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INTRODUCTION

It is always satisfying to see stories that we have bought
and published with enthusiasm appear within hard cov-
ers, and compiling these annual collections has proven
to be one of the most pleasant of my responsibilities.
This year—1968—is no exception, but the job was pre-
ceded by another editorial task that I wish I had never
had to perform: that of putting together a memorial
tribute to Anthony Boucher for the August 1968 issue of
F&SF. Tony Boucher, co-founder of the magazine and
editor for its first nine years, died in April of 1968.
Tony’s work in setting the concept and course of the
magazine has certainly made my tenure as editor an
easier one. The course has been more literary than ex-
perimental, but there has never been any doubt about the
magazine's openness to new approaches. The introduc-
tion to the first issue (Fall, 1949) said: “To authors who
have long wished to try their hand at this sort of thing
and found the usual markets closed to such experiments,
let me assure you that the latch-string is out and the
welcome mat freshly dusted. Send us your material.
There is no formula.” In his introduction to the seventh
book in this series, Boucher spoke approvingly of “The
ever-renewed challenges of different approaches to the
craft (or indeed the art) of science fiction.” '
Th past year or so has seen a variety of new ap-
proaches to sf gaining wider exposure. New approaches
imply a broadening of horizon, a removal of boundaries,
and beyond that I'll not try to analyze the rumblings



of the various “new things” here. Each author’s commit-
ment to different ideas and techniques has a way of
producing stories unique enough to split apart literary
trends and groupings before they begin to solidify.

The point is that it has always been hard to determine
what makes a story “sf,” and with the challenge of new
approaches it becomes even harder.

The course set by Anthony Boucher makes this situa-
tion an easy one for F&SF to live with; the absence of a
“formula” has allowed the magazine to be receptive to
new approaches without abandoning the traditional
ones. This, we think, works to the advantage of the
reader who is looking for diverse and literate entertain-
ment, and we hope that the stories which follow will
bear us out. i

Edward L. Ferman
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J. G. Ballard has described Vermilion Sands as an “exotic
suburb” of his mind, and that is the setting for this tale
of three men who soar in gliders to the clouds and carve
them into likenesses of sea-horses and unicorns, lizards
and birds, and, finally and tragically, into the portrait of
an insane woman.

THE CLOUD-SCULPTORS OF CORAL D
by J. G. Ballard

All summer the cloud-sculptors would come from Ver-
milion Sands and sail their painted gliders above the
coral towers that rose like white pagodas beside the
highway to Lagoon West. The tallest of the towers was
Coral D, and here the rising air above the sand-reefs
was topped by swan-like clumps of fair-weather cumu-
lus. Lifted on the shoulders of the air above the crown
of Coral D, we would carve sea-horses and unicorns, the
portraits of presidents and film-stars, lizards and exotic
birds. As the crowd watched from their cars, a cool rain
would fall on to the dusty roofs, weeping from the
sculptured clouds as they sailed across the desert floor
towards the sun.

Of all the cloud-sculptures we were to carve, the
strangest were the portraits of Leonora Chanel. As I
look back to that afternoon last summer when she first
came in her white limousine to watch the cloud-sculp-
tors of Coral D, I know we barely realised how seriously
this beautiful but insane woman regarded the sculptures
floating above her in that calm sky. Later her portraits, -
carved in the whirl-wind, were to weep their storm-rain
upon the corpses of their sculptors.

I had arrived in Vermilion Sands three months earlier.
A retired pilot, I was painfully coming to terms with a
broken leg and the prospect of never flying again. Driv-
ing into the desert one day, I stopped near the coral
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towers on the highway to Lagoon West. As I gazed at
these immense pagodas stranded on the floor of this
fossil sea, I heard music coming from a sand-reef two
hundred yards away. Swinging on my crutches across
the sliding sand, I found a shallow basin among the
dunes where sonic statues had run to seed beside a
ruined studio. The owner had gone, abandoning the
hangar-like building to the sand-rays and the desert, and
on some half-formed impulse I began to drive out each
afternoon. From the lathes and joists left behind I built
my first giant kites and, later, gliders with cockpits.
Tethered by their cables, they would hang above me in
the afternoon air like amiable ciphers.

One evening, as I wound the gliders down on to the
winch, a sudden gale rose over the crest of Coral D.
While I grappled with the whirling handle, trying to
anchor my crutches in the sand, two figures approached
across the desert floor. One was a small hunchback with
a child’s overlit eyes and a deformed jaw twisted like an
anchor barb to one side. He scuttled over to the winch
and wound the attered gliders towards the ground, his
powerful shoulders pushing me aside. He helped me on
to my crutches and peered into the hangar. Here my
most ambitious glider to date, no longer a kite but a
sail-plane with elevators and control lines, was taking
shape on the bench.

He spread a large hand over his chest. “Petit Manuel
acrobat and weight-lifter. Nolan!” he bellowed. “Look at
thisI” His companion was squatting by the sonic statues,
twisting their helixes so that their voices became more
resonant. “Nolan’s an artist,” the hunchback confided
to me. “He’ll build you gliders like condors.”

The tall man was wandering among the gliders, touch-
ing their wings with a sculptor’s hand. His morose eyes
were set in a face like a bored Gauguin’s He glanced at
the plaster on my leg and my faded flying jacket, and
gestured at the gliders. “You've given cockpit to them,
major.” The remark contained a complete understanding
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of my motives. He pointed to the coral towers rising
above us into the evening sky. “With silver iodide we
could carve the clouds.”

The hunchback nodded encouragingly to me, his eyes
lit by an astronomy of dreams.

So were formed the cloud-sculptors of Coral D. Al-
though I considered myself one of them, I never flew the
gliders, but I taught Nolan and little Manuel to fly, and
later, when he joined us, Charles Van Eyck. Nolan had
found this blond-haired pirate of the cafe terraces in
Vermilion Sands, a laconic teuton with droll eyes and a
weak mouth, and brought him out to Coral D when the
season ended and the well-to-do tourists and their nubile
daughters returned to Red Beach. “Major Parker—
Charles Van Eyck. He’s a headhunter.” Nolan com-
mented with cold humour, “~maidenheads.” Despite
their uneasy rivalry I realised that Van Eyck would give
our group a useful dimension of glamour.

From the first I suspected that the studio in the desert
was Nolan’s, and that we were all serving some private
whim of this dark-haired solitary. At the time, however,
I was more concerned with teaching them to fly—first
on cable, mastering the updraughts that swept the
stunted turret of Coral A, smallest of the towers, then
the steeper slopes of B and C, and finally the powerful
currents of Coral D. Late one afternoon, when I began
to wind them in, Nolan cut away his line. The glider
plummeted onto its back, diving down to impale itself
on the rock spires. I flung myself to the ground as the
cable whipped across my car, shattering the windshield.
When I looked up, Nolan was soaring high in the tinted
air above Coral D. The wind, guardian of the coral
towers, carried him through the islands of cumulus that
veiled the evening light.

As I ran to the winch, the second cable went, and little
Manuel swerved away to join Nolan. Ugly crab on the
ground, in the air the hunchback became a bird with
immense wings, outflying both Nolan and Van Eyck. I
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watched them as they circled the coral towers, and then
swept down together over the desert floor, stirring the
sand-rays into soot-like clouds. Petit Manuel was jubi-
lant. He strutted around me like a pocket Napoleon,
contemptuous of my broken leg, scooping up handfuls
of broken glass and tossing them over his head like bou-
quets to the air.

Two months later, as we drove out to Coral D on the
day we were to meet Leonora Chanel, something of this
first feeling of exhilaration had faded. Now that the
season had ended few tourists travelled to Lagoon West,
and often we would perform our cloud-sculpture to the
empty highway. Sometimes Nolan would remain behind
in his hotel, drinking by himself on the bed, or Van Eyck
would disappear for several days with some widow or
divorcee, and Petit Manuel and I would go out alone.

Nonetheless, as the four of us drove out in my car that
afternoon and saw the clouds waiting for us above the
spire of Coral D, all my depression and fatigue vanished.
Ten minutes later the three cloud-gliders rose into the
air and the first cars began to stop on the highway.
Nolan was in the lead in his black-winged glider, climb-
ing straight to the crown of Coral D two hundred feet
above, while Van Eyck soared to and fro below, showing
his blond mane to a middle-aged woman in a topaz
convertible. Behind them came little Manuel, his candy-
striped wings slipping and churning in the disturbed air.
Shouting happy obscenities, he flew with his twisted
knees, huge arms gesticulating out of the cockpit.

The three gliders, brilliant painted toys, revolved like
lazing birds above Coral D, waiting for the first clouds
to pass overhead. Van Eyck moved away to take a cloud.
He sailed around its white pillow, spraying the sides
with iodide crystals and cutting away the flock-like tis-
sue. The steaming shards fell towards us like crumbling
ice-drifts. As the drops of condensing spray fell on my
face, I could see Van Eyck shaping an immense horse’s
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head. He sailed up and down the long forehead and
chiselled out the eyes and ears.

As always, the people watching from their cars seemed
to enjoy this piece of aerial marzipan. It sailed overhead,
carried away on the wind from Coral D. Van Eyck fol-
lowed it down, wings lazing around the equine head.
Meanwhile Petit Manuel worked away at the next cloud.
As he sprayed its sides, a familiar human head appeared
through the tumbling mist. Manuel caricatured the high
wavy mane, strong jay but slipped mouth from the cloud
with a series of deft passes, wing-tips almost touching
each other as he dived in and out of the portrait.

The glossy white head, an unmistakable parody of
Van Eyck in his own worst style, crossed the highway
towards Vermilion Sands. Manuel slid out of the air,
stalling his glider to a landing beside my car as Van
Eyck stepped from his cockpit with a forced smile.

We waited for the third display. A cloud formed over
Coral D, within a few minutes had blossomed into a
pristine fair-weather cumulus. As it hung there Nolan’s
black-winged glider plunged out of the sun. He soared
around the cloud, cutting away its tissues. The soft
fleece fell towards us in a cool rain.

There was a shout from one of the cars. Nolan turned
from the cloud, his wings slipping as if unveiling his
handiwork. Illuminated by the afternoon sun was the
serene face of a three-year-old child. Its wide cheeks
framed a placid mouth and plump chin. As one or two
people clapped, Nolan sailed over the cloud and rippled
the roof into ribbons and curls.

However, I knew that the real climax was yet to come.
Cursed by some malignant virus, Nolan seemed unable
to accept his own handiwork, always destroying it with
the same cold humour. Petit Manuel had thrown away
his cigarette, and even Van Eyck had turned his atten-
tion from the women in the cars.

Nolan soared above the child’s face, following like a
matador waiting for the moment of the kill. There was
silence for a minute as he worked away at the cloud, and
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then someone slammed a car door in disgust.

Hanging above us was the white image of a skull.

The child’s face, converted by a few strokes, had van-
ished, but in the notched teeth and gaping orbits, large
enough to hold a car, we could still see an echo of its
infant features. The spectre moved past us, the spec-
tators frowning at this weeping skull whose rain fell
upon their faces.

Half-heartedly 1 picked my old flying helmet off the
back seat and began to carry it around the cars. Two
of the spectators drove off before I could reach them. As
I hovered about uncertainly, wondering why on earth a
retired and well-to-do Air Force officer should be trying
to collect these few dollar bills, Van Eyck stepped be-
hind me and took the helmet from my hand.

“Not now, major. Look at what arrives—my apoca-
lypse ...

A white Rolls-Royce, driven by a chauffeur in braided
cream livery, had turned off the highway. Through the
tinted communication window a young woman in a sec-
retary’s day suit spoke to the chauffeur. Beside her, a
gloved hand still holding the window strap, a white-
haired woman with jewelled eyes gazed up at the circling
wings of the cloud-glider. Her strong and elegant face
seemed sealed within the dark glass of the limousine like
the enigmatic madonna of some marine grotto.

Van Eyck’s glider rose into the air, soaring upwards
to the cloud that hung above Coral D. I walked back
to my car, searching the sky for Nolan. Above, Van Eyck
was producing a pastiche Mona Lisa, a picture postcard
gioconda as authentic as a plaster virgin. Its glossy finish
shone in the over-bright sunlight as if enamelled to-
gether out of some cosmetic foam.

Then Nolan dived from the sun behind Van Eyck.
Rolling his black-winged glider past Van Eyck’s, he
drove through the neck of the gioconda, and with the
flick of a wing toppled the broad-cheeked head. It fell
towards the cars below. The features disintegrated into
a flaccid mess, sections of the nose and jaw tumbling

14




through the steam. Then wings brushed. Van Eyck fired
his spray gun at Nolan, and there was a flurry of torn
fabric. Van Eyck fell from the air, steering his glider
down to a broken landing.

I ran over to him. “Charles, do you have to play Von
Richthofen? For God’s sake, leave each other alonel”

Van Eyck waved me away. “Talk to Nolan, major.
I'm not responsible for his air piracy.” He stood in the
cockpit, gazing over the cars as the shreds of fabric fell
around him.

I walked back to my car, deciding that the time had
come to disband the cloud-sculptors of Coral D. Fifty
yards away the young secretary in the Rolls-Royce had
stepped from the car and beckoned to me. Through the
open door her mistress watched me with her jewelled
eyes. Her white hair lay in a coil over one shoulder like a
nacreous serpent.

I carried my flying helmet down to the young woman.
Above a high forehead her auburn hair was swept back
in a defensive bun, as if she were deliberately concealing
part of herself. She stared with puzzled eyes at the
helmet held out in front of her.

“I don’t want to fly—what is it?”

“A grace,” I explained. “For the repose of Michel-
angelo, Ed Keinholz and the cloud-sculptors of Coral D.”

“Oh, my God. I think the chauffeur’s the only one
with any money. Look, do you perform anywhere else?”

“Perform?” I glanced from this pretty and agreeable
young woman to the pale chimera with jewelled eyes in
the dim compartment of the Rolls. She was watching the
headless figure of the Mona Lisa as it moved across the
desert floor towards Vermilion Sands. “We’re not a pro--
fessional troupe, as you’ve probably guessed. And ob-
viously we’d need some fair-weather cloud. Where, ex-
actly?”

“At Lagoon West.” She took a snake-skinned diary
from her handbag. “Miss Chanel is holding a series of
garden parties. She wondered if you'd care to perform.
Of course there would be a large fee.”

15




“Chanel . . . Leonora Chanel, the . .. ?”

The young woman’s face again took on its defensive
posture, dissociating her from whatever might follow.
“Miss Chanel is at Lagoon West for the summer. By the
way, there’s one condition I must point out—Miss Chanel
will provide the sole subject matter. You do understand?”

Fifty yards away Van Eyck was dragging his damaged
glider towards my car. Nolan had landed, a caricature of
Cyrano abandoned in mid-air. Petit Manuel limped to
and fro, gathering together the equipment. In the fading
afternoon light they resembled a threadbare -circus
troupe.

“All right,” I agreed. “I take your point. But what
about the clouds, Miss—?”

“Lafferty. Beatrice Lafferty. Miss Chanel will provide
the clouds.”

I walked around the cars with the helmet, then di-
vided the money between Nolan, Van Eyck and Manuel.
They stood in the gathering dusk, the few bills in their
hands, watching the highway below.

Leonora Chanel stepped from the limousine and
strolled into the desert. Her white-haired figure in its
cobra-skinned coat wandered among the dunes. Sand-
rays lifted around her, disturbed by the random move-
ments of this sauntering phantasm of the burnt after-
noon. Ignoring their open stings around her legs, she was
gazing up at the aerial béstiary dissolving in the sky,
and at the white skull a mile away over Lagoon West
that had smeared itself across the sky.

At the time I first saw her, watching the cloud-sculp-
tors of Coral D, I had only a half-formed impression of
Leonora Chanel. The daughter of one of the world’s
leading financiers, she was an heiress both in her own
right and on the death of her husband, a shy Monacan
aristocrat, Comte Louis Chanel. The mysterious circum-
stances of his death at Cap Ferrat on the Riviera, of-
ficially described as suicide, had placed Leonora in a
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spotlight of publicity and gossip. She had escaped by
wandering endlessly across the globe, from her walled
villa in Tangier to an Alpine mansion in the snows above
Pontresina, and from there to Palm Springs, Seville and
Mykonos.

During these years of exile something of her character
emerged from the magazine and newspaper photographs:
moodily visiting a Spanish charity with the Duchess of
Alba, or seated with Saroya and other members of cafe
society on the terrace of Dali’s villa at Port Lligat, her
self-regarding face gazing out with its jewelled eyes at
the diamond sea of the Costa Brava.

