno found he truly had no such wish: if in his own time Tiger Boy chose to tell him, good; if not, no matter. Bruno waited among the multitude of words that offered themselves, until he knew he had found the most beautiful company of them in the language, and then he whispered them: “I will go with you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Maplestock woke to the distress of Hurley the Iron-smith, who rode into town jouncing on his gray plug and his gray hair flying, too early for most folk—scary excitement comes better after settling breakfast. Bruno was gone.


  


  If he’d been an ordinary boy prone to laziness and lapses of virtue—but he wasn’t. Always loyal to his work, seemed to enjoy it too, punctual and goodnatured. Everyone knew how he wandered harmlessly at night, and hung around the Store when he had a free daylight hour. No harm in that. Hurley had never known him to be late or unwilling. Now he was gone, the door of his cabin closed, his bunk not slept in.


  


  Shouting the news to everyone he saw without waiting on a reply, Hurley rode direct to the posse, who were making the best of Mam Bodwin’s cornpone and thin tea, on the back steps of the Store. “Bruno’s gone.”


  


  “Who’s Bruno?” said the gaunt archer with the brown shirt and orange loin-rag.


  


  Stunned, Hurley glared, phuphing his gray moustache. “Da’say you’re newcome around here,” he said, and then realized this must be one of the men sent by Baron Ashoka. He looked at the others, not at their best at seven in the morning after three hours’ guard alert and another hour to go. Dan Short, Barton Linz, Tom Denario —not incompetent exactly, but a scraggy lot, getting on for elderly. Jo Bodwin came out then, and Hurley spoke to him in a dry snarl betraying the truth that he rather loved the boy: “Bruno’s gone.”


  


  “Well, now—the men can’t go looking for him now, Wilbur—see, it’s guard duty. Not without the Baron says so. Ain’t it natural a boy might be late for work?”


  


  “Goddamn it, Jo, you know how it is—he sleeps right there by the forge. He’s never been late. Always there when I want him.”


  


  “But you know, Wilbur, he does kind of go wandering at night.”


  


  “Likely,” said the stranger, “you’ll find him dead beat in bed with some little piece.” Wilbur Hurley stared, his blacksmith’s hand tight on the bridle and one eyelid twitching. “Well, Jesus and Abraham, I can’t seem to say nothing right.” Hurley’s silence agreed.


  


  “Like to oblige you myself,” said Jo Bodwin, “but you see I can’t leave the Store, not with this guard duty thing, I’m supposed to keep it organized and so on and so on.”


  


  “Shit,” said the Ironsmith.


  


  “No, honest, Wilbur, I really like that boy, you know yourself there wasn’t a time he couldn’t come in here and sort of help himself to a bite and so on.” Unknown to Jo, perhaps, his voice had already taken on a note of elegy, as if Bruno were six feet under in the churchyard. “And you’ll find Mam Bodwin say the same—I bet there wasn’tnobody really that didn’t kind of like him.”


  


  “He’ll turn up,” said Tom Denario. “You’ll see.”


  


  “Up there right now likely,” said Barton Linz.


  


  “Guts of Abraham!” said Hurley the Ironsmith. “You can’t any of you lift up off your butts without the Baron says so, I’ll get the Baron.” And he kicked the old gelding into a shambling gallop.


  


  Watching his receding dust the stranger remarked: “Skin my ass if I ain’t just remembered, the Baron was off to Nupal at daybreak, anyhow said he intended it when he rousted me out, sent me down here.”


  


  “Do say!” said Jo. “Now I wonder—”


  


  “It’s a fact Hurley’s old ho’se needs the ex’cise,” said Dan Short, whose uncle had carried on a line-fence quarrel with Hurley’s father about forty years back.


  


  “I do wonder,” said Jo, “what he’s off to Nupal for.”


