i - THE WAR WITHOUT END
~ “Sometime in the Twenty-third” Century they
“ started calling it ‘the Forever War.’ Before that,

- it had just been the war, the only war. And we

had never met the enemy. The Taurans started
the war at the end of the Twentieth Century,
attacking our first starships with no provocation.
We had never exchanged a word with the .
enemy; had never captured one alive ... . The

a fighting was fnerce——you had about one chance - -

in three of surviving a battle . . .”* And the battle
went on ... would it ever end'? And if so, how?
*from “End Game" by Joe Haldeman

NEBULA AWARD
STORIES ELEVEN

A winning collection of
science fiction tales ;




“Bantam Sclence Fiction
. Ask your bookseller for -the books you have missed

 ALAS, BABYLON by Pat Frank

- BEASTS by John Crowley,. . -

. A CANTICLE FOR LEIBOWITZ by Walter M M:Ner, Jr.
‘CINNABAR by Edward Bryant s

CRITICAL MASS by Frederik Pohl & C. M. Kornbluth

" THE DAY OF OF THE DRONES by A. M. Lightner

~ THE DAY THE GODS DIED by Walter Ernsting

; ,ZDEMON SEED by Dean Koontz . o

' DHALGREN by Samuel R. Delany o - fheees
- DRAGONSONG by Anne McCaffrey 3 o .

FANTASTIC VOYAGE by Isaac Asimov

THE FEMALE MAN by Johanna Russ

THE ‘GOLDEN SWORD by Janet E. Morris .~

HELLSTROM'S HIVE by Frank Herbert .

THE HEPHAESTUS PLAGUE by Thomas Page

“HIGH COUCH OF SILISTRA by Janet E. Morris

THE JONAH KIT by lan Watson v

- KAMPUS by ‘James E. Gunn

LOGAN’S RUN by William F. Nolan & George Clayton Johnson

~ LOGAN'S WORLD by William F. Nolan =~ -

-"MAN PLUS by Frederik: Pohl :

. A'MAZE OF DEATH by Philip K. Dick

MONUMENT by Lloyd Biggle, Jr.- !

THE MYSTERIOUS ISLAND by Jules Verne

" - NEBULA AWARD STORIES NINE edited by Kate Wllhelm

'NOVA by Samuel R. Delany

THE POWER OF THE SERPENT by Peter Valentine Timlett
 S8EARCH THE SKY by Frederik Pohl & C. M. Kornbluth - -
~.THE 3 STIGMATA OF PALMER ELDRITCH by Philip K. Dick
- THE . TIME MACHINE by H. G. Wells :

TRITON by Samuel R. Delany j -
20,000 LEAGUES UNDER THE SEA by Jules Verne L
UBIK by Philip K. Dick ‘ ; :
. WIND FROM THE ABYSS by Janet E. Morris




 AWARD
~ STORIES

~ Edited by Ursula K. Le Guin

e W O
e g Yew vor* e - |




This low-priced Bantam Book
has been completely reset in a type face .
designed for easy reading, and was printed
from new plates. 1t contains the complete
_ text of the original hard-cover edition.
' NOT ONE WORD HAS BEEN OMITTED,

RL 8, IL 8+
 NEBULA AWARD STORIES ELEVEN

. A Bantam Book | published by arrangement with
Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc. ’

- ; PRINTING HISTORY
Harper & Row edition published February 1977 -
' Bantam edition | August 1978

All rights reserved.

Copyﬂght © 1977 by Science Fiction Writers of America.

COPYRIGHTS AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
- The copyright notices are listed below and .
' on the page following, which constitutes
an extension of this copyright page.

“Catch that Zeppelin?” by Fritz Leiber. Copyright © 1975 by
Mercury iy ﬁ'rst Img M® o 2

ress, Inc., ‘published in

ing ion-of the author and the auth r's agent, bert P. .

-

" “End Game,” by Joe Haldeman. Copyright ® 1974 b,
Condé Nast Pu%lications Inc. Sgrst publisged ist@Analo’ S’::i
Fiction/Science Fact, Jan., 1975 "

the author and his agent, Roberf P. Mills, Ltd.

: agazine of
Fantasy and Science Fiction, March, 1975; rggr-nted by per-
', Rot

ills,

The:
ence

; reprinted by permission of

“Home is the Hang'm%n,” by Roger Zelazny. Copyright © 1979 |

by Roger Zei

ublished in Analog Science Fiction/

lazny, first
~ Science Fact, ‘N‘z;’v., 1995; reprinted by permission of the

orrison, Inc.

~author and his agent, He




- traya

- “Child ofAll Age » by P. J. Plauger. Copyrl t ©
The Condé Nast Publications Inc., first ublifl?ed in Analgg

Science Flct:on/Sclence Fact, March 1 4
_ mission of the author. 975; reprinted by per-

“Shatterday,” by Harlan Ellison. Co right © .1975 by Harlan
Ellison, first published in G allery,pgepgt, %7 ;_rej r};nted b
permission of the author and his ‘agent, Robert ’p, ills, L
%San Diego Lightloot Sue,”’ by Tom Reamy. Copyrx ht © 1975
by Mercury Press Inc., first published in The azine of °
Fantasy and Science Fiction, Aug., 1975; reprmte by pen-
mission of the author and his agent, Virginia Kidd. ’

“Time Deer,” by Craig Strete. Copy dght © 1974 by UPD Pub-
lishing Corporatian, first published in Worlds f If, Nove
Dec., 1974; reprinted by permzsston of the authar.

‘ 17:5sbookmaynotbeWedlnwhole ortn :
mimeograph means, without perm. sion.b’ .
For information ad N arper Row., Publzshers, Incs
10 East 33rd Street, New York, 22

ISBN 0-553-—11742-4 )
' Published stmultaneously ‘in the United States and Canada

Bantam Books are blished by Bantam Books Inc lts trada- :
mark cansimng ofm words “Ban the-
i oafng i registtr?red in the United States: Patent
fhef es. arca .
, Booksﬂ Inc., 666 Fifth Hvene, New York, o Sorkc 0019,

PRINTED IN THE Um'n;n STATES OF AMERICA






Contents

Acknowledgments
Introduction

Nebula Award Stories

Catch That Zeppelin}
FRITZ LEIBER

End Game ,
JOE HALDEMAN

1975: The Year in Science Fiction,
or Let’s Hear It for the Decline and Fall
of the Science Fiction Empire!
PETER NICHOLLS
Home is the Hangman
‘ ROGER ZELAZNY
Child of All Ages
P. J. PLAUGER

Potential and Actuality in Science Fiction
VONDA N. MCINTYRE

o1

177

- 201



Shatterday
HARLAN ELLISON

San Diego Lightfoot Sue

TOM REAMY
Time Deer
‘ - CRAIG STRETE

Nebula Awards, 1975: Win,
" Place and Show ‘

211
231

990



ToJames Blish  1921-1975
~ Analyst and catalyst of science fiction,
creator mirabilis.






Acknowledgments

As I'have been living this past year in England, where
the science fiction scene is as lively as in the States,
- and as I had three totally science-fictional weeks in
Australia around the World Science Fiction Conven-
tion in Melbourne in August of 1975, I had a strong
wish to get the view from Overseas and Down Under
. represented in this volume. I was very fortunate in
being able to catch both in the person of Mr. Peter
Nicholls, administrator of the Science Fiction Founda-
tion, editor of Foundation magazine, an Australian
~ living in England, a hopeless fan, and a superb critic.
For the home view—so that we remember that not all
subversives are foreigners—Ms. Vonda Mclntyre con-
sented to write an article, to my great pleasure and, I
think, yours. ,
To Ms. McIntyre, Mr. C. L. Grant," Mr. Dean »

McLaughlin, and all others who helped get this book
- together and keep it flying back and forth across the
~ Atlantic Ocean, my most cordial thanks and praise. As

for Ms. Virginia Kidd, who wrote the headnotes and

who did all the hard and hidden work, no thanks are

adequate, no praise sufficient. : :

: : - Ursula K. Le Guin






NEBULA AWARD STORIES ELEVEN






Introduction

U

~ The Nebula Award is an object—a lovely cube of lu-
cite and rock crystal. The Nebula Awards are also a
process, which works like this: throughout the year
the members of the Science Fiction Writers of Amer~

ica nominate for the Award works of science fiction
printed in the United States during that year, and
early in the following year they vote on the nomi-
nated works in four categories, novel, novella, novel-
ette, and short story. This procedure, like most demo-
cratic procedures and the flight of the bumblebee,
seems, to the analytic eye and logical mind, impos-
~ sible. The list of works nominated gets so long that
only a superspeed full-time bookworm could possibly
read them all. What the members do is vote for the
ones they like best from those they have read. This
is not perfect justice. But then, perfection seems not
to be a human province; and anyhow, it works. The
bumblebee gets off the ground. A fine work may now

" and then be missed, but the Nebula Award has nev-

- er yet been given to trash, and year after year the
Awards reliably signify excellence. SR
* Therefore the job of the editor of a Nebula Awards
volume is a heartbreaker: all those grand also-rans
that can’t be squeezed in, not to mention the novels,
which can’t be represented at all. We were fortu-
nate this year in obtaining a story by Joe Haldeman
: 1 .



2 . . INTRODUCTION

which is actua]ly a part of his Award-winning novel,
" The Forever War. But I can only mention the names
of the top runner-up novels—The Mote in God's
Eye by Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle, Samuel R.
Delanys Dhalgren, Joanna Russ’s Female Man. The
variety in style, subject, scope, intent of just these
four novels is shining proof of the versatility and ven-
turesomeness of the sf novel today. -

‘A Nebula Award in drama (intended for the
writer of a script, play, opera, et cetera) was added a
couple of years ago, and this year was given to Young
Frankenstein. We can’t get that into the book either,
since no one has yet invented a process for reproduc-
ing Gene Wilder in print. But thinking about that
funny and curiously tender movie got me to thinking
about Old Frankenstein, and about monsters and cre-
ators.

I agree with Brian Aldiss that probably the first
person you can usefully call a science fiction writer
was Mary Shelley. She made our first myth. And the
first myth, properly, is the Creation Myth.

The creators of sf, the writers, are a kind of com-
posite Frankenstein; and they have, like him, created
a composite being, which is both more and Tess ‘than
human.

The creature Frankenstein made was superhuman
in his strength, his physical capacities; and that will
do nicely as a metaphor for the potentialities of sf as
a fiction form—its limitless flexibility as to subject
matter and style. One is free, writing sf, with a heady
- kind of freedom—“I can do anything!”—such as a
person of great physical strength or the manipulator
;)f ia building crane or an advanced computer must

ee

Where Frankenstein’s creature was less than hu-
man, properly a monster, was in the ethical mode.
-Frankenstein evaded his responsibility as creator, fail-
) ing to give his creation either love or instruction. And
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so it went wrong, wasting its strength on revenge,
destruction, and stupid.violence.

The metaphor still holds. Where sf has most often
failed as literature, as good writing or goed work by
any. definition, is in the ethical mode. It is inventive,
intellectually ingenious, but morally trivial, and
therefore blunders senselessly from act to act, from
violence to violencé. What might have been dramatic
is merely theatrical; what might have been imagina-
tive is stereotyped fantasizing. Rock and iron, flesh
‘and blood become plastic toys, and Spacetime itself,
the great theme, shrinks to the pettiness of a TV stage
set. : v :

I think that this characteristic irresponsibility will
always be a besetting danger to sf; and I think more
and more sf writers are conscious of it. The profound
change in sf during the last couple of decades may
come down to just that: an intensification of moral -
. consciousness, of conscience. The stories in this vol-

ume, in all their variety, show it. There is a kind of
sensitivity, a vulnerability, about most of them,
whether, like Joe Haldeman’s’ and Roger Zelazny’s
novellas, they are full of action and “hardware,” or
whether like Tom Reamy’s prize-winning novelette
‘and most of the short stories, their action is psy-
chological and their imagery more related to the
dream. If we could have included the novella and
novelette runners-up, notably Lisa Tuttle and George
R. R. Martin’s “Storms of Windhaven,” Randall Gar-
rett’s “Final Fighting of Fionn MacCumhaill,” Rich-
ard Cowper’s “The Custodians,” William K. Carlson’s
- “Sunrise West,” and James Tiptree Jr.’s magnificent
“A Momentary Taste of Being,” this mood or quality
would be still clearer. :

It does not, of course, involve any one particular -
moral stance. Still less does it involve the enunciation
of moralisings and ethical directives. Just the oppo-
_ site. It is a refusal of the closed, the rigid, the ready
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answer, the final solution; it is a quality of openness.

To be open is to be vulnerable. Nothing in sf used
‘to hurt. Solar systems went poof, vast stellar empires
perished painlessly. These days, things hurt.

To be open is to be uncertain. The lines used to be
so clear between Human and Alien, Man and Wom-
an, Now and the Future. These days, the distinctions
* vanish and reappear where least expected. Barriers

become connections, and vice versa. Which is Us and
. which is Them?P Time is no longer a line along which
history, past or future, lies neatly arranged, but a
field of great mystery and complexity, in the contem- .
plation of which the mind perceives an immense ter-
ror, and an indestructible hope. o, ;

For to be open is to admit hope, along with pain,
uncertainty, and fear. That’s why, although there’s a

good deal of sadness in some of these stories, and con-
siderable wrath, the effect they finally give as a whole
is not depressing, as so much of the old Man-Con-
quers-Cosmos sf was. When you've conquered the
cosmos all that’s left to do is sit down, like Alexander
the Great, and cry. But these writérs are after greater
‘game than a mere galaxy or two. They are looking,
in their various and peculiar ways, for the truth.
Nobody knows if any of them found it, but that
doesn’t matter. What matters is the wit and strength
and beauty of these minds, these words. “The journey,
not the arrival, matters.” I confidently wish you a-
good journey.

