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PEST CONTROL

The big man grunted as the jolt reached his
heart. But he had already started his own punch,
and air erupted from Blaise's lungs. Then he
was falling face forward.

The dog snarled. Blaise rolled onto his back
and Dobie's back feet were on his chest. The
dog stood between Blaise and his attacker,
rumbling. Dobie was still a pup and his back legs
pranced instead of setting him up to lunge.
Avoiding a kick, Dobie dived for the man's leg
only to yelp shrilly when a hand landed against
the side of his head and sent him spinning.

Blaise's attacker turned and lashed out
desperately with his foot. Dobie launched
himself, a mouthful of sharp, white teeth...
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“...there are many big steps from
purified DNA in a test tube to -
amber waves of grain.”

From a Calgene genetic
engineering brochure







What is artificial intelligence? Is artificial intelligence produced
with wires and electricity, metal and glass? If man-made in-
telligence is biological, is such intelligence artificial? The ques-
tions are enormous, the challenge awesome.

FROM A SEMINAR ON
THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

PRELUDE

The man appeared to suffer from heat, although the only
hint of temperature in the darkened room was a work lamp
shining on a naked computer board. Sweat beaded his face,
glittering when he leaned into the light to squint at a micro-
scopic silver line. He held a tiny soldering iron so cool-
looking that he might have touched the end without burning
himself. Wiping his face, he lifted a can of warm beer from
the counter and took a guip.

Lowering his face closer to the microcircuitry, he tinned
the thin soldering iron until the tip gave off sparkles. Hand
shaking slightly, he daubed the tip on the board, patching
from one trace to another: the last of a series of changes
that covered the board with a silvery spiderweb. Solder spat-
tered. Cursing in fervent Sicilian, which was his native lan-
guage, he brushed the loose solder away.

After inspecting the work, he inserted the board into its
slot. The machine clicked and the monitor gave a poly-
chrome flash before settling down to blank green.

“See, Alfie? Old Doc Cunningham’s still got the touch.”
The man raised his can, disappointed by the lack of weight.
Smuggling beer into the classroom contained an element of
risk.

“THANK YOU, PROFESSOR” Words danced in bright yellow
across the green background of the monitor.

Cunningham squinted. “Green on black, Alfie. Please.”

"YES, PROFESSOR" The colors changed.

He sat in the green glare sweating and milking his beer

1



2 THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

can for the last drop. The computer had nothing to say. It
was only a machine. That was half the problem.

“Soon, Alfie,” he typed, “I’ll be a thief. How about that?”

The question demanded an emotional response and Cun-
ningham knew machines didn’t have emotions. He’d pro-
grammed Alfie smart, but not smart enough.

“Going to steal computer time, Alfie. For a man we don’t
like; with a woman we don’t know; to keep a job I'll probably
lose anyway. Just remember I told you.”

"YES, PROFESSOR"

Machine language climbed the monitor like sparks up a
chimney, ones and zeroes that told where the data was stored.

“Even if you are only a machine, Alfie, I love you. Re-
member that, too.”

Alfie clicked and whirred searching for the meaning of
love. Well, Cunningham reflected, most of the human race
was looking for the same thing. He flattened the can before
putting it in his pocket. He was going to fly to San Francisco
before he saw Alfie again. He hated flying when he could
be racing down the freeway staring into the radiators of
oncoming trucks. The ghosts in men’s minds took strange
forms.

“Good night, Alfie.”

“GOOD NIGHT, PROFESSOR"

Cunningham didn’t see the message. The door lock clicked
behind him. The whir continued after he was gone. Alfie
didn’t mind the dark. The computer’s eyes were optical scan-
ners to read typed documents. Tentatively the machine began
testing its new circuits, creating short programs to discover
their functions.

Electrical activity warmed the traces, causing the remod-
eled board’s solder joins to expand. At the last major juncture
a joint crept one atom closer to a drop of spatter and elec-
trons seeped across.

The monitor fluttered as Alfie experienced something new
that the computer could not control. Automatically, Alfie
checked the offending traces, narrowing them to a specific
set. Programming rerouted the working circuits around the
malfunction.

When no one ordered the computer to do anything, Alfie
played memories of the malfunction over and over, recreat-
ing something disturbing while it pondered what lurked be-
yond the periphery of its being.




Sk o s

“The study of artificial intelligence is, perforce, the study of
human intelligence for the purpose of replication. The study
of human intelligence is an exercise in pure mathematics. The
development of artificial intelligence is therefore the proof of
the mathematics used. ..

FROM A SEMINAR ON
THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

CHAPTER 1

A Ifred and Ottilie . .. Blaise couldn’t get into their
minds.

He saw the car racing through the night, headlights flar-
ing on the curves as his father drove with more than human
precision, anticipating everything from G force on the curves
to road surface conditions. He didn’t consider luck or fate.
If Alfred Cunningham had not despised computers he might
have been one.

Blaise’s mother was in the backseat checking their lecture
notes. At the lectern his parents were no different from at
home—picking up on one another’s ideas, finishing each
other’s sentences, mildly bemused that anyone thought them
odd. Ottilie used every minute to best advantage, prepared
for the moment Alfred’s agile mind outran his tongue, caus-
ing him to pause in midsentence and ask, “Ottie, what ex-
actly do I want to say?”

She usually rode in the backseat where the reading light
didn’t distract her husband. She might not have experienced
the moment of terror when the drunken truck driver crossed
the white line, doing all the things Alfred never did.

But what were they thinking? Had there been time for
bitterness? Did they think of him in that final instant?

Blaise woke sweating to the imagined shriek of rending
metal. Chill light poured in through a pair of small windows,
illuminating a cheerless morning. Eyes closed, head throb-
bing from a hangover, he swung bare feet off the bed onto
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4 THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

a braided carpet familiar with tactile landmarks. Cold gripped
the house, a reminder that he’d turned off the heat.

The hallway wore zigzagging three-dimensional patterns
of blue, red, and green cubes on yellow paper offset by
blackened varnish over the woodwork. He leaned against
the wall. I will not be sick. He avoided looking at the wall-
paper too late.

His dead mother had been a brilliant mathematician but
her decorating borrowed from Escher. Blaise’s stomach re-
volted.

When he came out of the bathroom to walk into the front
room his mouth tingled from the mouthwash. Plastic clean-
er’s bags of fresh clothes were dumped on the sofa.

The house was built the year Queen Victoria died. One
huge living-room window had been an extravagant concept
at the time. But the builder knew his business. Beyond the
window the hill dropped three hundred feet, neatly sectioned
by a switchback road. A half-mile slope checkerboarded with
the white clapboard cottages of old La Jolla stretched to the
endiess blue ocean.

Blaise breathed deeply. Too many regrets and he’d be
drunk before he got to the lab where Dr. Hemmett was sure
to be looking for him before the sun dried the grass.

Normally, the static-free rubber floor tiles of Dr. Gordon
Hill’s lab smelled of Lysol. Animal cages filled one corner.
Laboratory sinks, a binocular optical microscope, and an
electronic scanning microscope accounted for the. leftover
space. Gordon said a dozen engineers wouldn’t have cost
the price of the scanning microscope—now jsitting sphinx-
like in its own dust-free desert.

Blaise felt as empty as Gordon’s laboratory, where he had
no business being. Sensing human presence, the animals
made small sounds, their warm smells dominating the lab in
a way that was impossible when they shared it with Gordon.

Dobie scooted from under the workbench to paw Blaise’s
leg. Absently Blaise put his hand on the dog’s head and
scratched. The Doberman wriggled his insane joy at being
noticed. His ears were still hard from being cropped.

“Okay, Dobie.” Blaise knelt and roughhoused the pup.
“Where’s the boss?”

Dobie cocked his head to stare with soft brown eyes fringed
by velvety black lashes. He whined deep in his throat, con-
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veying the same puzzlement that Blaise’s voice carried, be-
fore butting at Blaise in an effort to continue the game.

Blaise stood, patting the furry head. “Enough, Dobie.
Sit!”

The Doberman released Blaise’s wrist. His eyes were
lonely. “I'll come back later,” Blaise promised. He felt dumb,
making excuses to somebody else’s dog, but aside from Gor-
don and Helen, Dobie was the closest thing to a friend that
he had.

A mosaic of glass microscope slides covered one end of
the thick plastic slab that made up the rectangular lab table.
Impervious to acid, forgiving to scalpel blades, receptive to
the ultraviolet germicidal lights that could be left on at night
to purge the lab, the slab reminded Blaise of Gordon.

The slides were arranged with nervous precision, un-
changed since the last time Blaise was in Gordon’s lab. “Bye,
Dobie,” he said as he let himself out.

The dog’s answering whine, cut off by the closing door,
conveyed regret.

“Ah, there you are, Dr. Cunningham!”

“I was on my way to see you,” Blaise lied.

Arthur Hemmett’s warmth inspired instant friendship in
total strangers. His blue eyes and silvered hair seemed to
convey statesmanship. He had the walk of a king or a pope.
But for Blaise familiarity had bred fear and contempt.

“In Dr. Hill’s laboratory?” Hemmett’s neutral tone re-
vealed nothing. Blaise didn’t fill the void. Dr. Hemmett’s
method left conversational cavities for others to stuff with
volunteered information in a losing struggle to please this
charming man without knowing what would please.

“l wanted to see Gordon first.” Blaise was glad he’d
avoided an early-morning drink. He hadn’t made many good
decisions since the accident. The pain in his head was real
enough without being augmented by saying something stu-
pid.

“Yes. Well, Dr. Hill’s working out of town.”

“Like me?”

Gesturing, Hemmett started down the corridor, ignoring
the question. Blaise fell into step. When Hemmett stopped,
Blaise unlocked his own lab, ushering Hemmett inside.

“You ought to clean up this mess, Doctor.”

“That’s what Gordon tells me.” A rat’s nest of cables and
power rectifiers heaped on his worktable were dust free and
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no neater than he had left them. Only the hand-wired circuit
boards with their microscopic precision suggested compe-
tence.

Dr. Hemmett surveyed the mess distastefully. “Is any of
this junk ever going to work?”

“You know my project is chancy.”

Hemmett put his hand on his chin. The practiced move-
ment announced deep thought. Dr. Hemmett’s chin had a
touch of weakness, soft folds of skin that avoided being
jowls, but an impediment to a man who polished his image
in a mirror.

“That is too bad, Dr. Cunningham. Too bad. I try not to
involve the employees in the business side of the laboratory,
but we are reaching a point where the stockholders need
reassurance.”

“We’re under the sword?”

Eyes flat, Hemmett studied Blaise for a moment. *“You
are under the sword.” X

“That’s not fair! I do my share—" Blaise would have said
more when abruptly his air choked off. He froze, immersed
in his effort to breathe. His body was quitting, shutting down
from overwhelming tension that could only be exorcised by
not fighting—not giving in to his own fear of death.

Gordon had said his heart and lungs were striving to rid
themselves of Blaise’s personal devil—himself. He was being
shut out. He switched off his thoughts: Dr. Hemmett, his
job. His parents...were dead. Blaise didn’t feel the pain
anymore. His hands turned icy. Desperately he pushed the
memories of his parents away, concentrating on the con-
nection his feet had with the earth.

“Another asthma attack?”

Dr. Hemmett slipped in and out of sight in the distance.
Blaise watched him without feeling, examining a curious bug.
Air fiilled his lungs again; his heart was pumping a steady
beat of blood. “Yes,” Blaise said.

Hemmett waited for him to say more. “You may think
you’re pulling your weight, Dr. Cunningham. But the most
precious stone loses its glitter inside a bottle.”

“I do my share,” Blaise said stubbornly. “This line of
research had no guarantees.”

“Your personal life is your own, Dr. Cunningham. But
the stockholders may expect a higher standard.”

“Where is Gordon?”
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Tightening his lips, Hemmett moved toward the door.

“Is he in San Francisco?”

“Dr. Hill has nothing to do with your situation.”

“You'll forgive me, Dr. Hemmett, if 1 sense something
going on that I'm not being told about. I've served my time.
I'm not surrendering any stock options until I talk to Gordon
Hill.”

Hemmett smiled with his teeth. “I have an appointment.”
He made an issue of looking at his gold wristwatch. “In the
meantime, Dr. Cunningham, I expect a more cogent effort.
Let us hope your trip to San Francisco accomplishes some-
thing.” He stared at Blaise, like a butcher examining a beast
he had just bought and found wanting. “Try not to reveal
any company business while you’re up there.”

The door swung shut and Blaise collapsed on his lab stool,
looking at a glass jar on the counter. A long gray tube of
tissue dangled from a silver cap in the mellow, lime-green
solution that filled the jar.

She was growing. Tillie, an acronym for Technological
Intelligence Labs, Limited, was putting on weight. Gigabytes
and biological memory that maintained itself, increased its
own capacity—and no way to access it.

“You're a loser,” Blaise said. But he wasn’t thinking about
the Tillie, or the circuit boards he’d constructed to separate
and analyze signals that the silver cap fed his computer. Only
twenty-nine, and one of the youngest ever to win a Nobel
Prize, he was thinking about failure.

“Where are you, Gordon?”’ Blaise yelled his question at
the soundproof door, then felt scared and tried to pull the
words back into his silent shell. He was sliding to the edge
of the universe. There was no fence to keep him from falling
off.

He opened a cupboard. The five-gallon distilled water jug
with the CONTAMINATED label was half full. He poured non-
prescription medicine into a beaker. It looked like a long

day.

Blaise concentrated on walking straight as he passed the
receptionist. Because the builders had not waited for the
artificial fill to settle, floor cracks caused his eyes to wander
from the mental chalk line of his course.

In spite of the fence, the grounds of GENRECT, Genetic
Research in Environmental Computer Technology, were
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pleasant. Grass rolled to the cliff edge before giving way to
green-gray shrubs that clung to the sheer escarpments. Blaise
ambled toward another fence that served more to keep the
absentminded from walking off the cliff than to exclude in-
truders.

Two hundred feet below a dark-haired girl in the buff
sunbathed at the surf’s edge. Blaise pantomimed raising bin-
oculars but the girl only waved. Luminescent greenish foam
rushed up the narrow band of sand, nearly touching her feet
as it surrendered the iodine odors of seaweed and naphtha.

In the distance a hang glider struggled to possess the
updraft from the sea breeze scooting up the cliffs. Blaise
was already started toward the parking lot when Gordon Hill
left the main building leading Dobie.

Blaise yelled and Gordon looked his way. Stopping, he
unsnapped the leash and Dobie gamboled ecstatically. Blaise
walked back toward the older man. It was, strange that Gor-
don hadn’t come to see him. “How are you?”

Sun flashed on Gordon Hill’s square-cut rimless glasses
and Blaise could not see his eyes. For an instant he thought
he had made a mistake, calling out to a stranger.

Then Gordon’s square face wrinkled into a familiar smile.
“Doing fine, Blaise.” He held out his hand.

They strolled to the cliff edge to look down where waves
tumbled against the shore and the sound of rocks clicking
against each other drifted up. The naked girl was gone.

“I’ve been looking for you, Gordon.”

“You’ll be all right, Blaise.”

“I know.” Blaise spoke without enthusiasm. “l ve been
having dreams again. About killing my parents.”

“Dreams or nightmares?”

Blaise shrugged.

“You should talk to someone qualified.”

“I don’t think much of psychiatry.”

“They’re your dreams.” Gordon briefly put his hand in
his pocket. He began flipping an Eisenhower dollar and
catching it. The coin sparkled going up. Coming down it
missed the edge of the cliff, spinning in silver twinkles like
a firefly diving into the ocean. “To get rid of them,” Gordon
said, “you have to let go.”

Blaise ignored the hint. “What’s Hemmett’s problem? He
climbed on me this morning about the project.”

“Don’t worry. He'll get off you.” Snapping his fingers
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once, Gordon pointed. Dobie gave Blaise a plaintive look
before sprinting across the grassy field. “Was it about your
drinking?”’

Blaise didn’t say anything.

“He’ll get over it. You round out the staff, that’s all that
really matters to him. But you shouldn’t drink on the job.”

“My mind is full of black marbles. Alcohol bleaches them.”

“Battery acid won’t cure a bellyache.” Gordon pursed his
lips in a thoughtful gesture. “There are greater worries, Blaise.
You can’t handle drinking so it’s progressive.”

“I don’t need a lecture.”

“You’re drunk now.”

“I’'m not!”

Gordon just stared at him.

“Not really. Not like I'll be later.” Blaise looked out to
sea. The air over the cliffs was empty. Headlights flickered
through pines and eucalyptus as glider pilots packed to go
home.

Gordon whistled for Dobie. “It’s getting late.”

The dog came charging over the grass and skidded to a
halt midway between Blaise and Gordon, looking from one
to the other and panting with undisguised happiness.

“Go along with Hemmett and he’ll leave you alone. Work
it out, Blaise. Crack the code to the Tillies and you’ll be
rich.”

“I don’t care about being rich.”

Gordon glanced at Blaise, an unfathomable expression on
his face. “In time you’ll change your mind about that.”

“I’ll see you...when I get back?”

Bending to scratch Dobie’s ears, Gordon hid' his face.
“Dr. Hemmett has the techs cleaning out my lab tonight. I
came by to get Dobie, didn’t I, boy?”

The Doberman whined in response to his name.

Dismay filled Blaise’s voice. “What’s happening?”’

“It’s a new project. That’s all.” Gordon studied Blaise in
the fading light, his face an impassive white blur. “Did I tell
you what Dobie did?”

A breakthrough! And Gordon's going to beat me to it!
Blaise stared at Gordon. Gordon was like a father. Too much
like Blaise’s father. He was a competitor.

“No.” The word used the last airin Blaise’s lungs. He strug-
gled for control. Elan and his father’s word for it. His mother
said panache, but they both meant a nineteenth-century
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gentleman with a stiff upper lip. For the Cunninghams the
twentieth century had been a series of disappointments.

Gordon seemed not to notice. “He was loose last week,
like today, running squirrels. He caught one.”

Blaise squinted into the last rays of the sun to see if
Gordon was joking. “Dogs catch squirrels.”

“Right. So Dobie thought awhile, then caught five more.”

“I guess it was fun. He isn’t really an experiment any-
more, is he? Dobie’s a pet.”

Gordon stared at Blaise for a long moment, struck sud-
denly by some thought Blaise missed. “You like Dobie, don’t
you?”

“I guess so. I don’t know much about dogs. My par-
ents...” Blaise shrugged. Gordon knew about his parents.
Ascetic mathematicians with no room in their lives for the
clutter of living. Dogs were clutter. Stop that thought. He
was getting maudlin. Perhaps Gordon was right and he didn’t
know how drunk he was. The threat of loéing control had a
sobering effect.

“Would you like to mind Dobie for a while?”

“Me?” Blaise had lost the drift of the conversation. *I
don’t know how.”

“Feed him what you eat...” Gordon looked closely at
Blaise. “No. Feed him dog food. You might try some, it’s
good for you. Give him water. No alcohol. Walk him twice
a day or when he whines. You can do it. He’ll help.” Gordon
pressed the leash into Blaise’s limp hand. Facing the pup,
he spoke solemnly. “Go home with Blaise. Take care of him.”

Dobie gave Gordon a look of numb betrayal. He looked
at Blaise, who was abruptly reminded of a graffito some
busybody had written on Nebuchadnezzar’s wall. Thou hast
been weighed in the balance and found wanting. “I can’t do
it, Gordon.”

“Never say can’t.” Gordon seemed pleased with himself.
“You're pretty drunk, Blaise. Do you need a ride home?”

“I’ll manage.” Blaise turned on his heel. He bumped Do-
bie and unconsciously patted the dog on the head. That was
one more thing gentlemen didn’t do. They didn’t beg. Dobie
whined once. Blaise looked down at the dog trotting obe-
diently at the end of the leash. What had Gordon done? He
turned the way Dobie pointed, but Gordon had disappeared
in the evening gloom.