  


  The man with the orange loin-rag started his morning’s chaw and spat between his feet. “When he rousted me out, Storekeeper, he was higher’n a hickory tree on monastery wine, nor I wasn’t truly wakeful whiles he was expressing himself, but I believe it was something or another to do with hound dogs.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Father Elias Clark, parish priest of Maplestock and long ago a graduate of St. Benjamin’s Seminary at King-stone, privileged (under supervision of the Church) to read the books of Old Time and to write after his name the rarely awarded letters F.L., Frater Literatus, climbed the wearisome long road to the manor under the sun of mid-afternoon. His broad black hat held away the heavy light but pressed its own soggy heat on the pain in his head. The village behind him buzzed and yattered at him keenly, every predictable word another spike driven tap-tap-tap into his skull.


  


  Don’t y remember, wun’t he always ready with them special favors, the way Marget couldn’t do no wrong? Like the time—


  


  Oh, I dunno—poor Bruno, always did think he COULD be a—you know, it ain’t nice to speak the word—and in that case he wouldn’t be none of Father Clark’s get—


  


  Yah, but look how quick and sharp the Father was to say Bruno wun’t no—


  


  But look, didn’t he turn out to be a nice sort of kid except he can’t talk? Wun’t for that he’d be just like everybody, and what harm’d he ever do anybody?


  


  It’s the sin. Turns my stomach to think of that Mar-get you-know with the priest that’s give me communion with his own hands. Disgusting, him and her, wonder the lightning didn’t come for both-


  


  Well, see, God got his reasons to wait for this p’tic-lar judgment,


  


  —in his mysterious ways, amen—


  


  But look, she’s been dead sixteen years.


  


  Do say! Been that long, has it?


  


  But look—


  


  Wouldn’t think he had it in him, would you?


  


  But look—


  


  Father Clark’s mind echoed:Sixteen years! He halted short of breath on the high ground not far below the manor, and through a gap in the hemlocks he looked out over the valley, his valley, to Maplestock, his village, his charge, his parish, his life’s labor, a jewel of human making in that hollow of the hills which he had once thought of as a symbol for the hand of God. And with the village, did not God also hold and cherish that building, that white church he could see from here, and its clean spire rising toward heaven from the matrix of the sacred Wheel? Yes, she has been dead (and not in consecrated ground) for sixteen years, and I may have lost the son I never had—to a beast, to some outrageous devilish thing, whatever it is that haunts us in these years. O Bruno, I begot you on my poor wild love, only to rob you of both father and mother, and have given you nothing in return. (The watch and ward of a parish priest is nothing?) I saved your life—no crossroads burial with a stake in the infant heart, not for my son! Saved you for what?


  


  He sank down by the roadside and covered his face with his hands. How they feared your silence, Bruno, even before it was time for a child to speak! Oh, natural enough, for certainly a child should weep aloud on entering this world, if only to break the silence with a demand and a protest. But they fear silence anyway, because no one ever knows what may come out of it. Not I, certainly.


  


  Out of the silence that surrounded him here and absorbed the small sounds of his trouble as the ocean might swallow one drop of blood, he heard a distant noise of hooves—Baron Ashoka, he hoped. Wilbur Hurley had ridden back to the village fuming because the Baron was away to Nupal and not expected back until after midday. Father Clark had spoken with him, and with many others in the muttering, clattering village. Everyone thought it would be a fine idea if somebody (else) got up a search party. Mam Sever, the priest thought, would have shamed the men of the village into action. But Mam Sever was dead last year of the smallpox.


  


  And why could not I? What’s happened to my silver tongue? My calculated angers? They heeded me once, they believed me a true vessel transmitting the will of God for the direction of their affairs. Now and then (O Lord, forgive me!) I believed this too. I had a vision of a great moral cleansing that would start in this small place (myself the evangelist, O vanity!) and spread—who knows how far? . . . Had I not? And what happened to it? Was my sin so great that God took away all virtue from me? But would not that be a punishment of my village for a sin that was only mine and Marget’s? More light!


  


  O God of Christ and Abraham and of the prophets, having given us life couldst thou not have enlightened us, if only a little, how to deal with it?