. L Ursula K. Le Guin
London, England :

April, 1975



FRITZ LEBER

Catch that Zeppel‘i’n! |

U

A

Fritz Leiber has been writing and selling science-fiction,
supernatural-horror, and heroic-fantasy stories for thirty-
seven years. During some of that time he was a resident
of Chicago, New York and Los Angeles. For the past six
years, however, he has lived in San Francisco in a small
downtown apartment building, from the seventh-story
roof of which he observes the stars through a three-inch
refracting felescope. What with San Francisco's fogs,
lights, highrises and other aerial apparitions (seagulls, he
says, like shooting stars before dawn and aircraft seeming
UFO's in sunset glow) this viewing has led to an equal
interest in meterology and the roofscapes and general
anatomy and ecology of large cities—one thing leading

~ to another. Afternoons he spends in walks about the

romantic hilly city. :
His growing engrossment in San Francisco has led him
- to write his first full-scale supernatural-horror novel since
1943's Conjure Wife. It concerns Thibaut de Castries,
‘a modern black magician who has created a new brand
of the occult based on the malign influences and "black
music” generated by tall buildings and large cities. Our

- Lady of Darkness (the full-length novel to be published - .

later in 1977 by Putnam's/Berkley after the appearance
of a two-part excerpt, '"The Pale Brown Thing," earlier in
the year in the pages of The Magazine of Fantasy.and
Science Fiction) will involve not only the influences of
large cities but also real-life characters such as Jack



London, Ambrose Bierce, Isadora Duncan, Dashiell Ham-
mett and Clark Ashton Smith. Nor will his new novel be
the first example of Fritz Leiber's fascination with. real-
live real-dead personae. Read on: :



This year on a trip to New York City to visit my
son, who is a social historian at a leading municipal
university there, I had a very unsettling experience.
At black moments, of which at my age I have quite.
a few, it still makes me distrust profoundly those
absolute boundaries in Space and Time which are
our sole protection against Chaos, and fear that my
mind—no, my entire individual existence—may at
any moment at all and without any warning whatso-
ever be blown by a sudden gust of Cosmic Wind to
an entirely different spot in-a Universe of Infinite
Possibilities. Or, rather, into another Universe alto- -
gether. And that my mind and individuality will be
changed to it. ‘ ‘ A
- But at other moments, which are still in the ma-

jority, I believe that my unsettling experience was.
only one of those remarkably vivid waking dreams to
which old people become increasingly susceptible,
‘generally waking dreams about the past, and espe-
cially waking dreams about a past in which at some
crucial point one made an entirely different and brav-
er choice than one actually did, or in which the
whole world made such a decision, with a completely
different future resulting. Golden glowing might-
have-beens nag increasingly at the minds of some old-
er people. '

1In line with this interpretation I must admit that my
whole unsettling experience was structured very
much like a dream. It began with startling flashes of
a changed world. It continued into a longer period
when I completely accepted the changed world and

7
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~ delighted in it and, despite fleeting quivers of uneasi-
ness, wished I could bask in its glow forever. And it
ended in horrors, or nightmares, which I hate to men-
tion, let alone discuss, until I must. :
Opposing this dream notion, there are times when -
I am completely convinced that what happened to
me in Manhattan and in a certain famous building
there was no dream at all, but absolutely real, and
that I did indeed visit another Time Stream.
Finally, I must point out that what I am about to

tell you I am necessarily describing in retrospect, -

highly aware of several transitions involved and,
whether I want to or not, commenting on them and
making deductions that never once occurred to me at
the time. ‘

No, at the time it happened to me—and now at
this moment of writing I am convinced that it did
happen and was absolutely real—one instant simply
succeeded another in the most natural way possible.
I questioned nothing. CE ,

As to why it all happened to me, and what par-

_ticular mechanism was involved, well, I am con-
- vinced that every man or woman has rare, brief mo-
‘ments of extreme sensitivity, or rather vulnerability,
when his mind and entire being may be blown by
the Change Winds to Somewhere Else. And then, by
what I call the Law of the Conservation of Reality,
blown back again. : ;

1 was walking down Broadway somewhere near
34th Street. It was a chilly day, sunny despite the
smog—a bracing day—and I suddenly began to stride
along more briskly than is my cautious habit, throw-
ing my feet ahead of me with a faint suggestion of the
goose step. T also threw back my shoulders and took
deep breaths, ignoring the fumes which tickled my
nostrils. Beside me, traffic growled and snarled, rising
at times to a machine-gun rata-tat-tat, while pedes-
trians were scuttling about with that desperate ratlike -
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urgency characteristic of all big Americafi cities, but .
which reaches its ultimate in New York. I cheerfully
ignored that too. I even smiled at the sight of a rag-
ged bum and a fur-coated gray-haired society lady
both independently dodging across the street
through the hurtling traffic with a cool practiced skill
one sees only in America’s biggest metropolis.
Just then I noticed a dark, wide shadow athwart
the street ahead of me. It could not be that of a
cloud, for it did not move. I craned my neck sharply
and looked straight up like the veriest yokel, a regu-
lar Hans-Kopf-in-die-Luft (Hans-Head-in-the-Air, a
-German figure of comedy). Ll
_ My gaze had to climb up the giddy 102 stories of
the tallest building in the world, the Empire State.
My gaze was strangely accompanied by the vision of a
gigantic, long-fanged ape making the same ascent
with a beautiful girl in one paw—oh, yes, I was. rec-
ollecting the charming American fantasy-film King
Kong, or as they name it in Sweden, Kong King. ‘
And then my gaze clambered higher still, up the
292-foot sturdy tower, to the top of which was moored
the nose of the vast, breathtakingly beautiful, stream-
lined, silvery shape which was making the shadow.
Now here is a most important point. I was not at
“the time in the least startled by what I saw. I knew
at once that it was simply the bow section of the Ger-
man zeppelin Ostwald, named for the great German
pioneer of physical chemistry and electrochemistry,
- ‘and queen of the mighty passenger and light-freight
fleet of luxury airliners working out of Berlin, Baden-
Baden, and Bremerhaven. That matchless Armada of
‘Peace, each titanic airship named for a world-famous
German scientist—the Mach; the Nernst, the Hum-
bolt, the Fritz Haber, the French-named Antoine
Henri Becquerel, the American-named Edison, the
Polish-named T. Sklodowska Edison, and even the
Jewish-named Einstein! The great humanitarian navy
in which I held a not unimportant position as inter-
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national sales consultant and Fachmann—I mean ex-
pert. My chest swelled with justified pride at this
edel—noble—achievement of der Vaterland.

I knew also without any mind-searching or sur-
prise that the length of the Ostwald was more than
one half the 1,472-foot height of the Empire State
Building plus its mooring tower, thick enough to hold
an elevator. And my heart swelled again with the

~ thought that the Berlin Zeppelinturm (dirigible tow-

er) was only a few meters less high. Germany, I
“told myself, need not strain for mere numerical rec-
ords—her sweeping scientific and technical achieve-
ments speak for themselves to the entire planet.
All this literally took little more than a second, and
I never broke my snappy stride. As my gaze de-
scended, I cheerfully hummed under my breath
Deutschland, Deutschland uber Alles.
The Broadway I saw was utterly transformed,
~ though at the time this seemed every bit as natural
as the serene presence of the Ostwald high overhead,
vast ellipsoid held aloft by helium. Silvery ,electﬁc ;
trucks and buses and private cars innumerable purred
along far more evenly and quietly, and almost as
swiftly, as had the noisy, stenchful, jerky gasoline-
" powered vehicles only moments before, though to me
now the latter were completely forgotten About
two blocks ahead, an occasional gleaming electric car
smoothly swung into the wide silver arch of a quick-
battery-change station, while others emerged from
under the arch to rejoin the almost dreamlike stream
of traffic.
The air I gratefully mhaled was fresh and clean,
without trace of smog.
The somewhat fewer pedestnans around me still
- moved quite swiftly, but with a dignity and courtesy
largely absent before, with the numerous blackamoors
among them quite as well dressed and exuding the
same quiet confidence as the Caucasians. ‘
The only slightly jarring note was struck by a tall,
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pale; rather emaciated man in black dress and with
unmistakably Hebraic features. His somber clothing
was somewhat shabby, though well kept, and his thin
 shoulders were hunched. I got the impression he had
been looking closely at me, and then instantly glanc-
ing away as my eyes sought his. For some reason I
recalled what my son had told me about the City
College of New York—CCNY—being referred to sur-
reptitiously and jokingly as Christian College Now
Yiddish. I couldn’t help chuckling a bit at that witti-
cism, though T am glad to say it was a genial little
guffaw rather than a malicious snicker. Germany in-
her well-known tolerance and noble-mindedness has
‘completely outgrown her old, disfiguring anti-Semi-
tism—after all, we must admit in all fairness that per-
haps a third of our great men are Jews or carry Jew-
ish genes, Haber and Einstein among them—despite
what dark and, yes, wicked memories may lurk in the
subconscious minds of oldsters like myself and occa-
sionally briefly surface into awareness like submarines
bent on ship murder. 5 :

My happily self-satisfied mood . immediately reas-
serted itself, and with a smart, almost military gesture
I brushed to either side with a thumbnail the short,
horizontal black mustache which decorates my upper
lip, and I automatically swept back into place the -
thick comma of black hair (I confess I dye it) which
tends to fall down across my forehead. .

I stole another glance up at the Ostwald, which
‘made me think of the matchless amenities of that
wondrous deluxe airliner: the softly purring motors
that powered its propellers—electric motors, natural-
ly, energized by banks of lightweight TSE batteries
and as safe as its helium; the Grand Corridor run-
ning the length of the passenger deck from the Bow
Observatory to the stern’s like-windowed Games

- Room, which becomes the Grand Ballroom at night;
the other peerless rooms letting off that corridor—
the Gesellschaftsraum der  Kapitin (Captain’s
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Lounge) with its dark woodwork, manly cigar smoke
and Damentische (Tables for Ladies), the Premier
Dining Room with its linen napery and silverplated
aluminum dining service, the Ladies’ Retiring Room
always set out profusely with fresh flowers, the
Schwartzwald bar, the gambling casino with its rou-
lette, baccarat, chemmy, blackjack (vingt-et-un), its
tables for skat and bridge and dominoes and sixty-
six, its chess tables presided over by the delightfully
eccentric world’s champion Nimzowitch, who would -
defeat you blindfold, but always brilliantly, simul-
taneously or one at a time, in charmingly baroque
brief games for only two gold pieces per person per
game (one gold piece to nutsy Nimzy, one to the
DLG), and the supremely luxurious staterooms with
costly veneers of mahogany over balsa; the hosts of
attentive stewards, either as short and skinny as jock-
eys or else actual dwarfs, both types chosen to save
weight; and the titanium elevator rising through the
countless bags of helium to the two-decked Zenith
. Observatory, the sun deck wind-screened but roof-
less to let in the ever-changing clouds, the mysterious
fog, the rays of the stars and good old Sol, and all the
heavens. Ah, where else on land or sea could you buy
such high living? , .

I called to mind in detail the single cabin which
was always mine when I sailed on the Ostwald—
meine Stammkabine. 1 visualized the Grand Cor-
ridor thronged with wealthy passengers in evening
dress, the handsome officers, the unobtrusive, ever-
attentive stewards, the gleam of white shirt fronts,
the glow of bare shoulders, the muted dazzle of jew-
els, the music of conversations like string quartets,
the lilting low laughter that traveled along. .

Exactly on time I did a neat “Links, marchieren!”
(“To the left, march!”) and passed through the im-
pressive portals of the Empire State and across its
towering lobby to the mutedly silver-doored banks of
elevators. On my way I noted the silver-glowing date:
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6 May 1937 and the time of day: 1:07 p.m. Good!
—since the Ostwald did not cast off until the tick of
3:00 .M., I would be left plenty of time for a leisurely
lunch and good talk with my son, if he had remem-
bered to meet me—and there was actually no doubt
of that, since he is the most considerate and orderly
minded ‘of sons, a real German mentality, though I

-+ say it myself. , »

I headed for the express bank, enjoying my pas-
sage through the clusters of high-class people who
thronged the lobby without any unseemly crowding,
and placed myself before the doors designated “Diri-
gible Departure Lounge” and in briefer German
“Zum Zeppelin.” ; :

- The elevator hostess was an attractive Japanese girl

in skirt of dull silver with the DLG, Double Eagle -
and Dirigible insignia of the German Airship Union
emblazoned in small on the left breast of her mutedly
silver jacket. I noted with unvoiced approval that

she appeared to have an excellent command of both

German and English and was uniformly courteous

to the passengers in her smiling but unemotional

Nipponese fashion, which is so like our German scien-
tific precision of speech, though without the latter’s

 warm underlying passion. How good that eur two

federations, at opposite sides of the globe, have strong
commercial and behavioral ties! -

. My fellow passengers in the lift, chiefly Americans
and Germans, were of the finest type, very well
dressed—except that just as the doors were about to-
close, there pressed in my doleful Jew in black. He
seemed ill at ease, perhaps because of his shabby
clothing. T was surprised, but made a point of being
particularly polite toward him, giving him a slight
bow and brief but friendly smile, while flashing my

~eyes. Jews have as much right to the acme of luxury
travel as any other people on the planet, if they have
the money—and most of them do. _

During our uninterrupted and infinitely smooth pas-



|
‘ FRITZ LEIBER

14
sage upward, I touched my outside left breast pock-
et to reassure myself that my ticket—first class on
the Ostwald!—and my papers were there. But actual-
ly T got far more reassurance and even secret joy
from the feel and thought of the documents in my
tightly zippered inside left breast pocket: the signed
preliminary agreements that would launch America
herself into the manufacture of passenger zeppelins.
Modern ‘Germany is always generous in sharing her
great technical achievements with responsible sister
nations, supremely confident that the genius of her
scientists and engineers will continue to keep her well
ahead of all other lands; and after all, the genius of
two Americans, father and son, had made vital though
indirect contributions to the development of safe air-
ship travel (and not forgetting the part played by
the Polish-born wife of the one and mother of the
other). :

The obtaining of those documents had been the
chief and official reason for my trip to New York
City, though I had been able to combine it most
pleasurably with a long overdue visit with my son,
the social historian, and with his charming wife.

These happy reflections were cut short by the jar-
less arrival of our elevator at its lofty terminus on the
one hundredth floor. The journey old love-smitten
King Kong had made only after exhausting exertion
we had accomplished effortlessly. The silvery doors
spread wide. My fellow passengers hung back for a
moment in awe and perhaps a little trepidation at
the thought of the awesome journey ahead of them,
and I—seasoned airship traveler that I am—was the

first to step out, favoring with a smile and nod of
approval my pert yet cool Japanese fellow employee
of the lower echelons. - ,

Hardly sparing a glance toward the great, fleckless
window confronting the doors and showing a match-
less view of Manhattan from an elevation of 1,250 feet
minus two stories, I briskly turned, not right to the
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portals of the Departure Lounge and tower elevator,
but left to those of the superb German restaurant
Krihenest (“Crow’s Nest”). : :

I passed between the flanking three-foot-high
bronze statuettes of Thomas Edison and Marie
~ Sklodowska Edison niched in one wall and those of

‘Count von Zeppelin and Thomas Sklodowska Edi-
son facing them from the other, and entered the
select precincts of the finest German dining place
_outside the Fatherland. I paused while my eyes trav-
eled searchingly around the room with its restful dark
wood paneling deeply carved with beautiful repre-
‘sentations of the Black Forest and its. grotesque su-
pernatural denizens—kobolds, elves, gnomes, dryads -
(tastefully sexy), and the like. They interested me
since I am what Americans call a Sunday painter,
though almost my sole subject matter is zeppelins
seen against blue sky and airy, soaring clouds. '

The Oberkellner came hurrying toward me with.
menu tucked under his left elbow and saying, “Mein
Herr! Charmed to see you once more! I have a per-
fect table-for-one with porthole looking out ‘across
the Hudson.”

But just then a youthful figure rose springily from
behind a table set against the far wall, and a dear and
familiar voice rang out to me with “Hier, Papal” ,

“Nein, Herr Ober,” 1 smilingly told the headwaiter
as I walked past him, “heute hab ich ein Gesell-
schafter, Mein Sohn.” ‘

T confidently made my way between tables occu-
pied by well-dressed folk, both white and black.

My son wrung my hand with fierce family affec-
tion, though we had last parted only that morning.
~ He insisted that I take the wide, dark, leather-up-
holstered seat against the wall, which gave me a fine
view of the entire restaurant, while he took the fac-
ing chair. ) | '

“Because during this meal I wish to look only on
you, Papa,” he assured me with manly tenderness.
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“And we have at least an hour and a half together,
Papa—I have checked your luggage through, and it

_is likely already aboard the Ostwald.” Thoughtful,
dependable boy!