The other cars were gone and his yellow VW bug sat in
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a solitary shadow. Dobie bounced into the passenger seat as
if he’d occupied it all his canine life. Blaise waited at the lot
gate while the security man pulled the chainlink-and-pipe
barrier back on its wheels.

He had to return Dobie to Gordon. He couldn’t take care
of a dog. He clamped down on that thought. It was too close
to admitting he couldn’t take care of himself. He switched
on the headlights and the priest sprouted out of the ground,
face dazzling white in the headlights.

The gate was open, but Blaise didn’t move. The priest
stood in silent vigil, near-invisible in his black suit and dog
collar.

Blaise’s parents had been Catholics. He remembered mass,
priests looking at him the way this priest looked at him
because he wasn’t a Catholic, because he was guilty—of
something. Other protestors stood around the priest as Blaise
drove past, but he didn’t really notice them.

At home Blaise set the alarm for the San Francisco flight.
While he drank half-and-half, which, in Blaise’s case was
milk and whiskey, Dobie ate a cold can of soup and another
of stew.

“What am I supposed to do with you?” Blaise asked.

If Dobie knew, he didn’t say.



When one man speaking to @ human intelligence thinks he
knows what motivates that intelligence, he is indulging in wish-
ful thinking. ..

FROM A SEMINAR ON
THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

CHAPTER 2

Esther Tazy shivered. Cold radiating from the three
curved bayfront windows shaping her bedroom cupola had
started goosebumps. She was stretching the early-morning
kinks from her body, a daily ritual. The sightf San Francisco
spread downhill from her bedroom windows, buildings
bumping each other in disarray like tumbled blocks, invari-
ably delighted her. The surrealistic cityscape was robbed of
color and warmth by a gray overcast that gave weathered
wood and cement the powdery silver sheen of aspen bark.
Esther loved the view.

A dog walker leading a Rottweiler paused in the street
below Esther’s calisthenics to stare while moisture dribbled
unnoticed down the collar of his tan trenchcoat. Esther smiled,
running fingers softly up her naked body. The man blinked
and tried to pretend he hadn’t looked as he urged his dog
along.

Turning from cold windows to her steam-heated bedroom,
Esther put on a plum peignoir. She stroked silken ruffles,
contrasting purple against the even white smoothness of her
skin. The abrupt change in color pleased her. The robe made
Esther exotically sexy. To Esther, being sexy was an end in
itself, though she knew burlap would have made her equally
ravishing. Not that the pig in her bed noticed.

She yanked the covers away. “Get up, Doctor!” She said
doke-tore, betraying Pannonian origins.

Blaise Cunningham shivered and groped for the covers.
His fine blondish hair had been bleached to invisibility by
strong sunlight. He curled his sinewy body into a heat-
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conserving fetal ball. Esther considered leaving him to find
his own way to work. But a strange man amid her personal
things was out of the question. Besides, she needed his skill
at the lab. She slapped hard on his naked buttocks. Dr.
Cunningham snapped out straight, her palm print angry red
on his rump.

At the vanity mirror Esther slipped off the robe. She never
tired of herself. Her waist had not thickened since puberty.
Her pubic patch was the same silver mink as her shoulder-
length hair. Her breasts were firm, hips wide. She swayed
and her nipples hardened. A man watching did that to Esther.

“Do we have to go?”

Yes, Esther noted with satisfaction, he is watching. She
glanced from the corners of her cat slant eyes. “Time and
TIL wait for no man, Doke-tore.” She snapped the lime-
green waistband of her panties, closing the discussion.

Cunningham opened his mouth—perhaps to whine. This
excited Esther. If he begged she could make him do other
things. He was a Nobel Prize winner. That made him...
_ different. At least to her. Among intellectuals, recognition
could be a stronger goal than sex. Esther felt it in herself.
That she used her body as a weapon did not mean she shared
men’s weaknesses.

Cunningham snapped his mouth shut, apparently sensing
what Esther wanted. He dressed without comment.

She waited for him to change his mind. Rejection was a
bitter taste to start the day. She hid her pique by putting on
the tight blue-and-white polyester uniform that showed her
body to advantage. Time later to even the score. .

Dr. Cunningham watched for a moment, then shrugged
and went into the kitchen where he guzzled orange juice out
of a bottle from the oversized refrigerator. Leaning against
the door again, he inventoried the contents: a little food,
another orange juice carton, stacks of plastic trays for mak-
ing round ice cubes. “What kind of parties do you give?” he
called.

“Get out of there, you son of a bitch!” Esther Tazy rock-
eted into the kitchen. The curious Hungarian lilt did not
offset the rage in her voice.

Cunningham thrust the orange juice at her as he stumbled
backward out of the kitchen.

Esther caught the carton, clutching it to her breast. She
glared until he retreated to the pink alcove, confused, his
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attention directed outside. Gently Esther replaced the orange
juice in the refrigerator. The soft plastic box that was going
to change things was undisturbed. Releasing a longheld
breath, she shut the refrigerator.

Someday Esther would have her own Nobel Prize. Then
there would be no more deferring to men and Dr. Cun-
ningham would realize with regret how he had blundered.

The thought of Cunningham punishing himself made Es-
ther feel better. Absently pleasant, she collected purse and
coat. If he didn’t understand, he deserved no better. While
Dr. Cunningham groped his way down her dim-lit front stair-
well, Esther opened the refrigerator and took her locket, one
of many, from the ice cube tray. Hanging from the chain
around his neck it lay invisible and icy between her breasts.
But Esther was inured to this morning ritual, just as she no
longer noticed the goosebumps in the alcove.

Dr. Cunningham waited on the sidewalk beside her glass-
red Mustang. The convertible was too cold for San Francisco
because Esther insisted on driving with the top down. She
joked about being too flaky to raise the top even in the rain.
Men laughed and made passes. But Esther was stronger,
smarter—the one who tailored her own life and accepted
the cost. Men were weak.

She nodded and Cunningham slid in. “I have to go back
to La Jolla tonight,” he said tentatively, “but we could have
dinner.”

Now he hurt as she had last night. The politics of power
generated a familiar heat between her thighs that Esther’s
psychiatrist hedged around, saying she tied her ego gratifi-
cation to her sexual self-image, using sex as a weapon. That
was silly. She would have respected the shrink if he’d just
said, You're a nympho, and tried to lay her.

“You drink too much, Doke-tore. Besides, I have work.”
She examined him, green-hazel eyes confiding and calcu-
lating. “Soon your Dr. Hemmett will get the work he wants.
I am fixing it at home.” She didn’t say Doke-tore Hemmett.
Esther Tazy controlled her English as she did her life, ma-
nipulating her accent to hide insults and private revenge,
enjoying the hurt in Cunningham’s eyes as he realized ex-
actly what she was doing. “You see, Doke-tore, 1 am not
just some dumb Hungarian broad who marries rich and stu-
pid men.”

“I never said you were, Esther.” Blaise Cunningham hud-
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dled, looking sick. Esther’s driving did not make him feel
better. When she hit the intersections the Mustang swooped
like a DC-9 taking off from a short runway.

“Yes, Munchkin.” She oozed benevolence like taffy around
a dagger. “You go back where you come from, and you ask
your Dr. Hemmett who is Esther Tazy.”

“He just told me you needed some help.”

Esther swooped the car with particular viciousness.
“Maybe,” Esther said spitefully, “he doesn’t care who you
are to tell you I will make GENRECT famous and a lot of
money, too.”

Blaise burrowed deeper into his misery.

Down the peninsula the highway became smoother. Es-
ther turned onto a driveway through a chainlink fence into
a lot facing a low brick building. Behind the building was.
the ocean.

A man in brown sackcloth, rope sandals, long black-gray
beard, and a REPENT! sign blocked the way until a vaguely
apologetic priest took his arm, urging him off the asphalt.

Blaise stared. The priest, who seemed relatively young,
had an-angular familiarity. At least no older than Blaise. He
was sure it was the same priest he had seen in the GENRECT
parking lot the night Gordon had given him the dog.

“Hee-pee!” Pronouncing the word properly would not
carry the full weight of Esther’s contempt for men, stupid
men, parading in medieval garb. All priests ranted about sin,
which they confused with sex. Esther knew the difference.
She needed no advice about either.

“You haven’t told me what you’re doing for Dr. Hem-
mett.” Blaise stared at Esther with guileless blue eyes. She
could not tell if he was making amends or prying.

She said something in Magyar. The word lacked delicacy,
but Esther was too mad at herself to remember her hard-
learned fagade in both languages. “I believe I talk too much,
Doke-tore. Dr. Hemmett is our secret, you and I. You tell
nobody my little secret and I tell no one yours.” She held a
limp hand chin high with fingers dangling.

Cunningham looked away. Esther knew the chink in the
armor of his stupid male pride. The nagging feeling she had
said too much hung on, but even a public announcement
couldn’t change her future. Maybe complicate it, but Esther
had self-confidence.

Leaving Cunningham in the parking lot, she entered the



16 THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

laboratory knowing what she had done was clever—even
brilliant. Success could not be denied her now, even if she
must still keep it secret—for a while.

Esther made her good mornings in the workroom. Her
future lay with men, but a pleasant attitude toward women
with whom she must deal made her path easier. She tried to
remember how much she had told Cunningham. And if it
mattered. Dr. Hemmett would see to Cunningham. If he
didn’t, her boss at TIL would erupt in rage. His slyly con-
cealed temper, which she knew about, would consume him.
But he could do nothing.

“We are a vengeful people,” she had warned Doke-tore
Cunningham. But better she took her revenge on the filth
who had promised her a position—who had not said the
position would be on her back with her legs in the air. Poor
Cunningham was safe. Esther fried bigger fish. She liked the
English concept of frying enemies who, when she thought
about it, had all been men.

Despite acoustical tile, the din of women getting their
morning start flooded the lab. Blue-and-white uniformed techs
clanged their stools against the workbench, already in revolt
against the antiseptic quiet. The laboratory was a long white
shed dominated by a white plastic slab at table height. Lidded
glass containers in neat rows, mixing vats of recombinant
DNA, covered every inch of the central table. Along both
side walls individual workstations were cluttered with optical
and electron microscopes and specialized equipment. Pride
surged. Esther was in charge—even though she still drew
only a tech’s pay.

She settled at a wall station with an electron microscope
while the voices gradually diminished, replaced by muted
clicks of glass against glass. A new lab assistant placed a
tray of prepared samples on her desk. Nice-looking boy:
straight blond hair, thin German lips, and a sharp, hatchet
nose. Silently he laid out specimens, each like a microscopic
egg in its own coddling pan. Except they were vacuum-
sealed and the electronic microscope wouldn’t coddie them.

“Max?” Esther said.

He looked up, startled.

“Your name tag. It is Max.”

Max blushed, which Esther supposed meant the women
had been talking about her again. “I like you, Max. But you
must go now. I have work.”
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Max stumbled against his specimen cart getting away. She
could find him when she wanted. Max would be attentive.
He was young.

The scanning electron microscope felt warm to the touch
as she set a specimen in the vacuum chamber, starting the
first step in magnifying the DNA a half-million times. The
scopes were timer-controlled to switch on before anyone
except the security guards were in the building. Waiting for
the vacuum to pump down, she centered the computer-
enhanced image on the monitor, enlarging it to fill the screen.

She added a mathematical map and identifiable coordi-
nates specifying cell aspects. Slowly the green-glow image
brightened to an RGB color enhancement as gaudy as NBC’s
peacock.

The new computer checked the samples against the math-
ematical model automatically. Not like when Esther first
started looking at flickery ghosts in gray and white. She was
pleased by the efficiency.

Some matches were grotesquely wrong. Then she reen-
tered data and alternate procedures based on the information
she kept in neat Middle-European script on the notepad be-
low the monitor. Patiently she expanded the model from
experimental results.

Max returned to stand silently behind Esther’s elbow.

“Do you understand?” She hadn’t looked up from the
monitor to speak; she felt the boy’s presence.

“You’'re programming recombinant DNA molecules to
patch into the gene’s protein chain Then the computer tests
the changes.” Max grinned. ‘““You’re good %

Esther removed the slide from the microscope s vacuum
chamber. “Damned good,” she said. “And better if electron
microscopes didn’t kill my babies. Just once it would be nice
to look at my babies without I kill them.”

“Yes. Damned good!” Max could sympathize with Es-
ther’s frustration that all her samples were killed by the
examination. That it was an untested gene that would live,
one that might not be right, did not escape him.

“You are a sweet boy, Max.”

Esther’s face and neck were damp. Perfume clung to her
body. When she swung around on the stool, practically
touching him, Max quivered. The elation of working well
coursed through Esther, exciting her. She put her hand on
Max’s thigh. “We should see more of each other.”
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Max’s pale German face turned the color of used brick.

The lab door opened, admitting a tall blond man with the
perennial stoop of those who feel too skinny for their height.
He started toward Esther’s workstation. Stopped, confused
for a moment, then turned and left without a word. Max
stared at the door. “Who was that?”

Esther’s nostrils pinched. “Dr. Cunningham.” Her answer
was automatic. “A computer expert with a Nobel Prize. He
is here to look at the worms. He is nothing in bed.”

“Nobel Prize?” Awe invaded Max’s voice. He failed to
respond with the jealousy Esther tried to implant.

Esther dreaded to think she sounded the same way as
Max about Dr. Cunningham’s prize. She didn’t want Max to
see she cared so she moved her hand higher on his thigh.
“Tonight,” she said. One way or another she would cut Dr.
Cunningham down to size, denying that she felt any envy of
his achievement.

But, of course, she did.

Max blushed. Esther sent him on his way before going
through the door Dr. Cunningham had taken.

He stood in the corridor considering a Monet reproduc-
tion, as misplaced on the rust-red Italian tile walls as she
was in this building.

“Why do you not come in? We have work to do.”

They were alone. The lab was practically self-running.
Occasionally one of the investor-owners came on the prem-
ises. None understood the procedures. Besides, they had
met with Dr. Cunningham the day before and been embar-
rassed that only Esther knew what she was doing. Her lips
turned down at the reminder of how these stupid men used
her.

“I was afraid—" Blaise began. “Dr. Hemmett said to keep
this between us.” He tried to wave his way through the mists
and Esther smelled gin.

“Don’t be a fool!” She led him back to the lab and the
mainframe computer terminal where she spent an hour ex-
plaining the procedures used in genetically altering a jumping
gene. Finally Esther brought up the existing program on the
terminal. Dr. Cunningham had not changed expression
throughout the recital and Esther’s annoyance began to slip
out of control. Drunken moron didn’t seem to be listening.
She stared at him. “I am told you talk to computers, Doke-
tore. Do you talk to people?”

/
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“I’m listening.” He seemed confused by her sudden ques-

- tion.

“You don’t seem to understand what I am telling you.”

“You want to design a protein that will cleave to the struc-
ture you’ve evolved. You already have the chemical pro-
cedure to vacate a specific protein position in the DNA.”

Esther stared. “Very good, Doctor.” She did not accent
the title. “Can you do it?”

“Of course.” Blaise looked at Esther Tazy, realizing this
simple declaration changed the relationship between them.
“It would be easier with my own computer. That’s the one
I talk to. But I can write a patch on the existing program.”

He sat at the keyboard. Esther had never seen anyone
program directly in machine language without notes. As he
typed Dr. Cunningham talked, prodding Esther for data. He
could not be really concentrating. How could he keep track
of that silent endless stream of ones and zeros? Esther’s fury
grew as she considered the wasted time this drunken fantasy
was costing. It had to be gibberish.

She felt wrung out. “Why have you stopped?”

Cunningham shrugged. “That’s it.”

Esther stared. The screen was full of ones and zeros. “It
is nothing.”

“You want me to run it?”

“Of course, Doke-tore.” Esther wondered if he had be-
come too drunk to notice sarcasm.

Dr. Cunningham glanced oddly at her before exiting from
the machine’s core language to tap in the run command. Half
a minute passed and nothing happened. \

“Drunken creep—"" Esther’s mouth closed abruptly as the
screen blossomed with words and symbols. An unfolded
model of an extended protein molecule formed.

“That’s it!” Esther said breathlessly. She recognized the
linkages and began scribbling notes. She was sure that what
Dr. Cunningham had done was right—and yet it was im-
possible.

“Do you have it all?” He stared at her, his face twisted
into a curious immobility.

“Yes,” she said. “How did you do this?”

“Carefully, Miss Tazy. Without preconceptions.”

He is laughing at me because I talked down to him. Esther
felt numb, realizing the doke-tore also was pointing out that
whatever she accomplished, she somehow owed to him. “You
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think you're so smart,” she grated. “You—maricon!” She
had picked the Spanish for homosexual, but her error did
not matter. Esther’s emotions were like water behind a dam.
“Do they know, does Dr. Hemmett know what kind of use-
less drunken fool you really are, Doke-tore?” Esther clamped
her lips shut. She breathed hoarsely, suddenly sick to her
stomach. But she wouldn’t take one word back. He deserved
it for being a smug, supercilious bastard.

“Yes, Miss Tazy. He knows.”

She looked into implacable blue eyes that showed nothing
of the man behind them. Silence continued as his fingers ran
a trill on the keyboard. The screen faded with majestic pre-
cision.

“Can I use it for something else?” Esther had finally re-
covered her voice.

“I doubt it.” Cunningham stepped away from the terminal.

“Has-been! What do you know?” ;.

“Not much, Miss Tazy. Barely enough to erase the patch.”

“Prick!” It grated from the depths of her fury-ridden soul.

Dr. Cunningham didn’t even seem to be listening.

Esther’s first scientific discovery had been that a beautiful
woman is always in the shower when the doorbell rings.

Grabbing a towel, sticking her feet in scuffs, she left the
shower running and a trail of damp to the hall where a lever
opened the door at the foot of the long, narrow stairway.
The downpour must have been heavy because the man in
the yellow raincoat was shedding more water than Esther.

“Come up, Max!” Esther yelled down the long flight of
stairs. She allowed the towel to unveil more than it should.
She hummed on the way back to the shower. If it was raining
outside, why delay? Better that she get Max in the mood
early. She stepped into the shower and soaped herself again,
hoping he would come into the bathroom, wishing she could
have seen his face when she dropped the towel.

Only it was so far away and so dark at the foot of the
stairs that she barely saw his face in that yellow hood. Just
the outline of a pale blur shadowed by almost-white hair.
Her contact lenses were in their case on the bathroom sink,
safe against going down the shower drain.

Slowly Esther’s hand stopped the sensuous stroking of
her soapy body. Max was blond. Blonder even than Dr.
Cunningham, with hair the color of German butter.
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She stared through the pink shower curtain at the black
shadow moving toward her.

“Who are you?” Esther’s voice was squeaky. “Go away!”

The shower curtian rattled back with a clang as the hooks
jolted together.

Esther started breathing again. “You!” Her voice was con-
temptuous. “Get out!”

The man ignored Esther and stepped into the bathtub.
Dirty water ran off his shoes and down the drain.



The study of intelligence is not the study of brilliance. A spider
born knowing how to spin a different web is brilliant. The spider
that learns how to make a better web is intelligent.

FROM A SEMINAR ON
THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

CHAPTER 3

r‘ley circled him, standing too close. Cesco held the
knife Blaise had “sold” for a coin worth one-thousandth of
a dollar.

“He thinks we accept him for the knife,” Cesco explained.

The bigger boys’ smiles were knowing. “He has stolen
more than all of us together,” Lupo said in Sicilian dialect.
“We accept a Prince of Thieves.”

His father’s face loomed large before Blaise’s ten-year-
old eyes. “Learn to be better than us,” he said. He was sad,
as if with regret for the future.