Inevitably her Garbo-like role seemed over-calculated,
forever undermined by the suspicions of her own hand
in her husband’s death. The Count had been an intro-
spective playboy who piloted his own aircraft to archae-
ological sites in the Peloponnese and whose mistress, a
beautiful young Lebanese, was one of the world’s pre-
eminent keyboard interpreters of Bach. Why this re-
served and pleasant man should have committed suicide
was never made plain. What promised to be a signijficant
exhibit at the coroner’s inquest, a mutilated easel por-
trait of Leonora on which he was working, was acci-
dentally destroyed before the hearing. Perhaps the paint-
ing revealed more of Leonora’s character than she chose
to see.

A week later, as I drove out to Lagoon West on the
morning of the first garden party, I could well under-
stand why Leonora Chanel had come to Vermilion Sands,
to this bizarre, sand-bound resort with its lethargy,

beach fatigue and shifting perspectives. Sonic statues

grew wild along the beach, their voices keening as I
swept past along the shore road. The fused silica on the
surface of the lake formed an immense rainbow mirror
that reflected the deranged colours of the sand-reefs,
more vivid even than the cinnabar and cyclamen wing-
panels of the cloud-gliders overhead. They soared in the
sky above the lake like fitful dragonflies as Nolan, Van

17




Eyck and Petit Manuel flew them from Coral D.

We had entered an inflamed landscape. Half a mile
away the angular cornices of the summer house jutted
into the vivid air as if distorted by some faulty junction
of time and space. Behind it, like an exhausted volcano,
a broad-topped mesa rose into the glazed air, its shoul-
ders lifting the thermal currents high off the heated lake.

Envying Nolan and little Manuel these tremendous
updraughts, more powerful than any we had known at
Coral D, I drove towards the villa. Then the haze cleared
along the beach and I saw the clouds.

A hundred feet above the roof of the mesa, they hung
like the twisted pillows of a sleepless giant. Columns of
turbulent air moved within the clouds, boiling upwards
to the anvil heads like liquid in a cauldron. These were
not the placid, fair-weather cumulus of Coral D, but
storm-nimbus, unstable masses of overheated air that
could catch an aircraft and lift it a thousand feet in a few
seconds. Here and there the clouds were rimmed with
dark bands, their towers crossed by valleys and ravines.
They moved across the villa, concealed from the lake-
side heat by the haze overhead, then dissolved in a series
of violent shifts in the disordered air.

As I entered the drive behind a truck filled with son et
lumiere equipment, a dozen members of the staff were
straightening lines of gilt chairs on the terrace and un-
rolling panels of a marquee.

Beatrice Lafferty stepped across the cables. “Major
Parker—there are the clouds we promised you.”

I looked up again at the dark billows hanging like
shrouds above the white villa. “Clouds, Beatrice? Those
are tigers, tigers with wings. We're manicurists of the air,
not dragon-tamers.”

“Don’t worry, a manicure is exactly what you're ex-
pected to carry out.” With an arch glance, she added:
“Your men do understand that there’s to be only one
subject?” >

“Miss Chanel herself? Of course.” I took her arm as we
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walked towards the balcony overlooking the lake. “You
know, I think you enjoy these snide asides. Let the rich
choose their materials—marble, bronze, plasma or cloud.
Why not? Portraiture has always been a neglected art.”

“My God, not here.” She waited until a steward passed
with a tray of table-cloths. “Carving one’s portrait in the
sky out of the sun and air—some people might say that
smacked of vanity, or even worse sins.”

“You're very mysterious. Such as?”

She played games with her eyes. “T'll tell you in a
month’s time when my contract expires. Now, when are
your men coming?”

“They’re here.” I pointed to the sky over the lake. The
three gliders hung in the overheated air, clumps of
cloud-cotton drifting past them to dissolve in the haze.
They were following a sand-yacht that approached the
quay, its tyres throwing up the cerise dust. Behind the
helmsman sat Leonora Chanel in a trouser suit of yel-
low alligator skin, her white hair hidden inside a black
raffia toque.

As the helmsman moored the craft, Van Eyck and
Petit Manuel put on an impromptu performance, shap-
ing the fragments of cloud-cotton a hundred feet above
the lake. First Van Eyck carved an orchid, then a heart
and a pair of lips, while Manuel fashioned the head of
a parakeet, two identical mice and the letters “L.C.” As
they dived and plunged around her, their wings some-
times touching the lake, Leonora stood on the quay,
politely waving at each of these brief confections.

When they landed beside the quay, Leonora waited
for Nolan to take one of the clouds, but he was sailing
up and down the lake in front of her like a weary bird.
Watching this strange chatelaine of Lagoon West, I
noticed that she had slipped off into some private rev-
erie, her gaze fixed on Nolan and oblivious of the peo-
ple around her. Memories, caravels without sails, crossed
the shadowy deserts of her burnt-out eyes.

Later that evening Beatrice Lafferty led me into the
villa through the library window. There, as Leonora
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greeted her guests on the terrace, wearing a topless dress
of sapphires and organdy, her breasts covered only by
their contour jewellery, I saw the portraits that filled
the villa. I counted more than twenty, from the formal
society portraits in the drawing rooms, one by the Presi-
dent of the Royal Academy, another by Annigoni, to the
bizarre psychological studies in the bar and dining room
by Dali and Francis Bacon. Everywhere we moved, ‘in
the alcoves between the marble semi-columns, in gilt
miniatures on the mantel shelves, even in the ascending
mural that followed the staircase, we saw the same
beautiful, self-regarding face. This colossal narcissism
seemed to have become her last refuge, the only retreat
for her fugitive self in its flight from the world.

Then, in the studio on the roof, we came across a large
easel portrait that had just been varnished. The artist
had produced a deliberate travesty of the sentimental
and powder-blue tints of a fashionable society painter,
but beneath this gloss he had visualized Leonora as a
dead Medea. The stretched skin below her right cheek,
the sharp forehead and slipped mouth gave her the
numbed and luminous appearance of a corpse.

My eyes moved to the signature. “Nolanl My God,
were you here when he painted this?”

“It was finished before I came—two months ago. She
refused to have it framed.”

“No wonder.” I went over to the window and looked
down at the bedrooms hidden behind their awnings.
“Nolan was here. The old studio near Coral D was his.”
A “But” why should Leonora ask him back? They must

ave—

“To paint her portrait again. I know Leonora Chanel
better than you do, Beatrice. This time, though, the
size of the sky.”

We left the library and walked past the cocktails and
canapes to where Leonora was welcoming her guests.
Nolan stood beside her, wearing a suit of white suede.
Now and then he looked down at her as if playing with
the possibilities this self-obsessed woman gave to his
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macabre humour. Leonora clutched at his elbow. With
the diamonds fixed around her eyes she reminded me
of some archaic priestess. Beneath the contour jewellery
he breasts lay like eager snakes.

Van Eyck introduced himself with an exaggerated
bow. Behind him came Petit Manuel, his twisted head
ducking nervously among the tuxedos.

Leonora’s mouth shut in a rictus of distaste. She
glanced at the white plaster on my foot. “Nolan, you
fill your world with cripples. Your little dwarf—will he
fly too?”

Petit Manuel looked at her with eyes like crushed
flowers.

The performance began an hour later. The dark-
rimmed clouds were lit by the sun setting behind the
mesa, the air crossed by wraiths of cirrus like the gilded
frames of the immense paintings to come. Van Eyck’s
glider rose in a spiral towards the face of the first cloud,
stalling and climbing again as the turbulent updraughts
threw him across the air.

As the cheekbones began to appear, as smooth and
lifeless as carved foam, applause rang out from the
guests seated on the terrace. Five minutes later, when
Van Eyck’s glider swooped down onto the lake, I could
see that he had excelled himself. Lit by the searchlights,
and with the overture to Tristan sounding from the loud-
speaker on the slopes of the mesa, as if inflating this
huge bauble, the portrait of Leonora moved overhead, a
faint rain falling from it. By luck the cloud remained
stable until it passed the shoreline, and then broke up
in the evening air as if ripped from the sky by an ir-
ritated hand.

Petit Manuel began his ascent, sailing in on a dark-
edged clould like an urchin accosting a bad-tempered
matron. He soared to and fro, as if unsure how to shape
this unpredictable column of vapour, then began to
carve it into the approximate contours of a woman’s
head. He seemed more nervous than I had ever seen
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him. As he finished a second round of applause broke
out, soon followed by laughter and ironic cheers.

The cloud, sculptured into a flattering likeness of
Leonora, had begun to tilt, rotating in the disturbed
air. The jaw lengthened, the glazed smile became that
of an idiot’s. Within a minute the gigantic head of
Leonora Chanel hung upside down above us.

Discreetly I ordered the searchlights switched off, and
the audience’s attention turned to Nolan’s black-winged
glider as it climbed towards the next cloud. Shards of
dissolving tissue fell from the darkening air, the spray
concealing whatever ambiguous creation Nolan was
carving. To my surprise, the portrait that emerged was
wholly lifelike. There was a burst of applause, a few
bars of Tannhauser, and the searchlights lit up the ele-
gant head. Standing among her guests, Leonora raised
her glass to Nolan’s glider.

Puzzled by Nolan’s generosity, I looked more closely
at the gleaming face, and then realized what he had
done. The portrait, with cruel irony, was all too lifelike.
The downward turn of Leonora’s mouth, the chin held
up to smooth her neck, the fall of flesh below her right
cheek—all these were carried on the face of the cloud
as they had been in his painting in the studio.

Around Leonora the guests were congratulating her
on the performance. She was looking up at her portrait
as it began to break up over the lake, seeing it for the
first time. The veins held the blood in her face.

Then a fireworks display on the beach blotted out
these ambiguities in its pink and blue explosions.

Shortly before dawn Beatrice Lafferty and I walked
along the beach among the shells of burnt-out rockets
and catherine wheels. On the deserted terrace a few
lights shone through the darkness onto the scattered
chairs. As we reached the steps, a woman’s voice cried
out somewhere above us. There was the sound of
smashed glass. A french window was kicked back, and
a dark-haired man in a white suit ran between the tables.
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As Nolan disappeared along the drive, Leonora Chanel
walked out into the centre of the terrace. She looked at
the dark clouds surging over the mesa, and with one
hand tore the jewels from her eyes. They lay winking
on the tiles at her feet. Then the hunched figure of Petit
Manuel leapt from his hiding place in the bandstand.
He scuttled past, racing on his bent legs.

An engine started by the gates. Leonora began to
walk back to the villa, staring at her broken reflections
in the glass below the window. She stopped as a tall,
blond-haired man with cold and eager eyes stepped from
the sonic statues outside the library. Disturbed by the
noise, the status had begun to whine. As Van Eyck
moved towards Lenora they took up the slow beat of
his steps.

The next day’s performance was the last by the cloud-
sculptors of Coral D. All afternoon, before the guests
arrived, a dim light lay over the lake. Immense tiers of
storm-numbus were massing behind the mesa, and any
performance at all seemed unlikely.

Van Eyck was with Leonora. As I arrived, Beatrice
Lafferty was watching their sand-yacht carry them un-
evenly across the lake, its sails shipped by the squalls.

“There’s no sign of Nolan or little Manuel,” she told
me. “The party starts in three hours.”

I took her arm. “The party’s already over. When
youre finished here, Bea, come and live with me at
Coral D. I'll teach you to sculpt the clouds.”

Van Eyck and Leonora came ashore half an hour
later. Van Eyck stared through my face as he brushed
past. Leonora clung to his arm, the day-jewels around
her eyes scattering their hard light across the terrace.

By eight, when the first guests began to appear, Nolan
and Petit Manuel had still not arrived. On the terrace
the evening was warm and lamplit, but overhead the
storm-clouds sidled past each other like uneasy giants.
I walked up the slope to where the gliders were tethered.
Their wings shivered in the updraughts.
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Barely half a minute after he rose into the darkening
air, dwarfed by an immense tower of storm-nimbus,
Charles Van Eyck was spinning towards the ground,
his glider toppled by the crazed air. He recovered fifty
feet from the villa and climbed on the updraughts from
the lake, well away from the spreading chest of the
cloud. He soared in again. As Leonora and her guests
watched from their seats, the glider was hurled back
over their heads in an explosion of vapour, then fell
towards the lake with a broken wing.

I walked towards Leonora. Standing by the balcony
were Nolan and Petit Manuel, watching Van Eyck climb
from the cockpit of his glider three hundred yards away.

To Nolan I said: “Why bother to come? Don’t tell me
youre going to fly?”

Nolan leaned against the rail, hands in the pockets of
his suit. “I'm not—that’s why I'm here.”

Leonora was wearing an evening dress of peacock
feathers that lay around her legs in an immense train.
The hundreds of eyes gleamed in the electric air before
the storm, sheathing her body in their blue flames.

“Miss Chanel, the clouds are like madmen,” I apolo-
gised. “There’s a storm on its way.”

She looked up at me with unsettled eyes. “Don’t you
people expect to take risks?” She gestured at the storm-
nimbus that swirled over our heads. “For clouds like
these I need a Michelangelo of the sky . . . What about
Nolan? Is he too frightened as well?”

As she shouted his name, Nolan stared at her, then
turned his back to us. The light over Lagoon West had
changed. Half the lake was covered by a dim pall.

There was a tug on my sleeve. Petit Manuel looked
up at me with his crafty child’s eyes. “Raymond, I can
go. Let me take the glider.”

“Manuel, for God’s sake. You'll kill-”

He darted between the gilt chairs. Leonora frowned
as he plucked her wrist.

“Miss Chanel . . .” His loose mouth formed an en-
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'~ couraging smile. “I'll sculpt for you. Right now, a big
storm-cloud, eh?”

She stared down at him, half-repelled by this eager
hunchback ogling her beside the hundred eyes of her
peacock train. Van Eyck was limping back to the beach
from his wrecked glider. I guessed that in some strange

. 'way Manuel was pitting himself against Van Eyck.

 Leonora grimaced, as if swallowing some poisonous
phlegm. Major Parker, tell him to—" She glanced at the
dark cloud boiling over the mesa like the efluvium of
some black-hearted volcano. “Waitl Let’s see what the
little cripple can do!” She turned on Manuel with an
over-bright smile. “Go on, then. Let’s see you sculpt a
whirlwind!”

In her face the diagram of bones formed a geometry
. of murder.

Nolan ran past across the terrace, his feet crushing
the peacock feathers as Leonora laughed. We tried to
stop Manuel, but he raced up the slope. Stung by Leo-
nora’s taunt, he skipped among the rocks, disappearing
from sight in the darkening air. On the terrace a small
crowd gathered to watch.

The yellow and tangerine glider rose into the sky and
climbed across the face of the storm-cloud. Fifty yards
from the dark billows it was buffeted by the shifting air,

 but Manuel soared in and began to cut away at the
dark face. Drops of black rain fell across the terrace at
our feet.

The first outline of a woman’s head appeared, satanic
~eyes lit by the open vents in the cloud, a sliding mouth
~ like a dark smear as the huge billows boiled forwards.
Nolan shouted in warning from the lake as he climbed
into his glider. A moment later little Manuel’s craft was
lifted by a powerful updraught and tossed over the roof
of the cloud. Fighting the insane air, Manuel plunged
the glider downwards and drove into the cloud again.
Then its immense face opened, and in a sudden spasm
the cloud surged forward and swallowed the glider.

There was silence on the terrace as the crushed body
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of the craft revolved in the centre of the cloud. It moved
over our heads, dismembered pieces of the wings and
fuselage churned about in the dissolving face. As it
reached the lake, the cloud began its violent end. Pieces
of the face slewed sideways, the mouth was torn off,
an eye exploded. It vanished in a last brief squall.

The pieces of Petit Manuel’s glider fell from the bright
air,

Beatrice Lafferty and I drove across the lake to col-
lect Manuel’s body. After the spectacle of this death
within the exploding replica of their hostess’s face, the
guests began to leave. Within minutes the drive was full
of cars. Leonora watched them go, standing with Van
Eyck among the deserted tables.

Beatrice said nothing as we drove out. The pieces of
the shattered glider lay over the fused sand, tags of
canvas and broken struts, control lines tied into knots.
Then yards from the cockpit I found Petit Manuel’s
body, lying in a wet ball like a drowned monkey.

I carried him back to the sand-yacht.

“Raymond!” Beatrice pointed to the shore. Storm-
clouds were massed along the entire length of the lake,
and the first flashes of lightning were striking in the
hills behind the mesa. In the electric air the villa had
lost its glitter. Half a mile away a tornado was moving
along the valley floor, its trunk swaying towards the lake.

The first gusts of air struck the yacht. Beatrice shouted
again: “Raymond! Nolan’s there—he’s flying inside it!”