““And now, Papa, what shall it be? he continued
‘after we had settled ourselves. “I see that -today’s
special is Sauerbraten mit Spatzel and sweet-sour red
cabbage. But there is also Paprikahuhn and—"

“Leave the chicken to flaunt her paprika in lonely
red ‘splendor today,” I interrupted him. “Sauerbraten
- sounds fine.” -
Ordered by my Herr Ober, the aged wine waiter
had already approached our table. I was about to
give him direction when my son took upon himself
that task with an authority and a hostfulness that
warmed my heart. He scanned the wine menu rapidly

but thoroughly.

“The meandel 1933,” he ordered with decision,
though glancing my way to see if I concurred with
his judgment. I smiled and nodded.

“And perhaps ein Tropfchen Schnapps to begin
with?” he suggested. ’

“A brandyP—yes!” I replied. “And not just a drop,
either. Make it a double. It is not every day I lunch
with that distinguished scholar, my son.”

“Oh, Papa,” he protested, dropping his eyes and
almost blushing. Then firmly to the bent-backed,
white-haired wine waiter, “Schnapps also. Doppel.”
- The old waiter nodded his approval and hurried off.

We gazed fondly at each other for a few blissful
seconds. Then I said, “Now tell me more fully about
your achievements as a ‘social historian on an ex-
- change professorship in the New World. I know we
have spoken about this several times, but only rather
briefly and generally when various of your friends
were present, or at least your lovely wife. Now I would
like a more leisurely man-to-man account of your
great work. Incidentally, do you find the scholarly
apparatus—books, und so weiter (“et cetera”)—of the
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 Municipal Universities of New York City adequate

~ to your needs after having enjoyed those of Baden-

Baden University and the institutions of high learning -
- in the German Federation?” i
“In some respects they are lacking,” he admitted.’
“However, for my purposes they have proved com-
pletely adequate.” Then once more he dropped his
" eyes and almost blushed. “But, Papa, you praise my
small efforts far too highly.” He lowered his voice.
“They do not compare with the victory for interna-
tional industrial relations you yourself have won in a
fortnight.” - N — , ’ o
~“All in a day’s work for the DLG,” I said -self-
deprecatingly, though once again lightly touching my
~ left chest to establish contact with those most impor-
 tant documents safely stowed in my inside left breast
ocket. “But now, no more polite fencing!” I went on
griskly. “Tell me all about those ‘small efforts,” as you
 modestly refer to them.”
- His eyes met mine. “Well, Papa,” he began in sud-
denly matter-of-fact fashion, “all my work these last
" two years has been increasingly dominated by a firm
~ awareness of the fragility of the underpinnings of
. the good world-society we enjoy today. If certain his-
torically-minute key events, or cusps, in only the past
one hundred years had been decided differently—if
another course had been chosen than the one that
was—then the whole world might now be plunged in
‘wars and worse horrors then we ever dream of. It is a
chilling insight, but it bulks continually larger in my
entire work, my every paper.” ,

I felt the thrilling touch of inspiration. At that mo- -
ment the wine waiter arrived with our double bran-
dies in small goblets of cut glass. I wove the interrup-
tion into the fabric of my inspiration. “Let us drink

. then to what you name your chilling insight,” I said.
“Prosit!l” : :
- The bite and spreading- warmth of the excellen
- schnapps quickened my inspiration further. “I believe
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I understand exactly what you’re getting at . . » I
told my son. I set down my half-emptied goblet and:
- pointed at something over my son’s shoulder.
_ He turned his head around, and after one glance
back at my pointing finger, which intentionally wag-
. gled a tiny bit from side to side, he realized that I
was not indicating the entry of the Krihenest, but the
four sizable bronze statuettes flanking it.

“For instance,” I said, “if Thomas Edison and Ma-
rie Sklodowska had not married, and especially if
they had not had their super-genius son, then Edi-
son’s knowledge of electricity and hers of radium and
other radioactives might never have been joined.
There might never have been developed the fabu-
lous T. S. Edison battery, which is the prime mover
of all today’s surface and air traffic. Those pioneering
electric trucks introduced by the Saturday Evening
Post in Philadelphia might have remained an expen-
sive freak. And the gas helium might never have
been produced industrially to supplement earth’s
‘meager subterranean supply.” -

My son’s eyes brightened with the flame of pure
scholarship. “Papa,” he said eagerly, “you are a ge-
nius yourself! You have precisely hit on what is per-
haps the most important of those cusp-events I re-
ferred to. I am at this moment finishing the necessary
research for a long paper on it. Do you know, Papa,
that I have firmly established by researching Parisian
records that there was in 1894 a close personal rela-
tionship between Marie Sklodowska and her fellow
radium researcher Pierre Curie, and that she might
well have become Madame Curie—or perhaps Ma-
dame Becquerel, for he too was in that work—if the
dashing and brilliant Edison had not most opportunely
arrived in Paris in December 1894 to sweep her off
her feet and carry her off to the New World to even
greater achievements? = “ ‘

“And just think, Papa,” he went on, his eyes aflame,
“what might have happened if their son’s battery had



CATCH THAT ZEPPELINI 19

not been invented—the most difficult technical
achievement hedged by all sorts of seeming scientific
impossibilities, in the entire millennium-long history of

“industry. Why, Henry Ford might have manufactured
automobiles powered by steam or by exploding natu-
ral gas or conceivably even vaporized liquid gasoline,
rather than the mass-produced electric cars which
have been such a boon to mankind everywhere—not
‘our smokeless cars, but cars spouting all sorts of
noxious fumes to pollute the environment.”

Cars powered by the danger-fraught combustion of
vaporized liquid gasolinel—it almost made me shud-
der and certainly it was a fantastic thought, yet not
alég;giether beyond the bounds of possibility, I had to
admit. o

Just then I noticed my gloomy, black-clad Jew sit-
ting only two tables away from us, though how he
had got himself into the exclusive Krihenest was a
wonder. Strange that I had missed his entry—proba-
bly immediately after my own, while I had eyes only
for my son. His presence somehow threw a dark
though only momentary shadow over my bright
mood. Let him get some good German food inside
him and some fine German wine, I thought gener-
ously—it will fill that empty belly of his and even
put a bit of a good German smile into those sunken
Yiddish cheeks! I combed my litle mustache with
‘my thumbnail and swept the errant lock of hair off
my forehead. ‘ :

Meanwhile my son was saying, “Also, Father, if
electric transport had not been developed, and if dur-
ing the last decade relations between Germany and
the United States had not been so good, then we
might never have gotten from the wells in Texas
the supply of natural helium our zeppelins desper-
ately neéded during the brief but vital period before
we had put the artificial creation of helium onto an
industrial footing. My researchers at Washington have
revealed that there was a strong movement in the
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"U.S. military to ban the sale of helium to any other
nation, Germany in particular. Only the powerful in-
fluence of Edison, Ford, and a few other key Ameri-
cans, instantly brought to bear, prevented that stupid
injunction. Yet if it had gone through, Germany might
have been forced to use hydrogen instead of helium
to float her passenger dirigibles. That was another
“crucial cusp.”
“A hydrogen-supported zeppelin!—ridiculous! Such
an airship would be a floating bomb, ready to be
touched off by the slightest spark,” I protested.
“Not ridiculous, Father,” my son calmly contra-
dicted me, shaking his head. “Pardon me for tres-
~ passing in your field, but there is an inescapable im-
perative about certain industrial developments. If
there is not a safe road of advance, then a dangerous
one will invariably be taken. You must admit, Father,
 that the development of commercial airships was in
its early stages a most perilous venture. During the
1920s there were the dreadful wrecks of the American
dirigibles Roma, and- Shenandoah, which broke in
two, Akron, and Macon, the British R-38, which also
broke apart in the air, and R-101, the French Dix-
mude, which disappeared in the Mediterranean,
Mussolini’s Italia, which crashed trying to reach the
~ North Pole, and the Russian Maxim Gorky, struck -
down by a plane, with a total loss of no fewer than
340 crew members for the nine accidents. If that had
been followed by the explosions of two or three hy-
drogen zeppelins, world industry might well have
abandoned forever the attempt to create passenger
airships and turned instead to the development of
large propeller-driven, heavier-than-air craft.” :
Monster airplanes, in danger every moment of
~crashing from engine failure, competing with good
old unsinkable zeppelinsP—impossible, at least at first
thought. I shook my head, but not with as much con-
viction as I might have wished. My son’s suggestion
- was really a valid one.
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Besides, he had all his facts at his fingertips and was
complete master of his subject, as I also had to allow. -
Those nine fearful airship disasters he mentioned had
indeed occurred, as I knew well, and might have

tipped the scale in favor of long-distance passenger
- and troop-carrying airplanes, had it not been for he-

lium, the T. S. Edison battery, and German genius.

Fortunately I was able to’ dump from my mind

these uncomfortable speculations and immerse myself

in admiration of my son’s multisided scholarship. That

boy was a wonderl—a real chip off the old block, and,
' yes, a bit more. '

“And now, Dolfy,” he went on, using my nickname
(I did not mind), “may I turn to an entirely different
topic? Or rather to a very different example of my
hypothesis of historical cusps?” ;

I nodded mutely. My mouth was busily full with fine
Sauerbraten and those lovely, tiny German dump-
lings, while my nostrils enjoyed the unique aroma of
sweet-sour red cabbage. I had been so engrossed in
my son’s revelations that I had not consciously noted
our luncheon being served. I swallowed, took a slug
of the good, red Zinfandel, and said, “Please go on.”

: “It’s about the consequences of the American Civil

~War, Father,” he said surprisingly. “Did you know
that in the decade after that bloody conflict, there
was a very real danger that the whole cause of Negro

- freedom and rights—for which the war was fought,

whatever they say—might well have been completely
smashed? The fine work of Abraham Lincoln, Thad-
deus Stevens, Charles Sumner, the Freedmen’s Bu-
reau, and the Union League Clubs put to naught?
And even the Ku Klux Klan underground allowed
free reign rather than being sternly repressed? Yes,
Father, my thoroughgoing researchings have con-
vinced me such things might easily have happened,
resulting in some sort of re-enslavement of the blacks,
with the whole war to be refought at an indefinite
future date, or at any rate Reconstruction brought
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to a dead halt for many decades—with what disas-
trous effects on the American character, turning its
deep simple faith in freedom to hypocrisy, it is im-
possible to exaggerate. I have published a sizable
paper on this subject in the Jowrnal of Civil War
Studies.” : S
I nodded somberly. Quite a bit of this new subject
matter of his was ferra incognita to me; yet I knew
enough of American history to realize he had made a
cogent point. More than ever before, I was impressed
by his multifaceted learning-—he was indubitably a
figure in the great tradition of German scholarship,
a profound thinker, broad and deep. How fortunate
to be his father. Not for the first time, but perhaps
with the greatest sincerity yet, I thanked God and the
Laws of Nature that I had early moved my family
“ from Braunau, Austria, where I had been born in
1889, to Baden-Baden, where he had grown up in
the ambience of the great nmew university on the
edge of the Black Forest and only 150 kilometers
from Count Zeppelin’s dirigible factory in Wiirttem-
berg, at Friedrichshafen on Lake Constance.

I raised my glass of Kirschwasser to him in a sol-
emn, silent toast—we had somehow got to that stage
in our meal—and downed a sip of the potent, fiery,
white, cherry brandy. = ’

He leaned toward me and said, “I might as well
‘tell you, Dolf, that my big book, at once popular
and scholarly, my Meisterwerk, to be titled If Things
Had Gone Wrong, or perhaps If Things Had Turned
for the Worse, will deal solely—though illuminated
‘by dozens of diverse examples—with my theory of

- historical cusps, a highly speculative concept but firm-
~ ly footed in fact” He glanced at his wristwatch,
muttered, “Yes, there’s still time for it. So now—" His
face grew grave, his voice clear though small—“T will
venture to tell you about one more cusp, the most
- disputable and yet most crucial of them all” He
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- paused. “I warn you, dear Dolf, that this cusp may
cause you pain.” : '
ah“I doubt that,” I told him indulgently. “Anyhow, go -
ead.” , i ‘
“Very well. In November of 1918, when the British
had broken the Hindenburg Line and the weary Ger-
' man army was defiantly dug in along the Rhine, and
just before the Allies; under Marshal Foch, launched
“the final crushing drive which would cut a bloody
swath across the heartland to Berlin—"
I understood his warning at once. Memories flamed
"in my mind like the sudden blinding flares of the bat-
tlefield with their deafening thunder. The company I
had commanded had been among the most desper-
ately defiant of those he mentioned, heroically nerved
for a last-ditch resistance. And then Foch had deliv-
ered that last vast blow, and we had fallen back and
back and back before the overwhelming numbers of
our enemies with their field guns and tanks and ar-
mored cars innumerable and above all their huge
aerial armadas of De Haviland and Handley-Page
and other big bombers escorted by insect-buzzing
fleets of Spads and other fighters shooting to bits our
last Fokkers and Pfalzes and visiting on Germany a
destruction greater far than our zeps had worked
on England. Back, back, back, endlessly reeling and
regrouping, across the devastated German country-
side, a dozen times decimated yet still defiant until
the end came at last amid the ruins of Berlin, and the
most bold among us had to admit we were beaten
and we surrendered unconditionally— :
These vivid, fiery recollections came to me almost
instantaneously. : :
I heard my son continuing, “At that cusp moment in
November, 1918, Dolf, there existed a very strong
possibility—I have established this beyond question
—that an immediate armistice would be offered and
signed, and the war ended inconclusively. President
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Wilson was wavering, the French were very tired,
and so on.

“And if that had happened in achxahty—harken
closely to me now, Dolf—then the German temper
entering the decade of the 1920s would have been
entirely different. She would have felt she had not
been really licked, and there would inevitably have

" been a secret recrudescence of pan-German militar-

ism. German scientific humanism would not have
won its total victory over the Cermany of the—yes!
—Huns.

“As for the Allies, self-tricked out of the complete
victory which lay within their grasp, they would in
the long run have treated Germany far less generous-
ly than they did after their lust for revenge had been
sated by that last drive to Berlin. The League of Na-
tions would not have become the strong instrument
for world peace that it is today; it might well have
been repudiated by America and certainly secretly
detested by Germany. Old wounds would not have
healed because, paradoxically, they would not have
been deep enough ‘

“There, I've said my say. I hope it hasn’t bothered
you too badly, Dolf.” v

I let out a gusty sigh. Then my wincing frown was
replaced by a brow serene. I said very deliberately,
“Not one bit, my son, though you have certainly
touched my own old wounds to the quick. Yet I feel
in my bones that your interpretation is completely v
valid. Rumors of an armistice were indeed running
like wildfire through our troops in that black autumn
of 1918. And I know only too well that if there had
been an armistice at that time, then officers like my-
self would have believed that the German soldier had
never really been defeated, only betrayed by his
leaders and by red incendiaries, and we would have
begun to conspire endlessly for a resumption of the
war under happler clrcumstances My son, let us drink -
to your amazing cusps
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Our tiny glasses touched with a delicate ting, anc
the last drops went down of biting, faintly bitter
‘Kirschwasser. I buttered a thin slice of pumpernickel
and nibbled it—always good to finish off a meal with
bread. I was suddenly filled with an immeasurable
content. It ‘'was a golden moment, which I would
have been happy to have go on forever, while I lis-
tened to my son’s wise words and fed my satisfaction
in him. Yes, indeed, it was a golden nugget of pause
in the terrible rush of time—the enriching conversa-
tion, the peerless food and drink, the darkly pleasant
surroundings— : '

At that moment I chanced to look at my discordant
Jew two tables away. For some weird reason he was
glaring at me with naked hate, though he instantly
dropped his gaze— _

- But even that strange and disquieting event did
not disrupt my mood of golden tranquillity, which
- I sought to prolong by saying in summation, “My dear
son, this has been the most exciting though eerie
lunch T have ever enjoyed. Your remarkable cusps
have opened to me a fabulous world in which I can
nevertheless utterly believe. A horridly fascinating
world of sizzling hydrogen zeppelins, of countless
evil-smelling gasoline cars built by Ford instead of his
electrics, of re-enslaved American blackamoors, of
Madame Becquerels or Curies, a world without the
T. S. Edison battery and even T. S. himself, a world
in which German scientists are sinister pariahs instead
of tolerant, humanitarian, great-souled leaders of
~ world thought, a world in which a mateless old Edi-
son tinkers forever at a powerful storage battery he
cannot perfect, a world in which Woodrow: Wilson
doesn’t insist on Germany being admitted at once to
the League of Nations, a world of festering hatreds
reeling toward a second and worse world war. Oh,
‘altogether an incredible world, yet one in which you
have momentarily made me believe, to the extent
that I do actually have the fear that time will sud-
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denly shift gears and we will be plunged into that
bad dream world, and our real world will become a

I suddenly chanced to see the face of my watch—

At the same time my son looked at his own left -
wrist— ' . ‘ \

“Dolf,” he said, springing up in agitation, “I do hope
that with my stupid chatter I haven’t made you
miss—" & ,

I had sprung up too— ,

“No, no, my son,” I heard myself say in a flut-
tering voice, “but it’s true I have little time in which
to catch the Ostwald. Auf Wiedersehen, mein Sohn,
auf Wiedersehen!”.