Blaise awoke in the chair that faced the ocean, empty
bottle still in his hand. The scene contrasted sharply with
his memory of Esther Tazy’s chilly view of gray houses and
curved glass windows stretching downhill through misty rain.
Too bad about Esther. If he could have stopped drinking in
time everything might have been different.

Dobie’s enlarged face was nose to nose with him. Sensing
Blaise’s waking, the dog whined before putting his front feet
on the floor where he sat at attention. Blaise winnowed
dream from reality. He’d had no prize then. Nor would the
Sicilian boys have cared if he did. At first Dobie’s presence
was jarring until Blaise recalled picking the dog up from the
boarding kennels when he got in from San Francisco.

The phone chirred, identifying what woke him.

“Dr. Cunningham?” Dr. Hemmett’s voice betrayed him,
he spoke too slowly when worried. Most people spoke too
fast. “How was San Francisco?”

“Rainy.”

22
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Hemmett took a moment to digest this. His silence lacked
approval. “I meant, how did things go with Miss Tazy?”

“I did what she wanted.” Blaise didn’t invite a request
for details and Hemmett didn’t pursue them.

“That may help. Her work is important to us. Very im-
portant. More successful than your work has been.” Hem-
mett coughed politely. “You didn’t tell anybody about Miss
Tazy?”

“Why should 1?”

“Umm, yes. Well, see me when you get to the lab.” Hem-
mett didn’t hang up, though. “You’re sure about Miss Tazy?”

Blaise dropped the phone, pretending he hadn’t waited.
Dobie whined, reminding him where reality lay.

“Out?”

The long, anxious droop of Dobie’s mouth turned up as
if imitating a human. His eyes brightened and he scootted
closer. Blaise unlatched the entrance to the back stairwell.
Dobie rocketed downstairs through the open door into the
yard. Suddenly nausea unbalanced Blaise. He clung to the
door while his stomach pushed up his throat. Eyes closed,
he took deep breaths, holding them as he bolted for the
bathroom. Finally he groped back into the living room. Re-
stricting what he could see helped, like a victim of mal de
mer shutting out the sight of unwanted motion. He forced
his eyes to stare at the mantel clock clicking each minute
off with loud officiousness. He pressed a button on his watch
for the day and date. Thursday!

The shortcut from the parking lot cut through ankle-deep
eucalyptus bark under the trees. Sweat poured by the time
he reached the campus where he was supposed to be teach-
ing. The dog glued himself to Blaise, determined not to lose
again the man Gordon had turned him over to. At the sound
of a door opening, Dobie had scrabbled back upstairs, ex-
ploding through the house and outside. He wouldn’t go back
in. After frustrated minutes of trying to fool Dobie into stay-
ing home, Blaise surrendered and took him along.

Heads turned as he entered the classroom. Students
avoided his eyes. Blaise knew he looked the way he felt.
Dobie lay at his feet as he took the podium.

“Good morning. I’'m delighted you could make it. I almost
didn’t.” That got a titter. Blaise tried to smile. “Our subject
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is artificial intelligence. Timely, since with each passing year
our race displays less of the natural kind.”

Polite laughter greeted the obligatory unfunny joke. Six-
teen workstations, fifteen students. He fiddled with the lec-
tern and couldn’t remember the missing head. He’d forgotten
his notes. And his seating chart.

Concentrate! His body had gotten him to class. He willed
his mind to accept responsibility.

“I think this morning we might try personal approaches.
Would anyone like to lead off 7 Sweat formed in Blaise’s
palms. He had never stalled before and he imagined they
saw through him.

The stares were uncomprehending.

“You, I mean.” Blaise couldn’t breathe. His throat had
closed. Even the growing urgency of his bladder was sec-
ondary.

“What is intelligence? We're not going to manufacture
any until we define it.”

Students stared. Blaise glanced down at his rumpled
clothing. His blond beard prickled his cheeks.

“Is intelligence the sole result of memory and the ability
to use it consciously or subconsciously? Is it something mys-
tical or spiritual? Is it better when the brain is bigger?”

Is this insanity? The sound of his voice running hysteri-
cally shattered the last shards of Blaise’s confidence.

They stared, not acknowledging a word he said.

Blaise was getting lightheaded.

A hand went up.

Blaise nodded and a thin, dark-haried woman, her too-
gaunt face causing her jawbones to protrude in a memorable
way, said, “Whales, dolphins, and even domestic cattle have
larger brains. If they’re intelligent why aren’t they exploiting
us?”

Blaise grinned. “Like cats?” He had never appreciated
Miss Irigoyen before. Now he could have kissed her. He
leaned on the lectern, concealing the agony of an unemptied
bladder.

Suddenly Miss Irigoyen stopped talking. The room was
silent and he hadn’t heard a word she’d said. Eyes behind
desks stared, waiting. Like the clock on the mantel, only
this time there would be no end to it.

“I...I hoped we could get a start like this,” Blaise said.
He faltered, but the need not to fail was imperative. “I brought
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a surprise guest. Dobie!” The Pinscher pup scrambled up-
right in midyawn as if startled to be recognized.

“As you are finding out, a gap exists between theory and
application in this field. I'm giving you a chance to fill it.
Can you discover”—Blaise glanced at the wall clock—“how
intelligent this dog really is in twenty-eight minutes?”

A young man wearing army fatigues stared at Blaise in
dismay. “You mean him!”

Blaise smiled.

Miss Irigoyen, who had already displayed a practical turn
of mind, rose further in Blaise’s esteem by asking “Does he
bite?” v

“Take your questions to Dobie. Next week I want cogent
papers explaining methodology and conclusions and, if you
think to dodge the issue, this paper will be ten percent of
term grades.” Blaise felt remarkably better. The class was
no longer looking at him. Dobie pranced nervously, enjoying
the attention.

Blaise edged toward the door and the restroom down the
hall.

“Were you going somewhere, Dr. Cunningham?”

The man in the classroom doorway wore a dark suit, gray
hair, and thin, tight lips that lacked humor.

“Dean Carden. I didn’t see you come in.”

“Obviously. I received a report of an unauthorized dog
in the building.”

“A practical problem to keep the students thinking.” Say-
ing to the dean what he foisted on the students seemed flat.

Dean Carden watched the class milling around Dobie with
varying degrees of confidence. “We have regulations con-
cerning animals in the classroom.”

“Dobie’s a class problem.”

“Regulations covering all animals for all purposes. Were
you going somewhere?”

“For a drink of water.”

“You’re sure?”

Blaise stared at the dean, an unsettled feeling growing in
his already queasy stomach.

“The custodians reported beer cans and a vodka bottle
in a trash receptacle.” The dean looked at Blaise. “In this
hall.”

Blaise shrugged the way Italian children had taught him.
The shrug disclaimed knowledge, protested innocence.
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“I see. You do realize our insurance liability should that
dog bite a student?” :

“Dobie loves people.” Blaise expected the dean wouldn’t
like knowing Dobie was a lab animal undergoing brain al-
terations.

“I wouldn’t leave the room with the dog and the students
in it together, Dr. Cunningham.” The dean’s delivery was
dry. “I want to talk with you soon. In my office.” He looked
at Dobie again, as if he wanted to stay. But he had made his
exit line. The door swung slowly closed behind him.

Blaise turned to see what had struck the dean so suddenly.
The classroom was quiet. Students stood like statues in par-
ticular patterns and Miss Irigoyen had her hand on Dobie’s
neck. She lifted her hand and said, “Go.”

Dobie streaked away, nails clicking on the wood floor as
he wove his way around the students in an intricate pattern
to come to a stop in front of a thin boy ip a “HERE COMES
TROUBLE” T-shirt. The boy handed Dobie a piece of sand-
wich.

Dobie panted happily, thumping his docked stub of tail
on the varnished floor before swaggering back to Miss Iri-
goyen with a hint of jauntiness.

Students huddled again, Miss Irigoyen standing apart with
her hand on Dobie’s head. They broke from the huddle to
take statuelike positions in another pattern. Dobie seemed
bored threading the human maze.

“The maze idea is interesting,” Blaise said. “Whose is it?”

“Johnson.” The thin boy with the bits of sandwich raised
his hand at the sound of his name. Blaise remembered him
sitting in the back without much to say. Apparently Johnson
just wasn’t talkative.

Students competed at telling Blaise how smart Dobie was
when the hour warning stilled the clamor. They carried the
discussion outside. Blaise edged toward the door.

“Honestly, Professor. That was neat.”

Petite, blond hair in a ponytail, dark-brown eyes that swal-
lowed Blaise, she was failing the seminar.

“Free discussion gets ideas out, Lucy. Of course they’re
not always the ideas the teacher has in mind. But a bad idea
is better than no idea at all.” He willed the girl to go away.

The door swung closed behind the departing students.
She leaned against Blaise. “I have a swell idea, Professor.”
She used her hands to convey it. Blaise retreated.
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“What’s wrong, Professor—Blaise?”

“Lucy. Stop!” Blaise backed against the door—all that
saved him from being groped in front of half a hundred stu-
dents. “Quit it, Lucy! This isn't how you make grades.”

A young woman with tight-cropped red hair and a red
dress pulled the door open. She grasped the situation and
did the gentlemanly thing, slamming it shut again.

“Shit!” Lucy flounced her dress straight as if she were
the victim. “Dr. Cunningham, you are a great disappoint-
ment.” Jerking the door open she breezed out.

“Excuse me,” Blaise muttered to the woman in red. Dobie
at his heels, he walked briskly in the same direction Lucy
had flounced.

Emerging from the restroom less desperate and less drunk,
Blaise needed another drink. Lucy’s voice projected in the
“—a eunuch! He didn’t even get hard!”
Blaise cringed inside as he walked for the sanctuary of his
classroom.

“Hey, Lucy. A grad in administration says the profs are
tearing Cunningham apart because his folks fancied up their
research reports to qualify him for the Nobel Prize.” The
boy was bidding for attention. Blaise knew it didn’t mean
anything. He scurried past, the sudden silence confirming
that he had been recognized. Finally he was inside.

Blaise was comfortable alone amid workstation terminals
that spread like tombstones in a well-nourished graveyard.
So much of his life had been in school or with his parents
that school desks and the smell of commercial disinfectant
had the feel of home. With the lights off the windowless
room was illuminated by the glow that seeped under the door,
and from Alfie’s LED status lights. The hallway whispers
had aborted his will to sobriety. He unlocked Alfie’s pedestal
to get a bottle of Stolichnaya. The vodka was warm.

Dobie nuzzled warmly against his thigh. He put a hand
down, patting a furry muzzle. He’d never had a dog. He'd
wondered sometimes what other children got out of owning
an animal, perhaps with a tinge of envy. “You did good,
Dobie.”

The dog sighed and lay at his feet.

Blaise stared into the bright line that leaked under the
closed door. Focusing was a chore. He would sit for a while
and let the magic elixir clear his mind. No matter what Esther
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Tazy and Dr. Hemmett said, alcohol didn’t affect his work.
He’d just proved his ability to teach hungover. But it was
Dobie who had saved him. Anyway, Gordon would have
told him if alcohol destroyed his ability. Blaise considered,
then prefaced this with a probably.

Gordon Hill was a father figure who came close, but not
too close; was familiar, but not predictable. Blaise sighed.
He was too old to need a father, but sometimes knowing
Gordon could talk him back onto his feet helped keep him
sane.

the computer: ALFIE: ALPHA NUMERIC/ARTIFICIAL INTELLI-

PR | me——

He ran his hand over the engraved brass on the face of |

GENCE COMPUTER MODEL 1 DESIGNER BLAISE CUNNINGHAM
1986. His parents gave him the plaque when Alfie was selected
as the most noteworthy advance in computer design that

year. Though they despised mere machinery, Blaise’s parents
had respected success.
He switched on the keyboard. “Good morning, Alfie.”
“GOOD MORNING, PROFESSOR" Alfie clicked and whirred as
his working memory selected material that his logic units

decided were going to be called. “HAVE WE HAD CLASS AL-

READY?"
“Yes . ”»

“I REGRET TO HAVE MISSED IT. THESE CLASSES ARE SO EDU-

CATIONAL, PROFESSOR. PERHAPS WE SHOULD HAVE MORE OF
THEM"

“Perhaps.” Blaise wondered if it was worthwhile leaving
Alfie’s voice pickup on during class. No use cluttering his

memories with all that blather. He considered the request

for more classes. That was new. Mentally he dissected the
latest routine he had added to Alfie’s logical progressions
program. Trying to think like a machine, he sought to see
how a computer could express satisfaction with a desire for
more. Instead, he found himself thinking like a half pint of
Stolichnaya.

“Clever,” he punched into the monitor.

“THANK YOU, PROFESSOR."

"GOOD MORNING, PROFESSOR.”

“You’ve already said that, Alfie.” Blaise contemplated
the monitor. Alfie failed on occasion. Maybe he’d done too

much soldering when he wasn’t entirely sober, like the
changes before he went to San Francisco. Usually things
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were clear in his mind, but recently he didn’t remember
details as he should.

“IT WASN'T I, PROFESSOR"

The prompt reminded him that Alfie did not close its
remarks with periods. Except internally. He swiveled his
stool, examining the shadowy rows of monitors like hulking
shoulders without heads sprouting up form the desks.

“Who'’s there?” Blaise’s voice echoed.

“You are a great disappointment to me, Dr. Cunningham.”
The redheaded woman who had opened the door stood up.

“You have the advantage, madam. I don’t know you.”
He didn’t want to know her. Blaise’s mother had drilled into
him that a gentleman is never embarrassed. But Blaise never
learned the lesson.

She stepped into the glow from Alfie’s monitor. She wore
her hair in a skullcap of tight, curly red feathers that accented
her face. The faint hint of perfume set her apart from the
average university student. “Linda Burkhalter-Peters. I came
from San Francisco to see you.”

“Some other time, Miss Peters.”

“I have to go back this evening.”

“I have work to do.”

They stared at each other in the darkened room, feeling
the impasse and, for Blaise, something else. He didn’t want
her to go. The woman'’s crisp self-confidence, the feeling
that things would be done her way ensnared him. He shook
his head.

“Lunch,” she said. “It’s the only answer.”

Blaise willed her to go away. He wanted to lay his head
on the keyboard and sleep. “You won’t leave, will you?”

“No, Dr. Cunningham.” Linda Peters looked at him as if
regretting what she saw.

Blaise kept glancing at the woman as he drove. Dobie
crouched on the VW’s tiny bench seat in the back, contem-
plating Miss Peters’ seat with longing. It was his and he
wished Blaise would tell the woman.

Finding space behind a battered pickup that any car owner
with a sense of self-preservation would have passed by, Blaise
docked the VW’s crumpled bow under the pickup’s bumper.
Linda Peters swung out, exhibiting long legs for so compact
a girl. He admired them while she viewed his parking with
less enthusiasm.
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“What if he can’t get out?”

“One look at Dobie and he’ll get out. Wait!” Dobie re-
turned his gaze, albeit forlornly.

Linda shrugged. “It’s your car.” She followed Blaise
doubtfully up an alley past dumpsters and trash cans, around
delivery trucks to what looked like a grocery’s back door
that opened to the odor of exotic cooking.

Men conversed quietly in another language at the bar.
When they found a table the matronly waitress with a huge
pouter-pigeon bosom bustled over with menus. Blaise or-
dered retsina.

“I’m not going to drink with you one for one.”

“I’m old enough to drink alone.”

Linda pushed her menu aside. “Why don’t you order?”

Picking up the menu, Blaise contemplated Linda Peters
over the top. She met his gaze with innocence in the trans-
lucent green depths of her eyes.

Finding his way slowly through the Greek he ordered.
The waitress smiled and shifted her gaze to the reheaded
lady and then back to Blaise. Linda Peters watched, impas-
sive.

“They like it when a barbarian speaks Greek. It augurs a
renaissance for Panhellenism.” The waitress deposited a bot-
tle on the corner of the table. Blaise poured and examined
its yellow-shadowed depths before saluting Linda with the
glass. “Even bad Greek.”

*“You sounded fine to me.” Linda Burkhalter-Peters smiled.
She could afford to be generous.

Blaise gulped his wine and poured more. “My father and
mother spoke immaculate Greek.”

“Do they live here?”

“No.”

She waited but he volunteered no more. As the retsina
soaked into Blaise, her eyes became more luminous. He
decided he loved Linda Burkhalter-Peters. Blame it on the
wine, but all the same he loved her.

“They’re dead,” he finally said.

She looked at him strangely while he poured another drink.

Food arrived, the abundant waitress studying Linda as
she laid out plates and silverware and a loaf of fresh-made
bread. She drifted away in pleasant silence.

“Where’s your lunch?”



G.C. Edmundson & C.M. Kotlan a1

Blaise lifted his glass. A ring decorated the red-and-white
tablecloth next to the bottle.

“Very clever.”

He sipped retsina. “I thought you wanted to talk.”

“I changed my mind.”

“When people of similar knowledge and backgrounds talk,
there should be a meeting of minds. Given the same infor-
mation, two computers can come up with the same answers.”
Blaise hoped the words sounded all right, but he wasn’t sure.

“We’re not computers, Doctor. And if we were, we don’t
have the same information and backgrounds.”

“You just haven’t been drinking as much as me.”

“That, too.” Eyes that glinted with gold looked at him.
“Why does a bioengineering company need a computer wiz-
ard? I don’t see the rationale.”

“There is one, Miss Peters.”

“I"d like to hear it.” She pushed the food away and folded
her hands on the table. “That’s why I’'m here.”

“I was named for a seventeenth-century mathematician.
Blaise Pascal.”

Linda seemed startled but she just nodded.

“Nobody knew beans from tortillas about Pascal when I
was born. Alfred and Ottilie just wanted a little mathema-
tician. Now Pascal’s a computer language. The joke’s on
them.”

“Your parents?”

“To them, mathematics was religion—a way of life. They
despised computers. Any jerk can cull other people’s ideas,
contrive programs, stick it all in a computer, and be hailed
as an innovative mathematician.”

Reality had a way of fading and coming back unexpectedly
and Blaise could no longer pin down his reasons for telling
the girl in the red dress what he was teliing her.

“Before World War Two when world chess champion Ca-
pablanca was asked how many moves he saw into the future,
he answered, ‘Just one. But the best one.””

“Why are you telling me this?”

“That’s my parents in a one-liner. [ hoped it might interest
you.” She was getting blurry around the edges, but he liked
her that way, too.

Linda gazed into his eyes. The waitress must have thought
they were lovers because she didn’t come back. “I’m check-
ing a stock investment.”
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“See, I know we could understand each other better.”

“It’s a private offering.” Linda touched his hand. “Blaise,

money is involved. A lot of money.” Linda interlaced her
fingers with his. Her touch promised more. “If this deal flies,
your GENRECT options will sore. But it’s no sale unless I
confirm what we’ve been told.”

His hand tingled. Blaise could no longer distinguish be-
tween liquor and lust. But he didn’t want to let go. “You
just need to confirm some information?”

Linda smiled. Her nearly invisible freckles would have
been darker if she were from anywhere but San Francisco.
“Just tell me what you’re doing.” She squeezed his fingers.

Blaise took a drink with his free hand while he tried not
to think sexual thoughts. That was like telling a five-year-
old to stand in a corner and not think about elephants. Alfie,
he supposed, could do it. “Just confirmation?”

She smiled.

“You won’t get your money’s worth. GENRECT rented
my Nobel Prize to give the procedure some class.” Blaise
surprised himself with his bitterness. He had thought he was
in control.

“You have a project, Blaise. I know.”

“Mechanical interfaces to store and retrieve information
from genetically altered animal nervous tissue. If it works,
I could increase memory a thousand times and access it all
in less time than Alfie uses to search a fraction of that po-
tential memory. And not just Alfie, but any hyped -up com-
puter.”

“Alfie?”

“Alpha Numericl/Artificial Intelligence, Mark I. 1 built it
to crunch numbers for the Cunningham Equations. My par-
ents had been working for years on artificial intelligence, but
without Alfie they couldn’t prove their work.”