  


  It was the sound of horse’s hooves, but blurred as though other feet scuffed along in the dust Baron Ashoka appeared around the turn of the road on his beautiful roan mare, and behind him a foul-faced man with matted hair—a black tangle of it never combed and doubtless full of lice. This man seemed to be slouching along in his excellent, immensely dirty moosehide moccasins, but the slouch was an illusion given by his overdeveloped mass of shoulder and arm muscle; actually he was moving in a quick buoyant stride that matched the mare’s pace without effort. His left hand held two stout leashes, a finger hooked on each; his right grasped a vicious, heavy-butted whip—easily, lightly, like an extension of his arm ready for immediate use. His arms and knotty legs were marked as if by smallpox, but a second look showed the dents to be the scars of a hundred old bites. Father Clark remembered Kingstone, and the wild animal dealers, feral creatures themselves, who brought in wolves and black bear (never the red bear!) to parade them through the city streets before delivering them to the Arena.


  


  The leashed brutes who followed this man, if he could be described as a man, did so not meekly, but with that savage resignation which is only a waiting for the chance that never comes. They were northern wolfhounds, probably from the Saranac country, long in the snout, shaggy, gray as stormclouds and fast as the brown tiger himself. The Baron halted, and as the dogs raised their heads to stare in iron cruelty at Father Clark, he saw that their muzzles were level with the trainer’s waist


  


  The Baron dismounted courteously. “On your way to the manor, Father?”


  


  “I was, yes. This is a fortunate chance—now I can get back to the village immediately. I came to tell you, Baron, that the boy Bruno has disappeared. There was strange music heard in the woods night before last and the night before that. Most of our people think the tiger has taken him.”


  


  “Oh, that’s bad, that’s bad.”


  


  “Some, Baron, are for going in search of him.” Father Clark tried for a neutral voice. “Others are already saying that the tiger has accepted the—the sacrifice, and will now go and leave us in peace. ... I must know which course you favor, Baron Ashoka,” said Father Clark, remembering and half regretting the long years of his dislike for this man whose image tended to submerge itself in the image of abstract power, this man whom he seldom met at all except in the formalities of Friday mornings, when the Baron in his pew was making all the correct motions and would shake his hand correctly after the service with the correct small talk and never offer anything beyond that. Seeing the Baron now sagging with fatigue and his square face gritty with road dust (and in the background that infernal trainer with his dogs waiting like a little company from Hell) it seemed to Father Clark that he could almost like the Baron—if there were time for any such trifles. “The village, Baron, will go according to what you say, not by what I say.”


  


  “Oh, please, Father! Mustn’t underrate your influence— I don’t think that’s so at all. And I can’t let you go back without a drink—wine—tea—whatever you favor, and a little rest. You must be as tired as I am, sir. Please take my horse the rest of the way—I’d like to get the cramp out of my legs anyhow.”


  


  “Thank you, Baron, but I must go back at once. Is it to be a search, or must we let the boy go for lost?”


  


  “My dear man, of course we don’t let it go.” The Baron had taken offense and made no effort to hide it. “We’ll search. But this day will soon be spent. And this fellow and his hounds have walked fifteen miles.”


  


  “It is a human life,” said Father Clark, and lowered his gaze, in fear of seeing some flicker of denial, some unspoken suggestion that Bruno was rather less than human. “There are nearly six hours of daylight left.”


  


  “Father, I beg of you! Exhausted men and dogs can’taccomplish anything, not against brown tiger. If the tiger’s taken him it’s far too late for us to do Bruno any good. We can only hunt down the beast and this—this mythical person, whatever it is, that goes around with him. That I propose to do. With rested men and dogs, first thing in the morning and a whole day for the work.”


  


  “We don’t know the tiger took him. We only know he’s gone, and may be lost somewhere in the woods. These dogs can follow scent, can’t they?”


  


  “They can, Father. They follow it as hunters. They are not much used, I’m told, in work of mercy—too dangerous, hard to hold. And I understand that when they catch scent of tiger they can’t be taken off the trail or they go berserk, nobody can handle them. Once we start after this beast we must stay with the hunt until the end—six hours might be only a small part of it if the quarry is traveling. Am I right, Horrow?”