And with that I was hastening, indeed almost run-
ning, or else sweeping through the air like a ghost—
~ leaving him behind to settle our reckoning—across a

room that seemed to waver with my feverish agita-
tion, alternately darkening and brightening like an
electric bulb with its fine tungsten filament about to
_ fly to powder and wink out forever— '
Inside my head a voice was saying in calm yet
death-knell tones, “The lights of Europe are going out.
I do not think they will be rekindled in my genera-
tion—" . o
Suddenly the only important thing in the world for
me was to catch the Ostwald, get aboard her before .
she unmoored. That and only that would reassure me

that I was in my rightful world. I would touch and *

- feel the Ostwald, not just talk about her— :

As I dashed between the four bronze figures, th
seemed to hunch down and become deformed, while
their faces became those of grotesque, aged witches
—four evil kobolds leering up at me with a horrid
knowledge bright in their eyes— .

While behind me I glimpsed in pursuit a tall, black,
white-faced figure, skeletally lean— '
, The strangely short corridor ahead of me had a

- blank end—the Departure Lounge wasn’t there—
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I instantly jerked open the narrow door to the stairs
and darted nimbly up them as if I were a young man
again and not forty-eight years old—

On the third sharp turn I risked a glance behind
and down— : o o

Hardly a flight behind me, taking great pursuing
leaps, was my dreadful Jew— '

I tore open the door to the hundred and second
floor. There at last, only a few feet away, was the sil-
ver door I sought of the final elevator and softly glow-
ing above it the words, “Zum Zeppelin.” At last 1
would be shot aloft to the Ostwald and reality. - e
~ But the sign began to blink as the Krihenest had,
while across the door was pasted askew a white card-
board sign which read “Out of Order.” )

I threw myself at the door and scrabbled at it,
squeezing my eyes several times to make my vision
come clear. When I finally fully opened them, the
cardboard sign was gone. o _

But the silver door was gone too, and the words
;ll)ove it forever. I was scrabbling at seamless pale

aster.

There was a touch on my elbow. I spun around.

“Excuse me, sir, but you seem troubled,” my Jew
said solicitously. “Is there anything I can do?” '

I shook my head, but whether in negation or rejec-
- tion or to clear it, I don’t know. “I'm looking for-the

Ostwald,” I gasped, only now realizing I'd winded my-
self on the stairs. “For the zeppelin,” I explained
when he looked puzzled. ,

I may be wrong, but it seemed to me that a look of
~ secret glee flashed deep in his eyes, though his gen-
eral sympathetic expression remained unchanged.

“Oh, the zeppelin,” he said in a voice that seemed
to me to have become sugary in its solicitude. “You
must mean the Hindenburg.” _ ‘

HindenburgP—I asked myself. There was no zep-

- pelin named Hindenburg. Or was there? Could it
be that I was mistaken about such a simple and, one
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would think, immutable matter? My mind had been
getting very foggy the last minute or two. Desperately

I tried to assure myself that I was indeed myself and .-

* in my right world. My lips worked and I muttered
to myself, Bin Adolf Hitler, Zeppelin Fachmann. . . .
“But the Hindenburg doesn’t land. here, in any
case,” my Jew was telling me, “though I think some
vague intention once was voiced about topping the -
Empire State with a mooring mast for dirigibles.
Perhaps you saw some news story and assumed—"

His face fell, or he made it seem to fall. The sugary
solicitude in his voice became unendurable as he told
me, “But apparently you can’t have heard today’s
tragic news. Oh, I do hope you weren’t seeking the
Hindenburg so as to meet some beloved family
member or close friend. Brace yourself, sir. Only
hours ago, coming in for her landing at Lakehurst,
New Jersey, the Hindenburg caught fire and burned -
up entirely in a matter of seconds. Thirty or forty at
least of her passengers and crew were burned alive.
Oh, steady yourself, sir.” . ,

“But the Hindenburg—I mean the Ostwald/—
couldn’t burn like that,” T protested. “She’s a helium
zeppelin.”

He shook his head. “Oh, no. I'm no scientist, but
I know the Hindenburg was filled with hydrogen—a
wholly typical bit of reckless German risk-running. At
least we've never sold helium to the Nazis, thank
God.” : ‘

I stared at him, wavering my face from side to side
in feeble denial. :

. While he stared back at me with obviously a new
thought in mind. :

“Excuse me once again,” he said, “but I believe I
heard you start to say something about Adolf Hit-
ler. I suppose you know that you bear a certain re-
semblance to that execrable dictator. If I were you,
sir, I'd shave my mustache.” L.
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I felt a wave of fury at this inexplicable remark
with all its baffling references, yet withal a remark
‘delivered in the unmistakable tones of an insult. And
then all my surroundings momentarily reddened and
flickered, and I felt a tremendous wrench in the in-
most core of my being, the sort of wrench one might
experience in transiting timelessly from one universe
into another parallel to it. Briefly I became a man
still named Adolf Hitler, same as the Nazi dictator
and almost the same age, a German-American born
- in Chicago, who had never visited Germany or spoke
German, whose friends teased him about his chance
resemblance to the other Hitler, and who used stub-
bornly to say, “No, I won’t change my name! Let that
Fiihrer bastard across the Atlantic change his! Ever
hear about the British Winston Churchill writing the
Americah Winston Churchill, who wrote The Crisis ,
and other novels, and suggesting he change his name
to avoid confusion, since the Englishman had done
some writing tooP The American wrote back it was a
good idea, but since he was three years older, he was
senior and so the Britisher should change his name.
- That’s exactly how I feel about that son of a bitch
Hitler.” v )
- The Jew still stared at me sneeringly. I started to
tell him off, but then I was lost in a second weird,
wrenching transition. The first had been directly from
one parallel universe to another. The second was also
in time—I aged fourteen or fifteen years in a single
infinite instant while transiting from 1937 (where I
had been born in 1889 and was forty-eight) to 1973
~ (where I had been born in 1910 and was sixty-three).
My name changed back to my truly own (but what
is that?), and I no longer looked one bit like Adolf
Hitler the Nazi dictator (or dirigible expert?), and I
had a married son who was a sort of social historian
in a New York City municipal university, and he had
many brilliant theories, but none of historical cusps.
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And the Jew—I mean the tall, thin man in black
with possibly Semitic features—~was gone. I looked
around and around but there was no one there.

I touched my outside left breast pocket, then my
hand darted tremblingly underneath. There was no
zipper on the pocket inside and no precious docu-
ments, only a couple of grimy envelopes with notes
T'd scribbled on them in pencil.

I don’t know how I got out of the Empire State
Building. Presumably by elevator. Though all my
memory holds for that period is a persistent image of
King Kong tumbling down from its top like a ridicu-
laus yet poignantly pitiable giant teddy bear.

I do recollect walking in a sort of trance for what
seemed hours through a Manhattan stinking with
monoxide and carcinogens innumerable, half waking
from time to time (usually while crossing streets that
snarled, not purred), and then relapsing into trance.
There were big dogs.

When I at last fully came to myself, I was walking
down a twilit Hudson Street at the north end of
Greenwich Village. My gaze was fixed on a distant
and unremarkable pale-gray square of building top.
I guessed it must be that of the World Trade Center,
1,350 feet tall. -

And then it was blotted out by the grinning face of
my son, the professor. » :

“Justin!” I said. :

“Fritz]” he said. “We’d begun to worry a bit. Where
did you get off to, anyhow? Not that it’s a damn bit
of my business. If you had an assignation with a go-go
girl, you needn’t tell me.” ,

“Thanks,” I said, “I do feel tired, I must admit, and
somewhat cold. But no, I was just looking at some of
my old stamping grounds,” I told him, “and tak-
ing longer than I.realized. Manhattan’s changed dur-
ing my years onthe West Coast, but not all that
much.” ‘ '

“It’s getting chilly,” he said. “Let’s stop in at that



CATCH THAT ZEPPELINI 31

place ahead with the black front. It's the White
Horse. Dylan Thomas used to drink there.. He’s sup-
- posed to have scribbled a poem on the wall of the
can, only they painted it over. But it has the authen-
tic sawdust.”

“Good,” T said, “only we'll make mine coffee, not
ale. Or if I can’t get coffee, then cola.”

I am not really a Prosztl-type person.
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S ometime in the Twenty-third Century they started
calling it “the Forever War.” Before that, it had
just been the war, the only war.

And we had never met the enemy. The Taurans
started the war at the end of the Twentieth Cen-

' «tury, attacking our first starships with no provocation.
We had never exchanged a word with the enemy;
* had never captured one alive.
I was drafted in 1997, and in 2458 still had three
. years to serve. I'd gone all the way from private to
major in less than half a millennium. Without actual-
ly living all those years, of course; time dilation be-
xeen collapsar jumps accounted for all but five of
om. , , :

Most of those five years I had been reasonably
content, since the usual disadvantages- of - military
service were offset by the fact that I was allowed to
endure them in the company of the woman I loved.
The three battles we had been in, we'd been in to-
gether: we'd shared a furlough on Earth, and even

- had the luck to be wounded at the same time, win-
ning a year-long vacation on the hospital planet Heav-
en. After that, everything fell apart.

" We had known for some time that neither of us

- would live through the war. Not only because the
fighting was fierce—you had about one chance in
three of surviving a battle—but also, the government

- couldn’t afford to release us from the army: our back
pay, compounded quarterly over the centuries, ,
would cost them as much as a starship! But we did -

35
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have each other, and there was always the. possibil-
ity that the war might end. e

But at Heaven, they separated us. On the basis of
tests (and our embarrassing seniority) Marygay was
made a lieutenant and I became a major. She was as-
signed to a Strike Force leaving from Heaven,
. though, and I was to go back to Stargate for combat
officer training, eventually to command my own
Strike Force. :

I literally tried to move Heaven and Earth to get
Marygay assigned to me; it didnt seem unreason-
able for a commander to have a hand in the selection
of his executive officer. But I found out later that the
Army had good reason not to allow us together in the
 same company: heterosexuality was obsolete, a rare
- dysfunction, and we were too old to be “cured.” The
Army needed our experience, but the rule was one
pervert per company; no exceptions.

- We weren’t simply lovers. Marygay and I were

each other’s only link to the real world, the 1990s.
Everyone else came from a nightmare world that
seemed to get worse as time went on. And neither
was it simply separation: even if we were both to
survive the battles in our future—not likely—time
dilation would put us centuries out of phase with

one another. There was no solution. One of us would. .

- die and the other would be alone. :
My officer’s training consisted of being immersed
in a tank of oxygenated fluorocarbon with 239 elec-
trodes attached to my brain and body. It was called
ALSC, Accelerated Life Situation Computer, and it
- made my life accelerated and miserable for three
weeks. : o
~ Want to know who Scipio Aemilianus wasP Bright
light of the Third Punic War. How to counter a knife-
~thrust to the abdomen? Crossed-wrists block, twist -
right, left side-kick to the exposed kidney,
What good all this was going to be, fighting peram-
bulating mushrooms, was a mystery to me. But I was
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that machine’s slave for three weeks, learning the best
" way to use every weapon from the sharp stick to the
nova bomb, and- absorbing two millennia’s worth of
military observat:on theory, and prejudice. It was

supposed to make me a major. Kind of like making a
duck by teaching a ch1cken how to SWJ.m.

My separation from Marygay seemed, if posmble,
even more final when I read my combat orders: Sade-
138, in the Greater Magellanic Cloud, four collapsar
jumps and 150,000 light-years away. But I had already
learned to live with the fact that I'd never see her

~again. .

I had access to all of my new company’s personnel
records, including my own. The Army’s psychologist
had said that I “thought” I was tolerant toward homo-
sexuality—which was wounding, because T'd learned
at my mother’s knee that what a person does with
his plumbmg is his own business and nobody else’s.
Which is all very fine when you’re in the majority,
I found out. When you’re the one being tolerated, it
can be difficult. Behmd my back, most of them called
me “the Old Queer,” even though no one in the com-
“pany was more than nine years younger than me. I
accepted the inaccuracy along with the irony; a com-

- mander always gets names. I should have seen,

though, that this was more than the obligatory token

disrespect that soldiers accord their officers. The name

symbolized an attitude of contempt and estrange-

ment more profound than any I had experienced dur-

Elg my years as a private and noncommissioned of-
cer.

Language, for one thing, was no small problem
English had evolved considerably in 450 years; sol-
diers had to learn Twenty-first Century English as a
sort of lingua franca with which to communicate
with their officers, some of whom might be “old”
enough to be their nine-times-great-grandparents. Of
. course, they only used this language when talkmg to
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their officers, or mocking them, so they got out of
practice with it. o :

At Stargate, maybe they should have spared some
ALSC time to teach me the language of my troops.
I had an “open door” policy, where twice weekly any
soldier could come talk to me without going up

through the chain of command, everything off the
- record. It never worked out well, and after a couple
of months they stopped coming altogether.

There were only three of us who were born before
the Twenty-fifth Century—the only three who had
been born at all, since they didn’t make people the
~sloppy old-fashoned way any more. Each embryo
was engineered for a specific purpose . . . and the ones
that wound up being soldiers, although intelligent
and physically perfect, seemed deficient in some
qualities that I considered to be virtues. Attila would
have loved them, though; Napoleon would have hired
them on the spot. ' :

The other two people “of woman born” were my
executive officer, Captain Charlie Moore, and the se-
nior medic, Lieutenant Diana Alsever. They were
both homosexual, having been born in the Twenty-
second Century, but we still had much in common,
and they were the only people in the company whom
I considered friends. In retrospect I can see that
we insulated one another from the rest of the company,
which might have been comfortable for them—but
- it was disastrous for me. :

The rest of the officers, especially Lieutenant Hille-
boe, my Field First, seemed only to tell me what they
 thought I wanted to hear. They didn’t tell me that
most of the troops thought I was inexperienced, cow-
ardly, and had only been made their commander by

- virtue of seniority. All of which was more or less true
—after all, I hadn’t volunteered for the position—
- but maybe I could have done something about it if
my officers had been frank with me. S
Our assignment was to build a base on Sade-138’s

A
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largest planet, and defend it against Tauran attack.
Tauran expansion was very predictable, and we knew
that they would show up there sooner or later. My
company, Strike Force Gamma, would defend the
place for two years, after which a garrison force
would relieve us. And I would theoretically resign my
commission and become a civilian again—unless there
happened to be a new regulation forbidding it. Or
an old one that they had neglected to tell me about.