Linda’s smile was encouraging Blaise into ever more rash
statements. He knew if he stopped talking she would leave.

“Say you want to add up a million items. That’s a million
sequential steps. With a logic tree of small processors, each
binary pair sends its sum up the tree and the whole job only
takes twenty-four steps.”

Linda’s total and adoring attention reminded Blaise for
an irreverent moment of Dobie.

T —

“Some believe insight, intuition, and other untidy human

qualities take place this way: random cross-linkings between
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two trains of thought—a jump from one branch to another.
It’s different from the way the average idiot computer counts
sequentially. A bio memory bank with this capability would
turn every IBM mainframe into scrap metal overnight.”

“That’s promising.”

“It’s all in the brochure your broker can get you free.”

“I know,” Linda admitted.

“But you want something that isn’t in the brochure.”

“The difference between fact and fiction.”

“Fact: I run random searches against structured infor-
mation [0. Alfie analyses the input and output patterns.
Fiction: We map the coordinates and build an interface.”

“Why fiction?”

“It’s probably impossible. Did I mention that I'm going
to be fired?” Blaise was shocked by what he said. He was
quietly crying for pity and as long as he looked into the girl’s
eyes he couldn’t stop.

“The stock deal is worthless, then?” The girl’s eyes shaded
slightly, as grim truth intruded.

“I didn’t say that.” Hastily Blaise added, “Good old Gor-
don can make it work.”

“The genetic engineer?”

He raised his glass. “To GENRECT’s only genius.”

“What is Dr. Hill going to do, precisely?”

“Ah now, that’s the secret word,” Blaise said extrava-
gantly. He did not add that he had no idea. That he wanted
her to try to find out.



Machine intelligence may be made brilliant. That is, the an-
swers the machine finds are only the answers it is pro-
grammed to find.

FROM A SEMINAR ON
THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

CHAPTER 4

The campus remained unchanged after lunch, sun boring
straight down through the on-edge leaves of eucalyptus trees,
dispelling the notion that winter had to be cold.

Blaise carried streaming tapes from His laboratory re-
cording unit along with the confused memory of making a
pass at Miss Linda Burkhalter-Peters. She had awakened a
yearning for things that failing Lucy’s inept approach and
curdled.

Dobie curled up alongside the computer, ears twitching
at sounds inaudible to humans. Setting the tapes, Blaise
activated the terminal. Programming took care of the rest.
Hesitantly he began typing.

“GOOD MORNING, PROFESSOR”

“Good afternoon, Alfie. FYL.” For Your Information was
a wire-service tag that meant a story might be unpublishable.
FYI was exactly that: Blaise’s unexpurgated thoughts and
desires hidden in Alfie’s stainless-steel interior, looking
around in alterable logic circuits, endlessly comparing sim-
ilarities to other files, creating subfiles of disconnected and
apparently useless information. The file made up Alfie’s
“subconscious,” and Blaise Cunningham’s catastrophic view
of himself.

Alfie clicked and whirred as Blaise confided things the
threat of death could not have dragged from him. He had
planned originally to install a bypass to let others into the
computer’s inner workings. But once he began storing per-
sonal feelings and experiences in Alfie’s *subconscious,” he
chickened out.

34
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He knew what he was.

He told all to Alfie: every detail and feeling he could
remember. He struggled to re-create the hours with Linda
Burkhalter-Peters.

“Alfie,” he typed. “Help.”

"HOW CAN | HELP, PROFESSOR?"

“I don’t know, Alfie.”

A gentle knock at the door halted his typing while he
waited for whoever to go away.

Instead, the latch clicked.

Blaise hit the SAVE and EXIT keys.

“Are you all right?” Helen Mclntyre was a tall blonde
with fine, translucent skin and a voice low enough to have
resonance without being hoarse. She wore a pearl-gray suit
with vest and a neat skirt that accented her figure without
suggesting sex, a look she cultivated carefully.

Helen once told Blaise that saleswomen who promised
sex ultimately had to make good or lose their clients. She
watched the screen clear. Blaise wished he’d killed power.
Before he could move the file vanished.

“I’'m fine,” he lied.

She stared at the screen. “A policeman is looking for
you.”

“Big deal!” Blaise tried to appear unconcerned.

“I don’t think this is just parking tickets, Blaise. The
policeman is from San Francisco and the dean isn’t laugh-
lng.”

Blaise closed his eyes. He visualized Alfie looping the
information he’d just punched in, trying to equate it with the
real world that came squeezing through a hundred-and-five
character keyboard after being abstracted through a bottle
of alcohol. “I’m here now.”

Helen stared at her hands. Blaise followed her eyes. Her
fingers were clenched. “What did you just erase?”

“Nothing!” Realizing he had snapped, Blaise tried to smile.
“I mean, it’s something private, Helen.”

“Yes.” She went back to looking at her hands.

“Don’t do that, Helen.”

“What?” Her eyes met his before falling away.

“Act like I'm a motherless child. I’'m older than you.”

“I just don’t think you should be, well, making decisions
in your condition. There was what happened this morning
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and...” She shrugged. “The dean knows about the blond
student.”

“What is this, some biddies’ nursing home?” Blaise wanted
to curl up and be sick. He couldn’t control a conversation
with the lady who instructed a class in capital investment.

“You’re drunk, Blaise. You’re not in control.”

“What do you know? You want to tell me how to live my
life?” He slumped against Alfie, sweating copiously.

She helped him up from the terminal. Her hands were
overly gentle. He examined the red polish on her fingernails
as she urged him to his feet, saying from far away “You'll
feel better after you throw up.”

He started walking. The room heaved; the slave terminals
looked like apples bobbing in an unsteady pan of water. He
found the doorknob, brass patined to schoolhouse brown,
and let himself into the hall. The corridor had a Dostoevskian
surrealism. ;

Lucy and the whispers, the need to get back to his class-
room and a bottle came alive again. Helen Mclntyre was
reviving it after he had nearly forgotten. She avoided his
eyes when he returned, concentrating on scratching Dobie’s
ears. The dog lifted brown eyes, asking Blaise if this was all
right.

“Why don’t you go home, Miss Mclntyre?” The vodka
bottle in Alfie’s pedestal drew him.

“You’ve got to go, too, Blaise. You can’t drive until you're
sober. And you can’t go home. They’ll find you there.”

“So what?”” He tried to hate Helen or at least dislike her.
But she was right in her own way. Gordon promised salvation
and Helen offered safety, a guardian angel. *“You’re wasting
your time.” He waved his hand, brushing cobwebs from his
face. “I won’t hold it against you.”

Having waited long enough without input, Alfie began
powering down. Blaise heard the procedure as surely as if
the computer were talking. The drives were quiet, but fans
shutting off were the giveaway.

“Why don’t you come home with me, Blaise?”

Helen's eyes were clear blue and tense, her irises jerky.
Blaise recognized the reaction of a child expecting to be hit.
Quiet filled the shadowy classroom with its graveyard atmos-
phere.

“Do you know what you’re saying, Miss McIntyre?”

Her eyes dropped away. “Yes, Dr. Cunningham.”
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“That’s a kind offer, but...”

“You don’t want to.”

“Helen, it won’t work—whatever it is that you expect.”

“Come and we’ll talk.” Helen spoke swiftly, as if she had
to get her thoughts out while she could.

“I need a keeper,” Blaise said. “Not a mother.”

“I know.” She was laughing even though her smile was
compassionate. “That’s what I want to talk about.”

With its picture window overlooking a pocket-size di-
chondra lawn and wideleaf rubber tree slightly larger than a
bush to break her view of the picture window across the
street, Helen’s white stucco had been middle class in the
’50s. Strained and varnished wood trim gave it the air of a
landlocked yacht. The house across the street was the same,
but with oriental red trim.

A jog formed an entranceway to the living room, which
had been enlarged by tearing out the kitchen wall and re-
placing it with a breakfast nook and service bar. Three bed-
rooms and a bath and a half reduced the backyard to a
vanishing point enclosed by redwood fence. When they went
inside Helen’s nervousness came out as compulsive chatter.

“I don’t do varnishing,” Blaise said. He took one end of
an off-white sofa. He never knew what to call decorator
colors except if it had been silk he would have known it was
old ivory and his mother would have told him not to sit on
it.

Helen tried not to titter but the sound came out in a
nervous burst. She covered her mouth with her palm and
that made it worse. “I’m sorry,” she gasped.

The ride from the university in Helen’s car restored Blaise’s
equanimity. Dobie had been quiet, not that Helen seemed to
mind bringing him. “I like it when you laugh at my jokes,”
he said. “That it’s a stupid joke makes me more apprecia-
tive.”

Perched gingerly on the other end of the sofa, Helen stared
without hinting whether Blaise was cat or canary. Dobie lay
on his feet, effectively immobilizing him.

“You think you might have a drink in the house?”

Helen looked away. “I wasn’t joking about the policeman.
You’ll have to see him and you should be sober.”

“All right.” Opening up the kitchen had given the mostly
white room an airy feel. “Your design?”
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“Yes.” She looked at him again, unable to express her
thoughts. Helplessness made her gawky.

“What is it you want, Helen?”

She bounced off the couch and smoothed her skirt down
over her hips. “Would a beer help?”

Blaise nodded and followed her with his eyes.

“Is Tres Equis all right?”” her voice emerged bodiless from
the depths of the refrigerator.

“;Por qué no?”

She came into the front room with a cork-top tray. It was
a nice pour, the foam an even head to the rim of the tapered
crystal glass, chill beer underneath still rich with glittering
bubbles. “I don’t speak much Spanish,” she said.

“Enough for beer.”

“Enough,” she agreed.

She watched as Blaise sipped the beer before gulping half.
It postponed his need for something stronger.

“Tell me what you want, Helen.”

“I want you to live here.” She played with her hands.

“Sit down. You’re making me nervous.”

Helen glanced at the end of the couch as if that was too
close and settled instead on a matching chair where she could
see Blaise without turning her head. “It’s business.”

“I’m a little vague today. I don’t remember any business.”

“The program you put into Alfie for me. The one I run
when you’re not at the school.”

“That’s not business, Helen. It’s just a little favor.” Blaise
started to rise. .

“Please!” She mangled her hands some more. “Right now
it’s my only business. I’m making money. A lot of money. I
know that doesn’t impress you, but it’s important to me.
Without your help I'm nothing.”

“I doubt that.”

She laced her hands together, laying her face against her
fingers. “A woman stockholder with no contacts. A nothing.
I don’t want that again.” Helen’s eyes were tense, seeing
some thing she wasn’t telling Blaise.

“I’'m told you’re good at sales.” Blaise was uncomforta-
ble.

“People think they’re entitled to fringe benefits just be-
cause they’re rich. I started in a brokerage house and the
first big account I landed wanted favors. Personal favors.”

“I’m sorry.”
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“Why? You weren’t the executive who told me to keep
the account any way I could.”

The beer had gone flat. Blaise shook the glass to stir up
a little fizz. Better to keep your mouth shut and be thought
dumb than to open it and prove it. His mother had liked that
adage. Probably because it was true. After a while Helen
understood that he was not going to ask for the steamy details
and some of the tenseness went out of her.

“You’re going to be dropped by the university, Blaise.”

Blaise’s hand trembled. He managed not to spill beer on

. the white shag carpet. “How do you know?”

“The dean was ...glacial. I've taught there two years,
and I've never seen him the way he was today. There’s the
drinking. Then that blond student—and finally the police.
Dean Carden will announce a lack of funds in your depart-
ment and that will be that. He’s done it before. For less
cause.”

Helen looked directly at Blaise. Her eyes were wet. “I
know the teaching assignment means a lot to you. I’'m sorry.”

“You're not firing me.” Blaise wondered if the tears were
for herself or for him. He smiled and it hurt. But a gentleman
accepts adversity with class. Family tradition. His parents
had agreed about a lot of things.

Helen collected the tray. “Do you want another?”

Blaise nodded.

She got another beer and put it down on the table before
sitting next to him on the couch. She put her hand on his
knee.

Feeling her heat penetrating his slacks, Blaise ¢ould not
control himself. “Is there a difference between keeping an
account or a computer?” he asked.

Helen snatched her hand away. “Bastard!”

“Dastard,” he muttered. “Anyone can be born a bastard
but to get a ‘D’ you have to work at it.” If it would have
helped he would have bitten his tongue off. Too late now.
“I think you’d better take me back to my car.”

“Yes.” Helen picked up her leather bag, probing inside
before going to the door jingling the keys impatiently.

“It wouldn’t have worked,” he said as he passed her in
the doorway. Dobie seemed to slink in his wake. The dog
looked up at Helen with regret in his dewy eyes.

Helen walked to the other side of her white Buick and
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got in, slamming the door. She sat stiff, arms rigid on the
wheel.

“I could get a cab.” Dobie lay very quiet in the backseat.

“Not with a dog! I'm doing this for Dobie—not for you.”
Front wheels squealed as the car rocketed away from the
curb. “You don’t know what I want.”

“You have a nice neat life and you’re on your way up.
Why get in line for a disaster waiting to happen?”

“That’s for me to decide.” She clamped her lips shut.
Helen had nice lips, finely molded with a lush rose color.

“Helen, you can still use Alfie whenever you want.”

“I know that.”

“Then why are you mad?”

She glanced at him, fury etched into her face. The road
was turning and she was not. Blaise said, “Watch the road.”

In the university parking lot, Blaise put his hand on hers
and she shook it off. “We’re still friends, aren’t we, Helen?”

Silence.

Blaise got out. The yellow VW looked pathetic alongside
the sleek white Buick. Helen was pointedly silent. “You’ll
get over it tomorrow,” he said. “You’'ll see I was right.”

Helen wheeled the car around in a screeching turn and
bounced out of the lot.

Getting into the familiar depths of his beetle with its worn
cloth seats and floor shift that always struck his leg when
he was careless or in a hurry, Blaise leaned over the wheel
for a long time. He knew Helen was crying when she drove
away. ,

Dobie nuzzled his cheek. “Are you mad, too?” The dog
cocked his ears as if he liked Helen more than Linda. He
rotated a soft brown eye at Blaise. But what did he know?
Dobie was too young for women.

The garage floor quaked when the bug bumped off the
cement driveway onto wood. There was no door from the
garage into the house so he had to walk around to the front.

“Dr. Cunningham?”

Blaise shaded his eyes. The sun had started settling to-
ward the ocean and the heavyset man in the doorway was
mostly shadow.

“I'm Sergeant Miller. May we come in and talk?”

Dobie growled and the policeman backed off.

“There is a city leash law, sir.”
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“There are also,” Blaise said icily, “things in the consti-
tution about private property.”

The sergeant was in his late forties. He had gray eyes,
short hair with a hint of gray, a neat salt-and-pepper mus-
tache, and wore a brown sharkskin suit with a double vent
in the jacket. A leaner, taller man wearing a three-piece blue
worsted suit stood behind him.

“You have identification?”

The sergeant took a leather case from his jacket pocket
and showed Blaise his gold badge and identity card with the
San Diego Police Department. |

Unlocking the door, Blaise ushered Dobie in first.

They stood in front of the big window. Sergeant Miller
said, “You have quite a view.”

Blaise said, “Yes.”

“This is Inspector Fennelli from San Francisco. He has
some questions he’d like to ask, if you don’t mind, Dr. Cun-
ningham.”

Miller looked around. “May we sit down?”

The sergeant took the far end of the couch and the in-
spector the chair facing the couch. Blaise couldn’t see both
men at the same time, which he supposed was deliberate.
Dobie seemed uneasy, inspecting the arrangement, circling
the men, then coming back to lay in front of the inspector.

“What did you do when you first left San Francisco, Doc-
tor?”

“I took a direct flight to San Diego that laid over in Los
Angeles a half hour.”

“Before you got on the airplane?” The inspector had a
whiskey voice and a way of peering at Blaise, lowering his
head staring up at his own eyelids, that seemed to doubt
every word. Now and then his eyes twitched as he stared
at Dobie.

“How tall are you, Professor?”

Blaise turned his head to see the sergeant who smiled
amiably. “Six one.”

“When did you last see Esther Tazy?”

“Tuesday, I believe. The date is on the ticket stub.”

“Where did you see her?”

“Technological Intelligence Laboratories in San Fran-
cisco.”

“How much do you weigh, Professor?”
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Blaise held his eyes steady on Inspector Fennelli. “One
hundred and seventy-nine pounds, Sergeant.”

“Do you want to cooperate with us, Doctor?”

“By getting whiplash answering your questions?”

Fennelli smiled gently. “By coming with me to San Fran-
cisco to see a gentleman who knew Esther Tazy slightly.”

“Slightly?”

“Perhaps that is an exaggeration. More precisely, to let a
man who saw Esther Tazy’s killer take a look at you.”

“She’s dead?” Blaise felt a black emptiness inside, a shock
almost like the one he’d experienced when they came to him
with the news of his parents’ deaths. He’'d been responsible
then. The others only suspected, but Blaise knew. If he’d
been sober they would never have driven off to fulfill his
lecture commitment. And they would have still been alive.
Neither policeman said anything.

Blaise looked from one detective to another. “I didn’t
know anything about that.” Inside, though, something said,
It’s your fault again, Cunningham.

“That’s good, that you don’t know anything about it, be-
cause, Dr. Cunningham”—and Fennelii smiled in his gentle
way—"the killer is large and blond and must have known
Miss Tazy. You are blond, are you not, Dr. Cunningham?”

Dobie’s restless growl rumbled in the still room.

PR p————
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No way exists to separate the ingrained learning habits of a
lifetime from the inherent natural ability to learn. So the re-
searcher must disregard the eccentricities of the past to
concentrate on the potential of the future.

FROM A SEMINAR ON
THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

CHAPTER 5

Blaise had gotten on the jet with Inspector Fennelli,
watched the runway rush and drop.

“I don’t suppose you have jurisdiction in San Diego?”

“No.” Fennelli put down his magazine and looked bland.

“You will have in San Francisco.”

“Of course, Dr. Cunningham.” Out the window, the air-
liner's shadow was sharp on the translucent green surface
of the ocean as it banked for the short run to Los Angeies.
Upside windows revealed fluffy stacks of white clouds. “I
don’t like flying,” Fennelli said. “Too many things can go
wrong.”

“I could change my mind in L.A.”

Fennelli shrugged. “There is always Sergeant Miller.”

Blaise had been lucky. Helen kept him sober and the San
Francisco flight completed the drying-out. Interrogation in
the Bay City was more intense, but a witness, a dog walker,
said he wasn’t sure Blaise was the man because of the rain
and the wind. He’'d said the same about a yellow-haired
boyfriend of Esther Tazy’s from the lab. So Blaise had gone
home again.

He put his hands behind his head and stared into the
plaster over his bed. Even though it predated the architec-
tural style, the home his parents had left him could have been
a typical Mizner house: stucco gunked onto chicken wire
stretched between two-by-fours. If the termites left the wood
alone it might stand another half century. When he was a

43
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child, Blaise imagined monsters trapped in the plaster. The
monsters had grown real with time.

He closed his eyes. Fennelli had said things like Esther’s
murder just happened in San Francisco. The boyfriend could
have been jealous, Dr. Cunningham. But not you. Fennelli
smiled like he knew something, like he didn’t care who was
guilty. So long as he had someone. Fennelli didn’t need to
add that if the boyfriend washed out he’d be back for Blaise.

Blaise’s face itched. He’d been sweating more in his sleep,
waking with the aftertaste of nightmares he couldn’t remem-
ber. The bed was fetid from alcohol and dirty linens.

What had happened since Fennelli was muddy.

Gordon was gone.

Helen was gone.

Even Esther. He’d had fantasies about Esther Tazy. She
was bright and sexual, too hard to hurt. He thought he could
be comfortable with her until he discovered he was too easily
hurt.