Then I saw the black-winged glider circling under
the umbrella of the tornado, Nolan himself riding in the
whirlwind. His wings held steady in the revolting air
around the funnel. Like a pilot fish he soared in, as if
steering the tornado towards Leonora’s villa.

Twenty seconds later, when it struck the house, I lost
sight of him. An explosion of dark air overwhelmed the
villa, a churning centrifuge of shattered chairs and tiles
that burst over the roof. Beatrice and I ran from the
yacht, and lay together in a fault in the glass surface.
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As the tornado moved away, fading into the storm-filled
sky, a dark squall hung over the wrecked villa, now and
then flicking the debris into the air. Shreds of canvas
and peacock feathers fell around us.

We waited half an hour before approaching the house.
Hundreds of smashed glasses and broken chairs littered
the terrace. At first I could see no signs of Leonora, al-
though her face was everywhere, the portraits with their
slashed profiles strewn on the damp tiles. An eddying
smile floated towards me from the disturbed air, and
wrapped itself around my leg.

Leonora’s body lay among the broken tables near the
bandstand, half-wrapped in a bleeding canvas. Her face
was as bruised now as the storm-cloud Manuel had tried
to carve.

We found Van Eyck in the wreck of the marquee. He
was suspended by the neck from a tangle of electric
wiring, his pale face wreathed in a noose of light bulbs.
The current flowed intermittently through the wiring,
lighting up his strangled eyes.

I leaned against the overturned Rolls, holding Bea-
trice’s shoulders. “There’s no sign of Nolan—mno pieces
of his glider.”

“Poor man. Raymond, he was driving that whirlwind
here. Somehow he was controlling it.”

I walked across the damp terrace to where Leonora
lay. I began silently to cover her with the shreds of
canvas, the torn faces of herself.

I took Beatrice Lafferty to live with me in Nolan’s
studio in the desert near Coral D. We heard no more of .
Nolan, and never flew the gliders again. The clouds
carry too many memories. Three months ago a man who
saw the derelict gliders outside the studio stopped near
Coral D and walked across to us. He told us he had seen
a man flying a glider in the sky high above Red Beach,
carving the strato-cirrus into images of Jewels and chil-
dren’s faces. Once there was a dwarf’s head.
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On reflection, that sounds rather like Nolan, so per-
haps he managed to get away from the tornado. In the
evenings Beatrice and I sit among the sonic statues,
listening to their voices as the fair-weather clouds rise
above Coral D, waiting for a man in a dark-winged
glider, perhaps painted like candy now, who will come
in on the wind and carve for us images of sea-horses and
unicorns, dwarfs and jewels and children’s faces.

This story grew from a “treatment” done by Robert
Sheckley for ABC-TV’s commendable but short-lived
series, Stage 67. A “treatment” is basically a story idea
synopsized in some detail; Mr. Sheckley was not in-
volved with the script or production of this particular
show. This prose account of Steve Baxter’s perilous jour-
ney from Jersey City to Times Square is quite different
in approach from the TV play; it is all Sheckley, and, as
you will quickly determine, it is not entirely serious.

THE PEOPLE TRAP
by Robert Sheckley

It was Land Race Day—a time of vaunting hope and un-
relieved tragedy, a day which epitomized the unhappy
21st century. Steve Baxter had tried to reach the Start-
ing Line early, like the other contestants, but had mis-
calculated the amount of time he would require. Now
he was in trouble. His Participant’s Badge had gotten
him through the outer, exocrowd without incident. But
neither badge nor brawn could be relied upon to carry
a man through the obdurate inner core of humanity
which made up the endocrowd.

Baxter estimated this inner mass at 8.7 density—not
far from the pandemic level. A flash point might occur
at any moment, despite the fact that the authorities had
just aerosoled the endocrowd with tranquilizers. Given
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time, a man might circle around them, but Baxter had
only six minutes.

Despite the risk, he pushed his way directly into their
ranks. On his face he wore a fixed smile—absolutely es-
sential when dealing with a high-density human con-
figuration. He could see the Starting Line now, a raised
dais in Jersey City’s Glebe Park. The other contestants
were already there. Another twenty yards, Steve
thought; if only the brutes don’t stampedel!

But deep within the core-crowd he still had to pene-
trate the final nuclear mob. This was composed of bulky,
slack-jawed men with unfocused eyes—agglutinating
hysterophiliacs, in the jargon of the pandemiologists.
Jammed together sardine fashion, reacting as a single
organism, these men were incapable of anything but
blind resistance and irrational fury toward anything that
tried to pentrate their ranks.

Steve hesitated for a moment. The nuclear mob, more
dangerous than the fabled water buffaloes of antiquity,
glared at him, their nostrils flared, their heavy feet
shuffling ominously.

Without allowing himself time to think, Baxter
plunged into their midst. He felt blows on his back
and heard the terrifying “urr” of a maddened endomob.
Shapeless bodies jammed against him, suffocating him,
relentlessly pressing closer and closer.

Then, providentially, the authorities turned on the
Muzak. This ancient and mysterious music, which for
over a century had pacified the most intractable ber-
serkers, did not fail now. The endomob was decibelled
into a temporary immobility, and Steve Baxter clawed
his way through to the Starting Line.

The Chief Judge had already begun to read the Pro-
spectus. Every contestant, and most of the spectators,
knew this document by heart. Nevertheless, by law the
Terms had to be stated.

“Gentlemen,” the Judge read, “you are here assembled
to take part in a Race for the acquisition of Public Do-
main lands. You fifty fortunate men have been chosen
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by public lottery from fifty million registrants in the
South Westchester region. The Race will proceed from
this point to the Registration Line at the Land Office
in Times Square, New York—an adjusted approximate
mean distance of 5.7 statute miles. You contestants are
permitted to take any route; to travel on the surface,
above, or below ground. The only requirement is that
you finish in person, substitutes not being permitted.
The first ten Finalists—"

The crowd became deathly still.

“—~will each receive one acre of unencumbered land
complete with house and farming implements. And each
Finalist will also be granted free government transporta-
tion to his freehold, for himself and his immediate fam-
ily. And this aforesaid acre shall be his to have and to
hold, free and clear, perpetually unalienable, as long as
the sun shines and water flows, for him and his heirs,
even unto the third generation!”

The crowd sighed when they heard this. Not a man
among them had ever seen an unencumbered acre, much
less dreamed of possessing one. An acre of land entirely
for yourself and your family, an acre which you didn’t
have to share with anyone—well, it was simply beyond
the wildest fantasy.

“Be it further noted,” the Judge went on, “the govern-
ment accepts no responsibility for deaths incurred dur-
ing this contest. I am obliged to point out that the un-
weighted average mortality rate for Land Races is
approximately 68.99%. Any Contestant who so wishes
may withdraw now without prejudice.”

The Judge waited, and for a moment Steve Baxter
considered dropping the whole suicidal idea. Surely he
and Adele and the kids and Aunt Flo and Uncle George
could continue to get by somehow in their cozy one-
room apartment in Larchmont’s Fred Allen Memorial
Median Income Housing Cluster . . . after all, he was
no man of action, no muscled bravo or hairy-fisted
brawler. He was a Systems Deformation consultant, and
a good one. And he was also a mild-mannered ectomorph
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with stringy muscles and a distinct shortness of breath.
Why in God’s name should he thrust himself into the
perils of darkest New York, most notorious of the Jungle
Cities?

“Better give it up, Steve,” a voice said, uncannily
echoing his thoughts.

Baxter turned and saw Edward Freihoff St. John, his
wealthy and obnoxious neighbor from Larchmont. St.
John, tall and elegant and whipcord-strong from his
days on the paddleball courts. St. John, with his smooth,
saturnine good looks, whose hooded eyes were too fre-
quently turned toward Adele’s blonde loveliness.

“You'll never make it, Stevie baby,” St. John said.

“That is possible,” Baxter said evenly. “But you, I
suppose, will make it?”

St. John winked and lay a forefinger alongside his
nose in a knowing gesture. For weeks he had been hint-
ing about the special information he had purchased from
a venal Land Race Comptroller. This information would
vastly improve his chances of traversing Manhattan
Borough—the densest and most dangerous urban con-
centration in the world.

“Stay out of it, Stevie baby,” St.-John said, in his pe-
culiar rasping voice. “Stay out, and I'll make it worth
your while. Whaddaya say, sweetie pie?”

Baxter shook his head. He did not consider himself
a courageous man, but he would rather die than take a
favor from St. John. And in any event, he could not go
on as before. Under last month’s Codicil to the Extended
Families Domicile Act, Steve was now legally obliged
to take in three unmarried cousins and a widowed aunt,
whose one-room sub-basement apartment in the Lake.
Placid industrial complex had been wiped out by the
new Albany-Montreal Tunnel.

Even with anti-shock injections, ten persons in one
room were too many. He simply had to win a piece of
land!

“I'm staying,” Baxter said quietly.

“OK, sucker,” St. John said, a frown marring his hard,
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sardonic face. “But remember, I warned you.”

The Chief Judge called out, “Gentlemen, on your
marks!”

The contestants fell silent. They toed the Starting Line
with slitted eyes and compressed mouths.

“Get ready!”

A hundred sets of leg muscles bunched as fifty de-
termined men leaned forward.

“Gol”

And the race was on!

A blare of supersonics temporarily paralyzed the sur-
rounding mob. The contestants squirmed through their
immobile ranks, and sprinted over and around the long
lines of stalled automobiles. Then they fanned out, but
tended mainly to the east, toward the Hudson River and
the evil-visaged city that lay on its far shore, half con-
cealed in its sooty cloak of unburned hydrocarbons.

Only Steve Baxter had not turned to the east.

Alone among the contestants, he had swung north,
toward the George Washington Bridge and Bear Moun-
tain City. His mouth was tight, and he moved like a
man in a dream.

In distant Larchmont, Adele Baxter was watching the
race on television. Involuntarily, she gasped. Her eight-
year-old son Tommy cried, “Mom, Mom, he’s going
north to the bridge! But it’s closed this month, he can’t
get through that way!”

“Don’t worry, darling,” Adele said. “Your father knows
what he’s doing.”

She spoke with an assurance she did not feel. And,
as the figure of her husband was lost in the crowds, she
settled back to wait—and to pray. Did Steve know what
he was doing? Or had he panicked under pressure?

The seeds of the problem were sewn in the 20th cen-
tury, but the terrible harvest was reaped a hundred
years later. After uncounted millennia of slow increase,
the population of the world suddenly exploded, doubled,
and doubled again. With disease checked and food sup-
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plies assured, death rates continued to fall as birth rates
rose. Caught in a nightmare of geometric progression,
the ranks of humanity swelled like runaway cancers.

The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, those ancient
policemen, could no longer be relied upon to maintain
order. Pestilence and famine had been outlawed, and
war was too luxurious for this subsistence age. Only
death remained—much diminished, a mere shadow of
his former self.

Science, with splendid irrationality, continued to work
insensately toward the goal of more life for more people.

And people marched on, still increasing, crowding the
earth with their numbers, stifling the air and poisoning
the water, eating their processed algae between slices of
fish-meal bread, dimly awaiting a catastrophe to thin out
their unwiedly ranks, and waiting in vain.

The quantitative increase in numbers produced quali-
tative changes in human experience. In a more innocent
age, adventure and danger had been properties of the
waste places—the high mountains, bleak deserts, steam-
ing jungles. But by the 21st century most of these places
were being utilized in the accelerating search for living
space. Adventure and danger were now to be found in
the monstrous, ungovernable cities.

In the cities one found the modern equivalent of
savage tribes, fearsome beasts and dread diseases. An
expedition into New York or Chicago required more re-
sourcefulness and stamina, more ingenuity, than those
light-hearted Victorian jaunts to Everest or the source of
the Nile.

In this pressure-pot world, land was the most precious
of commodities. The government parceled it out as it
became available, by means of regional lotteries culmi-
nating in land races. These contests were patterned after
those held in the 1890s for the opening of the Oklahoma
Territory and the Cherokee Strip.

The land races were considered equitable and in-
teresting—both sporty and sporting. Millions watched
the races, and the tranquilizing effect of vicarious ex-
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citement upon the masses was duly noted and approved.
This in itself was sufficient justification for the races.

Additionally, the high mortality rate among the con-
testants had to be considered an asset. It didn’t amount
to much in absolute numbers, but a stifled world was
grateful for even the smallest alleviation.

The race was three hours old. Steve Baxter turned on
his little transistor radio and listened to the latest reports.
He heard how the first group of contestants had arrived
at the Holland Tunnel, and had been turned back by
armored policemen. Others, more devious, had taken the
long southern trek to Staten Island, and were presently
approaching the approaches of the Verrazzano Bridge.
Freihoff St. John, all by himself, flashing a deputy
mayor’s badge, had been allowed past the Lincoln Tun-
nel barricades.

But now it was time for Steve Baxter’s gamble. Grim-
faced, with quiet courage, he entered the infamous Free
Port of Hoboken.

It was dusk on the Hoboken foreshore. Before him, in
a sweeping crescent, lay the trim, swift ships of the Ho-
boken smuggling fleet, each with its gleaming Coast
Guard medallion. Some already had cargo -lashed to
their decks—cases of cigarettes from North Carolina,
liquor from Kentucky, oranges from Florida, goof balls
from California, guns from Texas. Each case bore the
official marking, CONTRABAND—TAX PAID. For in
this unhappy day and age, the hard-pressed government
was forced to tax even illegal enterprises, and thus to
give them a quasi-legal status.

Choosing his moment carefully, Baxter stepped aboard
a rakish marijuana runner and crouched down between
the aromatic bales. The craft was ready for imminent
departure; if he could only conceal himself during the
short passage across the river—

“Har! What in hell have we here?”

A drunken second engineer, coming up unexpectedly
from the fo’c’sle, had caught Baxter unawares. Respond:
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ing to his shout, the rest of the crew swarmed onto the
deck. They were a hard-bitten, swaggering lot, feared
for their casually murderous ways. These were the same
breed of godless men who had sacked Weehawken some
years ago, had put Fort Lee to the torch and pillaged all
the way to the gates of Englewood. Steve Baxter knew
that he could expect no mercy from them.

Nevertheless, with admirable coolness, he said, “Gen-
tlemen, I am in need of transportation across the Hud-
son, if you please.”

The ship’s captain, a colossal mestizo with a scarred
face and bulging muscles, leaned back and bellowed
with laughter.

“Ye seek passage of uns? he declared in the broad
Hobokenese patois. “Think ee we be the Christopher
Street ferry, hai?”

“Not at all, sir. But I had hoped—"

“To the boneyard wit yer hopes!”

The crew roared at the witticism.

“I am willing to pay for my passage,” Steve said, with
quiet dignity.

“Pay is it?” roared the captain. “Aye, we sometimes
sell passages—nonstop to midstream, and thence straight
down!” 7

The crew redoubled its laughter.

“If it is to be, then let it so be,” Steve Baxter said. “I
request only that you permit me to drop.a postcard to
my wife and children.”

“Woife and tuckins?” the captain enquired. “Why
didn’t yer mention! Had that lot myself aforetime ago,
until waunders did do marvain to the lot.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” Steve said, with evident
sincerity.

“Aye.” The captain’s iron visage softened. “I do re-
member how, in oftens colaim, the lettle blainsprites did
leap giner on the saern; yes, and it was roses all til dig-
gerdog.”

“You must have been very happy,” Steve said. He was
following the man’s statements with difficulty.
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“I maun do,” the captain said.

A bowlegged little forebow deckman thrust himself
forward. “Hi, Captain, let's do for him and get under-
way before the pot rots on the spot.”

“Who you giving orders at, ye mangy, scut-faced
hogifier!” the captain raved. “By Big Jesus, we'll let the
pot rot til I say not! And as for doing him—nay, I'll do
one deed for me blainsprites, shiver me if I won’t]”
Turning to Baxter he said, “We'll carry ye, laddie, and
for naught ought loot.”

Thus, fortuitously, Steve Baxter had touched upon a
bittersweet memory in the captain’s recollection, and
had thereby won respite. The marijuana men pushed
off, and soon the sleek craft was breasting the sallow
gray-green waves of the Hudson.

But Steve Baxter’s respite was short-lived. In mid-
stream, just after they entered Federal waters, a power-
ful searchlight flashed out of the evening gloom and an
officious voice ordered them to heave to. Evil luck had
steered them straight into the path of a destroyer on
the Hudson patrol.

“Damn them!” the captain raved. “Tax and kill, that’s
all they know! But we'll show them our mettle!l To the
guns, bullies!”