The garrison force would automatically leave Star-
gate two years after we had, with no idea what would
be waiting for them at Sade-138. There was no way
we could get word back to them, since the trip took
340 years of “objective” time, though ship-time was
only seven months, thanks to time dilation.

- Seven months was long enough, trapped in the nar-
row corridors and tiny rooms of Masaryk II. It was a
relief to leave the ship in orbit even though planetside
meant four weeks of unrelenting hard labor under
‘hazardous, uncomfortable conditions. Two shifts of
38.5 hours each, alternating shipboard rest and plan-~
etside work. s

The planet was an almost featureless rock, an off-
white billiard ball with a thin atmosphere of hydro-
gen and helium. The temperature at the equator
varied from 25° Kelvin to 17° on a 38.5-hour cycle,
daytime heat being provided by the bright blue spark
of S Doradus. When it was coldest, just before dawn,
hydrogen would condense out of the air in a fine
mist, making everything so slippery that you had to
- just sit down and wait it out. At dawn a faint pastel
- rainbow provided the only relief from the black-and-

white monotony of the landscape. ’

The ground was treacherous, covered with little
granular chunks of frozen gas that shifted slowly, in-
cessantly in the anemic breeze. You had to walk in a
slow waddle to stay on your feet; of the four people
who died during the construction of the base, three
.were the victims of simple falls. '
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From the sky down, we had three echelons of de-
fense. First was the Masaryk II, with its six tachyon-
drive fighters and fifty robot drones equipped with
nova bombs. Commodore Antopol would take off af-
~ ter the Tauran ship when it flashed out of Sade-
Zfl38s collapsar field. If she nailed it, we'd be home

Tee.

If the enemy got through Antopol's swarm of fight-
ers and drones, they would still have some difficulty
attacking us. Atop our underground base was a circle
of twenty-five self-aiming bevawatt lasers, with reac-
tion times on the order of a fraction of a microsec-
‘ond. And just beyond the lasers effective horizon
was a broad ring with thousands of nuclear land mines
- that would detonate with any small distortion of the
local grawtahonal field: a Tauran walkmg over one or
a ship passing overhead.

If we actually had to go up and fight, which might
happen if they reduced all our automatic defenses
and wanted to take the base intact, each soldier was
armed with a megawatt laser finger, and every squad
had a tachyon rocket launcher and two repeating
grenade launchers. And as a last resort, there was the
- stasis field.

I couldn’t begin to understand the principles be-
hind the stasis field; the gap between present-day
physics and my master’s degree in the same subject
was as long as the time that separated Gahleo and
Einstein. But I knew the effects.

.. Nothing could move at a speed greater than 16.3

. meters per second inside the field, which was a hemi-
spherical (in space, spherical) Volume about fifty
meters in radius. Inside, there was no such thing as
electromagnetic. radiation; no electricity, no magne-
tism, no light. From inside your suit, you could see
your surroundings in ghostly monochrome—which
phenomenon was glibly explained to me as being due
to “phase transference of quasi-energy leaking
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through from an adjacent tachyon reahty, which was
so much phlogiston to-me. - ‘

But inside the field, all modern weapons of war-
fare were useless. Even a nova bomb was just an inert
lump. And any creature, Terran or Tauran, caught
inside without proper insulation would die in a frac-

tion of a second. ,

‘Inside the field we had an assortment of old-fash-
ioned weapons and one fighter, for last-ditch aerial
support. I made people practice with the swords and
bows and arrows and such, but they weren’t enthusi-
astic. The consensus of opinion was that we-would be
 doomed if the fighting degenerated to where we were
forced into the stasis ﬁeld. I couldn’t say that I dis-
agreed.

~ For ﬁve months we waited around in an atmo-
sphere of comfortably boring routine.

The base quickly settled into a routine of training
and waiting. I was almost impatient for the Taurans
E(:h show up, just to get it over with one way or the

er.

The troops had adjusted to the situation much bet-
ter than I had, for obvious reasons. They had specific
duties to perform and ample free time for the usual
soldierly anodynes to boredom. My duties were more
varied but offered little satisfaction, since the - prob-
~ lems that peroolated up to me were of the “buck
stops here” type: the ones with pleasmg, unambigu-
i)us solutions were taken care of in the lower eche-
ons.

I'd never cared much for sports or games, but found
myself turning to them more and more as a kind of
safety valve, For the first time in my life, in these
- tense, claustrophobic surroundings, I couldn’t escape
into reading or study. So I fenced, quarterstaff and
. saber, with the other officers; worked myself to ex-
haustion on the exercise machines and even kept a
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jump rope in my office. Most of the other officers
played chess, but they could usually beat me—when-
ever 1 won it gave me the feeling I was being hu-

mored. And word games were difficult because my

language was an archaic dialect that they had trouble
manipulating. And T lacked the time and talent to

master “modern” English.

For a while I let Diana feed me mood-altering
drugs, but the cumulative effect of them was fright-
ening—I was getting addicted in a way that was at
- first too subtle to bother me—so I stopped short.

Then I tried some systematic psychoanalysis with
Lieutenant Wilber. It was impossible. Although he
knew all about my problems in an academic kind of
way, we didn’t speak the same cultural language; his
counseling me about love and sex was like me telling
a Fourteenth Century serf how best to get along W1th
his priest and landlord. '
And that, after all, was the root of my problem I
was sure I could have handled the pressures and
frustrations of command, of being .cooped up in a
cave with these people who at times seemed scarcely
less alien than the enemy; even the near—certamty
that it could only lead to painful death in a worthless
‘causé—if only I could have had Marygay with me.
ﬁnd the feeling got more intense as the months crept

Y.
- He got very stern with me at this pomt and ac-
cused me of romanticizing my position. He knew
what love was, he said; he had been in love himself.
And the sexual polarity of the couple made no dif-
ference—all right, I could accept that; that idea had
been a cliché in my parents’ generation (though it had
run into some predictable resistance in my own). But
love, he said, love was a fragile blossom; love was a
delicate crystal; love was an unstable reaction with a
half-life of about eight months. Crap, I said, and ac-
cused him of wearing cultural blinders; thirty cen- -
turies of pre-war society taught that love was one
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thmg that could last to the grave and even beyond
and if he had been born instead of hatched he
would know that without being told! Whereupon he
would assume a wry, tolerant expression and reiterate
that I was merely a victim of self-lmposed sexual
frustration and romantic delusion.

In retrospect, I guess we had a good time argumg
Wlth each other Cure me, he didn’t.

2.

It was exactly 400 days since the day we had be-

" gun construction. I was sitting at my desk not check-
ing out  Hilleboe’s new duty roster. Charlie was
stretched out in a chair reading something on the
viewer. The phone buzzed and it was a voice from on
high, the Commodore.

“They’re here.”

“What?”

“I said they’re here. A Tauran ship just ex1ted the

- collapsar field. Velocity .8 c. Deceleration thirty G's.
Give or take.”

Charlie was leaning over my desk. “What?”

“How long before you can pursue?” I asked.

“Soon as you get off the phone.” I switched off
and went over to the logistic computer, which was
a twin to the one on Masaryk II, and had a direct

- data link to it. While I tried to get numbers out of the
thing, Charlie fiddled with the visual display.

The display was a hologram about a meter square
by half a meter thick and was programmed. to show
the positions of Sade-138, our planet, and a few other

~ chunks of rock in the system. There were green and

red dots to show the positions of ourxvessels and the
Taurans’.

The computer sald that the minimum tlme it could -
take the Taurans to decelerate and get back to this
~ planet would be a little over eleven days. Of course,
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that would be straight maximum acceleration and de-
celeration all the way; Commodore Antopol could
- pick them off like flies on a wall. So, like us, they’d
mix up their direction of flight and degree of accelera-
tion in a random way. Based on several hundred
past records of enemy behavior, the computer was
able to give us a probability table:

DAYS TO »
CONTACT  PROBABILITY
11 000001
15 001514
20 032164
25 103287
30 676324
35 820584
40 982685
45 993576
50 999369

MEDIAN '
28.9554 - 500000

Unless, of course, Antopol and her gang of merry pi-
rates managed to make a kill. The chances for that,
I had learned in the can, were slightly less than
fifty-fifty. :

But whether it took 28.9554 days or two weeks, those
of us on the ground had to just sit on our hands and
watch. If Antopol was successful, then we wouldn’t
have to fight until the regular garrison troops re-
placed us here, and we moved on to the next collap-
sar. :

“Haven’t left yet.” Charlie had the display cranked
down to minimum scale; the planet was a white ball
the size of a large melon and Masaryk II was a green
dot off to the right some eight melons away; you
couldn’t get both on the screen at the same time.

- While we were watching, a small green dot popped

out of the ship’s dot and drifted away from it. A
ghostly number “2” drifted beside it, and a key pro-
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jected on the display’s lower left-hand corner identi-
fied it as 2-PURSUIT DRONE. Other numbers in
the key identified the Masaryk II, a planetary defense
* fighter, and fourteen planetary defense drones. Those
sixteen ships were not yet far enough away from one
another to have separate dots. L
“Tell Hilleboe to call a general assembly. Might as
well break it to everyone at once.” ' :

The men and women didn’t take it very well, and
I couldn’t really blame them. We had all expected
the Taurans to attack much sooner—and when they -
persisted in not coming, the feeling grew that Strike

Force Command had made a mistake, and they'd

never show up at all. : ‘

I wanted them to start weapons training in earnest;
- they hadn’t used any high-powered weapons in al-
~most two years. So I activated their laser-fingers and
passed out the grenade and rocket launchers. We
couldn’t practice inside the base, for fear of damaging
the external sensors and defensive laser ring. So we
turned off half the circle of bevawatt lasers and
went out about a klick beyond the perimeter; one
platoon at a time, accompanied by either me or
Charlie. Rusk kept a close watch on the early-warn-
ing screens. If anything approached, she would send
up a flare, and the platoon would have to get back
inside the ring before the unknown came over the
horizon, at which time the defensive lasers would
come on automatically. Besides knocking out the un-
known, they would fry the platoon in less than .02

. second.

We couldn’t spare anything from the base to use
as a target, but that turned out to be no problem. The
first tachyon rocket we fired scooped out a hole
twenty meters long by ten wide by five deep; the
rubble gave us a multitude of targets from twice-man-
sized on down.

They were good, a lot better than they had been
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with the primitive weapons in the stasis field. The best
laser practice turned out to be rather like skeet shoot-
ing: pair up the people and have one stand behind
the other, throwing rocks at random intervals. The
one who was shooting had to gauge the rock’s tra-
jectory and zap it before it hit the ground. Their eye-
hand coordination was impressive (maybe the Eu-
genics Council had done something right). Shooting
at rocks down to pebble-size, most of them could do
better than nine out of ten. Old nonbioengineered
“me could hit maybe seven out of ten, and I'd had a
good deal more practice than they’d had.

They were equally facile at estimating trajectories
with the grenade launcher, which was a more versatile
weapon than it had been in the past. Instead of just
shooting one-microton bombs with a standard pro-
pulsive charge, it had four different charges and a
choice of one-, two-, three-, or four-microton bombs.
For really close-in fighting, where it was dangerous
to use the lasers, the barrel of the launcher would
unsnap, and you could load it with a magazine of
“shotgun” rounds. Each shot would send out an ex- -
panding cloud of a thousand tiny flechettes, that were
instant death out to five meters and tumed to harm-
less vapor at six.

The tachyon rocket launcher required no skill what-"
soever. All you had to do was be careful no one was
standing behind you when you fired it; the backwash
from the rocket was dangerous for several meters be-
hind the launchmg tube. Otherwise, you just lined
~ your target up in the crosshairs and pushed the but-
ton. You didn’t have to worry about trajectory; the
rocket just traveled in a straight line for all practical
purposes. It reached escape velocity in less than a
second. :

It improved the troops’ morale to get out and chew
up the landscape with their new toys. But the land-
scape wasn't fighting back. No matter how physically
impressive the weapons were, their effectiveness
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would depend on what the Taurans could throw
back. A Greek phalanx must have looked pretty im-
pressive, but it wouldn’t do too well against a single
man with a flame-thrower.

And as with any engagement, because-of time dila-
~ tion, there was no way to tell what sort of weaponry
they would have. It depended on what the Tauran
level of technology had been when their mission had
begun; they could be a couple of centuries ahead of

~ . us or behind us. They might never have heard of the

stasis field. Or they might be ‘able to say a magic
word and make us disappear. :

I was out with the fourth platoon burning rocks,
when Charlie called and asked me to come back in,
urgent. I left Heimoff in charge.

- “Another one?” The scale of the holograph display
.was such that our planet was pea-sized, about five
centimeters from the X that marked the position of
Sade-138. There were forty-one red and green dots
scattered around the field; the key identified number
forty-one as TAURAN CRUISER (2).

“That’s right.” Charlie was grim. “Appeared a few
- minutes ago. When I called. It has the same charac-
teristics as the other one: 30 G’s, .8 ¢.”

“You called Antopol?”

“Yeah.” He anticipated the next question. “Itll take
almost a day for the signal to get there and back.”

“It's never happened before.” But of course Charlie
knew that. - . ! R '
: th“Maybe this collapsar is especially important to

em.” o

“Likely.” So it was almost certain we'd be fighting
on the ground. Even if Antopol managed to get the
first cruiser, she wouldn’t have a fifty-fifty chance on
the second one. Low on drones and fighters. “I
wouldn’t like to be Antopol now.”

“She’ll just get it earlier.”

“I don’t know. We're in pretty good shape.”

“Save it for the troops, William.” He turned down
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the display’s scale to where it showed only two ob-
jects: Sade-138 and the new red dot, slowly moving.

We spent the next two weeks watching dots blink
out. And if you knew when and where to look, you
could go outside and see the real thing happening, a
hard bright speck of white light that faded in about
a second. ’

In that second, a nova bomb had put out over a
million times the power of a bevawatt laser. It made
a miniature star half a klick in diameter and as hot as
the interior of the Sun. Anything it touched it would
consume. The radiation from a near miss could botch
up a ship’s electronics beyond repair—two fighters,
one of ours and one of theirs, had evidently suffered
that fate; silently drifting out of the system at a con--
stant velocity, without power.

We had used more powerful nova bombs earlier in
the war, but the degenerate matter used to fuel them
was unstable in large quantities. The bombs had a
tendency to explode while they were still inside the
ship. Evidently the Taurans had the same problem—
or they had copied the process from us in the first
place—because they had also scaled down to nova
bombs that used less than a hundred kilograms of
degenerate matter. And they deployed them much
the same way we did, the warhead separating into

~ dozens of pieces as it approached the target, only
one of which was the nova bomb.

They would probably have a few bombs left over
after they finished off Masaryk II and her retinue of
fighters and drones. So it was likely that we were just
wasting time and energy in weapons practice.

The thought did slip by my conscience, that I
could gather up eleven people and board the fighter
we had hidden safe behind the stasis field. It was pre-
programmed to take us back to Stargate.