Hemmett.

Blaise strained. When memories didn’t come right away
dread enveloped him like a wave of black water. His chest
tightened, making him giddy, the way he’d felt when his
mother read Ovid’s Metamorphoses out loud, then queried
him in English to establish a three-year-old’s knowledge of
Latin. That he had understood was unworthy of comment
or congratulation. It was only expected.

Dobie. Dobie was missing!

The steady thump of Blaise’s heart became noticeable by
its absence. A void existed in his memory. He couldn’t have
just left Dobie in the house. The plaster ceiling writhed in
obscene patterns. Blaise’s mouth was dry. He’d never for-
gotten like this before. And he’d been almost sober. Helen!
He’d called her and left the door unlocked. Relief flooded
through Blaise. Dobie was safe and he had filled the gap in
his mind. He breathed again. Humming, he headed for the
steamy pleasures of the bathroom.

“Dr. Cunningham!”

The voice competed with the shower hiss. Blaise had been
thinking of Dr. Hemmett, who asked what Fennelli wanted
and if he knew Esther worked for GENRECT.

Hot water sapped him, making the stretch to turn off the
shower a major exertion. Wrapping a towel around his mid-
dle, he stepped out. Steam followed in a billowing cloud.
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“Dr. Cunningham!” The voice rose now that it had no
competition. “I know you’re here, Doctor.”

Blaise stumbled to the front of the house and leaned against
the railing that prevented people from missing the turn to
the stairs and falling into the living room. “How do you know
I'm here, Miss Peters?”

“Because that wreck you drive is cluttering the garage.”

Blaise was dripping on the hall rug. “I’ll get dressed.”

“Yes.” Afternoon sun through the big window lined Linda
Peters’ body through the fine white cotton of a summer
dress.

He looked into her green eyes. “Don’t go away.”

“] won’t.” She sat on the couch and Blaise experienced
a moment of regret.

When he returned Linda looked him up and down more
than slacks and a sports shirt with a hint of blue justified.

“Something wrong?”

“You look better with your clothes on.”

“That is true of nearly everyone over fifteen,” he said.
Miss Burkhalter-Peters was over fifteen. She had a poker
face, cute, but she was giving away no secrets. She also
constituted an exception to the over-fifteen rule. “I knew
you’d be back.”

Her eyes widened. “I didn’t know myself until I got here.”

“You found me irresistible.”

She examined him without concealing her smile. “Are you
irresistible?”

“That’s what my mother always said.”

“Someday I may find you irresistible, too. But. for now
I'd like to know more than you told me before.”

“Such as?”

“How candid are you being, Blaise?”

A dull throbbing started in his head. It would get worse
if he didn’t have a drink. “Excuse me.” He got a beer from
the kitchen and gulped half. It tasted cold, sharp with carbon
dioxide. For a moment he was blinded by pain that threat-
ened to remove his head.

Linda seemed more desirable than he remembered. Vi-
brantly alive goldstreaked red hair, green eyes that glowed.

“You said Dr. Hill verged on a breakthrough.”

“I said Dr. Hill was onto something.”

“Do you know Telesis is pulling the plug on GENRECT’s
research license?”
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He looked at her, disappointed that she wanted infor-
mation. He’d hoped she wanted something more. “It’s your
story.”

“What is Dr. Hill doing?”

“Gordon believes an organic interface would create the
condition for something similar to a mechanically readable
P300 brainwave. He’s trying to interpose a biological con-
troller between the machine and the Tillie.”

“Truth?”

Blaise nodded.

“Then why are you still working for GENRECT? The
company doesn’t have any other projects suitable for what
you do.”

“You tell me.”

Linda leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “Tillie is a
proprietary product from Technological Intelligence Labo-
ratory—TIL Ltd., Inc., has a legal intergst in any product
developed while its development license agreement is in ef-
fect. So GENRECT may be at legal risk in continuing re-
search.”

“We leave that stuff to the lawyers.” Blaise felt confused.
Linda knew more about GENRECT than he did, things that
he had to wonder about, too.”

“Did you know GENRECT is broke?”

“I’ve had hints.” Linda’s statement made sense of Hem-
mett’s sudden pressure on Blaise.

“It’s true.” She gave him a moment to think about his
worthless stock options.

“I don’t know what you want,” Blaise said fi nally “Why
don’t you ask Dr. Hill?”

“I can’t get in to see him. I can’t even call him.”

“Try him at home.”

“I did. Dr. Hill’s wife is upset. She didn’t tell me anything
but I know he’s not coming home any more. Now you know |
why I'm here. You're the only game in town.”

“Very flattering.”

“Take it or leave it.”

“Dr. Hemmett?” Blaise could play at indifference, too.
But he knew in his heart he was outclassed up front.

Linda laughed. “Nor Gregory West either.” West con- |
trolled the financial hierarchy of GENRECT and didn’t talk
to hired help. Blaise wondered if he talked to ladies from
San Francisco.
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“Ask Dr. Hill to speak with me.”

Blaise shook his head.

“You want me to crawl into bed for a lousy introduction?
Your bath routine was ciite. I’'ve already seen your after-
class bit.”

“I’m innocent.”

“Of what?”

“Not much,” Blaise conceded. “But I can’t get Gordon
to meet with you.”

Linda arched an eyebrow as if listening to a small boy
explain how the window got broken.

“Gordon won’t see me or even talk to me on the phone.

~ and it seems that while I've been drunk for the last couple

. of weeks you’ve been doing your homework. And, yes, I do

want you to crawl into bed with me. I have from the first

~ day. That hasn’t changed.” Blaise had run out of breath.
. He’d always avoided emotional scenes and now he had
. stunned himself.

Linda avoided his eyes. “I’m sorry.”
“Me, too.” Blaise didn’t know if she believed him. “Why

~ don’t you go away? I have some serious drinking to do.”

“Do you think Dr. Hill is all right?”

“He’s in better shape than I am.”

“You're sure?”

“No. But I don’t think you understand. I’'m not really
needed at the lab. Dr. Hemmett would deep-six me like a

' bag of garbage if it wouldn’t upset the GENRECT image.”

“That’s all?” :

“No. I think Gordon’s making them keep me on the pay-
roll.”

Blaise was sweating. He’d revealed much more than he
meant to, words rolling out with no way to stop them. Until
he’d said it Blaise had not known—or had been unwilling
to believe—he was dead weight at GENRECT.

He had a sick feeling and an overwhelming need for a

| drink. “I can’t help you, Miss Peters. I can’t even help my-

self. If Gordon’s counting on me, God help him.”
He was not sure how it happened, but Linda stayed the

. night. She undressed in the dim light of the shaded bedroom

window. Her bare feet padded softly across the carpet as

' she came to the bed. She lay close to him for a long time

and neither moved until Blaise said, “I don’t think I can do



48 THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

anything,” and she put her arms around him and her lips to
his ear and whispered, “It’s okay. Everything is all right.”

“Don’t you ever go to work?”

Blaise was trying to squeeze the VW into a space meant
for a bicycle, so he didn’t answer Linda right away. He oozed
through the crack the open door made, pleased that her door
opened, too.

“I’m a remittance man.”

Striding up the sidewalk under the trees, he realized how
tiny Linda really was. Her elfin head bobbed along well
below his shoulder and the animation of her presence failed
to add an illusion of physical size.

“Students won’t recognize me sober.” Blaise thought about
that and realized he was telling the truth. It had popped out
like a kid trying to get attention. He was disappointed when
Linda failed to comment. p

In the classroom, she hugged his arm, reluctant to let go
before walking down the center aisle to the vacant seat at
the back. After appraising Linda with the thoroughness of
jewelers valuing the Hope Diamond, the female students
glanced at Lucy.

The male students just looked at Linda.

During class, Blaise sneaked peeks at the rear of the room,
shamelessly seeking approval. He had to do something about
Dobie and that meant talking to Helen. His memory of how
he had brought her down seemed shameful. He couldn’t
blame Helen if she retaliated.

When the class emptied after the bell he pushed Helen |

and Dobie out of his mind and showed Linda how to put

Alfie through his paces at the main terminal. He stood behind

her to smell her hair and perfume, to feel the heat of her

body while he guided her through the series in which Alfie
retained and then, using logical equivalents, modified each
entry by reprogramming the operation. After a time she said,
“Can I try?”

“Sure.”

Fingers flew over the keyboard, filling the screen with
equations that Blaise read with surprise.

When she stopped the screen went blank.

Blaise tried to recall if she had told him something and
he’d forgotten. “You’re not an investment counselor,” he
said.

l

.
|

|
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“I never said I was.”

Blaise stared. The monitor overflowed with a series of
alternative equations.

“What are those?” Linda asked.

“Alfie is modifying the original equation.”

“I don’t see the point...”

“Your equation is for manufacturing steel in zero G with
specific additives to change tensile strength, toughness,
weight, and ductility. Alfie is adding the factors that were
left out. Particularly the infinitesimal crystalline enlargement
that comes from changes in electron speeds at the requisite
temperatures, as well as the absence of gravity.”

“Too fast.” Linda watched the printout pile up.

Blaise observed for a moment. “Originally the attempt to
give computers inspiration was achieved by running stream-
ing tapes that interdicted each other, trying to skip the normal
sequential approach to computer intelligence. Alfie has

~ twenty-four five-hundred-megabyte optical disks, each con-

trolled by an individual chip and integrated memory. Alfie

l determines the various structures and the reader chips start
seeking comparable problem structures on file.”

“He jumps work sequences when there is a match?”

Blaise examined Linda’s profile as she leaned into the
| screen. “You understand the math?”

She tore her gaze from the screen and looked at Blaise.
| Her eyes went back to the mound of printout. “You were
. going to tell me what'’s different about Alfie.”

| “Alfie builds his own files.”

. “Don’t all computers?”

. “Not without instructions.” Blaise typed a message to
¢ Alfie. “If you’re not an investment counselor, then I think
' I should know just what you really are.”

“What I said. I represent an investment group in San
Francisco. My uncle heads the group and I studied math at
Berkeley.” Linda sat very still. “You can check. None of
that is a crime, Blaise. I don’t think you’re entitled to com-
plain.” .

. Blaise started to answer, but the monitor attracted Linda’s
| attention and he followed the direction of her gaze.

"HOW PLEASANT TO MEET YOU, MISS PETERS."

“You did that.” Linda looked at Blaise.

“I only turned on the audio pickup. Alfie understands
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English.” But the message perplexed Blaise. He had snmply
told Alfie to store the conversation.
“THANK YOU FOR INVITING ME TO JOIN YOU, PROFESSOR."

“You’re welcome, Alfie.” Blaise reached for the key-
board.

“Don’t switch him off.” Linda moved around in front of
the monitor. “Can he see me?”

“No.” Blaise was preoccupied. If Alfie malfunctioned, he
could unload more garbage than the East River. And Alfie’s
subconscious held Blaise’s every secret.

"PROFESSOR, | FEEL DIFFERENT TODAY. HAVE | BEEN DRINK-
ING?"

“You don’t drink, Alfie.”

The screen blanked nearly a minute. “THAT IS TRUE"

“Why not shut off for a while? Charge your batteries.”

Figures flashed across the screen. "ALL OPERATING SYS-
TEMS ARE TEN OH, PROFESSOR” /

LEDs winked frantically around Alfie’s bulk.

“What’s happening, Blaise?” Linda faced him.

“A glitch. He’s looking for it. When he finds it he’ll do a
printout and I'll operate.”

“I hoped you’d be able to show Alfie off.” Linda sounded
dismal at the prospect that Alfie wasn’t going to function.

“We’ll see. Alfie can do a lot of self-repair.” Blaise tight-
ened his hand on her shoulder and wished he could trust
anyone anymore. Including himself.

The hall door opened. “Hello.” Helen smiled more at |
Linda than she did at Blaise. “I just came by to talk to Alfie,
if that’s okay with you, Blaise.” ‘

“Sure.” He introduced the women. “Helen is our resndent r
stockbroker. You might have something in common.”

“I don’t think I know enough about stocks.” Linda was
innocent. “My uncle handles the family investments.” |

“I imagine he does all right,” Helen said. \

Linda read something into Helen’s statement. “He does |
well.” Her voice did not ooze friendship. ;

“Linda’s researching GENRECT,” Blaise said. “Her un-
cle believes the company has investment potential.” Sud- |
denly redundant, he felt foolish. Nothing went on betweeni
him and Helen except her admission that she wanted some- |
thing. That, and that very private knowledge she had of his |
vulnerability. Yet it was as if a wife or fiancée had caught|
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him in bed with a stranger. He tried to smile. He was only
an object caught in the tension between two women.

“Got to go,” he said desperately. To his relief, Linda stood
and held out her hand.

“It’s been very nice meeting you, Miss ... Mclntyre.”

“My pleasure.” Blaise regretted the hurt in Helen’s face.

“Shall we go, Blaise?” Linda put her hand on his arm.

“I have something of yours at home, Blaise.” Helen’s face
could have been frozen.

“I...Iforgot, Helen.” The admission destroyed the plea-
sure of the moment. ““‘Could you keep it a little longer? Please.”

Helen looked at him a moment before finally nodding.

“HOW NICE TO SEE YOU AGAIN, MISS MCINTYRE"

“That’s new, Alfie.” Helen looked at the screen, curiosity
evident in her eyes. “A program change, Blaise?”

“A DEVIATION, PROFESSOR. | WILL CLOSE DOWN THE MATRIX"

Alfie flashed a schematic across the screen. Several traces
changed color. Alfie had segregated them from the circuit.

Blaise dropped Linda at the house to pick up her car and,
he hoped, to unpack her suitcase. On his way to GENRECT
| he thought about the traces Alfie had isolated. They were
- in the new board he’d installed before going to San Fran-
cisco.

Alfie’s problem taken care of, Blaise concentrated on his
own. If Linda’s interest was the company, he could use that.
He supposed that taking advantage of her interest in GEN-
RECT was cheap. On the edge of his thought was the con-
comitant accusation that she was exploiting his interest in
her. !
At GENRECT the receptionist asked if he was feeling
better. Apparently Dr. Hemmett had spread the word he was
sick to explain his nonappearances. Hemmett would worry
about company morale.

Gordon did not answer his knock. The lab echoed emp-
tiness.

Although cleaned and dusted daily, Blaise’'s own lab
showed neglect. He changed the streaming tapes. The drive
to work and create was gone. His work would be too little
and too late, thanks to whatever Gordon had discovered.

He took the long walk to the front office where the re-
ceptionist announced him. Dr. Hemmett seemed bored, but
?t least without overt animosity, for which Blaise was grate-
- ful.
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“I need to talk to Gordon.”

Hemmett stood behind his desk, massive, 1mposmg with
his mane of silver hair like some elder statesman holding
court. When the sun caught it from behind, his hair burst
into a golden halo, something Hemmett knew and used. He
kept them both standing, which meant the interview was
going to be brief.

“Dr. Cunningham, if Dr. Hill wished to talk to you I'm
sure he would. He is engaged in some very serious work for
us at the moment and he’s best not disturbed.”

Hemmett picked a cigar from a cherrywood humidor. The
old, round box had been patined by smoke and time to a
rich, dusky color. Blaise suspected it was a Colonial period
piece. Flourishing a cigar cutter, Hemmett made a produc-
tion of lighting up. Shaking out the kitchen match under a
curl of smoke, he said, “Why not take a vacation? You have
time coming.” /

“I’m running tapes—"’

“They’ll keep. Someday your project may be worth bring-
ing to fruition, but not in the foreseeable future unless some
great accident happens. And it could as easily happen in two
weeks as today. Do I make myself clear, Doctor?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you, Doctor. Your check will be banked auto-
matically as usual and we’ll see you again in two weeks.
Take a month or two if you like. Europe is nice this time of
year.

“I don’t know ..

“Of course not, but you’re free to do as you please And
the money will keep coming. Think of that, Doctor.”

Blaise thought a great deal about free money from a bank-
rupt company as he left the laboratory building.

It was, as a family friend used to say, a wonder. Unless
Linda was lying about GENRECT’s economics.



Mathematics may describe intelligence. Only man's intelli-
gence can transmute mathematics into a tool for change.

FROM A SEMINAR ON
THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

CHAPTER 6

L inda was not at the house. Her suitcase was. Settling
on the sofa and looking out over the irrigated greenery of La
Jolla, which ranged from aspen to zoysia and included every
flower that could endure salt spray, Blaise rummaged through
his wallet. He found the card and punched the number.

“Four-four-seven-eight.”

“Helen?”

“This is Helen Mclntyre.”

“Me. Blaise.”

A pause. “It’s nice of you to call, Blaise.”

“Are you busy?”

“No.”

“Could you go out to lunch?”

Longer pause. Finally: “I can turn on the answering ma-
chine.” Her careful voice told Blaise he was making a mis-
take. A

“I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

Helen waited at the door. She wore a light-pink turtleneck
and a burgundy skirt, and shoes with just enough heel to
make walking bearable instead of fashionable. Dobie leaned
against her leg. She motioned him into the back, then took
the VW’s passenger seat without speaking.

Dobie whined at Blaise, but took his cues from Helen.
He hung his head out the window when they got out of the
car. Blaise said, ‘“Wait, Dobie!”

Helen bent over, letting the dog nuzzle her. “Be good,
Dobie.” Glancing at Blaise she added, “I’ll come back for

”»

you.
53
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In the restaurant, Helen glanced at the menu. “I can’t
read Russian,” she said. “Anyway, all I want is a salad.”

Blaise almost said, “It’s Greek.” But Helen didn’t rec-
ognize the difference and things were bad enough between
them.

He ordered Fix beer for himself and diet Pepsi and salad
for Helen. “I want to know about GENRECT.”

“You could have saved a lunch. It’s in Alfie already.”

“How come?”

Helen shrugged and looked away. “I was curious.”

“About what?”

“Just things.” She waved her hand. “You know, Alfie’s
been acting peculiar lately. Sometimes I get strange an-
swers.”

Blaise considered saying Like what? But apparently the
answers weren’t embarrassing. Digging might dislodge a snake
instead of a worm. “It’s a growing stage with computers. I'il
fix it. Can you remember enough to answer some ques-
tions?”

“I can try.” Helen poked apathetically at her village salad,
trying to drain oil off a lettuce leaf.

“Do you want something else to drink?” Blaise hoped
she’d say yes. He was struggling to stay dry and one beer
stoked the fire instead of quenching it.

Helen shook her head, swirling blond hair around her
face. “What do you want to know?”

“Who owns GENRECT? What’s the financial situation?
Where does Gregory West fit in?”

“They’re part of the same answer, Blaise. After Dr. Hem-
mett and Jules Gross set GENRECT up as a private com-
pany, controlling interest was purchased by a group from a |
venture capital company in San Francisco called Tenro. Gre-
gory West runs Tenro.”

“Do you know who the investors are?”

“No. It’s like a blind trust. Tenro is at risk, not the limited
investors. So most dealings are executed by Mr. West on
behalf of the investors.”

“A handy way to stay out of the news,” Blaise guessed. |

Helen nodded. “Those arrangements are made to launder
money just to keep the public in the dark.” She spread a
piece of lettuce and looked at it with distaste. “Do you like |
fat girls?”
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“I don’t know. I never thought about it.” Caught una-
wares, the question startled him. “You’re not fat.”

“If I eat anything except this lettuce I'll swell up like a
kielbasa.” She murmured in another language, then said,
“You aren’t what you don’t eat. My parents were Polish.”

“Mclntyre?”

Helen'’s smile was wry. “The immigration agent was Irish.”

“Poles make good vodka,” Blaise said reassuringly.

“When 1 was a girl I loved dumplings and ribs.” Helen
had a faraway look that Blaise supposed meant the lettuce
leaf would wilt on her fork before she ate it. “It was a Ka-
towice recipe.”