  


  “They folia, they do. Stay with. Folia till they can pull’s guts out on t’ grass.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Hear that? He’s made his kill, Poet—woods buffalo, I think. Now he’ll feed and lie up a while, but we can go on if you like, he can always find us.”


  


  “I wish I could sing of our journey, of the journeys to come.”


  


  “No need. I always hear you and I’ll sing for you. Look at the little orchids! Moccasin-flower—Lady’s slipper, some call them. Often they grow where some tree has fallen and lies in decay.”


  


  Here in a lake of shadow


  it fashions the sunlight of itself.


  If love can wake and shine,


  make and declare its own light,


  there’s no night too dense for journeying.


  


  Hurley the Ironsmith followed a false trail that day, after returning from the manor in anger and frustration. He had gone again to that rickety cabin by the forge, stood in the bleak room wondering how a boy could have lived there and collected almost no possessions—a few spare clothes, another pair of sandals, all neat as the cell of a monk, his bunk with the blanket squared and trim, no clutter, no dust. As if Bruno had never been here at all. No knife, but the boy did own a good one, and so must have taken it with him—any reassurance in that? Hurley had not been aware of his wife coming in until she slipped an arm around him; he saw she was weeping. “Will, why didn’t we ever know anything about him?”


  


  “Ah, well, Ann...”


  


  “Why don’t we ever know anything about others? Why?”


  


  “Baron’s away to Nupal, Ann. Posse won’t move without he gives ‘em word. So I have to go by myself.”


  


  “By yourself? Where the tiger is? I lose you too, and then—”


  


  “Have to go, Ann.”


  


  “I know you do.” Small and gray, she rolled her forehead against his chest and dug her fingertips into his heavy rib-cage. “So—so go find him, Will!”


  


  Then Wilbur Hurley went out in the late morning with his bow, and a long hunting-knife and steel-tipped arrows of his own making, searching for Bruno whom (he now understood) he had loved more than a little. He and Ann were childless, yet it was more than that, as love is always more than the sum of its needless explanations.


  


  Having no clue at all, he entered the forest by the same wood-road Bruno had traveled. He knew that knoll with the flat rock summit as well as Bruno—better, and knew an easier path to it than the deer-run: push through a thicket by this oak, a thicket no Maplestock forester would ever disturb, and you come out on a single-file but obvious path leading to the knoll and the flat rock, where even nowadays sacrifices are sometimes offered— libations of wine, fresh-killed chickens unplucked, a hunter’s gift of rabbit or pheasant, maybe an egg with a phallic shape drawn on it in charcoal which means some woman desires to become pregnant of a male child. And it’s true (even nowadays) the covens may be more active up there on May Night and Midsummer’s Eve and Halloween than the Church cares to admit. Hurley knew the place from the years of his youth, which are the subject of another story.


  


  He knew the knoll and would have gone there, but as he was moving down that obscure path, silent in his moccasins, eyes and ears intensely alert, he heard the music of a brown bird well known to him and loved, coming from his right and not very far away (he thought) but from a place where the hemlock grew so dense and dark that something of night was always present and something of the dreams of night. Hurley had more than once known the wood-thrush to sing in this manner in the full daylight hours, though his time of glory is evening, when the robin’s sundown music may join him, and perhaps the white-throated sparrow will be a third among them if human listeners are most fortunate and willing to stop their own noise long enough to accept it. But to hear the vesper song of the brown bird in morning hours is not altogether a common thing, and Hurley felt in it the pull of strange. He parted hemlock branches, and moved off slowly following the sound, although he understood that it was remaining the same distance from him, and no haste of his would ever bring him up to it unless that should be the wish of whoever made the music. But a simple bird (Hurley knew) can do this quite well, merely keeping out of sight and perhaps wanting to lead the clumsy human thing away from a nest, no supernatural reason demanded. He followed—traveling, though he could not know it, in the direction opposite to that taken several hours earlier by Bruno and his friends: although in this forest directions cannot always be what they seem, and as some wise man commented maybe a thousand years ago, the longest way ‘round is the shortest way home.