I even went to the extreme of making a mental list
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of the eleven, trying to think of that many people
who meant more to me than the rest. Turned out I'd
be picking six at random.

I put the thought away, though. We did have a
chance, maybe a damned good one, even against a
fully armed cruiser. It wouldn’t be easy to get a nova .
bomb close enough to include us inside its kill-radius.
i Besides, they'd just space me for desertion. So why

other. ' : ~

Spirits rose when one of Antopol’s drones knocked
out the first Tauran cruiser. Not counting the ships
left behind for planetary defense, she still had eigh-
teen drones and two fighters. They wheeled around
to intercept the second cruiser, by then a few light-
hours away, still being harassed by fifteen enemy
drones. , v .
~ One of the drones got her. Her ancillary craft con-

tinued the attack, but it was a rout. One fighter and

three drones fled the battle at maximum acceleration,
looping up over the plane of the ecliptic, and were
not pursued. We watched them with morbid interest
‘while the enemy cruiser inched back to do battle
‘with us. The fighter was headed back for Sade-138, to
escape. Nobody blamed them. In fact, we sent them a
farewell solidus good-luck message; they didn’t re-
spond, naturally, being zipped up in the acceleration
tanks. But it would be recorded. :
It took the enemy five days to get back to the plan-
et and be comfortably ensconced in a stationary orbit
~on the other side. We settled in for the inevitable
first phase of the attack, which would be aerial and
totally automated: their drones against our lasers. I
put a force of fifty men and women inside the stasis
field, in case one of the drones got through. An empty
gesture, really; the enemy could just stand by and
wait for them to turn off the field; fry them the sec-
‘ond it flickered out. G
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Charlie had a weird idea that I almost went for.

“We could boobytrap the place.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “This place is booby-

trapped, out to twenty-ﬁve klicks.” ‘

“No, not the mines and such. I mean the base it-
self, here, underground.”

“Go on.” ,

“There are two nova bombs in that fighter.” He

~ pointed at the stasis field through a couple of hun-
dred meters of rock. “We can roll them down here,
boobytrap them, then hide everybody in the stasis
field and wait” -
- In a way it was tempting. It would relieve me
from any responsibility for decision making; leave ev-
erything up to chance. “I don’t think it would work,
Charlie. 5P

He seemed hurt. “Sure it would.”

“No, look. For it to work, you have to get every
single Tauran inside the kill-radius before it goes off
—but they wouldn’t all come charging in here
once they breached our defenses. Least of all if the
place seemed deserted. They'd suspect something,
send in an advance party. And after the advance
party set off the bombs—" .

“We’d be back where we started, yeah. Mmus the
base. Sorry.”

- I shrugged. “It was an idea. Keep thinking, Char-
lie.” I turned my attention back to the display, where
the lopsided space war was in progress. Logically
enough, the enemy wanted to knock out that one
fighter overhead before he started to work on us.
~ About all we could do was watch the red dots crawl
“around the planet and try to score. So far the pilot
had managed to knock out all of the drones; the ene-

my hadn’t sent any fighters after him yet. -

I'd given the pllot control over five of the lasers
in our defensive ring. They couldn’t do much good,
though. A bevawatt laser pumps out a billion kilo-
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‘'watts per second at a range of a hundred meters.
A thousand klicks up, though, the beam was attenu-
ated to ten kilowatts. Might do some damage if it hit
an optical sensor. At least confuse things.

“We could use another fighter. Or six.”

“Use up the drones,” I said. We did have a fighter,
of course, and a swabbie attached to us who could
pilot it. But it might tumn out to be our only hope if
they got us cornered in the stasis field.

“How far away is the other guy?” Charlie asked,
meaning the fighter pilot who had turned tail. I
cranked down the scale and the green dot appeared
at the right of the display. “About six light-hours.” He
had two drones left, too near to him to show as sep-
arate dots, having expended one in covering his get-

agway. “He’s not accelerating any more, but he’s doing
9¢e” :

“Couldn’t do us any good if he wanted to. Need
almost a month to slow down.” . ,

At that low point, the light that stood for our own
defensive fighter faded out. “Crap.”

“Now the fun starts. Should I tell the troops to get
ready, stand by to go topside?”

"~ “No... have them suit up, in case we lose air. But
I expect it'll be a little while before we have a ground
attack.” I turned the scale up again. Four red spots
were already creeping around the globe toward us.

I got suited up and came back to Administration
to watch the fireworks on the monitors..

The lasers worked perfectly. All four drones con-
verged on us simultaneously; were targeted and de-
stroyed. All but one of the nova bombs went off be-
low our horizon (the visual horizon was about ten
kilometers away, but the lasers were mounted high
and could target something at twice that distance).
The bomb that detonated on our horizon had melted
out a semicircular chunk that glowed brilliantly white
for several minutes. An hour later, it was still glowing -
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dull orange, and the ground temperature outside had
risen to 50° Absolute, melting most of our snow, expos-

ing an irregular dark gray surface. S
The next attack was also over in a fraction of a
second, but this time there had been eight drones,
and four of them got within ten klicks. Radiation
from the glowing craters raised the temperature to

mnearly 300°. That was above the melting point of wa-

ter, and I was starting to get worried. The fighting -
suits were good to over 1000°, but the automatic lasers

. depended on low-temperature superconductors for

their speed. : ,

I asked the computer what the lasers’ temperature
limit was, and it printed out TR 398-734-009-265,
“Some Aspects Concerning the Adaptability of Cryo-
~ genic Ordnance to Use in Relatively High-Tempera-
ture Environments,” which had lots of handy advice
about how we could insulate the weapons if we had
access to a fully equipped armorer’s shop. It did note
- that the response time of automatic-aiming devices
increased as the temperature increased, and that
* ‘above some “critical temperature,” the weapons would
not aim at all. But there was no way to predict any
~ individual weapon’s behavior, other than to note

that the highest critical temperature recorded was
790° and the lowest was 420°. . o ‘

Charlie was watching the display. His voice was
flat over the suit’s radio: “Sixteen this time.”

“Surprised?” One of the few things we knew about
Tauran psychology was a certain compulsiveness
about numbers, especially primes and powers of two.

- “Let’s just hope they don’t have thirty-two left.” I
queried the computer on this; all it could say was
that the cruiser had thus far launched a total of forty-
four drones, and some cruisers had been known to
carry asmany as 128, : ' ‘

‘We had more than a half-hour before the drones
would strike, I could evacuate everybody to the stasis
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field, and they would be temporarily safe if one of
the nova bombs got through. Safe, but trapped. How
long would it take the crater to cool down, if three
or four—let alone sixteen—of the bombs made it
through? You couldn’t live forever in a fighting suit,
even though it recycled everything with remorseless
efficiency. One week was enough to make you thor-
oughly miserable. Two weeks, suicidal. Nobody had
- ever gone three weeks, undgr field conditions.

Besides, as a defensive position, the stasis field
could be a deathtrap. The enemy has all the options,
since the dome is opaque; the only way you can find
out what they’re up to is to stick your head out. They
didn’t have to wade in with primitive weapons unless
they were impatient. They could just keep the dome
saturated with laser fire and wait for you to turn off
the generator. Meanwhile harassing you by throwing
spears, rocks, arrows into the dome—you could re-
turn fire, but it was pretty futile. :

Of course, if one man stayed inside the base, the
others could wait out the next half-hour in the stasis
field. If he didn’t come get them, they’d know the
outside was hot. I chinned the combination that
- would give me a frequency available to everybody
Echelon 5 and above. = '

“This is Major Mandella.” That still sounded like a
bad joke. ) : : :

I outlined the situation to them and asked them to
tell their troops that everyone in the company was
free to move into the stasis field. I would stay behind
and come retrieve them if things went well—not out
of nobility, of course; I preferred taking the chance
-of being vaporized in a nanosecond, rather than al-
most certain slow death under the gray dome.

I chinned Charlie’s frequency. “You can go, too.
- Tl take care of things here.” .

“No, thanks,” he said slowly. “I'd just as soon . . .
hey, look at this.” =
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The cruiser had launched another red dot, a couple
of minutes behind the others. The display’s key iden-
tified it as being another drone. “That’s curious.”

* “Superstitious bastards,” he said without feeling.

Tt turned out that only eleven people chose to join
~ the fifty who had been ordered into the dome. That
shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. e

'As the drones approached, Charlie and I stared at
the monitors, carefully not looking at the holograph
display, tacitly agreeing that it would be better not
to know when they were one minute away, thirty
seconds ... . and then, like the other times, it was
over before. we knew it had started. The screens
glared white and there was a yowl of static, and we
were still alive. . ‘

" But this time there were fifteen new holes on the
horizon—or closerl—and the temperature was rising
so fast that the last digit in the readout was an amor-
- phous blur. The number peaked in the high 800s
and began to slide down. '
~ We had never seen any of the drones, not during
that tiny fraction of a second it took the lasers to
aim and fire. But then the seventeenth one flashed
over the horizon, zig-zagging crazily, and stopped di-
rectly overhead. For an instant it seemed to hover,
and then it began to fall. Half the lasers had de-
tected it, and they were firing steadily, but none of
them could aim; they were all stuck in their last fir-
ing position. : : ‘
It glittered as it dropped, the mirror polish of its
sleek hull reflecting the white glow from the craters
and the eerie flickering of the constant, impotent
laser fire. I heard Charlie take one deep breath and
the drone fell so close you could see spidery Tauran
numerals etched on the hull, and a transparent port-
bole near the tip—then its engine flared and it was
suddenly gone. |
“What the hell?” Charlie said, quietly.
The porthole. “Maybe reconnaissance.”
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- “T guess. So we can’t touch them, and they know
it” ; L
“Unless the lasers recover.” Didn’t seem likely, “We
better get everybody under the dome. Us; too.” .

He said a word whose vowel had changed over

- the centuries, but whose meaning was clear. “No hur-
ry. Let’s see what they do.” -

We waited for several hours. The temperature out-
side stabilized at 690°—just under the melting point
of zinc, I remembered to no purpose—and I tried
;he manual controls for the lasers, but they were still

TozZen. :
 “Here they come,” Charlie said. “Eight again.”

I started for the display. “Guess we'll—"

“Wait! They aren’t drones.” The key identified all
eight with the legend TROOP CARRIER. i

“Guess they want to take the base,” he said. “In-
tact.” ‘

That, and maybe try out new weapons and tech-
niques. “It’s not much of a risk for them. They can
always retreat and drop a nova bomb in our laps.”

I called Brill and had her go get everybody who
was in the stasis field; set them up with the remainder
of her platoon as a defensive line circling around the
northeast and northwest quadrants. '

“I wonder,” Charlie said. “Maybe we shouldn’t put
everyone topside at once. Until we know how many
Taurans there are.” -

That was a point. Keep a reserve, let the enemy
underestimate our strength. “It’s an idea . . . there
might be just 64 of them in eight carriers.” Or 128
or 256. I wished our spy satellites had a finer sense of
discrimination. But you can only cram so much into a
machine the size of a grape.

I decided to let Brill's seventy people be our first
line of defense, and ordered them into a ring in the -
ditches we had made outside the base’s perimeter. Ev-
erybody else would stay downstairs until needed.

If it turned out that the Taurans, either through
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numbers or new technology, could feld .an tmstop-
pable force, I'd order everyone into the stasis field.
There was a tunnel from the living quarters to the

~ dome, so the people underground could go straight
- there in safety. The ones in the ditches would have

to fall back under fire. If any of them were still alive
when I gave the order. - o
I called in Hilleboe and had her and Charlie keep
watch over the lasers. I they came unstuck, I'd call
Brill and her people back. Turn on the automatic aim-
ing system again, then just sit back and watch the
show. But even stuck, the lasers could be useful.
- Charlie marked the monitors to show where the rays
would go; he and Hilleboe could fire them manually
wghenever something moved into a weapon’s line-of-
sight. k L \
We had about twenty minutes. Brill was walking
around the perimeter with her men and women, or-
‘dering them into the ditches a squad at a time, set-
ting up overlapping fields of fire. I broke in and
. asked her to set up the heavy weapons so that they

could be used to channel the enemy’s advance into

the path of the lasers. ‘ \

There wasn’t much else to do but wait. I asked
Charlie to measure the enemy’s progress and try to
- give us an accurate countdown, then sat at my desk
and pulled out a pad, to diagram Brill's arrangement
and see whether I could improve onit.
~ The first line that I drew ripped through four sheets
- of paper. It had been some time since I'd done any
. delicate work in a suit. I remembered how, in training,
they’d made us practice controlling the strength-am-
plification circuits by passing eggs from person to per-
son, messy business. I wondered if they still had eggs
on Earth. ‘

The diagram completed, 1 couldn’t see any way to
add to it. All those reams of theory crammed in my
brain; there was plenty of tactical advice about en-
velopment and encirclement, but from the wrong
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point of view. If you were the one who was being
encircled, you didn’t have many options. Just sit tight
and fight. Respond quickly to enemy concentrations
of force, but stay flexible so the enemy can’t em-
ploy a diversionary force to divert strength from some
predictable section of your perimeter. Make full use
of air and space support, always good advice. Keep
your head down and your chin up and pray for the
cavalry. Hold your position and don’t contemplate
Dien Bien Phu, the Alamo, the Battle of Hastings.

“Eight more carriers out,” Charlie said. “Five min-
utes until the first eight get here.”

So they were going to attack in two waves. At
least two. What would T do, in the Tauran command-
er’s position? That wasn’t too far-fetched; the Taurans
lacked imagination in tactics and tended to copy hu-
man patterns. : '

The first wave could be a throwaway, a kamikaze
attack to soften us up and evaluate our defenses. Then
the second would come in more methodically and
finish the job. Or vice versa; the first group would -
have twenty minutes to get entrenched, then the sec-

~ond could skip over their heads and hit us hard at
one spot—breach the perimeter and overrun the base.

Or maybe they sent out two forces simply because
two was a magic number. Or they could only

- launch eight troop carriers at a time (that would be
bad, implying that the carriers were large; in differ-
ent situations they had used carriers holding as few
as 4 troops or as many as 128).

“Three minutes.” I stared at the cluster of monitors
that showed various sectors of the mine field. If we
were lucky, they’d land out there, out of caution. Or
maybe pass over it low enough to detonate mines.

1 was feeling vaguely guilty. I was safe in my hole,
doodling, ready to start calling out orders. How did
those seventy sacrificial lambs feel about their ab-
sentee commander? ‘ v

Then I remembered how I had felt about Captain
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Stott, that first mission, when he'd elected to stay
safely in orbit while we fought on the ground. The
rush of remembered hate was so strong I had:to bite
back nausea.

“Hilleboe, can you handle the lasers by yourself?”

“I don’t see why not, sir.”

I tossed down the pen and stood up. “Charlie, you
take over the unit coordination; you can do it as Well
as I could. I'm going tops1de > ;

“I wouldn’t advise that, sir.”

“Hell no, William. Dor't be an idiot.”

“I'm not taking orders, I'm giv—"

‘Xou wouldn’t last ten seconds up there,” Charlie

“'l1 take the same chance as everybody else.”

~ “Don’t you hear what P'm saying? They’ll kill youl”

“The troops? Nonsense. I know they don’t like me
especially, but—'

“You haven't listened in on the squad frequencies?”