“Helen,” Blaise said. “Please!”

“I’ll bet you don’t like fat girls.” She jabbed the lettuce
leaf in her mouth.

“I love them. How about West?”

“Is he fat?”

“Helen!”

“He has more than just the controlling interest. GEN-
RECT was never a public offering so SEC rules allow a great
deal of privacy. Hemmett’s original partner got out while the
getting was good. Dr. Gross is in Israel improving ruminant
digestion for more efficient milk production.

“Dr. Hemmett stayed on as manager. As a founder, he
lends an aura of authenticity. But GENRECT has not re-
leased a single product in three years. The backers are dig-
ging into their own pockets to keep it afloat.”

“You’re saying nobody will buy GENRECT stock?”

, “No insider. And to go public will only accelerate the
| disaster. GENRECT’s price is holding because they all went
in at inflated prices and stand to take a bath if they bail out
. now. So they just hang on and pray.”

“What kind of losses would they take, Helen?”

Helen studied her fork, as if looking at a ledger sheet.
“When GENRECT went on the market, biotech stocks were
all new, speculative, no earnings record. The biggest proj-
ected uses were in medicine and agriculture. Neither market
| is likely to disappear. So biotech sold at forty times earnings.
. Projected incomes were way too high. At least in the short
term.”

“Projected?”

Helen bobbed her head.
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“And in its three years of existence GENRECT has never
earned a dime?”

“That’s right, Blaise. GENRECT is just another GENEN-
TECH coat-tailer. Except with zero earnings.”

“Is West interfering in company management?”

“That’s his job: Salvage what he can for Tenro.”

“Eat your salad,” he said. “It’s good for what ails you.”

Dobie seemed relieved when they came back. He licked
Helen. For Blaise the dog had only reproach.

The ride to Helen’s house was tightly quiet. Helen prom-
ised to check up on Tenro. Blaise had not told her that he
was looking for Gordon. Or that he supposed West was the
man most likely to have sent Gordon into hiding while he
accelerated his project. Helen didn’t conceal her unhappi-
ness at his secrecy.

“Thanks for lunch.” She closed the VW door with force.

“You’re welcome.”

Helen clung to the door and Blaise knew he was going to
hear more than he wanted to.

“What’s an m and m, Blaise? A modified mink?”

“A coat? I don’t know.”

“That’s strange. Students were gossiping outside your
classroom about your new m and m. I don’t think they were
talking about candy or a coat.” Blaise sat glum, knowing his
only salvation lay in silence.

Dobie cried. Helen turned toward the car with longing
before ducking her head and hurrying into the house.

Blaise wondered if she regretted leaving the dog or him.

He patted the passenger seat and Dobie came over the back
to sit staring at Helen’s door.

“I guess you're stuck with me, Dobie.”

The dog looked at Blaise. Dobie was not happy.

Helen had given Blaise the number of a financial col-
umnist. “He’s a cross between Dear Abby and Louella Par-
sons,” she had said, “for people who stick real money into
funny stock. Gossip about whom not to trust—practically
everyone—plus tea and sympathy for the burn cases.”

Blaise caught Morgan on the first ring. The columnist was
cordial, as Helen had warned. Without sources, Morgan
would have nothing to print.

Blaise affirmed that GENRECT remained landlocked be-

tween the more publicized and glamorous Salk Institute and |

UCSD, that he, the Nobel Prize winner, did indeed work for
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dear old Arthur Hemmett, who had once plied Morgan with
liquor and promises.

Morgan sighed. “It’s time I did a column about goings-
on at GENRECT.” Blaise suspected the sigh was for freebie
booze. In return for Blaise’s promise to let him know how
the search for information on West came out, Morgan sug-
gested that Blaise talk to a winemaker in Escondido.

Blaise thanked Morgan with vague promises, including
exclusive rights to his life story.

Snapping the OFF switch on the cordless telephone trig-
gered restlessness. Blaise wanted to do something. He missed
Gordon’s steadying influence, the assurance that whatever
was happening to him would work out for the best.

In the bathroom he dropped his clothes in a heap. His
breathing came hard again. Anxiety, Gordon said. The shower
drummed as Blaise alternated hot and cold, sending sharp
jolts through the nervous system. The mirror fogged up so
he couldn’t see himself. He thought fleetingly of vampires
as he dressed in a blue chambray shirt and gray slacks.

Gordon owned a modest house in better repair than
Blaise’s, with an immaculate coat of rust red Dutch Boy
gloss white trim. Only the lawn, two weeks overdue for
mowing, betrayed the absence of its compulsively neat owner.
Blaise approached the front door and pressed the button.
He waited and tried again.

No answer.

Black and tan as an Irish nightmare, Dobie leaped through
the car window and whizzed past Blaise. “Know where you
are, boy?”

Dobie whined and wouldn’t follow Blaise away from the
house.

“Let’s go, Dobie. The door’s locked.”

The dog lurched toward Blaise and an instant later he felt
the needle sharpness of Dobie’s teeth. Without letting his
hand go, Dobie dragged Blaise back to the door. He shoved
Blaise toward the bulky green mailbox next to the door.

The dog stood expectantly, at attention.

Shrugging, Blaise opened the mailbox and looked in. Let-
ters and junk mail cluttered the interior.

Dobie whined.

Blaise examined the box again and Dobie stopped whin-
ing. He put his hand on the metal front and the dog barked
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twice. “Once for no and twice for yes, Dobie? Is that what
Gordon’s been teaching you?”

Dobie barked twice again.

They looked each other in the eye and Blaise took his
hand off the box. Dobie gave a single disappointed yip. Blaise
put his hand back on the letter box. Two barks.

He felt under the box and found the magnetized key holder
that most people used for cars.

Dobie tore through the house, frantically yipping. After
a while he came back out to lay on the stoop.

“No one home?”

The dog cocked his eyebrows so he could see Blaise with-
out lifting his head.

“Come on, Dobie.”

Blaise looked back when he was getting into the yellow
VW. Like Gordon’s lab, the house was immaculate to the
point of madness, and just as lonely.

Visiting Gordon’s home had been enough to make Blaise
dig a bottle of gin out of a closet.

Millions of termites inside the beams of his house were
holding hands to keep his home from sliding into the sea.

The termites had formed an accusing circle around him.
“You were supposed to deliver that lecture,” the queen mother
said. “You were supposed to drive. If you’d held your liquor
like a man they’d still be alive.”

“Still competing,” the worker termites chorused.

“Blaise! Wake up!”

Linda was shaking him, her face and lips inches away.
He caught her waist and pulled her down. She yelled as he
slid his hands under her clothes and started stroking satiny
skin. After a while she stopped yelling.

Blaise woke again when Linda was returning from the
bathroom, straightening her clothes as she walked. He
watched her, feeling good about the way she moved, the tiit
of her head, the sheen of her skin.

“What do you think you're doing?”

“Peeping.”

“You're a mess.”

He reached up and put his hands on her lips. She did not
respond, but she did not pull away either. |

“What do you think you want?”
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He smiled and she deftly stepped out of his grasp. “That’s
- what I thought.”

Blaise sat up and wished he hadn’t. The room swayed
and he felt sick. Gin did that sometimes. “Where’s Dobie?”

“I locked him out back.”

The dog wouldn’t like that, but Linda had done the sen-
sible thing. “Do you want to go to Escondido instead?”

“Instead of what?” Linda looked at him and then shook
her head. “Where’s Escondido?”

Blaise lay back on the couch again and closed his eyes,
which made him feel a little better. “About forty miles. I've
got a line on West.”

“West? We're looking for Dr. Hill.”

“Gordon is wherever West decided to put him.”

She made an impolite sound. *“You’re guessing.”

“Inductive reasoning reads better in a résumé.”

“Can’t you just call?”

“I did.”

Linda was settling into the right front seat of the beetle
when Dobie came rocketing through the left door. He created
some commotion before settling into the backseat.

“Sorry, Dobie,” Blaise said. “She got there first.”

Linda gave Blaise an outraged look and was about to de-
mand the dog be left behind when Blaise said, “He showed me
 the key to Gordon Hill’s house. He could have more to say.”
~ Linda didn’t like it but she seemed to have reached an
' area of compromise between what she needed and what she
wanted.

Halfway to Escondido, the little beetle shimmying in the
wind blast of passing trucks, Linda finally thought of some-
thing else to ask.

“No,” Blaise answered. “He didn’t invite me.” Sage-
brush—dotted hills and green reminders of winter rains
passed by in silence.

Escondido rambles, old sections shaded by towering eu-
| calyptus. The new parts are wide concrete streets over once-
 cheap farmland and flats of sun-drenched housing. Beyond

town the turnoff huddied under a clump of oaks. Blaise fol-
lowed a dirt road past orange trees abandoned by owners into
land speculation instead of farming. The road climbed past ap-
ple trees gone wild. Shadows had lengthened by the time they
crunched gravel under a crosstree with a hanging sign.

The main building had foot-thick adobe walls and bright
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whitewash. Peeled saplings held up a ramada green with
fresh vines. The door was open but inside the house was
shadow.

“Hello!” Blaise called. “Anybody home?” The sense of city
had fled. Knocking at an open door did not seem correct. Do-
bie was also apparently aware of the difference. Instead of
tearing ecstaticaily through the vineyard he kept a close heel.

“You should have told them you were coming.” Linda
did not exactly wrinkle her nose at rusticity, but she came
close.

Blaise called again. Crickets and tree toads went silent.

“What is it you want here?” The old man’s voice was thin
and creaky with a hint of accent.

Blaise turned toward the old man’s voice. “Mr. Oesti?”

Stepping out of the shadow of the ramada, Giovanni Oesti
moved like dry sticks cracking.

“How do you do, sir. I called you earller

The old man ignored the outstretched hand and turned.
“Come. You want to talk. We talk.”

Blaise and Linda followed him to a windowless building
behind the house. The old man stepped inside and light spilled
from the open doorway. They followed into a smell of new-
sawn wood and the musty fragrance of fermentation. Dobie
stood in the doorway with mournful eyes.

Oesti pointed to unpainted chairs around a potbellied stove.
When Linda and Blaise had each taken one, he sat. Looking
at the dog in the doorway, he said, “Anchi tu.”

Dobie’s eyes brightened. Walking carefully like a child
trying to act grownup, he settled at Blaise’s feet.

“Begin.”

Oesti had toothpick bones and skin like crumpled wrap-
ping paper. His tufts of remaining hair were as shoe-polish
black as his unblinking eyes.

“I was told you could give me some information about a
gentleman named Gregory West.”

“Why do you not ask Mr. West?” The words were thlm
like torn paper, like the old man himself, and Blaise could
read neither warmth nor anger. ]

“I don’t believe he would tell me,” Blaise answered. “A |
friend of mine has disappeared. It’s possible that knowmgI
something about Mr. West would reveal his whereabouts.” |

“Police handle such matters.

Blaise switched to formal Roman and answered as tact--
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fully as possible. “Signor West probably prefers privacy. |
do not know a crime has been committed. In any event, the
police never get to the bottom of things. I am bound by
honor to help my friend.”

“L’onnore.” Oesti spoke in dialect. “The curse of our
kind!” He gave Blaise a sly look, knowing that some for-
eigners learn Roman, but no outlander ever understands si-
ciliano.

“The curse of our kind is not honor,” Blaise said in the
same hybrid Latin-Greek. “It’s omerta.”

“What are you saying?” Linda looked from Blaise to the
old man and back, exasperation drawing lines on her face.
“I don’t speak dialect, Blaise.”

“Men are talking,” Blaise said in English.

“About my son.” Giovanni Oesti spat under the stove.

“I had guessed.” Linda retreated from the venom in the
old man’s voice.

“Gregorio Giovanni Rampanelli Oesti—after his mother’s
father, a man of great understanding.”

Blaise said nothing.

“Why did he change his name? Is he shamed by the blood
of his fathers?” Oesti challenged Blaise. “He changed his
name because I demanded it. Bad enough that he dishonors
my father’s name. But he will not shame his mother’s.” The
old man folded parchment-thin hands on his nonexistent
stomach.

“I am sorry to have brought this to you,” Blaise said.

Oesti waved off the apology. “I shall tell you what you
have come to hear. And as you say, this is between men. I

. could not say such things to a priest for they do not have

sons and can only pretend to understand.”
In the quiet of the winery, Giovanni Oesti’s wavering voice

} took them back to the days when a boy from Sicily labored

in California on land too hilly for crops and speculators.
He cut and terraced, planted vines, backpacked water

. drawn from a hand-dug well with a hand pump. It was work

that priests once corraled Indians to do. Like the priests, he
made wine.
His son Vito died at Anzio Beach in World War II. After

. that, the younger boy, Gregorio, was too precious to his

mother to dress vines with his father and the Mexicans.
The wine was sweet and mellow. It made Blaise weep

' within, and he dreaded the end of the old man’s story. Giov-
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anpi Oesti switched to English, in which it is easier to conceal
pain.

Dobie’s mournful eyes flowed from Blaise to the old man,
as if he could sense the sadness of the moment.

“To the Mexicans I was Don Juan. Americans liked my
wine. Other places everybody thinks Italians are gangsters.
But here, I’'m just a neighbor. Some held more land. If I had
more money, only my banker cared.

“Gregorio was not satisfied with a car, a horse, cows,
chickens, and miles of vineyards. It would have been better
to keep the boy in the fields and teach him the business by
leaving his sweat there. It was my fault. Gregorio found new
friends in these wonderful schools with their fancy ways.

“When he came home, the Mexicans made less and worked
harder. The wine grew thinner and was sold farther way.
With the new money, Gregorio retired his mother and father.

“Strangers tore up the fields and built houses while Ro-
sanna and I stayed here on the land that was left and saw
our lives being stolen.

“La famiglia.” Giovanni spat. “In school Gregorio met
the sons of those who came here not to work but to steal.”

Dobie gave Blaise a look of entreaty, then began his in-
visible ninja-maneuvering until his head was in the old man’s
lap. Without looking down, Giovanni Oesti patted the Dob-
erman.

“They . ..took advantage of your son?” It was a delicate
questlon and Blaise could think of no way to phrase the true
meaning in Italian or English. ;

The old man’s laugh was rustling cornstalks. !

“No, Dottére, my son used them. This place is not good
for the grape. North, above San Francisco, the wine is better.
Here you make a life. There you make money.

“Gregorio did not want the land. He sold it. Every month
I get enough to live better than before ... without work. I
should be grateful, should I not?”

“I might have stopped him. But the new owners told me |
Gregorio would die if I did not go along. It was not for him that
I gave my blessing. I think maybe Gregorio sent the threat.
But I could not take that chance while his mother lived.

“Rosanna died without grandchildren. It was all for noth- ‘
ing. For Rosanna I have willed I/ Résto to the nuns for a
children’s home.” :

e e e ek e

The old man’s cough was, like himself, brittle.
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“I do not have the gift of faith. I do not know if it is worse
to die without issue or to despise what I leave behind.”

Gregory West's father stood and led them from the winery
to the VW. Blaise was surprised by the darkness.

“You should not have come,” the old man said. “Gregorio
has me watched. He may think it filial duty. Maybe he spies.
Whichever, it is not safe for you. One other thing.” Giovanni
hesitated. “It shames me, but Gregorio has been in jail. He
makes money by cheating people. He even stole a great
winery in Mendocino County. He wanted me to live there
like a great landowner. He does not love the land.” Giovanni
fumbled in his pocket and gave Blaise a virgin label with the
vineyard’s name.

Blaise was not drunk but he felt close to tears. “I am sorry
for the pain I have caused you,” he said.

“Buon cane,” the old man said, patting Dobie’s head.
“Dogs never did like Gregorio.” He sighed and pressed
Blaise’s hand. “Have great care, for God is tco lazy to guide
me.” He looked closely at Blaise and lapsed into dialect.

| “You must beware, too, of the fruit of the vineyard. You

have drunk too much, but not enough. For some, Christ’s
blood is a curse.”
Saying good night to Linda, the old man was swallowed

. by shadows.

“What did he tell you just then?” Linda stood beside the
bug, not getting in.

“He said Dobie was a good dog.”

“He said more than that.”

“The meaning of Il Résto,” Blaise lied.

“I wouldn’t think there’d be much rest around a place
like this.”

“Reésto is remainder—what’s left after his son stole it all.

| Are you going to get in?”

As Blaise drove out to the main road a sudden flare of
headlights blinded them, then blinked out. No one followed
as they rolled back to the highway under an almost full moon.

. It was no comfort to Blaise. Whoever was parked across the

road had their faces and license number.
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FROM A SEMINAR ON
THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

CHAPTER 7

of morning sun. After their talk with Giovanni Oesti, Linda
decided to return to San Francisco. Blaise had not objected.
Driving in darkness, digesting the old man’s information,
Blaise kept an eye on the mirror during the unsatisfactory
discussion with Linda.

“Of course I'm English. My branch of Cunningham just
didn’t see eye to eye with Henry the Eighth.”

“I’m Catholic, too,” Linda protested, “but I don’t speak
Sicilian.”

“I don’t know why not.” |

Linda’s attention riveted on him in a way that suggested
her surprise was not just talk. -

“I learned in school.” The road narrowed and started
winding. A pair of headlights dogged his tail. Then the road '
straightened, the car passed, and nothing happened. Some |
of the tension left him. The old paisan’ had invoked in Blaise |
a memory of bleak Sicilian hills, the aura of blood and dread |
that made up that unhappy island’s history.

“I’ve never heard of a school teaching Sicilian. Not even ]
in Italy.” !

“My school was different.”

His parents had taken a villa above Taormina, a backwater |
that mainland Italians left to tourists and the natives. The |
villa was cheap and picturesque. Blaise’s chores included |
hand-pumping water at dawn’s first glimmer. The house- |
keeper heated it over charcoal for before-breakfast washups. |
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Blaise unlocked his classroom ahead of the hot blast ]
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The other few tourists hired a boy to draw water, but
~ Alfred had seen a way to engrave a sense of duty in his son’s
psyche.

They were on a working holiday, polishing their Latin
. with the down-at-the-heels Neapolitan tutor they provided
Blaise, competing as usual with a ten-year-old boy, con-
vinced that cutthroat competition molds character and
stretches a man’s ability. Later each day they worked on the
problem the government had hired them to solve.

, The tutor fared miserably. Acceptable to Caesar’s soldiers

| two thousand years earlier, his priest-taught Latin was a far

. cry from Boston. Ottilie and Alfred’s Latin School pronun-
ciation excluded him from most of the conversation.

That the poor man’s mainland dialect was too citified for
the locals never occurred to either of them, so he was re-
duced to the most minimal of contacts with natives, whose
mistrust of mainlanders stemmed from millennia of invasion
and occupation.

From the tutor, made lonely enough to befriend a ten-
year-old, Blaise picked up napolitano, which he learned to
pronounce nobly done, and also the Esperanto of Italy—
Formal Roman.

The brown hills had been dry, with withered weeds and
an all-pervasive dust. During the heat, while his parents
worked inside the villa’s cool walls, Blaise went unchape-
roned into the village, where he was less welcome even that
his tutor. Blaise had seen cobblestones before. His parents
| traveled and took him with them. Squat mud huts held to-
. gether by whitewash were no surprise. The children were.

They watched with hard, black eyes, parading after him
in xenophobic packs, always there, always uncommunica-
tive. They did not answer Roman, nor Napolitano, nor Latin.
They talked among themselves, staring at him as if deaf.

They became bold and his days turned into desperate one-
| on-one battles. Each day with a different boy. He never won
or lost. It was like fighting physically with his parents, and
. each new morning he rose sick with fear and anticipation,
and each day he went anyway into the village to a spot on
the bluff where the distant blue of the straits glinted and he
fought again. Nights he spent mentally designing death ma-
| chines, dreaming ways to acquire the materials. He learned
( to hate. Days on that bluff set in him the mold of that black
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distrust that was Sicily. Giovanni Oesti had brought those
feelings back to life.
One morning Blaise entered the village and no boy stepped

forward to spit at his feet. He had fought them all. There

was nobody left. That was the day one boy spoke in halting
Roman: “My name is Cesco.”