  


  Hurley did not know this part of the woods, but felt (unaccountably) no terror of the lost, and it scarcely occurred to him to wonder how much time had passed while he followed the music—through green darkness or hemlock, and small glades where the sunlight was a green gold flowing down the treetrunks to slake th thirst of the wood-spirits who often look like evanescent butterflies to you and me. He followed, recalling old things, as though the discovery that Bruno was a person, one who might well have been loved, had made it necessary for him to hunt back along some of the plains and hills of childhood, that era when you believed in wood-spirits without any itch to offer a propitiatory smile. He recalled the grandeur of his patient father at the forge, and a dog called Bock always a snuffle of demanding love for him; and he recalled the country of somewhat later years, certain journeys in pursuit of the unattainable, the courting of Ann in her shining girlhood, her marriage dream that their son (never to be born) might win an education beyond their position in life, and so on to learning, glory, maybe even the priesthood— although Will Hurley himself would have been well content if a son of his simply grew into a good and patient ironsmith, for he felt in his soul that there’s a virtue in continuity. (Is it possible that some ages of man have forgotten this to their sorrow?)


  


  He followed the music. Sometimes his mind would have it that the bird was singing: “Will you follow? Love follows. . . . Will you follow? Love follows.” He followed, delighting in the high clarity and tenderness of the song, yet doing so through the mist of his distress for Bruno, and against a growing distraction of pain, which centered in that massive rib-cage and sent spurts and ripples of anguish down his left arm. Why would no one come with me?


  


  “Will you follow? Love follows “


  


  He followed the wood-thrush, if such it was, until the forest ended where the trees had grown to the very edge of a drop, the end of it not seen. Grasping the last barrier branches, Will could look out and up with sunlight pouring over him, to watch at last the flight of the singing bird, a golden vanishing even now become a nothing in the wonderful wilderness of white vapor, and he called aloud: “I will go with you.”


  


  His wiser mind passed through its moment of trouble: I must find Bruno. He may need me. Then his heart burst; he was not breathing; even pain vanished; a wish to live commanded him to keep his grasp of the branches, but he could not. He fell, and the rocks far below took him with mercy.


  


  Thus died, childless, Wilbur Hurley, our Ironsmith, a good man and a generous one of the quiet spirits, on an errand of love; and who has ever supposed these errands can be run without peril?


  


  * * * *


  


  In the first opening pallor of morning Baron Ashoka rode up through the ground-fog to join the men grouped leaderless on the steps of the Store. The Baron was followed by Horrow and his northern hounds, who slunk out of the mist so like a part of it that Tom Denario shivered and made across his chest the sign of the Wheel. “Good morning, Father,” said the Baron; Father Clark bowed wanly. In the damp chill—fine drops glittered on the Baron’s brown and orange hunting cap, and his square face was shining as if with sweat in the lamplight from the Store—the Baron studied the others, greeted them, and asked: “Where’s Hurley Ironsmith? I was certain he’d be here.”


  


  “Wilbur Hurley,” said Father Clark, “went to search the woods for Bruno yesterday morning and has not returned. His wife has still a lamp in the window. I prayed with her until an hour ago. I ought to have gone with him, Baron, but I did not know his intention, and besides, I am not brave.”


  


  “I am sorry to learn of his absence,” said the Baron. He tapped his hat against his knee to knock off the wet, causing his mare to jump and fret a little; his white hair tumbled moist and lank about his ears. “Father Clark, I implore you, if there’s any ill feeling between us let it be put aside while this work is to be done.”


  


  “There’s no anger, Baron. Until we find Bruno and, please God, Will Hurley, I am only one of your hunters to do as you order. Bodwin has lent me a bow—I had some skill when I was younger.” Elias Clark was trying to pierce the formidable shadows and heaving mist, to see beyond the gaunt malignity of Horrow and his hounds, to forget them, to smile. “I have no anger for anyone this morning, Baron, not even Father Death.”


  


  “Then let us go.”


  


  At Hurley’s house, Ann Hurley had made up packages of food, and did not understand how they could not burden their hands with anything but weapons. She was a little silly with grief—fluttered and cried, too deferential to the Baron, rambling in her speech. Father Clark took her aside. “You will find him, won’t you?”