No, they didn’t speak my brand of English when
- they talked among themselves. “They think you put
them out on the line for punishment, for cowardice.
gof;elryoud toldthemanyone was free to go into the

. “Didn’t you, sir?” Hilleboe said.

“To punish them? No, of course not.” Not conscious-
ly. “They were just up there when I needed . . . hasn’t
Lieutenant Brill said anything to them?” :

“Not that I've heard,” Charlie said. “Maybe she’s
been too busy to tune in.” s

Or she agreed with them. “T'd better get—"

~ “Therel” Hilleboe shouted. The first enemy ship
was visible in one of the mine field monitors; the oth-
ers appeared in the next second. They came in from
random directions and weren’t evenly distributed
around the base. Five in the northeast quadrant and
onlg n(])fe in the southwest. I relayed the information
to

‘But we had predwted their logic pretty well; all of
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them were coming down in the ring of mines. One
came close enough to one of the tachyon devices to

set it off. The blast caught the rear end of the oddly
streamlined craft, causing it to make a complete flip
and crash nose-first. Side ports opened up and Taur-
- ans came crawling out. Twelve of them; probably
four left inside. If all the others had sixteen as well,
there were only slightly more of them than of us. -
In the first wave. ' ' , :
- The other seven had landed without incident, and
yes, there were sixteen each. Brill shuffled a couple
of squads to conform to the enemy’s troop concentra-
tion, and we waited. ‘ S -
They moved fast across the mine field, striding in
unison like bow-legged, top-heavy robots, not even
breaking stride when one of them was blown to bits
by a mine, which happened eleven times. R
~ 'When they came over the horizon, the reason for
their apparently random distribution was obvious:
they had analyzed beforechand which approaches
would give them the most natural cover, from the
rubble that the drones had kicked up. They would
be able to get within a couple of kilometers of the
base before we got any clear line of sight on them.
And their suits had augmentation circuits similar to
ours, so they could cover a kilometer in less than a
minute. ' : :
~ Brill had her troops open fire immediately, proba-
bly more for morale than out of any hope of ac-

tually hitting the enemy. They probably were getting -

~ a few, though it was hard to tell. At least the tachyon
rocke%s did an impressive job of turning boulders into
gravel, :

The Taurans returned fire with some weapon simi-
lar to the tachyon rocket, maybe exactly the same.
They rarely found a mark, though; our people were
at and below ground .level, and if the rocket didn’t
hit something it would keep on going forever, amen.
They did score a hit on one of the bevawatt lasers,
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though, and the concussion that filtered down to us
was strong_enough to make me wish we had bur-
rowed a little deeper than twenty meters.

The bevawatts weren’t doing us any good. The
Taurans must have figured out the lines of sight
ahead of time, and gave them wide berth. That
turned out to be fortunate, because it caused Charlie
to let his attention wander from the laser monitors
for a moment.

“What the hell?™” - o

“What's that, Charlie? I didn’t take my eyes off
the monitors. Waiting for something to happen.

“The ship, the cruiser—it's gone.” I looked at the
holograph display. He was right; the only red lights
were those that stood for the troop carriers. .

“Where did it goP” I asked inanely. ‘

“Let’s play it back.” He programmed the display to
go back a couple of minutes and cranked out the
~ scale to where both planet and collapsar showed on
the cube. The cruiser showed up, and with it, three
green dots. Our “coward,” attacking the cruiser with
only two drones. ‘

" But he had a little help from the laws of physics.

_ Instead of going into collapsar insertion, he had
skimmed around the collapsar field in a slingshot or-
bit. He had come out going .9 c; the drones were
going 99 c, headed straight for the enemy cruiser.
Our planet was about a thousand light-seconds from
the collapsar, so the Tauran ship had only ten sec-
onds to detect and stop both drones. And at that
speed, it didn’t matter whether you'd been hit by a
nova bomb or a spitball.
~ The first drone disintegrated the cruiser and the

other one, .01 second behind, glided on down to im-
pact on the planet. The fighter missed the planet by a
couple of hundred kilometers and hurtled on into
- space, decelerating with the maximum twenty-five

G’s. He'd be back in a couple of months.
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But the Taurans weren’t going to wait. They were
getting close enough to our lines for both sides to
~ start using lasers, but they were also within easy gre-
nade range. A good-sized rock could shield them from
laser fire, but the grenades and rockets were slaugh-
tering them. ; : ‘
At first, Brill’s troops had the overwhelming advan-
tage: fighting from ditches, they could only be
harmed by an occasional lucky shot or an extremely
well-aimed grenade (which the Taurans threw by
hand, with a range of several hundred meters).
Brill had lost four, but it looked as if the Tauran
force was down to less than half its original size. :
Eventually, the landscape had been torn up enough
-so that the bulk of the Tauran force was also able to
fight from holes in the ground. The fighting slowed
down to individual laser duels, punctuated occasional- -
- ly by heavier weapons. But it wasn’t smart to use’
up a tachyon rocket against a single Tauran, not with
~another force of unknown size only a few minutes
away. o ,
Something had been bothering me about that holo-
graphic replay. Now, with the battle’s Iull, I knew
‘what it was. e : N '
When that second drone crashed at near-light-speed,
‘how much damage had it done to the planet? I-
stepped over to the computer and punched it up;
found out how much energy had been released in the
collision, and then compared it with geological in-
formation in the computer’s memory.
Twenty times as much energy as the most powerful
- earthquake ever recorded. On a planet three-quarters
 the size of Earth.
- On the general frequency: “Everybody—topsidel
Right now!” I palmed the button that would cycle
. and open the airlock and tunnel that led from Admin- -
istration to the surface. .
“What the hell, Will—" :
“Earthquake!” How long? “Movel”
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Hilleboe and Charlie were right behind me.
~ “Safer in the ditches?” Charlie safd. . ,

“I don’t know,” I said. “Never been in an earth

quake.” Maybe the walls of the ditch would close up
and crush you. g

I was surprised at how dark it was on the surface.
S Doradus had almost set; the monitors had compen-
sated for the low light level. ~

An enemy laser raked across the clearing to our left,
making a quick shower of sparks when it flicked by
a bevawatt mounting. We hadn’t been seen yet. We
all decided ves, it would be safer in the ditches, and
~ made it to the nearest one in three strides.

There were four men and women in the ditgh, one
of them badly wounded or dead. We scrambled down .
the ledge and I turned up my image amplifier to
log two, to inspect our ditchmates. We were lucky;
one was a grenadier and they also had a rocket
launcher. I could just make out the names on their
helmets. We were in Brill’s ditch, but she hadn’t no-
ticed us yet. She was at the opposite end, cautiously
peering over the edge, directing two squads in a
flanking movement. When they were safely in posi-
tion, she ducked back down. “Is that you, Major?™

“That's right,” I said cautiously. I wondered wheth-
er any of the people in the ditch were among the
ones after my scalp. : .

“What's this about an earthquake?” .
~ She had been told about the cruiser being de-

stroyed, but not about the other drone. I explained
in as few words as possible. ‘

“Nobody’s come out of the airlock,” she said. “Not
yet. I guess they all went into the stasis field.”

“Yeah, they were just as close to one as the other.”
Maybe some of them were still down below, hadn’t
~ taken my warning seriously. I chinned the general fre-
quency to check, and then all hell broke loose.

The group dropped away and then flexed back up;
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slammed us so hard that we were airborne, tum-
bling out of the ditch. We flew several meters, going
high enough to see the pattern of bright orange and
yellow ovals, the craters where nova bombs had been
stopped. I landed on my feet but the ground was
shifting and slithering so much that it was impossible
“to stay upright. /

- With a basso grinding I could feel through my
suit, the cleared area above our base crumbled and
fell in. Part of the stasis field’s underside was ex- .
- posed when the ground subsided; it settled to its new
- Jevel with aloof grace. S .

I hoped everybody had had time and sense enough
to get under the dome. :

A figure came staggering out of the ditch n
to me and I realized with a start that it wasn’t hu-
man. At this range, my laser burned a hole straight
through his helmet; he took two steps and fell over
. backward. Another helmet peered over the edge of
the ditch. I sheared the top of it off before he could
raise hisweapon. = : .

I could’t get my bearings. The only thing that
hadn’t changed was the stasis dome, and it looked
the same from any angle. The bevawatt lasers were
all buried, but one of them had switched on, a bril-
liant flickering ‘searchlight that illuminated a swirling
cloud of vaporized rock. e

Obviously, though, I was in enemy territory. I
started across the trembling ground toward the dome.

I couldn’t raise any platoon leaders. All of them but

Brill were probably inside the dome. I did get Hille-
boe and Charlie; told Hilleboe to go inside the dome
. and roust everybody out. If the next wave also had
128, we were going to need everybody. '

The tremors died down and I found my way into a

“friendly” ditch—the cooks’ ditch, in fact, since the
only people there were Orban and Rudkoski. ‘

- I got a beep from Hilleboe and chinned her on.
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“Sir . . . there were 6nly ten people there. The rest.
didn’t make it.” : : ~

“They stayed behind® Seemed like they’d had
plenty of time. : :

“I don’t know, sir.” R

“Never mind. Get me a count, how many people
we have, all totaled.” I tried the platoon leaders’ tre-
quency again and it was still silent. -

The three of us watched for enemy laser fire, for a
couple of minutes, but there was none. Probably
waiting for reinforcements. i

Hilleboe called back. “I only get fifty-three, sir.
Some others may be unconscious.” .

“All right. Have them sit tight until—" Then the
second wave showed up, the troop carriers roaring
over the horizon with their jets pointed our way, de-
celerating. “Get some rockets on those bastards!”
- Hilleboe yelled to everyone in particular. But nobody
had managed to stay attached to a rocket launcher
while he was being tossed around. No grenade
launchers, either, and the range was too far for the
hand lasers to do any damage. -

These carriers were four or five times the size of
the ones in the first wave. One of them grounded
about a kilometer in front of us, barely stopping long
enough to disgorge its troops. Of which there were
over fifty, probably sixty-four times eight made 512.
No way we could hold them back. - ;

“Everybody listen, this is Major Mandella.” I tried
to keep my voice even and quiet. “We’re going to
~ retreat back into the dome, quickly but in an orderly
way. I know we're scattered all over hell. If you be-
long to the second or fourth platoon, stay put for a
minute and give covering fire while the first and third
platoons, and support, fall back. :

“First and third and support, fall back to about
half your present distance from the dome, then take -
cover and defend the second and fourth as they



END GAME 65

come back. They’ll go to the edge of the dome and
_ cover you while you come back the rest of the way
I shouldn’t have said “retreat”; that word wasn't in
the book. Retrograde action. ,

There was a lot more retrograde than action. Elght
-or nine people were firing, and all the rest were in
- full flight. Rudkoski and Orban had vanished. I took a

few carefully aimed shots, to no great effect, then ran
down to the other end of the ditch, climbed out and
headed for the dome.

The Taurans started firing rockets but most of
- them seemed to be going too high. I saw two of us

get blown away before I got to my half-way point;
found a nice big rock and hid behmd it. I peeked
out and decided that only two or three of the Taurans
were close enough to be even remotely possible laser
targets, and the better part of valor would be in not
drawing unnecessary attention to myself. I ran the
rest of the way to the edge of the field and stopped
to return fire. After a couple of shots, I realized that
-T was just making myself a target; as far as I could
see there was only one other person who was still run-
ning toward the dome.

A rocket zipped by, so close I could have touched
~it. I flexed my knees and kicked, and entered the:

domeina rather undignified posture

3

Inside, T could see the rocket that had missed me
drifting lazily through the gloom, rising slightly as it
passed through to the other side of the dome. It
would vaporize the instant it came out the other side,
since all of the kinetic energy it had lost in abruptly
slowmg down to 16.3 meters per second would come
back in the form of heat.

Nine people were lying dead, face-down just inside
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of the field’s edge. It wasn’t unexpected, though it

* wasn't the sort of thing you were supposed to tell the

troops. ;
Their fighting suits were intact—otherwise they
wouldn’t have made it this far—but sometime during
' the past few minutes rough-and-tumble, they had
damaged the coating of special insulation that pro-
tected them from the stasis field. So as soon as they
entered the field, all electrical activity in their bodies
ceased, which killed them instantly. Also, since no
molecule in their bodies could move faster than 16.3
miles per second, they instantly froze solid, their

body temperatures stabilized at a cool 0.426° Abso- - -

lute. -

I decided not to turn any of them over to find out
their names, not yet. We had to get some sort of de-
fensive position worked out, before the Taurans came
through the dome. If they decided to slug it out
rather than wait. : ‘

- With elaborate gestures, I managed to get every-
body collected in the center of the field, under the
fighter’s tail, where the weapons were racked.

There were plenty of weapons, since we had been
prepared to outfit three times this number of people.
After giving each person a shield and short-sword, I
traced a question in the snow: GOOD ARCHERS?
RAISE HANDS. I got five volunteers, then picked
out three more so that all the bows would be in use.
Twenty arrows per bow. They were the most effec-
tive long-range weapon we had; the arrows were al-
most invisible in their slow flight,” heavily weighted
and tipped with a deadly sliver of diamond-hard
crystal. .

1 arranged the archers in a circle around the fight-
er (its landing fins would give them partial protec-
tion from missiles coming in from behind) and be-
tween each pair of archers put four other people:
two spear-throwers, one quarterstaff, and a person
armed with battleax and a dozen chakram throwing
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knives. This arrangement would theoretically take
care of the enemy at any range from the edge of the
field to hand-to-hand combat. ' '

Actually, at some 600-t0-42 odds, they could proba-
bly walk in with a rock in each hand, no shields or
special weapons, and still beat the crap out of us.

Assuming they knew what the stasis field was. Their
technology seemed up to date in all other respects.

For several hours nothing happened. We got about
as bored as anyone could, waiting to die. No one to
talk to, nothing to see but the unchanging gray dome,
gray snow, gray space-ship, and a few identically
gray soldiers. Nothing to hear, taste, or smell but
yourself. ; ' ‘

Those of us who still had any interest in the bat-
tle were keeping watch on the bottom edge of the
dome, waiting for the first Taurans to come through.

- So it *pok us a second to realize what was going on
when the attack did start. It came from above, a
cloud of catapulted darts swarming in through the
dome some thirty meters above the ground, headed
straight for the center of the hemisphere. ‘

The shields were big enough that you could hide
most of your body behind them by crouching slightly;
the people who saw the darts coming could protect
themselves easily. The ones who had their backs to

' the action, or were just asleep at the switch, had to
rely on dumb luck for survival; there was no way to
shout a warning, and it only took three seconds for
a missile to get from the edge of the dome to its cen-
ter. )

We were lucky, losing only five. One of them was

~an archer, Shubik. I took over her bow and we
waited, expecting a ground attack immediately. '

It didn’t come. After a half-hour, I went around the
circle and explained with gestures that the first thing
you were supposed to do, if anything happened, was
to touch the person on your right. He'd do the same,

_ and so on down the line. ‘ ,
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That might have saved my life. The second dart at-
tack, a couple of hours later, came from behind me.
1 felt the nudge, slapped the person on my right,
turned around and saw the cloud descending. I got
tlge shield over my head and they hit a split-second
ter. e : :

1 set down my bow to pluck three darts from the

shield and the ground attack started. - T

It was a weird, impressive sight. Some 300 of them
stepped into the field simultaneously, almost shoul-
der-to-shoulder around the perimeter of the dome.
They advanced in step, each one holding a round
shield barely large enough to hide his massive chest.
They were throwing darts similar to the ones we had
been barraged with. \

I set the shield up in front of me—it had little ex-
tensions on the bottom to keep.it upright—and with
the first arrow I shot, I knew we had a chance. It
struck one of them in the center of his shield, went
straight through, and penetrated his suit. ;

It was a one-sided massacre. The darts weren’t
very effective without the element of surprise—but
when one came sailing over my head from behind, it
did give me a crawly feeling between the shoulder-
blades. ; ' T ,

With twenty arrows I got twenty Taurans. They
closed ranks every time one dropped; you didn’t
even have to aim. After running out of arrows, I
tried throwing their darts back at them. But their
light shields were quite adequate against the small
missiles. ' .