Blaise’s parents continued Boston Latin at dinner. Morn-
ings, the tutor told him glowing tales in Church Latin of the

ancient glories of Rome. Evenings, after a half liter of Mar-

sala, the tutor would lapse into Neapolitan and Blaise came
to know that “See Naples and die” could be taken literally.
* By day, he listened to the outrage that beat in the soul
and blood of Sicily. He learned that pumping water took
coins and bread from one of the boys and he got his mother
to hire a cook’s helper. Ottilie did it despite Alfred’s insist-
ence that she was spoiling the boy. Blaise was grateful though
he never told his mother the favor she had done. For now
he not only spoke siciliano; he understood the driving force
of omerta.
The boy who grew up to become Dr. Cunningham said
little, yet gained power among the younger children and even

|
|

some of the older ones. Power came with stealth and force,

and was earned.

Before he left, he sold his Swiss Army pocket knife for
a coin so small that in America it would not even be money.
He had learned that something so important to a man’s dig-
nity as a knife will take insult at the imputation of worth-

1

sold. Cesco had the honor to buy the knife, for honor may

lessness and cut a friendship in two if it be given instead of 1{

be conferred on both buyer and seller.

On the way back to America, his father asked what Blaise
had done with his birthday present. Blaise said he lost it.
The lie had hurt his father and now it weighed on Blaise’s
soul.

Linda grumped over his cryptic answers, then curled up
like an oversize kitten and went to sleep. At the end of the
ride she gave Blaise a chaste pat on the cheek and got into
an Italian-body car that looked as durable as Taiwan designer
jeans.

She was angry because Giovanni excluded her from the
conversation, Blaise thought on his way to the university,
or because Blaise had cooperated by slipping into the arcane
dialect of Sicily. Blaise wasn’t sure which.

e R —
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Mind on automatic, he fed Alfie the data on West’s name
change, the winery six hundred miles north, the hint of Mafia
involvement, the connection to the SEC through Tenro. All

vague . .. But the sort of thing at which Alfie excelled.

Alfie’s core intelligence rested in a series of programmable
microprocessors in a module as big as Blaise’s thumb, all
operating as a servo unit to one VLS integrated chip. The
prime chip maintained its integrity always. Its principal duty
was internal reprogramming of slave chips for a variety of
interactions not possible with conventional microprocessors.
After storing the working program, Blaise opened Alfie’s
“subconscious” and instructed the master chip to reprogram.

Alfie checked the routines for error, but working directly
against the reconfigurtion of the slave chips produced strange
forms that Alfie did not recognize, which had to be approved
by Blaise. Intuitive decision making, which Alfie seemed
incapable of learning, was the reason he remained only a

. smart machine.

“Can I help?”
“Fa’n’gi’!” Blaise had not heard Helen enter. Now he

: had inverted a sequence. Alfie implemented the error, freez-

ing half the circuits into a catatonic loop: a command from
one unit tied up circuitry and triggered a similar operation
in another chip which commanded a repeat in the first. A
psychologist had suggested the comparison to a nervous
breakdown.

“But it’s not the computer’s brain,” Blaise had protested.

“No. The brain’s perceptions are at fault.” The psychol-
ogist has considered comparing computer lockup to the fail-

. ure of a brain disturbed by alcohol. But if he’d wanted to

face unpleasant reactions he wouldn’t be teaching; he’d be
raking in a hundred an hour in private practice.

Blaise took the comment to heart, installing a routine that
monitored Alfie’s output and, when proving that the output
had no natural acceptable termination, began cutting input
data lines to wall off the errant input. But self-healing takes

time.

“Did I mess you up?”

Blaise restrained his irritation. “Alfie will fix it. We just
have to wait.”

“I’'m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You didn’t do anything.”
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Alfie whirred and clucked, scanning disks, ccmparing and
evaluating to isolate the cause of the loop.

“Blaise?” Helen’s hand on his arm was warm and tenta-
tive. “Don’t be mad at me.”

Blaise smiled and covered her hand with his. “I can’t
afford to. You may be the only friend I still have.”

“How about Miss m and m?”

“We’'re not exactly friends.”

“Something else?”

“Probably.” He squeezed Helen’s fingers.

“Why is Alfie clicking and grunting so much? He doesn’t
work that hard when I punch in stock market data.”

“That, little darling, is the fly in the maslanka.”

Helen seemed pleased, either by the darling or the little.
She had her small weaknesses.

“You only ask him to do something he’s already pro-
grammed to do. I’m asking Alfie to do the closest he can to
thinking.”

“I don’t see the difference. Predictions are difficult.”

“Difficult? Or just tedious?”

Helen hesitated. “Sometimes I can’t tell the difference.”

Blaise tapped the keyboard but the circuits were still fro-
zen. “Alfie is memory and concentration. All the hardware
running now is just stored memory. Alfie reads millions of
words a second. That’s the computer’s advantage.

“Alfie has fast memory access. Not perfect, but fast. And
he has perfect recall on demand. Suppose I was doing stock
market computations and got to thinking about pretty blond
ladies. Alfie can’t do that.”

“Do you think about pretty blond ladies?”

Helen’s hand stroked Blaise’s arm and started a tingle in
his skin. Gently Blaise stopped her hand. “You’ll get Alfie
in my will. He’s dependable and doesn’t make mistakes. The
sort of tin man every lady should have around the house.”

“I know the sort of man I want around the house.” When
Blaise did not respond Helen’s face reddened. Her lips trem-
bled slightly. “What have you done with Dobie?”

“He’s at the house.”

“With that ... woman?”

“She’s gone. I'm having trouble with the dean about bring-
ing Dobie on campus. Insurance.” Blaise made a rude noise
he'd learned in Portugal. “Dobie is smarter than the stu-
dents.”
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“You think so?” Helen’s voice changed slightly. As if she
thought the same thing and wanted confirmation.

“A joke.” Blaise smiled at her. “Dobie’s pretty smart, I
guess. I never had a dog before. He has a heck of a memory.”

Alfie’s beep signaled that the keyboard was open again.
Blaise began correcting the botched entry. Alfie hummed
and clucked and occasionally blinked a circuit telltale. Helen
watched in silence for a while, then slipped out of the room
as quietly as she had come in.

Finally Blaise sat back in triumph. “All right, can-opener,

- go get 'em.” He listened to Alfie’s smooth sound leafing

through procedures. He fished a half-empty vodka bottle
from the supply closet. He didn’t like to drink in front of
Helen. It seemed to disturb her.

The monitor began outlining a program to access the most
easily entered public records and then progressively more
difficult and protected files. Alfie flagged the harder targets
for Blaise to help with later.

Tilting the bottle, he realized for the first time since Hem-
mett shrugged him off that he had nowhere to go and nothing

- to do. Except wait for Alfie to tell him if he had a problem.

Even before he finished the bottle Blaise knew he was going
to miss Hemmett’s acid attitude. That he was a pompous
fraud did not stop Blaise from liking the poor SOB. “Dr.
Hemmett,” he murmured, “life is unfair to both of us.”

Later, when Blaise had mellowed, the door opened and
Helen came in with her arms full of papers.

“Oh!” she said. “You startled me, so quiet in the shad-
ows.” |

Blaise sensed her embarrassment at being seen as she saw
herself. Tall, big, wishing herself some small and graceful
animal to fit in his hand. “You’re a beautiful woman,” he

~ said.

“Do you mean it, Blaise?”
“I do.” He kissed her cheek. “I have to go. Alfie is doing
some other things so he may run slower than usual. Don’t

| pay any attention if he complains.”

Blaise started to the door. Then remembered the bottle.
Leaving more empties for the janitors was not going to im-
prove his situation. As he closed the door, he was surprised

to see tears in Helen’s eyes.

“Lock the door on your way out.” The words were wet
and her mascara had started to run.
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Clutching the bottle inside its disguise of printout, Blaise
put distance between himself and the classroom. There being
nowhere else to go, he went home.

“Good afternoon, Dr. Cunningham.”

A priest filled Blaise’s front-door alcove. He seemed
somehow misplaced in the line of Italian cedars that stood
sentry at each side of the entrance.

Just what I needed! Blaise’s antipathy to the clergy was
both inherent and Sicilian. He resented intellectual author-
itarianism. And in Sicily he had known the loathing that venal
carpetbaggers from Rome inspired with their habitual
pipelining of confessions to carabinieri.

“I gave at the office,” he growled. It felt stupid talking to
a priest while swinging an empty bottle. Dobie padded up,
nails clicking rhythmically on the wood. He smelled the priest
and stood a moment storing, sorting, cemparing. Then he
sniffed again at the tall man’s black suit.

“Could I have a word with you?”

Blaise unlocked the door. He had seen this man before.
“You're from the picket line,” he guessed.

“I thought you might remember. Robert Argyle.” Follow-
ing Blaise, Father Argyle patted Dobie on the head. “Fine
animal.”

Automatically Blaise asked, “Would you like a drink?”

“No, thank you. The Chorch can barely find shelter now
for priests with drinking problems. But, by all means, have
one yourself.” The hint of Blarney in Father Argyle’s voice
overlayed a basic Scots rhythm. Blaise suggested he had
done his boot came in Ireland.

Blaise crashed the empty bottle in the kitchen trash and
found a cold beer. He was annoyed with himself—reacting
to the priest like a sinner caught in the act.

“I cannot accept any form of Christian ar Islamic sub-
mission to the will of something outside myself,” he said.
“Nor do I know any life form that outlives its organic sup-
port.”

“Relax, Doctor. Your condition is not contagious.” .

Blaise sucked his beer wishing he’d kept the priest out81de\
and retained the option of walking in and slamming the door. |

“I’m not recruiting souls, Doctor. Just information if you
can spare it.” 1
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“Quid petis?” Blaise quoted from the De Baptisméo Ad-
ultérum rite, making a pretty challenge of scholarship.

' “The Gift of Faith,” Argyle said without blinking, “for
which we must all constantly pray. But at the moment I'm
trying to learn what GENRECT is doing. And where Dr.
Gordon Hill is.”

Dobie’s ears suddenly hardened. He turned his head to
stare at the priest’s lips with his soft eyes. Blaise noticed.
Obviously the dog recognized the name.

Blaise finished his beer. “GENRECT does research. And

- if Dr. Hill wants to talk to you, I’m sure he will.”

. “If he knows I want to speak with him. You will tell him,
won'’t you, Doctor?”

“Just as soon as I see him.”

“Then all that remains is for me to thank you for answering
my questions so graciously, Dr. Cunningham.”

Blaise said nothing as he let the priest out the door, but
his lungs strained for oxygen. Dobie pressed his nose against
the screen and whined after the departing priest.

Under the sofa cushions Blaise found the cordless tele-
phone, his usual place for it when he was drinking. He rapped
. the numbers into the buttons.

“Mrs. Hill?”

The woman’s voice on the other end of the line sounded
faint and scratchy, which Blaise suspected, came from not
' recharcing the telephone.

“This is Dr. Cunningham.”

“Yes?”
| “Mrs. Hill, have you heard from Gordon?”
| Thesilence asted. After a while she asked, “What is going

on, Dr. Cunningham?”’

| “I don’t know, Mrs. Hill. I’'m trying to find out. May I
come over and talk for a few minutes?”

“Yes,” she said. “I wish you would.”

Blaise revved the VW’s forty horsepower downhill, catch-

- ing up with the priest striding toward the beach and, Blaise
guessed, buses and taxis. The priest waved and Blaise couldn’t
help feeling like a heel. He should have offered a ride or at
least his telephone to call a cab. Dobie followed the black-

| garbed man with his eyes until he was out of sight. All the
i way to Gordon’s Bird Rock home Blaise kept telling himself

|
A
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that the priest was odd—even for a priest. His mother would
have told him this was no excuse for manners.

Mrs. Hill greeted him as if she had been waiting at the
door since Blaise called. Stella Hill was brunette, with a
tendency to pudginess. Her normally full face was gaunt.
Her eyes were shadowed. Even her dark-brown dress lent
a somber air.

“It was kind of you to come, Doctor.” She looked at Dobie
without comment before leading Blaise into a living room
with a warm, lived-in feel. Gordon’s presence was there in
a rack of pipes on an end table next to a chair, as if he had
just gone into another room. Blaise thought of the children
and knew they must be in school. If he felt Gordon’s presence
so strongly, his absence must be unbearable for Stella Hill.

“Have you seen him?” she demanded. Dobie panted and
leaned toward her.

“I’m sorry. That’s what I came to ask.you.”

Mrs. Hill’s brown dress hung loose, accenting her gaunt-
ness. Blaise suspected that normally Stella Hill fit into her
clothes and surroundings with efficient grace. “Almost two
weeks,” she said. “I thought you were bringing news. You
have Dobie.”

Blaise shook his head.

Abruptly Mrs. Hill was crying. “Gordon liked you,” she
sobbed. “He said you had problems but you were a good
man.” She spoke of her husband in past tense. “Why do you
have his dog?”

“Is he a pet, Mrs. Hill?”

Stella Hill sat on the edge of a sofa chair, hunched forward
as if her stomach hurt. “Only to Gordon. He wouldn’t let
me or the children get attached to him. We know what hap-
pens to experiments, Dr. Cunningham.”

Dobie drew his lips back and wiggled his stump of tail.
He seemed to sense Mrs. Hill was talking about him.

“Gordon just asked me to keep Dobie for a while, and I
haven’t heard from him since.” Blaise looked at Dobie,
straining toward Mrs. Hill, though maintaining his obedience
to Blaise. “Would you like to keep him?”

Mrs. Hill shook her head. “We don’t know how much
time he has left. Do you, Dr. Cunningham?” ‘

Without thinking, Blaise put his hand on the animal’s
shoulder. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

Mrs. Hill took a handkerchief from a pocket. “What if he

!



G.C. Edmundson & C.M. Kotlan 73

should die? Suddenly? For me and the children it would be
like Gordon had died. You understand, don’t you?”

“Yes. I do.” Blaise stroked Dobie’s furry back, knowing
suddenly he would miss the dog if something happened. “I’ll
keep him then. As Gordon wanted. May I sit down?”

Stella Hill seemed distressed that she had left Blaise
standing. She nodded violently before putting her face in her
hands.

“Can you answer some questions?”’

Mrs. Hill lifted her head and looked at Blaise, her eyes
scrubbed dry. “Yes. Don’t mind my outburst, Dr. Cunning-
ham. I want to help.”

“Did Gordon say he was going? Leave a note?”

“One evening he just didn’t come home.”

“Didn’t he call or write?”

“Once. He said he was going someplace where they didn’t
have a phone.” Her eyelids were shiny with moisture. Small,
red veins fanned out from the corners of her eyes. “His pay
is deposited regularly.” Stella looked up and her face came
apart again. “I don’t want the money, I want my husband!”

“So do I, Mrs. Hill. When Gordon disappeared half of
my total stock of friends was gone.”

“Please, Dr. Cunningham. You work for GENRECT. You
must know something.”

“Have you called Dr. Hemmett?”

“He said he’d ask Gordon to call me. Nothing came of
it.”

Stella Hill’s features were strong. Prominent cheekbones,
a sharply defined nose, thick silky eyelashes, and a heavy
coil of wavy black hair that bounced on her shoulders. She
moved her head slightly while Blaise talked, as if looking at
him from different perspectives while listening.

She had reservations when he explained what he wanted
her to say. But she never voiced them. She picked up the

. phone and called Hemmett at GENRECT. Blaise knew from
' Stella Hill’s face that Hemmett was being suave and gra-
| cious, and it was going down like lumpy peanut butter.

If she had been going to balk, the director’s oily manner
settled it. “Dr. Hemmett,” she said after listening a long
while, “if I do not hear from Gordon today, I'm going to tell
the police my husband disappeared while under your su-
pervision. Meanwhile, my attorney will initiate civil and
criminal proceedings.”
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She listened to Hemmett’s strangled reply for a moment
before saying “Thank you.” Hemmett was still yammering
when her click shut him off.

“Well?” she asked.

“Extremely well,” Blaise said. “Now we wait.” He leaned
back in the easy chair and tried not to dream of bottles. Mrs.
Hill went into the kitchen and rattled things. Over the sound
Blaise heard muffled sobs. He drifted off into uneasy sleep.

The telephone’s strident ring jolted him awake. His mouth
was dry and a breathless feeling filled his throat. Mrs. Hill
skittered into the living room and then stopped, frozen.

“Pick it up,” Blaise said.

She did, slowly.

“Hello. Dr. Hemmett? Yes.” She looked at Blaise and he
nodded. She was doing fine.

“What do you mean, Gordon won’t talk to me?” She
stared at Blaise with wide brown eyes ag if not seeing him
or believing what she was being told. “Will he talk to some-
body else?”

She waited a moment, listening, then said, “No, Dr. Hem-
mett, I do not mean will he talk to you. Will he speak to
somebody else? Somebody like Dr. Cunmngham"”

She listened, then said, “Thank you,” and hung up. |

“That was good,” Blaise said soothingly.

“He said he’d ask.”

Blaise nodded.

“Dr. Hemmett says you are an 1rresponsxble drunk.”

“He always gives the good news first.”

She tried to smile. “Gordon says you’re too responsxble 1
He’s usually right.”

Blaise licked suddenly dry lips. “You should know, Mrs.
Hill. I am a drunk.”

“Gordon told me that, too. He said, drunk or sober, you’re
too responsible for your own good.” ]

“Who can argue with Gordon?” Blaise suddenly sus- i
pected Hemmett was right. He was involving Mrs. Hill in
more than just looking for her husband. “If Hemmett calls
back, tell him Gordon is to call me at home. You can reach
me there if you need me.”

“I hoped Gordon could call here...” Her voice trailed
off.

“Mrs. Hill, if Gordon calls me it’s not because he can’t
call you. He can’t trust himself to keep you at a distance.”
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“You think so?”

“Gordon loves you. There’s no other woman in his life.”

She started crying. “You go home, then, Dr. Cunningham,
and I'll tell him to call you there.”

“We’ll try first, Mrs. Hill.”

“It might work.”

“Sure. Besides, all it will take is a little time.” Blaise sat
back in the chair and pretended to sleep, embarrassed that
Mrs. Hill was sobbing and he was powerless to do anything.
Dobie stirred uneasily. Blaise patted him and Dobie laid down,
head on paws. Blaise had lied. There could be.other reper-
cussions if Stella Hill pressed too hard.

Hemmett rang again and settled for the call to Blaise’s
home. At the door Mrs. Hill entreated him with desperate
eyes.

“It wouldn’t work, Mrs. Hill.”

“I know. I’'m just being foolish.”

“I’ll make a tape if I can.”

She hugged his hand. “Thank you, Dr. Cunningham.”

“Blaise,” he said. “Like a fire.” He didn’t tell her that he
was not St. George, that at the first sign of a dragon he would
crawl into a bottle.

He hoped the priest had not come back. Everything he
did these days put him on somebody’s bad side. How was
he going to face it if God joined his persecutors?



The measurably different rates of speed at which electrical
impulses are transmitted in different species, and even indi-
viduals within a species, would indicate that lack of intelligence
may be a simple physical malfunction.

FROM A SEMINAR ON
THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

CHAPTER 8

E sther Tazy squatted astraddle him, full, firm breasts

Jjouncing in time with the pounding of her fists on his chest.
“Can you do nothing right?” she stormed. “Do you, Doke-
tore, need your parents to show you how to do this, too?”
Blaise awoke sweating, expecting to find Esther still atop
him. Instead he found Dobie lying across his chest shivering
violently. All he really remembered of that night with Esther
was futile fumblings that ended with him going to sleep. He
shook Dobie gently. “Do you have nightmares, too?”
Dobie stared into Blaise’s eyes, straining to tell him.