Swiftly the crew peeled the tarpaulins from the .50-
calibre machine guns, and the boat’s twin diesels roared
defiance. Twisting and dodging, the pot runner raced for
the sanctuary of the New York shore. But the destroyer,
forereaching, had the legs of her, and machine guns
were no match for four-inch cannon. Direct hits splin-
tered the little ship’s toe rail, exploded in the great cabin,
smashed through the main topforestays, and chopped
down the starboard mizzen halyards.

Surrender or death seemed the only options. But,
weatherwise, the captain sniffed the air. “Hang on,
hearties!” he screamed. “There’s a Wester do be coming!”

Shells rained around them. Then, out of the West, a
vast and impenetrable smog bank rolled in, blanketing
everything in its inky tentacles. The battered little kif
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ship slid away from the combat; and the crew, hastily
donning respirators, gave thanks to the smouldering
trashlands of Secaucus. As the captain remarked, it is
an ill wind that blows no good.

Half an hour later they docked at the 79th Street Pier.
The captain embraced Steve warmly and wished him
good fortune. And Steve Baxter continued on his jour-
ney. ’

')I,‘he broad Hudson was behind him. Ahead lay thirty-
odd downtown blocks and less than a dozen crosstown
blocks. According to the latest radio report, he was well
ahead of the other contestants, ahead even of Freihoff
St. John, who still had not emerged from the labyrinth
of the New York end of the Lincoln Tunnel. He seemed
to be doing very nicely, all things considered.

But Baxter’s optimism was premature. New York
was not conquered so easily. Unknown to him, the most
dangerous parts of his journey still lay before him.

After a few hours’ sleep in the back of an abandoned
car, Steve proceeded southward on West End Avenue.
Soon it was dawn—a magical hour in the city, when no
more than a few hundred early-risers were to be found
at any given intersection. High overhead were the cren-
elated towers of Manhattan, and above them the clus-
tered television antennae wove a faerie tapestry against
a dun and ochre sky. Seeing it like that, Baxter could
imagine what New York had been like a hundred years
ago, in the gracious, easygoing days before the popula-
tion explosion.

He was abruptly shaken out of his musings. Appearing
as if from nowhere, a party of armed men suddenly
barred his path. They wore masks, wide-brimmed black
hats and bandoliers of ammunition. Their aspect was
both villainous and picturesque.

One of them, evidently the leader, stepped forward.
He was a craggy-featured old man with a heavy black
mustache and mournful red-rimmed eyes. “Stranger,” he
said, “let’s see yore pass.”
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“I don’t believe I have one,” Baxter said.

“Damned right you don’t,” the old man said. “I'm
Pablo Steinmetz, and I issue all the passes around here,
and I don’t recollect ever seeing you afore in these

arts.”

- “I'm a stranger here,” Baxter said. “I'm just passing
through.”

The black-hatted men grinned and nudged each other.
Pablo Steinmetz rubbed his unshaven jaw and said,
“Well, sonny, it just so happens that you're trying to
pass through a private toll road without permission of
the owner, who happens to be me; so I reckon that
means youre illegally trespassing.”

“But how could anyone have a private toll road in the
heart of New York City?” Baxter asked.

“It’s mine ’cause I say it's mine,” Pablo Steinmetz
said, fingering the notches on the stock of his Winchester
78. “That’s just the way it is, stranger, so I reckon you'd
better pay or play.”

Baxter reached for his wallet and found it was miss-
ing. Evidently the pot boat captain, upon parting, had
yielded to his baser instincts and picked his pocket.

“I have no money,” Baxter said. He laughed uneasily.
“Perhaps I should turn back.”

Steinmetz shook his head. “Going back’s the same as
going forward. It’s toll road either way. You still gotta
pay or play.”

“Then I guess I'll have to play,” Baxter said. “What
do I do?” ‘

“You run,” old Pablo said, “and we take turns shooting
at you, aiming only at the upper part of your head.
First man to bring you down wins a turkey.”

“That is infamous!” Baxter declared.

“It is kinda tough on you,” Steinmetz said mildly. “But
that’s the way the mortar crumbles. Rules is rules, even
in an anarchy. So, therefore, if you will be good enough
to break into a wild sprint for freedom . . .”

The bandits grinned and nudged each other and
loosened their guns in their holsters and pushed back
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their wide-brimmed black hats. Baxter readied himself
for the death-run—

And at that moment, a voice cried, “Stop!”

A woman had spoken. Baxter turned and saw that a
tall, redheaded girl was striding through the bandit
ranks. She was dressed in toreador pants, plastic ga-
loshes and Hawaiian blouse. The exotic clothing served
to enhance her bold beauty. There was a paper rose in
her hair, and a string of cultured pearls set off the slen-
der line of her neck. Never had Baxter seen a more
flamboyant loveliness.

Pablo Steinmetz frowned. “Flamel” he roared. “What
in tarnation are you up to?”

“I've come to stop your little game, Father,” the girl
said coolly. “I want a change to talk to this tanglefoot.”

“This is man’s business,” Steinmetz said. “Stranger, git
set to runl”

“Stranger, don’t move a muscle!” Flame cried, and a
deadly little derringer appeared in her hand.

Father and daughter glared at each other. Old Pablo
was the first to break the tableau.

“Damn it all, Flame, you can’t do this,” he said. “Rules
is rules, even for you. This here illegal trespasser can’t
pay, so he’s gotta play.”

“That’s no problem,” Flame announced. Reaching in-
side her blouse she extracted a shiny silver double eagle.
“There!” she said, throwing it at Pablo’s feet. “I've done
the paying, and just maybe I'll do the playing, too. Come
along, stranger.”

She took Baxter by the hand and led him away. The
bandits watched them go and grinned and nudged each
other until Steinmetz scowled at them. Old Pablo shook
his head, scratched his ear, blew his nose, and said,
“Consarn that girll”

The words were harsh, but the tone was unmistakably
tender.

Night came to the city, and the bandits pitched camp
on the corner of 69th Strect and West End Avenue. The
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black-hatted men lounged in attitudes of ease before a
roaring fire. A juicy brisket of beef was set out on a
spit, and packages of flash-frozen green vegetables were
thrown into a capacious black cauldron. Old Pablo
Steinmetz, easing the imaginary pain in his wooden
leg, drank deep from a jerrycan of pre-mixed martinis.
In the darkness beyound the campfire you could hear a
lonely poodle howling for his mate.

Steve and Flame sat a little apart from the others.
The night, silent except for the distant roar of garbage
trucks, worked its enchantment upon them both. Their
fingers met, touched and clung.

Flame said at last, “Steve, you—you do like me, don’t
your”

“Why of course I do,” Baxter replied, and slipped his
arm around her shoulders in a brotherly gesture not in-
capable of misinterpretation.

“Well, I've been thinking,” the bandit girl said. “I've
thought . . .” She paused, suddenly shy, then went on.
“Oh, Steve, why dont you give up this suicidal race?
Why don’t you stay here with mel I've got land, Steve,
real land—a hundred square yards in the New York
Central switchyard! You and I, Steve, we could farm it
together!”

Baxter was tempted—what man would not be? He had
not been unaware of the feelings which the beautiful
bandit girl entertained for him, nor was he entirely un-
responsive to them. Flame Steinmetz’s haunting beauty
and proud spirit, even without the added attraction of
land, might easily have won any man’s heart. For a
heart-beat he wavered, and his arm tightened around the
girl’s slim shoulders.

But then, fundamental loyalties reasserted themselves.
Flame was the essence of romance, the flash of ecstasy
about which a man dreams throughout his life. Yet Adele
was his childhood sweetheart, his wife, the mother of his
children, the patient helpmate of ten long years together.
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For a man of Steve Baxter’s character, there could be
no other choice.

The imperious girl was unused to refusal. Angry as a
scalded puma, she threatened to tear out Baxter’s heart
with her fingernails and serve it up lightly dusted in flour
and toasted over a medium fire. Her great flashing eyes
and trembling bosom showed that this was no mere
idle imagery.

Despite this, quietly and implacably, Steve Baxter
stuck to his convictions. And Flame realized sadly that
she would never have loved this man were he not replete
with the very high principles which rendered her desires
unattainable.

So, in the morning, she offered no resistance when the
quiet stranger insisted upon leaving. She even silenced
her irate father, who swore that Steve was an irresponsi-
ble fool who should be restrained for his own good.

“It’s no use, Dad—can’t you see that?” she asked. “He
must lead his own life, even if it means the end of his
life.”

Pablo Steinmetz desisted, grumbling. Steve Baxter set
out again upon his desperate Odyssey.

Downtown, he traveled, jostled and crowded to the
point of hysteria, blinded by the flash of neon against
chrome, deafened by the incessant city noises. He came
at last into a region of proliferating signs:

ONE WAY

DO NOT ENTER

KEEP OFF THE MEDIAN

CLOSED SUNDAYS AND HOLIDAYS

CLOSED WEEKDAYS

LEFT LANE MUST TURN LEFT!

Winding through this maze of conflicting commands,
he stumbled accidentally into the vast stretch of misery
known as Central Park. Before him, as far as the eye
could see, every square foot of land was occupied by
squalid lean-tos, mean teepees, disreputable shacks, and
noisome stews. His sudden appearance among the bru-
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talized park inhabitants excited comment, none of it
favorable. They got it into their heads that he was a
Health Inspector, come to close down their malarial
wells, slaughter their trichinoidal hogs and vaccinate
their scabrous children. A mob gathered around him,
waving their crutches and mouthing threats.

Luckily, a malfunctioning toaster in central Ontario
triggered off a sudden blackout. In the ensuing panic,
Steve made good his escape.

But now he found himself in an area where the street
signs had long ago been torn down to confuse the tax
assessors. The sun was hidden behind a glaring white
overcast. Not even a compass could be used because of
the proximity of vast quantities of scrap iron—all that
remained of the city’s legendary subway system.

Steve Baxter realized that he was utterly and hope-
lessly lost.

Yet he persevered, with a courage surpassed only by
his ignorance. For uncounted days he wandered through
the nondescript streets, past endless brownstones,
mounds of plate glass, automobile cairns, and the like.
The superstitious inhabitants refused to answer his
questions, fearing he might be an FBI man. He stag-
gered on, unable to obtain food or drink, unable even
to rest for fear of being trampled by the crowds.

A kindly social worker stopped him just as Baxter was
about to drink from a hepatitic fountain. This wise, gray-
haired old man nursed him back to health in his own
home—a hut built entirely of rolled newspapers near the
moss-covered ruins of Lincoln Center. He advised Bax-
ter to give up his impetuous quest and to devote his life
to assisting the wretched, brutalized, superfluous masses
of humanity that pullulated on all sides of him.

It was a noble ideal, and Steve came near to wavering;
but then, as luck would have it, he heard the latest race
results on the social worker’s venerable Hallicrafter.

Many of the contestants had met their fates in urban-
idiosyncratic ways. Freihoff St. John had been impris-
oned for second-degree litterbugging. And the party
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that crossed the Verrazzano Bridge had subsequently
disappeared into the snow-capped fastnesses of Brooklyn
Heights and had not been heard from again.

Baxter realized that he was still in the running,.

His spirits were considerably lifted when he started
forth once again. But now he fell into an overconfidence
more dangerous than the most profound depression.
Journeying rapidly to the south, he took advantage of
a traffic lull to step onto an express walkaway. He did
this carelessly, without a proper examination of the con-
sequences.

Irrevocably committed, he found to his horror that he
was on a one-way route, no turns permitted. This walk-
away, he now saw, led non-stop to the terra incognita of
Jones Beach, Fire Island, Patchogue, and East Hampton.

The situation called for immediate action. To his left
was a blank concrete wall. To his right there was a
waist-high partition marked NO VAULTING AL-
LOWED BETWEEN 12:00 NOON AND 12:00 MID-
NIGHT, TUESDAYS, THURSDAYS AND SATUR-
DAYS.

Today was Tuesday afternoon—a time of interdiction.
Nevertheless, without hesitation, Steve vaulted over the
barrier.

Retribution was swift and terrible. A camouflaged
police car emerged from one of the city’s notorious am-
bushes. It bore down upon him, firing wildly into the
crowd. (In this unhappy age, the police were required
by law to fire wildly into the crowd when in pursuit of
a suspect.)

Baxter took refuge in a nearby candy store. There,
recognizing the inevitable, he tried to give himself up.
But this was not permitted because of the overcrowded
state of the prisons. A hail of bullets kept him pinned
down while the stern-faced policemen set up mortars
and portable flamethrowers.

It looked like the end, not only of Steve Baxter’s
hopes, but of his very life. Lying on the floor among
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gaudy jawbreakers and brittle,licorice whips, he com-
mended his soul to God and prepared to meet his end
with dignity.

But his despair was as premature as his earlier opti-
mism had been. He heard sounds of a disturbance, and
raising his head, saw that a group of armed men had
attacked the police car from the rear. Turning to meet
this threat, the men in blue were enfiladed from the
flank and wiped out to the last man.

Baxter came out to thank his rescuers and found
Flame O’Rourke Steinmetz at their head. The beauti-
ful bandit girl had been unable to forget the soft-spoken
stranger. Despite the mumbled objections of her
drunken father, she had shadowed Steve’s movements
and come to his rescue.

The black-hatted men plundered the area with noisy
abandon. Flame and Steve retired to the shadowy
solitude of an abandoned Howard Johnson’s restaurant.
There, beneath the peeling orange gables of a gentler,
more courteous age, a tremulous love scene was enacted
between them. It was no more than a brief, bittersweet
interlude, however. Soon, Steve Baxter plunged once
again into the ravening maelstrom of the city.

Advancing relentlessly, his eyes closed to slits against
the driving smog storm and his mouth a grim white line
in the lower third of his face, Baxter won through to
49th Street and 8th Avenue. There, in an instant, con-
ditions changed with that disastrous suddenness typical
of a jungle city.

While crossing the street, Baxter heard a deep, omi-
nous roar. He realized that the traffic light had changed.
The drivers, frenzied by days of waiting and oblivious
to minor obstacles, had simultaneously floored their ac-
celerators. Steve Baxter was directly in the path of a
vehicular stampede.

Advance or retreat across the broad boulevard was
clearly impossible. Thinking fast, Baxter flung aside a
manhole cover and plunged underground. He made it
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with perhaps a half second to spare. Overhead, he heard
the shrieks of tortured metal and the heavy impact of
colliding vehicles.

He continued to press ahead by way of the sewer
system. This network of tunnels was densely populated,
but was marginally safer than the surface roads. Steve
encountered trouble only once, when a jackroller at-
tacked him along the margin of a sediment tank.

Toughened by his experiences, Baxter subdued the
bravo and took his canoe—an absolute necessity in some
of the lower passageways. Then he pushed on, paddling
all the way to 42nd Street and 8th Avenue before a
flash flood drove him to the surface.

Now, indeed, his long-desired goal was near to hand.
Only one more block remained; one block, and he would
be at the Times Square Land Office!

But at this moment he encountered the final, shatter-
ing obstacle that wrote finis to all his dreams.

In the middle of 42nd Street, extending without visible
limit to the north and south, there was a wall. It was a
cyclopean structure, and it had sprung up overnight in
the quasi-sentient manner of New York architecture.
This, Baxter learned, was one side of a gigantic new
upper middle income housing project. During its con-
struction, all traffic for Times Square was being re-routed
via the Queens-Battery tunnel and the East 37th Street
Shunpike.

Steve estimated that the new route would take him
no less than three weeks, and would lead him through
the uncharted Garment District. His race, he realized,
was over.

Courage, tenacity and righteousness had failed; and,
were he not a religious man, Steve Baxter might have
contemplated suicide. With undisguised bitterness he
turned on his little transistor radio and listened to the
latest reports.

Four contestants had already reached the Land Office.
Five others were within a few hundred yards of the
goal, coming in by the open southern approaches. And,
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to compound Steve’s misery, he heard that Freihoff St.
John, having received a plenary pardon from the Gov-
ernor, was on his way once more, approaching Times
Square from the east.

At this blackest of all possible moments, Steve felt a
hand on his shoulder. He turned and saw that Flame
had come to him again. Although the spirited girl had
sworn to have nothing further to do with him, she had
relented. This mild, even-tempered man meant more
to her than pride; more, perhaps, than life itself.

What to do about the wall? A simple matter for the
daughter of a bandit chief! If one could not go around
it or through it or under it, why, one must then go over
itl And to this purpose she had brought ropes, boots,
pitons, crampons, hammers, axes—a full complement of
climbing equipment. She was determined that Baxter
should have one final chance at his heart’s desire—and
that Flame O’Rourke Steinmetz should accompany him,
and not accept no for an answer!