  


  He was not quite certain which one she meant; perhaps she was not certain herself. “Of course, daughter. Wait and pray. If we are late beyond dark, put the lamp in the window again. Now rest in Abraham, and the peace of God be with you.”


  


  At the cabin by the forge, the hounds were given Bruno’s spare blouse and loin-rag to smell, and though the trail was two days old they made no great confusion of it but smelled on a course that took them to the wood-road and then into the tunnel of the deer-run— moving indifferently it seemed, bored beasts performing a trick on demand, bored no doubt because the smell was only the familiar human scent that did not trigger their lust to kill. Nevertheless Horrow gripped the leashes firmly in one hand, the whip poised in the other, as the rawboned heads drove through the mist.


  


  The Baron had left his mare in charge of Bodwin; a tiger hunt is no place for horses if you love them. But on foot, carrying like Denario and Short a long knife at the belt and a seven-foot spear, he was as much as ever Baron Ashoka of Maplestock, tribune of the Imperial Assembly, here in the gray dangerous morning by his own choice. He walked in the commander’s natural place, well back of shambling Horrow and his hounds to leave them room. Behind him were the archers, Barton Linz and Father Clark and that lank man from the Baron’s household whom Ashoka addressed as Kemp though no one else cared to use his name: we do sometimes try in this manner to shut them out from humanity, the bitter distorted ones, as though we had the authority. Then the other spear-carriers Tom Denario and Dan Short. These seven, and the dogs; there were no others.


  


  Climbing the ancient knoll, the dogs lost boredom, galvanized into frenzy. “Aahh!” said Horrow, and responded with a huge bulging of his left arm as the beasts plunged forward against the leashes, and a crack of his whip in the air, a kind of speaking. He addressed them in other ways too, as they circled the rock at the summit snuffing and yattering: “Eh, Jad? Eh, Jedda? What nah? Find? Find?”


  


  The bitch of the pair lifted her long head and howled, her nose pointed toward those crowded hills in the west, remotely visible from the knoll across a sea of treetops, a darker part of the sky. Dawn had begun behind the hunters; the mist was retiring in rags, spent ghosts worn away with the perishing of the night “Tiger,” said Horrow. “It’s tiger. Us knows, eh, Jedda? Eh, Jad? Find!” And he set the pace down the slope, westward and into the deep passages of the forest, a pace that went on through the morning and through a time when some of the day’s moist heat filtered down below the canopy, a pace that would not slacken until the end was known. Mosquitos became a torment, butterflies passed on secret evergreen journeys; then the light above the trees no longer glittered, but turned gray, and a noise not unlike the strange short roar of brown tiger was perhaps instead the first warning of the gray storm that was rolling toward them out of the west across the hills.


  


  * * * *


  


  “That was a hound’s cry, Poet, but I think it was very far behind. We were hunted by them once, in the north-Tiger killed three; he carries a scar on his flank where one closed with him. See!—he heard and he knows. I think there’s a brook not far from here and we can walk down it a way, but Tiger won’t understand—he’ll jump the brook and follow us on the other bank. Are you afraid, Poet?”


  


  Bruno shook his head.


  


  They came to the brook and waded downstream where thickets grew on either bank; as Tiger Boy had known, their friend would not step through the water with them but jumped the brook. They knew his presence beyond the thicket, and when they came out in a clear space he rejoined them with cat displays of pleasure, fawning and arching his golden neck. “He may be the death of us,” said Tiger Boy, “because he fears nothing and is not truly wise. And I see you are not afraid. But we should hurry on. We can tire them. They won’t travel by night, but we can, Poet, as surely as dreams do.”


  


  They moved on quickly, ate quickly from a sack of dried meat and roots and mushrooms that Tiger Boy carried on his shoulder, and the morning spent itself with no further warning of pursuit. Tiger Boy was not reassured, for he could remember how the hounds kept silent on a trail unless obliged to check and separate in search. But later, when morning had passed, and noon, and they heard the thunder and saw the graying of the sky, Tiger Boy smiled and told Bruno: “That’s good, that may help us. A rain would kill the scent. But we must keep on. Are you tired, Friend?” Bruno nodded. “Maybe we can rest soon. Ah, look there!”