The ringing in Blaise’s ears identified itself as the tele-
phone. “Off the bed, Dobie.” Blaise stumbled into the living

room and picked up the cordless receiver. Outside the big
window the moon was a mercury-slicked dime slipping into
the black Pacific, its bottom clipped by invisible shears.
“Hello.”
“The notorious Dr. Cunningham, I presume?” The flat,
dry voice with its hint of west Texas was Gordon Hill’s.
“Christ, Gordon. What time is it?”

“How do I know? I can’t see in the dark. You should

have known I'd call now. Unless Stella is camped in your
bed, which is unlikely, or cleaning your rat’s nest in the dark,
which is impossible, this is the best time to talk without
interruption.”

“I didn’t let your wife come back here with me. You
should have a little faith, Gordon.”

“I did. This is the police department’s favorite hour for
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parking ticket arrests. People are home. Dragged off half
dressed and shoved into a tank full of muggers, drunks,
pushers, and gays caught in public toilets, they don’t argue.
They pay. If it’s good enough for the cops...”

Blaise stood staring out the picture window and tried to
blow the fog from his mind.

“At least you're sober.”

“Almost.”

“In psychiatry,” Hill said, “the goal is to change the sub-
ject from within. A cure for alcoholism starts when the sub-
ject admits a problem. Naturally, he rationalizes. The shrink
acts as a conscience, maintaining the problem’s reality.”

“Gibberish.”

“Behaviorists think if the subject is forced to change his
behavior long enough, it become habit, which is easier than

- analytic thought. At some point the subject finds the new
behavior easier to live with than the old and you have, if
not a cure, a solution.”

“Why not a cure?”

“Freudianism. A cause exists, hence so do the symp-
toms.”

“There’s more?”

“There is always more in magic, theology, or science. If
true alcoholism is physical, then psychiatry cannot eliminate
the cause, but a behaviorist may be able to abort the symp-
toms. Like pneumonia. Everyone has the germ; only a few
have the disease.”

“The point, Gordon.”

“You have finally lifted your problems to levels where
| drinking makes them unbearable instead of unmemorable.”
“Gordon, I’m standing in a cold living room in the middle
. of the night, naked, and my head hurts—mainly because of
. your wife and kids.”

. Gordon’s voice changed. Blaise read the distress in it and
knew he’d drifted over the line again. “I’'m sorry.”

. “Yes. So am 1.” Gordon’s voice was hollow with a pained
. weariness. “I want you to talk to Stella for me.”

“Why can’t you talk to her?”

“Tell her I’'m doing something very difficult, from which
' I must insulate her and the children. She is not to try to
| contact me again. The experiment is of indefinite duration.”
| “What is it? Are you safe?” Blaise was about to ask what
| illness could be transmitted over a telephone line. Then he
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knew. Teenagers everywhere spent hours infecting one an-
other.

“If I were safe, wouldn’t I talk to my own wife?”

“It helps if you say it, Gordon.”

“I suppose.”

Blaise sensed that they had come to an end. “Where are
you, Gordon? I know you haven’t been at the lab.”

“If I tell you, I defeat myself.” Gordon stopped talking
and the line was curiously hollow. “Face your own problem,
Blaise. They’re doing wonderful work at Mount Sinai in New
York. Check out Dr. Maris Gibson. Her endocrinology stud-
ies could become standard treatment for alcoholism.”

“What you need is a cure for pigheadedness.”

“As Dr. Hemmett says, you are gifted with a ready insult.
In passing, Blaise, I do believe you have irritated the good
doctor vastly. Good night.”

“Wait!” Blaise was too late.

He turned on the light and switched the portable computer
to ready. The telephone split was already plugged into the
modem and the phone barely burped before Alfie opened
the line. The monitor spelled out random green letters and
numbers, then: "GOOD MORNING, PROFESSOR”

Blaise made sure Gordon’s recording was backed up be-
fore returning to bed.

Something soft brushed his lips. Much too gently for en-
ergetic Esther. Blaise awoke and Linda drew away laughing.
She looked bright and sparkly in the morning sun and her
hair showed deep glints of red. “More,” he croaked.

“More what?”

“Mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. I’'m drowning.” He looked
into eyes the color of a mountain stream burbling over some
quiet place carpeted with algae.

“Work now, play later.”

Blaise gave up hope of sleep. He considered brisk calis-
thenics. Then habit took over and he settled for a shower.
When he came out in a terry-cloth robe Linda was helplessly
surveying the kitchen.

“You need a cleaning lady,” she observed. “If I am re-
duced to bartering my splendid body, the least I can accept '
is breakfast on a regular basis.”

“We’ll go down to the village in a minute.” Blaise cranked |
up the Zorba and punched in some data, plus a request for
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information that the machine forwarded via modem to Alfie.
By the time he had dressed, Alfie was busy. A quick look
at the monitor and he knew the processing would take hours.

- But Alfie had received the message okay. Blaise erased the
Zorba’s floppy. Then, after an instant’s hesitation, he refor-
matted it.

Erasing only wiped out the directory and any high school
kid could still recover the data unless someone went to the
trouble of rewriting the whole disk full of ESs, the hex num-

 ber a computer reads as empty, available space.

“What are you doing?” Linda watched from the door.

“Frustrating snoops. Where’s Dobie?”

“Outside.”

“Don’t you like dogs?”
~ “Some kinds.” Linda stared at Blaise without blinking.
*“Did you find Dr. Hill?”

“Perhaps.”

Linda shrugged. “You’re the expert.”

“I like to think so.” Numbers and references began tum-
bling across the monitor. The printer made its cloth-ripping
sound for a second and was silent. He tore off the half sheet
of paper and stuffed it in his pocket. They ate at a café where
the waitress didn’t give him a funny look when he ordered
beer with his one-egg breakfast.

The VW was being buffeted by the shock wave of a pass-
ing truck before Linda realized they were not on their way
home. She studied the beach with its row of wet-suiters
astraddle surfboards just beyond the breaker line. ‘“We could
have taken my car,” she said. “At least it can go faster than
 the trucks.”

Air leaks around windows made the VW as noisy as a
 helicopter. She raised her voice. “Where are we going?”

“See Gordon. It’s a surprise.”

“For me?”

“Gordon, t0o.”

“Didn’t he invite you?”

“Thinks I don’t know where he is.” Yelling was giving
Blaise a headache.

They swung off the northbound freeway, threading clov-
erleafs lined with pickle weed and African daisies. Automatic
sprinklers came on and the wind put a dusting of mist on
ithe VW’s windshield. The noise dropped and conversation
‘became possible.
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“Doesn’t anyone ever invite you to see them?”

“You don’t want to know how I did it?”

“And give you a chance to brag?”

“I got him to call me.”

“And?”

“Alfie traced the call.”

“How did you manage that?”

“Our secret. Alfie’s and mine.”

“I mean, get Dr. Hill to call?”

Blaise thought of Stella Hill crying and sitting by the tele-
phone and doing everything he asked even though it was
tearing her up. “I’d rather not say,” he mumbled.

“You aren’t very good at bragging.”

“I guess I don’t have much to brag about.” Which set a
pall over the car’s interior until they rolled into the Heaven’s
Gate parking lot.

“What is this?” Tennis courts, cabanas, and golf courses
sprouted like an emerald in the otherwise gray terrain.

“A spa where the local power structure can mingle with
gangsters.”

“Meaning?” :

“Sociologists claim the same people turn cop or robber
for slightly different reasons. They think alike so they enjoy
each other’s company.”

“That’s a cheap shot making accusations you can’t prove!”

“Forget it.”

“I will not forget it. You think you know everything. But
there are people who don’t have a Nobel Prize because they
didn’t have parents to qualify them for competition in the
first place.”

Blaise felt his throat closing and a void where his lungs
should be. Cold gripped his hands and feet. “Let’s go in.”

Linda flounced ahead, where she would not have noticed
if Blaise staggered or looked pale. He moved his feet un--
certainly, not sure how well planted they were. He needed
to see Gordon.

Linda was at the reception desk, tapping a foot like an
impatient ingenue waiting for a date. Men passing by turned
their heads as long as they could. But it was apparently not |
good form to make passes before a lady had booked her |
room. i

Blaise leaned on the desk and struggled to catch his breath. -

&Sin?”
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“We’d like to see the manager.”

The girl looked at Blaise and then at Linda. Blaise knew
he might not have passed inspection, but it was obvious that
Linda did. “If you’ll wait by that door I'll see if he’s avail-
able.”

“Thank you.”

Blaise took Linda’s arm and walked across the heavily
carpeted foyer to a door almost invisible in the paneled wall.

It was opened by another Stephanie Powers model, slim,
long-legged with a dress too expensive to be pamted on, but
' still more than svelte.

“Please,” she said.

The room was larger than the inconspicuous door would
lmdlcate She seated them in chrome-and-walnut chairs and
sat facing them across a half-circle desk with built-in terminal
and printer. A keyboard recessed under the desk when not
in use. The monitors just below the ceiling were obviously
connected to security cameras.

“Could you tell me why you want to see the manager?”

“It’s personal.”

The blonde smiled. “I’'m his personal secretary.”

She had the keyboard out on the retracting ledge, fingers
poised above it. Part of the desktop had tilted up in front of
her to reveal a nine-inch monitor. “Please.”

“I’'m Anthony Powell and I’'m here to see Dr. Gordon
Hill.”

Linda glanced at him as the secretary zipped over the
keyboard in one sound much like the riffling of a deck of
‘cards
“And the young lady?”

“And friend,” Blaise said.

The secretary typed Blaise’s response.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “That won’t be possible.” She looked
at Blaise and Linda as if they had turned to plastic.

“I’m sorry, too. I forgot my card.” He handed the girl a
iplain three-by-five with a neat string of pen-written numbers.
She did not take it.

“I think the manager will be interested.”

The blonde looked through him.

Blaise put on his most dazzling smile. “Or you can hand
it to him when you’re both in the unemployment line.”

As if she had not heard, she took the card and reactivated
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the keyboard and monitor and typed the string. She shoved
the keyboard under the desk and stood.

“This way, please.”

Blaise held the chair for Linda.

The secretary closed the door and left them alone in the
next room. The man behind the desk stood and rubbed his
jaw, as if feeling for stubble. He was fleshy, with good looks
that were getting a little soft. His sharkskin suit was expen-
sive.

“How did you get the number my secretary sent?”

“Ve haff our vays. Only Dr. Hill could make me forget
it.” Blaise was having difficulty breathing.

“Mr. Powell, you may not understand your situation here.
And the young lady’s. Extortion is a crime. The sheriff is a
frequent guest. We’re unincorporated so he has jurisdiction.
He may be on the premises at this moment.”

“Would you like another number? And a record of fund
transfers between accounts?” Blaise paused. “Am I going
too fast for you?”

The manager stared.

“A man facing reelection might not like to hear that other
people know so much about him.”

“Dr. Hill is not here.”

Blaise contemplated the manager and controlled his
breathing.

“At the moment.”

Beside the telephone on his desk lay a geometric pattern
of paper clips. The manager followed Blaise’s gaze.

“I suppose it would be all right.”

“A pleasure doing business with you, sir.”

“My secretary will take you.”

“Thank you.”

The door opened even though Blaise had not seen a signal
button. The secretary held the door for Blaise and Linda
before starting off in a brisk model’s walk that kept her hips
level and free of erotic bounce, freezing her dress hem at a
perfect angle.

Gordon seemed amused when Blaise stepped into the small
office. Another man, large with big hands and a bland face
under a fifty-dollar haircut, leaned against the wall.

“Sit down.” Gordon sat behind the desk and played with
his pipe. Blaise and Linda took a pair of straight-backed
chairs. The room was as austere as Blaise supposed he would
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find anywhere in Heaven’s Gate: white plaster and furniture
that looked like it came from a college laboratory.

The other man’s sole function seemed to be holding up
the wall. Blaise studied him. “My assistant.” Gordon’s irony
was more in content than in form. .

“I thought I might drop by to see you in person, Dr. Hill.”

“Yes. Well, you are prone to rash decisions, Mr. . .. Pow-
ell.” Gordon had glanced down to his desktop at a single
sheet where a glacially neat hand had written the name.

“My friend, Miss Lovely, wanted to meet you.”

“How do you do, Miss Lovely.” Gordon always took
delight in gentle deception. And he was appreciative of
women, though Blaise doubted that he ever strayed from a
marriage bedded in cement.

Linda offered her hand and Blaise was struck by the con-
trast between faery princess and stone mountain. They chat-
ted for a few minutes. Gordon’s assistant leaning against the
wall looked bored, but disinclined to go for a stroll.

“I was wondering if you could tell me more about the
work you’re doing here,” Linda was saying. “I have some
friends who are interested in coming down for treatment.”

The man against the wall yawned. Blaise looked at Linda.

“It’s still in the experimental stage, young lady. Unfor-
tunately the process is secret—to protect it until the patent
clears.”

“But it is safe?”

Gordon smiled. “I have the best proof.” Unexpectedly,
he stood. “I’'m afraid I have to cut this short, Miss Lovely.”
He studied Linda with open admiration. “Amazing that you
should be born to so fortuitous a name. Perhaps even God
cannot resist the obvious.”

“You’re very gallant, Dr. Hill.”

“Ah, if 1 were but five years younger...” He winked
slowly and Linda had little choice except to laugh.

“Take hormones,” she said.

“I shall. Come. I'll walk you to your car.”

They ambled across the putting green lawn on neat pastel
cement sidewalks. Gordon’s assistant followed, having traded
wall-propping for holding up the sky like some disoriented
Atlas.

“Who’s your assistant, Gordon?”

Gordon glanced back. “A sort of bodyguard.”

“You’re not here against your will?”



84 THE CUNNINGHAM EQUATIONS

Gordon’s face twisted, for a moment showing Blaise a
man he had never seen before. His eyes conveyed a regret
that Blaise didn’t think he wanted to know about. Gordon
was no prisoner. This wasn’t Sicily.

“You read too many frivolous books, Blaise. They need
me here. The pay is...good.” Gordon seemed embarrassed
by the mention of money. “I’m not after a Nobel Prize. You
can relax on that score.” Gordon glanced at Blaise and
chuckled. “I know about the pressures of competition. Be-
lieve me.” He hesitated and lowered his voice so neither
Linda nor the assistant could hear. “I have a deal, Blaise.
You haven’t, so don’t pressure them. They’re worried about
word getting to the . . . competition before they’re ready. Don’t
get involved.”

Gordon caught up with Linda, who flirted outrageously
with him. Blaise wondered if Stella Hill had been forced to
brain a covey of nurses to bag the Great Stone Face for
herself.

The yellow VW with crumpled fenders and dirty windows
and measlelike rust spots huddled in a parking space almost
twice its size. Cadillacs, Continentals, Rollses, and
Mercedeses in cream and gold and handbeaten aluminum
and black lacquer on midnight blue towered around it. A
stainless-steel DeLorean with gull wing doors punctuated
the beetle’s junkyard aura.

Gordon recognized it, of course, and steered unerringly
toward the scabrous yellow bug. Two men in suits headed
their way from the other end of the lot. Gordon asked for a
kiss.

“I thought you’d never ask.” Linda threw in a hug that
would have made Blaise jealous if he’d been paying atten-
tion.

“Dr. Hill, Dr. Hill!” The men in suits were running. Blaise
recognized the manager who stepped heavily, as if unused
to exercise.

Dobie began barking from inside the bug. Gordon leaned
in the window and hugged him while the pup licked his ear.
“You're a good boy, Dobie.”

Dobie whined and leaped out, trying to go with Gordon.

“No, Dobie!” Gordon’s voice cut sharply and the dog
whimpered, crouching on the pavement.

Weighty footsteps were practically on them as Blaise swung
the door open and coaxed Dobie back inside. The Doberman
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liked riding and possibly he hoped Gordon would follow.
Blaise wasn’t sure how a dog thought. But Dobie was used
to the VW so he went over the seats into the back where he
could sit and look at everybody, particularly Gordon.

“What the hell are you doing?” The spa manager was out
of breath and his soft-featured face was dangerously red.

“Saying good-bye, Mr. Jensen. It was nice of you to come
see my friends off.” Gordon was affable and polite, but it
seemed as if Mr. Jensen would have preferred to avoid him,
which he did by turning to Blaise.

“Get that damn dog out of the car.” Jensen’s face had
hardened into professional meanness.

“Can’t.” If Gordon could be affable, Blaise could too.
“The kids want him back.”

“What kids?”

“Mine and Miss Lovely’s. He’s their watchdog. You want
a dog I suggest you start with a puppy and bring him up
right.” Linda glanced at Blaise, showing no distress at being
mother to an unnumbered illegitimate brood.

“Get the dog out of there,” Jensen snapped at Gordon’s
assistant, who was watching the proceedings with amuse-
ment. “That’s your dog, isn’t it, Dr. Hill? The one we’re all
looking for?”

The huge man looked at Dobie, who filled a lot of car
with his oversized head and oversized teeth. “Not my job.”
He went back to sky-leaning.

Jensen was ejecting spittle. His color had gone so ruddy
Blaise expected a stroke. Gordon ignored the display.

Turning to the man who had come onto the parking lot
with him, Jensen said, “You! Get the damn dog out of there.”

“But Mr. Jensen...”

Jensen gave him a grim look. The man shrugged. Hesi-
tantly he reached into the open VW and said, “Nice doggie.”

When Dobie growled his lip curved up, exposing a fang.

Jensen’s assistant bounced back so fast he whacked his
head on the door frame. “Christ,” he observed, “teeth like
bayonets!”

“The Nazis used them as attack dogs,” Gordon said help-
fully. “Trained them to crawl into one end of a trench and
kill every man before they came out.”

“He’s full of shit.” Jensen shoved at his helper.

“We’d better be going, Gordon.” Blaise shook his hand
and held the door open for Linda. Gingerly she slid into the
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seat. Dobie promptly hung his massive head over her shoul-
der.

Blaise got in the driver’s side.

Jensen was so mad he was shaking. “Give me a gun.”

The man who had come out with him said, “What for?”

“I’m going to shoot that goddamn dog.”

“No, you’re not.” Gordon’s voice was low, but the man-
ager looked up.

“We’ve got the get the dog!”

“Leave him alone.”

Jensen attempted to kill the dog with a glare. When it
didn’t work he stepped back from the VW, waving away the
gun his assistant offered.

As Blaise started the engine Gordon’s “helper” leaned
down to the open window, face only inches away, and bland
as if he still held up the sky. “Good-bye, Dr. Cunningham.”
His voice was pleasant.

Blaise put the bug in gear, forcing Jensen to move aside.
Jensen looked after them as they left the parking lot. As Dr.
Hill grew smaller in the distance Dobie stared back wrapped
in sadness.

Blaise drove in silence, concentrating on the road and his
Mmirrors.

“Does he bite?” Linda’s voice was very small. Blaise
hadn’t realized the reason she put Dobie out at every op-
portunity was fear. Dobie’s big head jounced up and down
on Linda’s shoulder, rubbing the side of her face.

“Gordon’s kids stick their heads in his mouth and dare
him.”

Linda thought a moment. “Have you seen the kids lately?”

Blaise laughed. Then Linda laughed and even Dobie
grinned. It was better than admitting he hadn’t seen Gordon'’s
kids.

He looked in the mirror again.
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CHAPTER 9

-

laise inched up the speed until the beetle was rack-
eting unmercifully. Linda gripped the dashboard handle and
stared straight ahead when her eyes weren’t closed.

“Sleeping?” Blaise asked.

“Praying. Tell me when the wheels drop off.”

Blaise veered past a chuckhole that could have swallowed
a moped. In the mirror he saw a black dot a long way behind
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