They climbed, side by side, up the building’s glass-
smooth expanse. There were countless dangers—birds,
aircraft, snipers, wise guys—all the risks of the unpre-
dictable city. And, far below, old Pablo Steinmetz
watched, his face like corrugated granite.

After an eternity of peril they reached the top and
started down the other side—and Flame slipped!

In horror Baxter watched the slender girl fall to her
doom in Times Square, to die impaled upon the needle-
sharp point of a car’s aerial. Baxter scrambled down and
knelt beside her, almost out of his head with grief . . .

And, on the other side of the wall, old Pablo sensed
that something irrevocable had happened. He shud-
dered, his mouth writhed in anticipation of grief, and
he reached blindly for a bottle.

Strong hands lifted Baxter to his feet. Uncompre-
hendingly, he looked up into the kindly red face of the
Federal Land Clerk.

It was difficult for him to realize that he had com-
pleted the race. With curiously deadened emotions he
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heard how St. John’s pushiness and hauteur had caused
a riot in the explosive Burmese Quarter of East 42nd
Street, and how St. John had been forced to claim sanc-
tuary in the labyrinthine ruins of the Public Library,
from which refuge he still had not been able to extricate
himself.

But it was not in Steve Baxter’s nature to gloat, even
when gloating was the only conceivable response. All
that mattered to him was that he had won, had reached
the Land Office in time to claim the last remaining acre
of land.

All it had cost was effort and pain, and the life of a
young bandit girl.

Time was merciful, and some weeks later, Steve Bax-
ter was not thinking of the tragic events of the race.
A government jet had transported him and his family to
the town of Cormorant in the Sierra Nevada mountains.
From Cormorant, a helicopter brought them to their
prize. A leathery Land Office Marshal was on hand to
greet them and to point out their new freehold.

Their land lay before them, sketchily fenced, on an
almost vertical mountainside. Surrounding it were other,
similarly fenced acres, stretching as far as the eye could
see. The land had recently been strip-mined; it existed
now as a series of gigantic raw slashes across a dusty,
dun-colored earth. Not a tree or a blade of grass could
be seen. There was a house, as promised; more precisely,
there was a shack. It looked as if it might last until the
next hard rain.

For a few minutes the Baxters stared in silence. Then
Adele said, “Oh, Steve.” :

Steve said, “I know.”

“It’s our new land,” Adele said.

Steve nodded. “It’s not very—pretty,” he said hesi-
tantly.

“Pretty? What do we care about that?” Adele declared.
“It's ours, Steve, and there’s a whole acre of itl We can
grow things here, Stevel”
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“Well, maybe not at first—"

“I know, I know! But we'll put this land back into
shape, and then we'll plant it and harvest itl We'll live
here, Stevel Won't we?”

Steve Baxter was silent, gazing over his dearly won
land. His children—Tommy and blonde little Amelia—
were playing with a clod of earth. The U.S. Marshal
cleared his throat and said, “You can still change your
mind, you know.”

“What?” Steve asked.

“You can still change your mind, go back to your

apartment in the city . . . I mean, some folks think it’s
sorta crude out here, sorta not what they was ex-
pecting . . .”

“Oh, Steve, nol” his wife moaned.

“No, Daddy, no!l” his children cried.

“Go back?” Baxter asked. “I wasn’t thinking of going
back. 1 was just looking at it all. Mister, I never saw so
much land all in one piece in my whole lifel”

“I know,” the Marshal said softly. “I been twenty years
out here and the sight of it still gets to me.”

Baxter and his wife looked at each other ecstatically.
The Marshal rubbed his nose and said, “Well, I reckon
you folks won’'t be needin’ me no more.” He exited
inobtrusively.

Steve and Adele gazed out over their land. Then
Adele said, “Oh, Steve, Stevel It's all oursl And you
won it for us—you did it all by yourself!”

Baxter’s mouth tightened. He said, very quietly, “No,
honey, I didn’t do it all alone. I had some help.”

“Someday Ill tell you about it,” Baxter said. “But
right now—let’s go into our house.”

Hand in hand they entered the shack. Behind them,
the sun was setting in the opaque Los Angeles smog. It
was as happy an ending as could be found in the latter
half of the 21st century.
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Much science fiction is concerned with the effects of the
machine on man. This story—about a man stranded on
an emergency space station with only robots and a
lunatic for company—carries the man-machine relation-
ship a step further than usual, and the result is a fresh
and pointed tale with a double-barreled impact.

IN HIS OWN IMAGE
by Lloyd Biggle, ]Jr.

The sun’s shrunken disc hung above the shallow horizon
like an inflamed evil eye, but the light that delineated
the buildings was the pure, hard radiance of a million
clustering stars.

Gorton Effro stepped from the door of the communi-
cations shed and looked about curiously. He had served
on space liners for twenty years without ever seeing an
emergency space station—or wanting to. Somewhere he’'d
got the notion that they were man-made, but this one
had been constructed on the planed surface of an in-
hospitable chunk of rock. A landing cradle thrust up
through the transparent dome, spreading a spidery em-
brace vast enough to contain the largest star-class liner.
Its supports were springs mammothly anchored in con-
crete. In that feeble gravity the danger was not collapse,
but that the shock of an inept landing might bounce the
station into space.

Maintenance and storage sheds formed an oval about .
the anchors. Beyond, in a larger oval, stood the cirrular
hostels. The emergency manual had promised ample
accommodations for a thousand, or as many as two
thousand if the refugees didnt mind being crowded.
Effro eyed the buildings skeptically and growled, “The

liars,” though he couldn’t have said why he cared. There
was only one of him.
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The station’s logbook contained ten previous entries
covering a hundred and seven years, all of them by
maintenance and supply crews. It was untouched by
time, undisturbed by man except for those fleeting,
widely spaced inspections, unneeded and unused. All
of the incalculable expense and meticulous planning
that went into its making had been squandered to this
end: that one life-boat could lock onto its rescue beacon
and eventually discharge into its life-sustaining environ-
ment one passenger: Gorton Effro.

The lifeboat perched at the end of the landing cradle
like a small parasite attached to a gigantic abstract in-
sect. The solitary passenger fingered his tight collar
irritably and savored his disappointment. He had known
what he would find here—the lifeboat’s emergency
manual described it in tedious detail-but through the
long days of sterile solitude he had come to think of this
place, not as a way station to be touched en route to
rescue, but as a destination. A refuge, waiting to wel-
come him with warmth and hospitality.

It was only a larger solitude.

The lifeboat’s landing had triggered the station out of
its frozen hibernation. The air outside the communica-
tions shed was noticeably warmer than it had been when
he entered, and a robot cleaner snuffed past him,
patiently searching for impurities he might have tracked
in. Effro moved with slow steps toward the nearest
hostel, still looking about curiously. A movement off to
his left caught his attention; it was only another robot
cleaner, but he watched it for a moment, and when he
turned his head . . .

The shock halted him in mind-stride. A man stood
near the hostel’s entrance. Before Effro’s stunned mind
could quite comprehend what his eyes were seeing, the
strange figure hurled itself forward in a weird flutter of
ragged garments. Effro backed away, his trembling
hands raised defensively, but the man sank to his knees
in front of Effro and said, eyes averted, voice-a suppli-
cant whine, “May I have your blessing, Excellency?”

50




“Blessing?” Effro exclaimed. His purser’s uniform had
been mistaken for a priest’s costumel

He took another step backward, staring down at the
man, and suddenly comprehended that the threadbare
clothing was meant to be some kind of ecclesiastical
apparel. The robes were tattered vestments, the ridic-
ulous headpiece a strangely fashioned miter, the click-
ing footwear crudely shaped metal sandals. He looked
like a devilish caricature, an atheist’s mocking concept
of a priest.

Effro knew the type. The man was a lay predicant, a
wanself-appointed, self-educated, self-clothed religious,
a wanderer by definition, a shrewd beggar who'd found
in the pietistic pose a sure-fire means of increasing his
daily take.

But the last call at this remote station had been logged
fourteen years before! “What the devil are you doing
here?” Effro demanded.

Still on his knees, the man waited silently. “I'm no
‘Excellency,”” Effro said. “I was purser on the spaceship
Cherbilius. It blew up nineteen days out of Donardo,
and as far as I know, I'm the only survivor. Toasts I can
give you, and a few first-rate curses, but not blessings. I
don’t know any.”

The predicant raised his eyes slowly. His face was old,
its flesh shriveled and taut. His eyes, widely dilated in
the dim starlight, stared expressionlessly. He held his
left arm bent awkwardly in front of him.

He said uncertainly, “Do you come to instruct me,
Excellency?”

“I come because my lifeboat followed the station’s
rescue beacon. In other words, by accident. If I'd hit
another station’s beacon first, I'd have gone there.”

“There are no accidents,” the predicant said. His
right hand’s sweping gesture traced a. cross. “The will of
God brought you here.”

Effro said bitterly, “Then God destroyed more than
four hundred people to do it. I suppose that’s a small
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price for such a splendid achievement—bringing together
a drunken thief and some kind of fugitive pretending
to be a priest. Cut the nonsense and stand up.”

The predicant got to his feet in a flutter of ragged

clothing. Effro asked, “Is there anyone else here?”
“I have my flock,” the predicant said proudly.
“Flock? Here?”
A cleaning robot snuffed past them, and the predicant

stooped, halted it with a caressing gesture, and held it

hissing and rumbling above the ground.

He released it. “Such are my flock,” he said quietly.

“Machines?””

The predicant met Effro’s eyes boldly. Only an idiot,
Effro thought, could look so divinely inspired. An idiot
or a saint.

“Did not our Lord say, Tnasmuch as ye have done it
unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done
it unto me.” And these—" His ragged gesture encom-
passed the cleaning robots and the rows of silent ma-
chines by the maintenance sheds. “These, Excellency,
are the least of all” He sank to his knees again. “May
I have your blessing, Excellency?”

The sheer, pleading ecstasy in the man’s voice, the
dumb depth of veneration in his eyes, unnerved Effro
and moved him strangely. He knew that forever after-
ward he would consider it a cowardly act, but he ex-
tended his blessing.

He gesticulated vaguely and resurrected a half-
forgotten phrase from the buried memories of his child-
hood. “In the name of the Almighty, may your graces be
magnified and your faults forgiven.”

He stepped around the predicant and strode hurriedly
toward the hostel. He did not look back until he reached
it. The predicant was moving slowly in the opposite
direction, still holding his bent arm awkwardly in front
of him. Three cleaning robots were snuffing after him in
single file.

“His flock,” Effro muttered disgustedly.

He chose the sleeping room nearest the entrance, and
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the first thing he examined was its door—to make certain
that it had a lock.

The hostel was a self-sustaining unit, complete with
airlock to safeguard its inhabitants in the event of
damage to the dome. Effro’s first concern was for a bath,
and he lolled in warm water for an hour, soaking off the
accretions of his long journey, while a massaging ma-
chine worked over him expertly. A valet machine ac-
cepted his begrimed uniform and returned it to him in
spotless, pressed condition. A dispenser furnished three
complete outfits of new clothing. He dressed himself in
one of them and carried the others, and his uniform, to
his sleeping quarters with a cleaning robot dogging his
footsteps. His bed, which he had tested perfunctorily,
had been remade by a domestic robot. It was occurring
to him that the predicant’s flock was no small congrega-
tion.

Opening drawers to put away his clothing, he en-
countered a book.

Thy word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto
my path. This Bible was placed here for your spiri-
tual solace by the Society of Saint Brock.

Impulsively Effro searched the adjoining room and
two others across the corridor. All contained Bibles.
Probably every sleeping room on the station had a
Bible, but one would have sufficed. And if a lonely man,
marooned here for years, chose to occupy himself with
a Bible, he might in time become a fairly competent
theologist. '

“Why the Bible,” Effro mused, “when each hostel has
an adequate library?”

There was no accounting for individual taste. The real
question was why he had stayed marooned. He had
only to break a seal and pull a handle, and the station
would have broadcast a distress signal until rescue came
—in days, weeks or months. No one would hurry, be-
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cause, paradoxically, a distress signal from an emergency
space station did not signify an emergency. The full
passenger contingent of a star-class liner could be ac-
commodated there for a year or more with no risk except
boredom. Sooner or later, but probably sooner, rescue
would have come.

Effro had found the seal unbroken. The man must
have come here since the last inspection ship called
fourteen years before, and in all that time he had not
performed the one simple act that would have brought
rescue. It made so little sense that Effro uneasily re-
turned to the communications shed, but the oscillating
distress signal was still ornamenting the steady beeps of
the rescue beacon.

“The guy is nuts,” Effro told himself. “And no wonder.
If I were here that long, maybe I'd start preaching
sermons to robots, too.”

One of the hostel’s lounges supplied another clue: it
was decorated with religious paintings, several of them
showing priests in ceremonial regalia—undoubtedly the
inspiration for the predicant’s costume. The poor, lonely
fanaticl!

He browsed through the library, wincing when he
found a shelf of books on theology, inspected a music
room, read the repertory of a theater that offered him his
choice of a hundred films. There were robots every-
where. The hostel had accommodations and service for
perhaps fifty, and all of the service automatically con-
centrated on Effro. Every time he turned around he
stumbled over a robot.

He went to the dining room, summoned a serving
robot with the touch of a button, and punched out his
order for dinner. The robot rolled away; another button
brought a beverage robot to his side, and he dazedly
contemplated controls that offered mixed drinks in a
thousand combinations. He ordered a large one, straight,
and the robot served it in a plastic tumbler. A cleaning
robot hovered nearby—like a house pet, Effro thought,
waiting for him to drop something.
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The serving robot brought his food. After the lifeboat’s
concentrated rations, it tasted delicious, but those same
rations had caused his stomach to shrink. He ate what
he could, pushed the remainder onto the floor to give the
cleaning robot something to do, and ordered another
drink.

The predicant abashed him by sinking to the floor at
his feet. “Instruct me, Excellency,” he pleaded.

“I'm out of uniform,” Effro said, not unkindly because
he felt sorry for the man. “I wasn’t an ‘Excellency’ to
begin with. I was purser on the Cherbilius, and the day
before it blew up I was found guilty of insubordination,
intoxication while on duty, impertinence to passengers,
larceny from the ship’s liquor stores, and spitting into the
ventilation system. I was ordered confined to quarters
under arrest. I stole another bottle of the best Donardian
brandy—with a record like that one more bottle was of
very small consequence—and after drinking it I climbed
into a lifeboat in the hope of sleeping it off without the
interruption of further recriminations. When I woke up
the lifeboat was adrift in space, surrounded by debris
that included an uncountable number of charred corpses
in various stages of dismemberment. So here I am,
maybe the only survivor, and I wouldn’t be competent
to hand out religious instruction even if I knew any,
which I don’t. What’s your excuse?”

The predicant regarded him blankly.

“Where do you come from?” Effro persisted.

“I was reborn here. The time before rebirth has no
meaning.”

“You probably jumped ship here,” Effro said. “That -
last inspection ship. At a guess, you were also a stow-
away and a fugitive from justice, and this looked like as
good a place to hole up as any. Eventually you went
star crazy. Call it being reborn if you want to.”

He aimed his plastic tumbler at the cleaning robot
and missed; the robot sniffed after it and gathered it up.
Effro punched the beverage robot and accepted another
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drink. “Cheers,” he said. “Your ‘flock’ is taking good
care of me.”

“They bear another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law
of Christ.”

Effro chuckled drunkenly. “They’re stinking machines
and you know it.”

“All of us are laborers together with God.”

“All of us? We're men and they’re machines.”

“Both are houses of clay, whose foundation is the
dust.”

“Touché,” Effro said agreeably. He considered him-
self a reasonable man, and if this character wanted to
elevate machines to the status of angels, that was nothing
to him. “Man evolved from a glob of slime, they say,
and is still evolving. Machines have evolved, too, and
they’re getting more human all the time. These old-
fashioned robots still look like machines, but some of
them are disgustingly human in their actions—which I
suppose makes them morally suspect. There’s no profit
in arguing theology with a preacher, self-ordained or
otherwise, but it does seem to me that everything you've
said about machines could be said about animals, too,
and animals are God’s creatures—or so I was told when I
was young enough to listen to such nonsense. And
they're flesh and blood. Machines are metal and plastic
and electricity. Maybe God created animals and men,
but you'll have to admit that man created the machines.
If they have anything of God in them, they came by it
second hand.”

“Man creates only as God ordains,” the predicant said.
“Metal and plastic are one with flesh and blood, for
neither can inherit the Kingdom of God. On the Day of
Reckoning all will be equal, machines and men. Then
shall the dust return to the Earth as it was, and the spirit
shall return unto God who gave it.”