  


  Ahead of them the trees thinned, revealing a long ragged slope of rock, too steep and firm for any vegetation but a little scrub, but not too steep to climb. And beyond the crest of it the sky was churning deep gray to black; already large single drops were falling and a snake of fire struck at distant earth. “We’ll climb it, Poet, and let the rain wash our scent from the rock.” He gripped Bruno’s hand. The tiger flowed up the long slope in one airy run and waited for them, a golden silhouette gazing back along the country they had traveled. At the end of the climb Bruno was gasping, hardy though he was from youth and his good work at the forge. Tiger Boy supported him for the last steps, when the rain became a sudden torrent and the vast slanted rock face foamed and shouted like a waterfall. “You’re tired. Let’s get over into the brush by that big rock, and rest. Oh!—have you hurt your foot?”


  


  Bruno nodded. The pain was not too severe, only a wrench maybe, but Tiger Boy picked him up and carried him into the thicket, under the natural roof of a rock overhang that held off the flood and let it tumble as a curtain before their eyes. Within minutes the storm dwindled to a tranquil rain; the smell of wet earth and leaves came sweet, and through the curtain now thin and lazy they watched the air and the green life and a faint return of sunlight. The Tiger lay beside them to lick his fur back into neatness; the thicket filled with his musky scent. Grown drowsy, Bruno whispered: “Is that lake far from here?”


  


  “Maybe no more than eight days’ journey now.”


  


  “And the big river?”


  


  “Oh, much farther. But well come to it before the leaves turn, and where it flows in the south there’s no winter ever.”


  


  On that river mighty as a sea


  we shall build us a boat of firm timbers.


  One sail it shall carry of white linen


  from flax grown in a field of happiness.


  And we shall sail over the rim of the world


  to a country I made in childhood


  where no one weeps.


  


  “Sleep a little, Poet. I will watch.”


  


  But as he spoke his words were smashed down by the roar of the Tiger, who plunged out of the thicket and charged to the edge of the rock slope, and there received the arrow of Father Clark in his neck and the Baron’s spear in the core of his heart, quickly dying. And Tiger Boy running forward would have cried out something to them all, perhaps a warning that he was human, but a cold thing in an orange and brown loin-rag delivered him an arrow below the heart, and shouted: “My shot, Baron! I got him! I got the bastard!”


  


  Meanwhile Horrow, anxious to save a valuable hide that would be his perquisite, whipped the hounds away from the Tigers carcass. Still witless and berserk with the smell of him that was everywhere, in the thicket, the wet air, Bruno’s clothes, they flung themselves on Bruno, who was stumbling to his friend, and brought him down. Moments passed before Father Clark, slashing with his knife and impeded by Horrow’s prancing and gibbering, could destroy the hounds and take up his son’s body in his arms, and learn there was no life in it.


  


  Life lingered briefly in Tiger Boy, and the Baron knelt by him bewildered. “Why did you come upon us? Why? Why have you made us destroy you?”


  


  “I was searching for a friend.”


  


  Later the Baron felt Father Clark’s hand heavy on his shoulder. “They are both dead, Baron. We must take them back to the village where they shall have burial.” The Baron nodded, stunned and vague. “We must look for Will Hurley. I suppose we have other labors, Baron, and certain years to be lived.” They would return together, Father Clark knew, not in friendship but because this is the way the world goes, more or less, in daily necessities, compromises of good and evil, error and some vision and good intentions and growing old. They would consult with politeness as usual on parish affairs, would now and then dine together with the Abbot of St. Benjamin’s, and would remember—imperfectly, more and more imperfectly. And the prior of St. Henry’s at Nupal must of course be compensated for the loss of two valuable hounds.


  


  Thus perished in the summer of the Year of Abraham 488 an unknown whom men called Tiger Boy. And in this manner died Bruno, like many of our other poets, his work unfinished.
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