Effro shrugged and drained his tumbler. “So?”

“The spirit returns unto God who gave it.” The predi-
cant fixed Effro in a gaze of terrible intensity. “The spirit
is God’s gift to man. If in His wisdom He choose to do so,
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can He not bestow the same gift on the machine?”

“I suppose he can,” Effro conceded, still being reason-
able.

“I pray that He will do so,” the predicant said simply.
“So that these, who are the very least, can praise Him—
for they are fearfully and wonderfully made. If God can
bless sinful man, Excellency, can He not bless these, who
are without sin?”

Effro muttered inarticulately.

“I did not understand, Excellency.”

“I said,” Effro growled, “that if I weren’t drunk, I
wouldn’t have gotten into this discussion in the first
place. You want to fill heaven—whatever that is—with
machines? I couldn’t care less. I'm one of the least my-
self, and a sinner as well, and if there is a heaven, I won’t
be seeing it. All I ask is that you stop calling me ‘Excel-
lency.””

The predicant scrambled to his feet. He was of less
than average height, but he towered over the seated
Effro. “You—are a sinner?”

Effro flung an empty tumbler aside and punched for
another drink. “In a mediocre sort of way. Didn’t I just
get through telling you I'm a drunken thief?”

“We must hold a special service and pray for you. Will
you come?”

“A service? You and your machines?”

“My flock and 1.”

Effro guffawed. “I've been prayed over by experts
without any noticeable result, but if you dont mind
working for practice, hop to it.”

“Will you attend our service?” _

“No,” Effro said, still being reasonable, but wanting to
make it clear that there were limits. “Don’t let that stop
you, though. If your prayers have any kick to them,
they’ll work whether I'm there or not.”

The predicant took a step backward. His right arm
pointed at the ceiling; his bent left arm curved protect-
ingly over his head as though to ward off the rage of an

57



offended deity. He said incredulously, “You don’t believe
in God!”

“No, I don’t. And if such a creature exists, I have no
use for him. The Cherbilius had a passenger list of three
hundred and seventy-two and a crew of forty. It also had
an illegal cargo. Nitrates, I think. The crew received
hefty bribes to look the other way while it was being
loaded. We accepted the money and the risk. The pas-
sengers accepted the risk without knowing it. Now all
of them are dead except me, and the owners are glee-
fully collecting insurance on forged bills of lading. The
greedy bastards. If I were to go back and file a com-
plaint, they’d have me prosecuted for failing to inform
them before the voyage of a condition tending to
threaten the ship’s safety. If you can fit your God into
that, let me know.”

He raised his tumbler in a mock toast to the predi-
cant’s retreating back.

He downed four more drinks, tossing the tumblers to
the points of the compass and watching the cleaning
robots chase after them, and finally he staggered to bed.
He was not too drunk to remember to secure his door,
but he got up twice to make certain that it was locked.

On the third day he became convinced that the
machines were watching him. A cleaner would snoop
at his heels along a corridor until he turned; then it
would scurry off as if to report. He locked one cleaner
in a cabinet, to be let out whenever enough mess ac-
cumulated to keep it busy, and the others he dumped
outside one by one as he was able to corner them. They
could not negotiate the airlock without help, and to
make certain that the predicant didn’t help them he
smashed the latch release. The predicant couldn’t get
in; he couldn’t get out, but he’d worry about that when
he wanted out.

He cursed the twist of fate that miraculously placed a
companion on this lonely station and at the same time
utterly deprived him of companionship. If the predicant
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hadn’t got hooked on religion, he and Effro might have
staged some uproarious poker marathons. His remote
pressence only heightened Effro’s loneliness. Effro saw
him occasionally at a distance, and once he found him
looking through the airlock—trying to say something, he
thought, but he did not go close enough to find out what
it was. He'd had enough sermons.

Effro ate and drank; he watched films; he tried to
interest himself in books. Mostly he drank. Rescue might
come on the morrow—or in a month, or in a year. It was
best that he didn’t think about it, and he avoided
thought most successfully when he was drunk. He drank,
slept, chased his hangover with more drink. Time passed,
but whether it was days or hours he neither knew nor
cared.

He woke abruptly from a drunken slumber and jerked
erect in bed. He had heard a noise—the wind sighing,
or something like that—but on this dead fragment of a
world there was no wind. He went to the door of his
sleeping room. As always, it opened onto monumental
silence.

Silence and loneliness. Puzzled, he pulled on clothing
with fumbling fingers and staggered to the dining room.
He seated himself, and eventually his trembling hands
closed on a button and pushed it.

There was no response. He jabbed a second time, and
a third, and finally turned a bewildered stare on the long
rack where the beverage and serving machines stood in
orderly ranks when not in use. The rack was empty.

With a snarl of rage he lurched the airlock. It stood
open.

The space between the hostels and the maintenance
and storage sheds was filled with machines—beverage
and serving robots aligned like a row of squat idols, mas-
saging machines, valet machines, domestic robots, mam-
moth machines with specialized faunctions relating to
forms of indigestion in the largest atomic engines, cloth-
ing dispensers, film projectors, ranks of cleaning robots,
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large machines, small machines, even rows of automatic
clocks, all facing toward a makeshift pulpit of supply
canisters where the predicant stood with his right arm
upraised.

Effro shouted, “Bring them back, damn it!l I want a
drink!”

The predicant remained motionless. Suddenly Effro
heard the noise that had awakened him: the predicant
began to hum.

The sound vibrated softly, like the distant whir of a
machine, and the gathered ranks of machines answered.
The heavy maintenance apparatus emitted a deep grind-
ing, the robot cleaners added a shrill, chorusing whine,
and as the others joined in, the tumult swelled to a
violent pulsation that shook the building. Effro shouted
again and could not hear his own voice. He staggered
forward angrily.

The predicant held his hands in front of him, palms
facing. A blue spark leaped between them and hung
there. Showers of brilliant sparks crackled around the
huge maintenance machines, and dazzling flashes of
light began to dart at random from machine to machine.
The shuddering sound crescendoed until Effro clapped
his hands to his ears and turned to flee. He was too
late—he was already among the machines, and the leap-
ing sparks formed a barricade about him. For a sus-
penseful moment they sizzled harmlessly, and then a
tremendous flash impaled him. He hung paralyzed for
an instant and dropped into darkness.

“Only one?” the captain explained incredulously.

The mate nodded.

“That’s a forty-passenger lifeboat!”

“We've turned the station inside out, I tell you. There’s
only one, and he’s star crazy.”

“He’s only been here two months.”

“Evidently two months is enough,” the mate said
dryly.
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“Bring him along, then. We've wasted enough time
here.”

The mate turned, motioned, and two crewman
brought out Gorton Effro.

“Good God!” the captain explained.

“He must have made the outfit himself,” the mate said.
“One of the lounges has a collection of religious paint-
ings. He’s copied a priest’s costume.”

Effro faced the captain blankly. His miter was slightly
askew; his vestments were torn in several places. In his
left hand he clutched a Society Brock Bible.

“He keeps tripping over his robes and falling,” the
mate said. “He doesn’t even 'seem to feel it. Know what
he’s wearing on his feet? Metal sandals. I'm telling you,
he’s as star-touched as they come.”

Suddenly Effro scurried forward and knelt at the
captain’s feet. “Do you come to instruct me, Excellency?”

“Cut the nonsense,” the captain snapped. “What hap-
pened to the Cherbilius?”

“He can’t remember,” the mate said.

“He’d better remember. How come you're the only
one that made the lifeboat, fellow?”

Effro did not answer.

“How’d you get here?” the captain persisted.

“I was reborn here,” Effro said. “The time before re- .
birth has no meaning.”

“Try that line on the Board of Inquiry, and it'll masti-
cate you into little pieces. There’s been a major space
;Ililsaster, and you'd better be prepared to cooperate

1ly.”

Effro gazed up at him. “May I have your blessing,
Excellency?” ,

“Couldn’t you get anything at all out of him?” the
captain asked the mate.

“Just some Bible quotations. He doesn’t seem to have
any trouble remembering them.”

“The word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my
path,” Effro murmured.

“I see what you mean,” the captain said. “Well, it’s not
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our problem. Take him on board and assign someone to
keep an eye on him. We'll leave as soon as the lifeboat
is secured.”

The crewman jerked Effro to his feet and hustled him
up the ramp. He did not resist, but he waved the Bible
protestingly.

“We'd better report this to the Interstellar Safety
Commission,” the mate said. “Putting all those Bibles in
the emergency space stations maybe wasn’t a good idea.”

“Sure,” the captain said. “And while we’re at it we
can send a report to the Society of Saint Brock. Their
most recent convert just stole one.”

The predicant did not emerge from hiding until the
ship was a fading spark on the rim of the star-flecked
sky. He stood watching it until it disappeared.

They were disturbed because the purified one’s knowl-
edge of his sinful past had been obliterated, but that was
the way of rebirth. Cast away from you all your trans-
gressions and make you a new heart and a new spirit.

The predicant was loath to see him leave, for the
purified one had been an apt and willing student, but it
was God’s will, he told himself humbly. The success of
the purification had so suffused him with pride that he
had been perilously close to sin himself. When pride
cometh, then cometh shame: but with the lowly is
wisdom.

And he had been neglecting his duties to his flock.

He went first to a maintenance shed. He plugged him-
self in at a power outlet, and while his charge was being
topped off, he administered a squirt of lubricant to his
corroded left arm.

Then, after humbly crossing himself, he powered his
way toward the machine shop, where three cleaning
robots were waiting to confess.
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“Well I guess that pretty well takes care
of my anemia diagnosis,”



Ed Jesby's first story for FGSF (SEA WRACK) was a
memorable and strange tale that was especially notable
for its “air of essential alienness.” His latest story is good
in an entirely different way. Its background is contem-
porary; its situation and characters (racing, bookies,
gangsters) are mostly familiar, with one seven-foot ex-
ception. The exception, of course, is an ogre. Mr. Jesby’s
ogre is an entirely different ogre, and his adjustment to
our real world seems as logical as it is entertaining.

OGRE!
by Ed Jesby

The ogre was asleep. He had never been able to be
moderate, and he had been asleep for a long time. He

was covered with earth and the mulch of decayed leaves’

and wood, and low bushes and grass grew on him. Near
the green covered sprawl of his left arm there was a
mound smaller than his covering, which supported a
sparse growth of moss, and a single mushroom with a
red-tinged and fluted umbrella under its cap. The birds
were very loud in the forest on this spring morning, but
this was the first spring in which the sounds reached the
ogre. He stirred and the ground cracked around his
head and the chirping, twittering clamor reached his
ears with a stronger persuasion, and so he sat up. Tear-
ing through the earth, his head uprooted a bush, and
he came erect with the bush riding on the top of his
head like a plume. He opened his nostrils and eyes and
brushed the small annoyance off.

He yawned hugely, his jaw cracked, and his left arm
drew back leaving a mole run widely spread along the
ground. He grinned—and remembered and ripped his
arm free of the earth. Carefully picking at the tendrils
and unwinding the heavier roots from his arm, he flexed
the muscles; and pleased by the result, he plunged his
cupped fingers into the earth near the smaller mound.
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Working his thumb until he had a secure grip, he pulled
the corselet from the mound. He held it up to the light
and saw that the proximity to his body and its preserva-
tive oils had kept it remarkably well.

He nodded his head sadly and got to his feet, and as
he gently freed himself from the roots and plants, he
shook the armor and listened to the rattle. Turning it
open side down, he let the ribs and separated vertebrae
fall out, and shook his head. That was the way knights
were, always looking for trouble when all an ogre
wanted was to be left alone.

He wondered how long he had been asleep. The trees
were much taller than he remembered them, but that
was no sign. Some of them did not even look like the
trees he had lain down with. The clearing was much
smaller too, and the sky was not as blue as he remem--
bered it, but he shrugged his thoughts away. He had
always awakened after a long sleep with a touch of
melancholy.

This sleeping was really too much, but that was the
trouble with being an ogre, he thought, and reached
behind his back to scratch the crown of his head with
the homy callus on the heel of his hand. The second
joint in his elbow cracked with disuse, and he willed the
pain away. There was an advantage in having a set of
eyes that could see as well at night as in the day, but
coupled with a metabolism that was as efficient as the
solar reaction, it often made one forget to sleep.

He judged he had caught up on his rest, and went into
a leaping dance that shook the ground and startled the
birds into abandoning their eggs. When he was well
loosened, he started for a small pool he remembered.
Walking through the woods made him certain that he
had overslept. The ground was strewn with small
brightly painted cylinders that were in various stages of
corrosion, and they popped and crumpled under his un-
heeding feet.

He found the pool easily, but the bottom was covered
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with a black sludge, and he satisfied himself with look-
ing at his image.

He was as he remembered himself. The same wide
jaw that made his head look as if it were broader than
it was high, and the same crop of spiky hair radiating
from his head in a circular fan. He showed himself his
teeth and saw that the one in the second row he had
lost in the fight with the last of the tall meat-eating
lizards had finished growing back in while he slept. The
trees above him shifted, and a bright ray of sunlight
struck his eyes, and the slitted pupils closed to a hair-
thin line.

He giggled a bass titter that was more of a reflex than
a sound of amusement, and opened his ears fully. He had
not yet tried his voice. “Yclept Knut,” he said, and reas-
sured by the sound of his name continued, “Jeg ha
souvre fra lange,” and was pleased by the full burgeon
tones, and the strength of his old language. He looked
down. The kilt he had made from the skin of the great
bear he had killed while moving north to avoid having to
kill the knight was falling apart.

The world was still dull, hidden behind the long
sleep, but he heard the wind on the ice of the northern
plains, and for a moment he saw the knight on his
shaggy horse slogging along his backtrail in the frozen
hummocky landscape . . . Though there were still
traces of snow in the deeper shadows and the air was
still chilly, he was not in the north, and he dug his
fingers in his ears to clear them. Since he always slept
on his left side to hear away from the ground, his right
ear took longer than the left. It was full of rootballs, and
at the bottom it held a tiny dry flower that caught under
his fingernail. Holding his finger in front of his nose, he
studied the elfin petals and the tiny corolla before he
twitched his ears forward. Rotating his head on the short
column of his neck, he stopped when his ears were at
right angles to the source of the sound. He did not like
it. From left to right, again and again, there rose a his-
sing, hurrying drone.
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“Fra Satans,” he said, and decided to reverse his path.
He turned and found that the sound also came from his
new direction. It was the same; it had the same quality
of hurrying repetition, but the frequency was smaller
he decided, and he walked onward toward the lesser of
the evils.

Knut emerged from the wooded center strip that
separated the parallel four lane highways of the turn-
pike, and stood in the rough before the barbered grass
that led down to the pavement. His appearance caused
no sudden consternation. None of the speeding cars
slowed. Knut was a short ogre. He was not much over
seven feet tall, and he had the physique of an ex-
ceptionally short legged mesomorph. The people who
drove the cars had never stood still between the borders
of trees and never walked on the grass. The perspectives
of ignorance and a human weakness for categories told
the drivers that the figure against the background of
green was a stocky man in shorts.

Knut watched for a long time. He had not remem-
bered roads that ripped through the land with such
insensitive precision, and he did not recall that the wheel
was in such general use when he had gone to sleep. He
had no way of knowing it, but the traffic in back of him
was the last of the morning rush to the city, and the
roadway he observed carried the few cars of the people
who commuted from the city to the suburbs.

It was not long before the traffic died away to an oc-
casional car, and Knut sat down to plan in the relative
quiet. He was very sensitive: his ears had enormous
range; his eyes could gather and amplify the smallest
bit of light, and his nostrils sucked minute knowledge of
all smells from the volume of air his lungs required. This
was a bad world for him. Shiny, wheeled beetles. re-
flected glittering lights in patterns that forced his eyes
to constantly compensate; the air, and even the earth,
groaned with deep manic percussions; and the world
stank with vapors more noxious than the rots of the
great lizards’ swamps. He shivered. He could force him-
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self to sleep again, and awaken and see if he had found
a better time.

There had been no cars for a comparatively long
time, and the world was almost pleasant except for its
smell, and Knut relaxed and called a nearby blue jay
to him. He wished a combination of deep and high notes
between his lips and upper back teeth that the bird
seemed to understand.

The jay perched on the last finger of his turned hand,
preened its blue feathers and began to mock him. The
deep-voiced rumble of his giggle did not disturb the
bird, and it boldly leaped to the jutting tip of Knut's
nose. Crossing his eyes without inconvenience, he fo-
cused on the shiny beads on the bird’s head and drank
its emotions. It semed to remember him, and he felt less
of a stranger.

They amused each other with their joy, but it was
tiring for the bird, and it tucked its head underneath a
wing and slept. Knut sat immobile as a rock with his
shock of hair jutting above the undergrowth like a black
extension of the bushes.

One of the vehicles that so annoyed him howled its
soprano way down the road, and he did his best to
ignore it until its left front tire blew.

The explosion jerked the bird out of its sleep, and it
leapt into the air in a flurried aura of wings and fear.
Knut came to his feet in a single motion, rising from his
flat-heeled squat in a blur too fast for anything but
missile radar to follow.

“Holt Keft,” he bellowed, and in one of his rare rages
started forward to destroy the disturber of his peace.

The blown tire spun the black Buick in circles, and it
careened up onto the grass, seemed to pause, and then
lazily turned onto its side. Knut rushed forward, keep-
ing his hops low and swinging in a gigantic burlesque
of a walkathon gait, and was upon the car before it had
settled. He wanted to bring the sides of his hands down
on the car in the ax-like blows that had killed the tyran-
nosaur rex, but there was a man inside. He plucked the
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front right door off the sedan and pulled the man out to
safety. The man stared up at him and whipped a hand
inside his coat. He came up with the gun more quickly
than he had thought himself capable, but Knut’s ogre
reflexes had taken it away from him before his trigger
finger had been tight enough to be wrenched by its
removal.

“Lemme alone,” the man screamed the words, and
after a moment Knut released him, and the man started
to run. Knut leaped over him in a single broad-jump
and caught him again.

“Please lemme alone,” the man said in a piteously
childish appeal.

The words struck Knut this time. The man spoke Eng-
lish. A strange dialect of the island tongue, but Knut
knew he could make himself understood.

“Have no fear,” Knut said, striking the final vowels of
the words with a grunting emphasis in the curious
brogue of Middle English.

“Christ,” the man said, “it’s a crazy Irish circus giant.”

“Erse?” Knut said, “Nicht I—Dane I be.”

“A squarehead,” the man said. “A squarehead giant
like Barnum and Bailey had in their side show.”

“Man,” Knut said, “I do not know your words, but you
do not tell me how to call you.” Knut shook the impolite
man remonstratively and decided he had found himself
in a degenerate age without manners.

“Harry,” the man said, “Harry Breen,” and suddenly
calmed. The exchange of names was so commonplace
that he was reassured. “What’s your final handle?” Knut
looked blank. “You know, your last name.”

“Knut, I am an ogre.” '

“New Okra, huh,” Harry beamed. “What are you
some kinda clown wrestler?” Harry Breen’s attempt to
force his experience into old categories broke down. He
looked at Knut carefully, and then shrugged. He had
troubles of his own. His car for one. His book for
another. He shouldn’t have taken all the action he did on
a horse at such long odds. He should have figured that
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the money was being spread by the big boys, that they
had themselves a boat race, and that with the fix in, it
would be a good time to break some of the little opera-
tors. He was a gentle man though he was carrying the
gun. He couldn’t pay off, and the boys would really
break him. Without the money to pay off what they had
coming, they would break him in many little pieces. He
groaned.

“And my car’s busted too.” Knut read the man’s fear,
and his worry, and he could strongly sense Harry’s
gentleness.

The bookie was a thin man with a perky birdlike
vitality, bright black eyes, and a bravely erect twitching
posture. Knut released him and went to the tipped up
car. The door lay next to the torn hinges, and he saw
how it fitted. It would be easy to fix.

He pushed the torn metal back into place and
stretched it as best he could with his fingers. Pulling the
edges out in thin flashings at the broken joints, he
crimped them over and squeezed. The molecules of the
metal joined inefficiently under the pressure, but they
held. He picked up the door and spread the hinges
away from each other and slipped the door back in
place. He pushed the hinges back onto their pins and
then smoothed out the door flanges he had pushed aside.
The door swung easily, and the lock had not been
harmed. Knut worked the handle until he had the hang
of it, and then softly latched the door.

“I have made it anew,” Knut said, and smiled at Harry.

Harry grinned back and thought that this nut wasn’t
so bad after all. Crazy looking, but not as bad as some
of the hoods he knew. All he needed was a haircut and
some clothes and he’d get by.

“Now,” Harry said, “if we could get the right side up
I could change the tire and get going.” Harry pushed
against the Buick and started rocking, and Knut turned
it over with a single straight-armed movement. The
ogre’s hand was in front of Harry’s eyes, and he looked
and boggled. There was a thumb, and three fingers.
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“Three fingers,” Harry thought. “What’s the matter
with that?” But the hand looked so natural, it was not
injured; it was just the way it had grown.

“I got it,” Harry said. “You're a Martian, maybe a
Venutian, anyway you’re an . . .”—he found the perfect
phrase—“an alien being.” Harry was pleased, he had just
proven that the time he had spent watching television
and going to the movies was not wasted. Useful knowl-
edge could be acquired from the most peculiar places.

Knut was not interested in Harry’s conclusions. He
watched the little man shuck his bright plaid, coarsely
woven sport coat and open the trunk. Harry hauled the
unfastened spare tire out, and fished amid the tumbled
welter of tools and rags for a tire wrench. He went to
the blown tire, poped the hub cap, and began loosening
the lugs.

Knut saw what had to be done next, and he picked the
front of the car up with one hand and removed the
wheel with the other. He held it while Harry worried
the spare into place and spun the lugs in. Knut set the
car down with a sigh. He liked the little man, and now
he would be alone again. He might as well go back into
the woods.

“He’s a circus freak.” A tinny voice’s high pitch pierced
Knut’s sensitive ears, and he turned to look at the
speaker.

“Isn’t he, Mommy?” the child said and looked up at
her mother in the driver’s seat of their car. Knut had”
not been disturbed by Harry’s simple description of his
place in the world. The bookie had only wanted a way
to think about him, but the child was viciously pleased
by his difference.

“Probably,” the mother said to her little girl in a
deeper version of her offspring’s voice, “and his keeper
should be locked up for letting him run around half
naked.”

“Locked up,” Harry said. “Keeper,” and looked at
Knut. Harry knew what being locked up meant, and the
movies he had seen had taught him how to fulfill his
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obligations to alien beings.

“Nobody’s gonna lock a friend of mine up,” Harry
said, and with his courage aroused, continued. “Not on
some miserable broad like youse sayso.”

“Get in New,” he said and hesitated, thinking of re-
covering his gun. “Hell with it,” he muttered. It wouldn’t
have been much use against the mob’s boys anyway.

Harry Breen was one of those gentle men who are
fascinated by violence, and though violent men are
victims of that same fascination, that does not make us
all vicious. Harry’s interest was in the violence of sports,
and he had chosen bookmaking as the only way a man
of his physique and temperament could take part in his
interest, and now he was much too close to the reality.

The ogre, as most ogres were, was as gentle as Harry,
and his mildness was even more a matter of physiology.
If you take a creature that requires little food, and with
reflexes and senses so quick and adept at finding nourish-
ment that it is rarely frustrated, and combine these char-
acteristics with a strength and toughness so great that
it is practically invulnerable to ordinary attack, and
whose sexual needs are adjusted to the necessities of re-
placing the members of a group of relative immortals,
you have postulated a creature without the need of rage,
or aggression.

Knut and Breen were well met. They were both gentle
men, and for the first time the ogre had met a man who
was not steeped in a traditional fear of his kind, and the
man needed help. He radiated an aura of fear that in the
confines of the automobile’s metal shell pressed unbear-
ably upon Knut’s sensibilities.

Harry looked at the ogre and wondered why he had
been moved to help him. He had enough trouble without
taking on a monster for a traveling companion. He stole
another glance at Knut, and smiled. The ogre was
jammed between the dashboard and the seat, his knees
were bent almost as high as his slumped head, and his
hair was mashed down against his forehead by the car’s
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roof. Harry chortled and said, prodding Knut’s arm with
his elbow, “If we keep hanging around together, I'll have
to get a convertible.”

Knut expelled his reflexive snigger, but he was
pleased; the aura of fear was lifting.

Harry had almost forgotten his problems in thinking
of his new friend. Getting a convertible was a joke, but
the ramifications that the thought led to were not. He
could not take Knut to a motel, or a hotel, and he could
not turn him loose on the road. He would not be allowed
to be free for long. They’d pick him up, and one of the
cornerstones of Harry’s moral philosophy was that you
didn’t let your friends get picked up by the fuzz. No
cop was going to get the honor of putting Knut in jail as
long as Harry Breen was around, thought Harry.

But what to do with him? Harry decided there was
only one thing to do, and when he came to the next
exit ramp, he turned off the highway and started back to
the city. The city was dangerous for him, but the only
place he could think of where Knut could be safely
hidden was his own apartment.

Harry slid the car into the parking lot at the rear of
his building and reached into the back seat. He handed
Knut the folded blanket he had bought for amatory
emergencies but never used, and said, “Put this around
ya, and we'll get inside.”

Knut hardly understood the words, but he understood
what was wanted of him, so he wrapped the blanket
around himself and stepped out of the car looking like a
caricature of a comic strip Indian.

Harry and Knut were both so pleased by the com-
munication they thought they had achieved that they
had not noticed the heavy pear-shaped man. He stared
at the pair and grumbled, “Harry’s crazy coming back
to town,” and shrugged the lapels of the ostentatiously
well-cut suit he wore back into place before he slipped a
coin out of his pocket and ferreted himself into a side-
walk telephone booth.

Harry’s apartment was in a building that had an air
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of incipient collapse. The marble was peeling from the
lobby walls, and the self-service elevator acridly smelled
of marijuana, but neither Knut nor Harry had any
standard to tell them that it was not perfectly proper.

Even before they were out of the elevator, Harry
could hear his phone ringing, and he hurried Knut down
the hall, pushed him into the apartment, and appre-
hensively picked up the receiver.

“No,” he said into the mouthpiece, “I ain’t taking any
action today.” He waited, “I dig youre a regular, and I
dig I'm into ya for a bundle, but no action today.” Harry
listened. “Well, if that’s the way you feel about it, you
can go . ..”

He dropped the handset into the cradle. “Lousy two-
dollar sport hung up on me,” he muttered and turned to
Knut and said expansively, “Well, this is my pad—not
bad huh?” His social duty performed, he pushed the
sliding door away from the alcove that held the dish-
clogged sink and the refrigerator and pulled two cans
of beer out. He popped holes in both, handed Knut one,
and drank thirstily.

Knut recognized the can as one of the cylinders he
had seen in the forest and was glad to discover its func-
tion. Politely following Harry’s lead, he drank. The first
cold mouthful shocked him, but he soon discovered the
taste of small beer and drank the rest of the can with one
head-tilted toss.

“I know what we can do with ya,” Harry said. “We'll
enter ya in one a those college boy chug-a-lug contests.”
Harry sobered, “But the first thing’s a haircut and some
clothes because I gotta get out of townl!”

Harry thought and remembered the electric bair clip-
pers he had bought in a fit of economy only to discover
that a man living alone could not cut his own hair. He
got them out and explained to Knut what he was about
to do.

“I'm gonna cut your wig.” Harry started the clippers
into the ogre’s matted hair, and the blade shattered after
he made a half an inch of progress. Harry dropped the
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useless implement and again found his courage.

“You stay here buddy,” he said, “I'm going out to get
some big strong scissors.”

Though at this time the ogre was rather stupid in
human terms and if you had given him an 1.Q. test he
would have scored very badly, Knut knew what Harry’s
intentions were. Knut was not a moron; he was not yet
very verbal, but he was very observant. He had seen
the city they had driven through, and he had not seen
any of the precautions that the people of his waking
time had taken against his kind, and the other real
dangers that beset them. Although the city streets had
been comparatively empty in the morning hour between
the start of the workday and the ten o’clock coffee break,
Knut had seen how he must look. The clothes the people
wore were reasonably loose, their hair was short, and
the kind man who had taken him was going to fix him
to look like them. The man might not have the knowl-
edge of ogres that Knut thought commonplace, but he
seemed to understand their great desire for peace. Knut
decided he would not have to go to sleep after all. He
remembered Harry’s air of trouble and decided that he
might be able to help.

Having come to a decision, Knut went to the re-
frigerator and took another can of beer out. He had a
little trouble with the tab, but he persevered, and hold-
ing it delicately between his thumb and two of his
fingers, he prodded two holes into the can with his little
finger. He was prepared for the cold and he drank the
beer off quicker than his first. It was weak stuff but it
was wonderfully pure, not at all like the gruelly mixture
he and his friends had made in the forest festivals. He
was beginning to be hungry, but he trusted his new-
found friend, and he lowered himself into a squat to
wait.

Harry came back and ripped the paper from the
package he was carrying with frenzied fingers. He un-
loaded a pair of tinsnips and a pair of large tailor’s shears
onto the coffee table.
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Knut looked at him interrogatively, and he said, “We
gotta hurry, I think I been spotted. I'm almost sure I
seen some muscle of Gianetti’'s down the street.”

“So,” Knut said and ruminated the situation over in
his mind. He ground the incomprehensible words and
the emotion that had accompanied them over slowly, but
when he was done he had crushed the information fine
enough to know that he could be of help.

Harry began hacking at his hair and talked as he
worked. “New, baby,” he said in his best imitation of a
hip barber’s delivery, “we gotta get you fixed up so we
can get outta town. I'm gonna get leaned on. Maybe so.
hard T'll be permanently creased.” He dropped the
scissors, and took the tinsnips to work at a particularly
obdurate tuft of hair. He hacked away in silence for a
time and continued in a cheerier voice, “Anyway, with
hair like this, I can’t goof a bristle cut. I mean it’s so
tough that I gotta go slow, and before I can goof I got
time to think.” Harry whistled part of the chorus of
“Hardluck Blues” and stopped. “Nerts,” he said, “clothes,
we gotta have clothes.” He tapped his foot, and slowed
the clacking rhythm of the shears to half time. “Flo,” he
said, “I'll call Flo. She useta make costumes, and she’s
got a portable sewing machine.” He dropped the shears
to the floor, went to the phone and dialed.

The phone rang several times, and he explained into
the air, “She works nights and she sleeps pretty heavy.”
He was silent again. “Ah, finally. Hello baby.” Tapping
his foot in exasperation, he waited through a spate of
words. “I know you’re worried, but listen to me anyway.”
He waited again, but his exasperation was a pantomime
without emotion. “Yeah, me too baby.” He looked at
Knut and cast his eyes upward and shrugged in embar-
rassment. “Sure, you know how I feel, but listen, please.
Here’s what I want you to do.” He grinned. “No argu-
ment awright? Pick up your sewing machine and stop
and get two bolts of cloth.” He listened. “Awright not
bolts. Get ten yards a somethin’ for a man’s suit and five
yards a somethin’ you can make a sorta shirt out of.” He
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was interrupted by a run of words that were pushed out
into the room by her agitation. “I know that it sounds
nuts, but you promised no arguments. What’s-a-matter
you haven’t got the bread?” He waited again. “Awright,
awright, I like you too, just do like I say. You got it
straight?” He made a kissing sound with his lips and
said, “You'’re coming. Right. Thanks.” He hung up and
resumed his barbering job. “We'll turn you into a dude
yet,” he said and began excavating a small copse.

Harry was finished with Knut’s haircut and stepped
back to admire his handiwork when Flo knocked at the
door and said, “It’s me.”

Harry unlocked the door and reached for the knob,
but the man who slammed him backwards with his
charging momentum had already prepared the door by
turning the latch back. Harry went teetering into the
center of the room, wishing he had retrieved his pistol,
and the door crasher’s companion released Flo’s twisted
arm and followed him into the room.

“You got sixteen grand, Harry?” he said and shook
his head in mock sorrow. “No?” That’s too bad.” He in-
tertwined his fingers and pushed the joined palms away
from himself and listened to the crackle of his popping
knuckles with a connoisseur’s attention. “You know what
we're gonna have to do.” We walked forward clenching
his hands toward the retreating Harry.

“What are we gonna do with the broad?” the man
holding the door said and pulled the large blonde
woman into the apartment.

“First things first,” his companion said and drew his
fist back.

Knut had waited to act. He did not know what the
men’s intentions were. They were so casual about the
intended mayhem that he had not recognized their
purpose immediately, but finally recognizing them for
what they were and voicing his contempt, he attacked
his benefactor’s foes.

“Whoreson knichts,” Knut said and picked both men
up simultaneously in the almost tentacular flexibility of
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his arms. He would have dealt with them as he would
have dealt with any other rampaging knight, but he as-
sumed that in this new world the rules were not the
same as those he remembered and satisfied himself with
jerking the men hard enough to worry them into un-
consciousness.

They were not even knights, Knut decided. They
were men-at-arms for some petty lord, or landed knight
who oppressed the free men who lived within reach of
his domains. Ogres had been subjected to calumnies by
such men as these and their monkish clerks for years.

The ogres’ helpfulness and altruism had been coun-
tered by organized campaigns of slander. The peasants
and yeomen were told that the ogres had such voracious
appetites that they ate men and that their broad ugly
visages were outward signs of the cruelty of their spirits.
Knut bobbed the bodies of Gianetti’s enforcers and de-
bated finishing them, but Harry, after the first shock, was
so impressed by their handling that he had an idea.

“You seen their car?”” Harry turned to Flo, but she
could not answer. She stared at Knut and his burden,
slack-jawed with complete disbelief.

“Come on, come on.” Harry shook Flo’s shoulder. “It’s
OK,” he continued, divining Flo’s difficulty. “The big
guy’s a friend of mine.” He decided that it would be
easier to explain that Knut was an alien being after their
business had been accomplished.

“What?” Flo turned her eyes from Knut to the familiar
Harry. “Their car? Yeah, I seen their car.”

“Good,” Harry said, “gimme your lipstick and teil me
where it is.” The dazed Flo obeyed, and Harry and the
ogre left the apartment.

Breen was pleased with the arrangement. The two
hoods were stripped to their shorts and lashed with strips
torn from their trousers, elbow to elbow across the back
of the front seat of their black sedan. Harry had lettered
“Jerk” across one man’s chest, but the other man’s gen-
eral hairiness had forced him to emblazon the epithet
across his forehead. The windows were rolled down, but
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Knut had mangled the doors into their frames so that
they could not be opened without a wrecking bar, while
Harry had tastefully draped the men’s filled shoulder
holsters across the car’s hood ornament.

“That oughta make ‘em feel good,” Harry said, and
grinned at Knut.

Knut nodded solemnly. The justice was fitting. Such
men as these would not be happy about having been
made ridiculous, and if he had killed them, they would
have felt nothing.

Flo straightened up from arranging her portable sew-
ing machine and sewing implements on the low coffee
table, and twitched the folds out of her red silk dress
that had hiked across her ample hips. She folded her
arms under her bosom and glared at Harry.

“Well, youre back,” she said, and tossed her brassy
hair. She smiled at Knut. “Ain’t you gonna introduce
me?” Flo was not exasperated; she was merely exercis-
ing her womanly rights.

“This is New Okra,” Harry said. “How about getting
on with the threads?”

“I can’t make no suit for a guy this size.” Flo stu(hed
the ogre. “But I got an idea.” She turned. “Harry you pull
down those curtains.”

Harry obeyed Flo’'s command and unhooked the
widely striped decorator burlap drapes that covered the
far wall and its single window.

An hour later Knut was dressed in a beach suit and
clam diggers. The capri shirt’s stripes ran transversely
across his chest and straight down from the wide-scooped
neck to the middle of his forearm, where the sleeves
ended in a slit. The pants were cut in a zigzag fringe
around the bulging bronzed muscles of his calves and
were held with a double tie of bright new clothesline
slipped through loops.

“Beautiful, Flo,” Harry said, and bussed her cheek.
“He looks just like one of them guys from the beach.”

“Well, I figgered this was the best way,” Flo said and
bridled pridefully. “After all this is California, and we
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couldn’t pass him off as no normal man. So I made him
inta one of them weight lifter nuts.”

“It’s great baby, but now we gotta get going.” Harry
turned to Knut, and jerked his thumb at the door.

“You're not leaving without me,” Flo said. “I'm not
staying in town with Gianetti’s boys on a rampage.”

Harry thought for a moment. “Yeah,” he said de-
cisively. “You're right.” He slapped his hip pocket. “I
may not have sixteen grand, but I got enough for the
three of us.”

They drove to Harry’s cabin on a lake in the Sierras,
and the first thing that Harry said while they were un-
~ loading the supplies he had bought was, “The thing we
gotta do before we do anything else is teach New how
to talk right.”

Harry grunted and allowed the ogre to carry the case
of beer with which he was struggling. “The way it is no-
body can make out nothing he’s saying.” Flo nodded and
led Knut into the cabin. She touched the dust-covered
surface of the table and said, “This dump is filthy.”

Harry and Knut put the groceries away, and Flo
wrapped her head in a bandana and began dusting the
furniture. She worked happily and efficiently, gladly
showing off her wifely skills for Harry and caught up
by the rhythms of the work that pleased her most.

Harry had a plan worked out. “What we’re gonna do
is start teachin’ you right away,” he said. “You gotta learn
to talk right” He stood straighter and turned the stiff
cuff of his new flannel shirt back. “And I'm just the boy
to learn ya—everybody says I got a good gift of gab.”

The group in the little cabin settled down to a routine
of learning, eating and sleeping. They all swam in the
cold water of the lake that lay beyond the trees that
walled the cabin, and Flo gave up her elaborate makeup
and hair rinses and dressed in simple clothes. She wore
slacks, and skirts and blouses, and let the sun freckle
her unprotected skin. She lost weight from the exercise
of swimming and doing housework without the mechan-
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ical aids she thought indispensable.

Harry relaxed more and more; his pedagogic success
proved his intelligence to him, and with pardonable
egotism, he credited his teaching more than the intelli-
gence of his pupil for the progress they made.

Knut learned the curious argot derived from the
cryptically evolved hermetic communications of jazz mu-
sicians and dope addicts with all its obscurities derived
from the implicit necessity to exclude the squares from
the illegal and esoteric practices of their lives, but he
also found time to learn to read.

The cabin held an old unabridged dictionary and a
collection of those peculiar novels and biographies that
find their only immortality in summer bungalows, and
he read and learned the more formal ramifications of
English. His spoken conversation was a cacophonic im-
itation of the underworld, but his internal dialogues
were composed in the near Victorian cadences of un-
remembered middlebrow literature.

Knut sat outside the cabin hunkered in a crouch on
the ground with his back against the porch in the fine
warm morning and hummed a song deep in his throat.
Flo silently came onto the porch behind him, attracted
by the melody. He began to sing a war song from the
time of the first Caesar aloud in his deep strong voice,
but the bawdy words did not fit his feeling for the
morning, and the harsh burred Latin did not ring true
in the twentieth-century air. He switched to a Celtic
war song that told of the Cymry and sang the lilting
language in the highest baritone he could muster.

“That’s a pretty song,” Flo said. “Can you sing it in
English?”

Knut thought for a moment and sang to a tune that
gamboled in baroque counterpoint the words of the first
verse.

“In this song now I sing
of when Artos was the king,
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and gentle Christ wiped away
the cruelties of the corn king sway.”

He launched into the chorus with a harder rhythm
than the ballad form of the verse, and tapped his foot,

singing:

“O swing your sword for British peace
and let our voices never cease.”

He stopped, Flo was not paying attention. “You’re hip
this is an old song,” Knut said deprecatingly. “Like it’s
better than a thousand years old.” Flo was staring at the
trees, and he said, “What'’s-a-matta, baby, you got the
blues?”

“Yeah,” Flo said. “It's Harry, he’s starting to worry
about that money he owes.”

“I can fix that,” Knut said and straightened to his full
height.

“Oh not that,” Flo said. “I mean he’s not scared. It
preys on his mind that he didn’t pay off. Gianetti’s
bunch are a bunch of bums, but Harry never welched
before, and he don’t like it.” She subsided with a sigh.

“How does this horse race bit work anyway?” Knut
asked.

Flo explained the sport of kings with economy. “Well,
if you put your money on a horse, and the horse wins,
and too many other cats haven’t got their bread down
on the same pig, you can win ten, twenty times what you
put down.” She reflected, “Maybe more.”

Knut thought, and then phrased his conclusion in the
language of his thinking. “Then the winning depends
upon the excellence of the beast. The better horse must
win?”

“I guess so,” Flo said, not seeing the direction of
Knut’s reasoning,

“Can the money be wagered at the places where the
horses race?” Knut asked, but Flo looked at him blankly,
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and he reworded his question. “Can you bet the pigs at
the trackr”

“Of course,” Flo said, amazed at his ignorance.

“Then,” Knut said, “by Woden’s crows I swear we will
win much.” He grinned and rumbled his bass titter.
“Let’s go talk it up to Harry.”

Harry protested, but the pressure of the ogre’s mind,
and the combined weight of Knut’s two vocabularies
soon silenced his objections. To Harry the plan seemed
to be basically sound: after all the way to make money
was on the races; there was no better way. You took
bets or you made them, all other ways of earning a living
were mysterious, square, or the result of inheritance.

Harry was nervous. He was used to the churned
muddy soil of the streets and lanes between the neat
painted clapboards of the low racehorse barns, but it
was a bad place. Even this early in the morning there
was a chance of meeting someone who had a connection
with Gianetti. One of the touts, or handlers and exercise
boys who were part-time touts would have heard about
the small-time bookie who owed Gianetti money, and
it was a good idea to be in with Gianetti.

Harry shivered, more from apprehension than from
the coolness of the morning air, and looked at Knut for
reassurance. The ogre walked on the sandals Flo had
made for him out of sections of birch trees and braided
rawhide boot laces, in complete silence. He sniffed the
winy stink of feed and manure with intoxicated enjoy-
ment, and his ears moved to pick up the tight sounds of
horses stirring muscles that were unwilling to awake. It
was hard to feel the horses’ minds with the pall that
Harry’s fear cast over their auras, and he turned to the
little man.

“Don’t be so hung up, baby,” Knut said. “There’s no-
body here but us chickens,” and Harry believed him, the
ogre was so positive, so attuned to the air that he could
not doubt. He relaxed and said, “Neat, none of them
hoods would be up this early.” He fell into the calmness
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Knut generated, and added, “I mean this isn’t their
scene.”

Harry set the lapels of his coat with the hard decision
of a tough movie prize fighter and followed Knut, trying
to place his feet with the same flat-footed, bearish silence
as the ogre. They took step after step in unison, marching
with dreamlike slowness between the stalls. Knut stopped
from time to time when a stronger impression reached
his mind, but the halts fitted their rhythm and did not
interrupt the smoothness of their progress.

“I'm about done, Harry,” Knut said. “I got these pigs
taped.” He turned back down the aisle of barns and led
Harry in a twisting path between the buildings that had
them back to the car in a few minutes.

Flo awoke from a restless doze behind the wheel of
the Buick and looked up at Harry and Knut. Without
any pause for recognition she said, “If we’re going to the
track this afternoon, were gonna have to give him an-
other haircut, and I'm gonna have to get my hair done.”
She scissored the gold fringe of her straw blonde hair
between her fingers and flapped it at Harry. “Let’s go,
huh?” She had the engine started and the sun turned the
grey of the dawn smog into a dull red haze as they
climbed into the car.

Though there were still reservations in Harry’s mind,
the pressure of Knut’s mental abilities kept them stilled.
The light-washed atmosphere of the track and the hulla-
baloo of the crowd erased the last vestige of doubt. After
all, he reasoned, the way to make money was on the
races; there is no better way.

Harry sniffed the air, and stared at the familiar scene
with pleasure. The air under the grandstand was blasted
full of light from the glaring ceiling full of fluorescent
fixtures, and the sun reflected from the concrete and the
heads of the crowd. He swiveled, and was reassured by
the sight of the tote board players that Knut was, after
all, not so strange in this crowd. The first race had just
been paid off, and he saw one of the tote board players
gesturing with both hands—the right full of a folded and
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crumpled wad of money in bills of large denominations
and his left hand waving a fanned, green stack of com-
bination tickets. The man wore a suede frontier jacket
with gaps in the fringing, and around his neck hung an
expensive pair of American binoculars held up with
twisted butcher’s string. Mottled o.d. fatigue pants
sagged over a pair of unpolished and scuffed Wellington
boots, but they were still obviously expensive, and the
man held several thousand dollars negligently in his
hand.

“That,” Harry said to the ogre, “is a horseman.” Knut
looked at him blankly. “No,” Harry explained, “he’s not
no horse—he’s an owner, and he’s a tote player. He’s
betting the board according to a system that follows the
late money.” Knut still looked unenlightened. “He bets
the long shots the big money hits by watching the last
total on the board that registers the handle.”

“The handle?” Knut asked, and Harry said, “Yeah, the
money that’s bet on each horse.”

“Crazy,” Knut said, and looked out into the sunlight.
The track was very pleasant he thought; the air was full
of anticipatory tensions of both the winners and the
losers, but the two vibrations were not so different—
they both waited for the future, and ignored the past
whether it had been good or bad. There were some few
auras that did not please him. They were cold, and
nervously cruel. They were the broadcast thoughts of
the men who were in the crowd with a calculating pur-
pose that he did not understand.

If Knut had asked Harry what the function of the
coldly watchful men in the crowd was, he would have
been told that they were there to control the odds within
the minute limits decided by a computor that enabled
the crime syndicate’s national betting organization to be
sure of a profit. Knut would have thought that the process
was dangerously close to the sin of usury, but Harry
would have shrugged it off with the explanation that the
syndicate did no more than the pari-mutuel machines
that one bet against the track.
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The reveries of both the male members of the group
were interrupted by Flo. “Let’s go get a hot dog and a
beer,” she said. “I'm starved.”

Harry knew they formed too obvious a group. Flo,
larger than he, with newly plated hair, he small with a
nervous bouncing walk, and Knut’s enormous bulk, but
the thoughts damped in Knut’s confidence were not
strong enough to trigger adrenalin into his blood. He led
them through the crowd with confidence and spoke,
“That’s what they got the best of at the track—hot dogs.
You know, you forget what’s good sitting hung up be-
hind a telephone every day—all day.” He dug a sharp
elbow into Flo’s ribs, and she smiled agreement as they
drew up in front of the refreshment stand.

“Three dogs. No, you better make it six with every-
thing,” Harry said grandly to the young girl with her
open mouth pale behind her white lipstick. Harry paid
the three dollars with a flourish, and the girl hurriedly
jettisoned her load into Knut’s hand at the end of the
arm he stretched over Flo’s shoulder.

“You can’t buy beer at the same stand,” Harry ex-
plained. “We gotta go over this way.”

Harry led the way, and Knut’s nostrils had time to sort
the separated odors from under the smell of mustard
and spices. He touched Harry with his free hand, and
not getting his attention, hooked him to a stop with his
forefinger.

Harry looked up champing his jaws in anticipation.
“You and Flo gonna scarf all these dogs?” Knut asked.

“Naw,” Harry said, “four of them’s for you.”

“Well, I can’t Harry.” Knut gave vent to his giggling
temblor. “Not and be able to think about horses.”

“Why not?” Harry asked. “That’s the best thing at
the track—the hot dogs.”

“That’s all right, Harry,” Flo said. “We'll throw them
all away.”

“It is not so much that I suffer an excess of refinement
to the nature of animal meats. It is merely the situation
in which I find them that I find offen . . .” Knut stopped,
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his aural radar had been blocked for a moment by the
association of the sausage and his gaffe, and now he was
thankful that Flo and Harry found his second vocab-
ulary almost incomprehensible.

“Would you listen to that?” a blonde who was an at-
tenuated copy of Flo’s opulence said to her companion.

“Listen to what?” The sandy man in English tweeds
lifted his head from his program. “I'm trying to handicap
the first race.”

“To what that grotesque said.” The woman pointed at
Knut’s retreating figure.

“My god,” the man said, and touching a light brown
mustache that blended into the freckled fold of his
cheeks, he studied the ogre with interest.

“Come on,” he said, and pulled the woman after him.
He found a clear aisle of view and inspected the group.

“You're great,” he said to the blonde, who was tossing
her head to flip her straightened hair back into its ironed
fall.

“First you pull my arm off—then you say I'm great,”
she said, but he wasn’t listening.

“Come on,” he said, “I've got to find a phone.”

“What about the first race?” she said.

“The hell with the first race.” He paused and shoved a
handful of money from his side jacket pocket into her
hand, and said, “You put the bets down.” He left totally
immersed in his search. Gianetti would let him off the
hook for this favor; all he had to do was find a phone
booth.

The vulpine blonde’s muzzle followed his departure.
Her fingers flickered as she counted the money in her
hands, and then she turned to the exit.

“He was a loser anyhow,” she said, and expertly moved
through the would-be admirers among the late arriving
bettors in an insulating bubble of cold self-awareness.

Knut, Harry and Flo carried their paper containers of
beer to the rail to watch the post parade. Knut handed
Harry his drink, and moved away down the rail. He
mewed softly in his throat, and listened to the blowing
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