We'd killed more than half of them with arrows
and spears, long before they got into range of the
hand-to-hand weapons. I drew my sword and waited.
They still outnumbered us by better than three to
one. : : : \ '

When they got within ten meters, the people with
the chakram throwing knives had their own field day.
Although the spinning disc was easy enough to see,
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and it took more than a half-second to get from throw-
er to target, most of the Taurans reacted the same
ineffective way, raising up the shield to ward it off.
The razor-sharp, tempered heavy blade: cut through
the light shield like a buzz-saw through cardboard.

The first hand-to-hand contact was with the quar-
terstaffs, which were metal rods two meters long, that
tapered at the ends to a double-edged, serrated knife
blade. The Taurans had a cold-blooded—or valiant,
if your mind works that way—method for dealing
with them. They would simply grab the blade an
die. While the human was trying to extricate his
- weapon from the frozen death-grip, a Tauran swords-
man, with a scimitar over a meter long, would step
in and kill him. : '

Besides the swords, they had a bolo-like thing that
was a length of elastic cord that ended with about
ten centimeters of something like barbed wire, and a
small weight to propel it. It was a dangerous weapon
for all concerned,; if they missed their target it would.
 come snapping back unpredictably. But they hit
their target pretty often, going under the shields and
wrapping the thory wire around ankles. ‘L

I stood back-to-back with Private Erikson and with
our swords we managed to stay alive for the next
few minutes. When the Taurans were down to a
couple of dozen survivors, they just turned around
and started marching out. We threw some darts af-
ter them, getting three, but we didn’t want to chase
after them. They might turn around and start hacking
again. _ '

There were only twenty-eight of us left standing.
Nearly ten times that number of dead Taurans lit- -
tered the ground, but there was no satisfaction in it.

They could do the whole thing over, with a fresh
300. And this time it would work. ' ‘

We moved from body to body, pulling out arrows
and spears, then took up places around the fighter
~ again. Nobody bothered to retrieve the quarterstaffs.
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I counted noses: Charlie and Diana were still alive -
(Hilleboe had been one of the quarterstaff victims)
as well as two supporting officers, Wilber and Szy-
dlowska. Rudkoskl was stlll alive but Orban had tak-
enadart.

After a day of waltmg, it looked as if the enemy
had decided on a war of attrition, rather than repeat-
ing the ground attack. Darts came in constantly, not
in swarms anymore, but in twos and threes and tens.
And from all different angles. You couldn’t stay alert
florever, they’d get somebody every three or four

ours

We took turns sleeping, two at a time, on top of the
stasis field generator. Sitting directly under the bulk
of the fighter, it was the safest place in the dome.

- Every now and then, a Tauran would appear at the
edge of the field, evidently to see whether any of us

‘were left. Sometimes we’d shoot an arrow at him, for
practice.

- The darts stopped falling after a couple of days.
I supposed it was possible that they’d simply run out
of them. Or maybe they’d decided to stop when we
“were down to twenty survivors.

There was a more likely poss1b1]1ty I took one of

- the quarterstaffs down to the edge of the field and

goked it through, a centimeter or so. When I drew it
~ back, the point was melted off. When 1 showed it to
Charlie, he just rocked back and forth (the only way
you can nod in a suit); this sort of thing had hap-
- pened before, one of the first times the stasis field
- hadn’t worked. They simply saturated it with laser
fire and waited for us to go stir-crazy and turn off
the generator. They were probably sitting in their
ships playing the Tauran equivalent of pinochle.

I tried to think. It was hard to keep your mind on
‘something for any length of time in that hostile en-
- vironment, sense-deprived, looking over your shoul-

der every few seconds Something Charhe had said.
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Only yesterday, I couldn’t track it down. It wouldn’t
have worked then; that was all I could remember.
Then finally it came to me.

I called everyone over and wrote in the snow:

GET NOVA BOMBS FROM SHIP. '

CARRY TO EDGE OF FIELD.

'MOVE FIELD. | |

Szydlowska knew where the proper tools would be,
aboard ship. Luckily, we had left all of the entrances
open before turning on the stasis field: they were
electronic and would have been frozen shut. We got
an assortment of wrenches from the engine room
and climbed up to the cockpit. He knew how to re-
move the access plate that exposed a crawl space -
into the bomb-bay. I followed him in through the me-
ter-wide tube. : :

Normally, I supposed, it would have been pitch-
“black. But the stasis field illuminated the bomb-bay
with the same dim, shadowless light that prevailed
outside. The bomb-bay was too small for both of us,
so I stayed at the end of the crawl space and watched.

The bomb-bay doors had a “manual override” so
they were easy; Szydlowska just turned a hand-crank
and we were in business. Freeing the two nova bombs
from their cradles was another thing. Finally, he went
back down to the engine room and brought back a
crowbar. He pried one loose and I got the other, and
we rolled them out the bomb-bay. :

Sergeant Anghelov was already working on them
by the time we climbed back down. All you had to
‘do to arm the bomb was to unscrew the fuse on the
nose of it and poke something around in the fuse
socket to wreck the delay mechanism and safety
restraints. ' :

We carried them quickly to the edge, six people
per bomb, and set them down next to each other.
Then we waved to the four people who were stand-
ing by at the field generator’s handles. They picked



72 ~ JOE HALDEMAN

it up and walked ten paces in the opposite direction.
The bombs disappeared as the edge of the field slid
over them. , : :

There was no doubt that the bombs had gone off.
For a couple of seconds it was hot as the interior of a
star outside, and even the stasis field took notice of
the fact: about a third of the dome glowed a dull
pink for a moment, then was gray again. There was
a slight acceleration, like you would feel in a slow
‘elevator. That meant we were drifting down to the
bottom of the crater. Would there be a solid bottom?
Or would we sink down through molten rock to
be trapped like a fly in amber—didn’t pay to even
think about that. Perhaps if it happened, we could
blast our way out with the fighter’s bevawatt laser.

Twelve of us, anyhow.

; HOW LONG? Charlie scraped in the snow at my
- That was a damned good question. About all I knew
‘was the amount of energy two nova bombs released.
I didn’t know how big a fireball they would make,
which would determine the temperature at detona-
tion and the size of the crater. I didn’t know the heat
capacity of the surrounding rock, or its boiling point.
. I wrote ONE WEEK, SHRUG? HAVE TO THINK.
- 'The ship’s computer could have told me in a thou-
sandth of a second, but it wasn’t talking. I started
writing equations in the snow, trying to get a maxi-
mum and minimum figure for the length of time it
would take for the outside to cool down to 500°.
Anghelov, whose physics was much more up-to-date,
did his own calculations on the other side of the ship.

My answer said anywhere from six hours to six days
(although for six hours, the surrounding rock would
have to conduct heat like pure copper), and Ang-
helov got five hours to four and a half days. I voted
for six and nobody else got a vote, '
~ We slept a lot. Charlie and Diana played chess by
scraping symbols in the snow; I was never able to
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hold the shifting positions of the pieces in my mind.

- I checked my figures several times and kept coming
up with six days. I checked Anghelov’s computations,
-too, and they seemed all right, but I stuck to my -
‘guns. It wouldn’t hurt us to stay in the suits an extra
day and a half. We argued good-naturedly in terse
shorthand. :

There had been nineteen of us left the day we
tossed the bombs outside. There were still nineteen
six days later, when I paused with my hand over
the generator’s cutoff switch. What was waiting for us
out there? Surely we had killed all the Taurans with-
in several klicks of the explosion. But there might
have been a reserve force farther away, now waiting
patiently on the crater’s lip. At least you could push a

quarterstaff through the field and have it come back
whole. . :

I dispersed the people evenly around the area, SO
they might not get us with a single shot. Then, ready
to turn it back on 1mmed1ately if anything went
wrong, I pushed.

4.

My radlo was sh]l tuned to the general frequency; .
after more than a week of silence my ears were sud-
denly assaulted with loud, happy babbling. '

We stood in the center of a crater almost a kilome-
ter wide and deep. Its sides were a shiny black crust
shot through with red cracks, hot but no longer dan-
gerous. The hemisphere of earth that we rested on-
had sunk a good forty meters into the floor of the
crater, while it had still been molten, so now we stood
on akind of pedestal.

Not a Tauran in sight.

We rushed to the ship, sealed it and flled it wﬁh

‘cold air and popped our suits. I didn’t press senior-
ity for the one shower; just sat back in an acceleration
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couch and took deep breaths of air that dldn’t smell
like recycled Mandella.

The ship was designed for a maximum crew of
twelve, so we stayed outside in shifts of seven to keep
from straining the life-support systems. I sent a re-
peatmg message to the other fighter, which was still
over six weeks away, that we were in good shape
and waiting to be picked up. I was reasonably cer-
tain he would have seven free berths, since the nor-
mal crew for a combat mission was only three.

It was good to walk around and talk again. I of-
ficially suspended all things military for the duration
. of our stay on the planet. Some of the people were
survivors of . Brill's mutinous bunch, but they didn’t
show any hostility toward me.

We played a kind of nostalgla game, comparing
the various eras we'd experienced on Earth, wonder-
ing what it would be like in the 700-years-future we
were going back to. Nobody mentioned the fact that
- we would at best go back to a few months’ furlough,

and then be assigned to another Strike Force, anoth-
“er turn of the wheel. ‘

Wheels. One day Charlie asked me from what
country my name originated; it sounded weird to him.
I told him it originated from the lack of a dictionary

-and that if it were spe]led right, it would look even
weirder.

I got to kill a good ha]f-hour explainmg all the
. peripheral details to that. Basically, though, my par-

ents were “hippies” (a kind of subculture in late
Twentieth Century America, that rejected material-
.ism and embraced a broad spectrum of odd ideas)
who lived with a group of other hippies in a small
agricultural community. When my mother got preg-
nant, they wouldn’t be so conventional as to get mar-
ried: this entailed the woman taking the man’s name,
and implied that she was his property. But they got
all intoxicated and sentimental and decided they
would both change their names to be the same. They
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_ rode into the nearest town, arguing all the way as to
what name would be the best symbol for the love-
bond between them—I narrowly missed having a
- much shorter name—and they settled on Mandala.
A mandala is a wheel-like design the hippies had
~ borrowed from a foreign religion, that symbolized
the cosmos, the cosmic mind, God, or whatever
needed a symbol. Neither my mother nor my father
really knew how to spell the word, and the magistrate
~in town just wrote it down the way it sounded to him.
And they named me William in honor of a wealthy
‘uncle, who unfortunately died penniless.

The six weeks passed rather pleasantly: talking,
reading, resting. The other ship landed next to ours
and did have nine free berths. We shuffled crews so
that each ship had someone who could get it out of
trouble if the preprogrammed jump sequence mal-
functioned. I assigned myself to the other ship, hop-
ing it would have some new books. It didn’t.

We zipped up in the tanks and took off simul-
taneously. :

We wound up spendmg a lot of time in the tanks,
just to keep from looking at the same faces all day
long in the crowded ship. The added periods of ac- .
celeration got us back to Stargate in ten months,
subjective. Of course it was still 340 years (minus sev-
en months) to the hypothetical ob]ectwe observer.

There were hundreds of cruisers in orbit around
Stargate. Bad news: with that kind of backlog we
probably wouldn’t get any furlough at all.

I supposed I was more likely to get a court martial

than a furlough, anyhow. Losing eighty-eight percent
of my company, many of them because they didn’t
have enough confidence in me to obey that direct

earthquake order. And we were back where we'd ‘

started on Sade-138; no Taurans there but no base,
either. :
We got landing instructions and went straight
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down, no shuttle. There was another surprise waiting
at the spaceport. More dozens of cruisers were stand-
ing around on the ground—ithey’d never done that

before for fear that Stargate would be hit—and two .

-captured Tauran cruisers as well. We'd never man-
aged to getone intact. ' \

Seven centuries could have brought us a decisive
advantage, of course. Maybe we were winning,

We went through an airlock under a “returnees”
sign. After the air cycled and we’d popped our suits,
a beautiful young woman came in with a cartload of
tunics and told us, in perfectly accented English, to
get dressed and go to the lecture hall at the end of the
corridor to our left. : :

The tunic felt odd, light yet warm. It was the first
thing I'd worn besides a fighting suit or bare skin in
almostayear. -

The lecture hall was about a hundred times too
big for the twenty-two of us. The same girl was there,
and asked us to move down to the front. That was
unsettling; I could have sworn she had gone down the
corridor the other way—I knew she had; T'd been
captivated by the sight of her clothed behind.

Hell, maybe they had matter transmitters. Or tele-
portation. Wanted to save herself a few steps.
~ We sat for a minute and a man, clothed in the
same kind of unadorned tunic we and the girl were
wearing, walked across the stage with a stack of
thick notebooks under each arm.

b T]}:e same girl followed him on, also carrying note-

ooks. ,

I looked behind me and she was still standing. in
the aisle. To make things even more odd, the man
was virtually a twin to both of the women.

The man riffled through one of the notebooks and

- cleared his throat. “These books are for your conve-
nience,” he said, also with a perfect accent, “and you
don’t have to read them if you don’t want to. You
don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, be- -
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. cause + + « you're free men and women. The war is

_ over.”

Disbelieving silence.

“As you will read in this book, the war ended 221
years ago. Accordmgly, this is the year 220. Old style,
of course, it is 3138 A.p.

“You are the last group of soldiers to return. When
you leave here, I will leave as well. And destroy
Stargate. It exists only as a rendezvous point for re-
turnees, and as a monument to human stupidity. And
shanie. As you wﬂl ‘read. Destroying it will be a
cleansing.”

He stopped speaking and the woman started with-
- out a pause. “I am sorry for what you’ve been through
and wish I could say that it was for good cause, but
as you will read, it was not.

“Even the wealth you have accumulated, back sal- .=

ary and compound interest, is worthless, as I no longer
use money or credit. Nor is there such a thing as an
economy, in which to use these-. . . things.” :
“As you must have guessed by now,” the man
took over, “I am, we are, clones of a single individual.
Some 250, years ago, my name was Kahn Now itis.
Man. ;
“I had a direct ancestor in your company, a Cor-
goril Larry Kahn. It saddens me that he didn’t come
ack.”
* “I am over ten billion md1v1dua]s but only one
consciousness,” she said. “After you read, I will try to
clan(iiy this. I know that it will be d.lfﬁC'lllt to under-
stany
“No other humans are quickened, since I am the
perfect pattern. Individuals who die are replaced.
There are planets, however, on which humans are
born in the normal, mammalian way. If my society is
too alien for you, you may go to one of these plan-
ets. If you wish to take part in procreation, we will
not discourage it. Many veterans ask us to change
their polarity to heterosexual so that they can more
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easi}y ’ﬁt into these other societies. This I can do very
easily.” ; :

Don’t worry about that, Man, just make out my
ticket. ' ER i

“You will be my guest here at Stargate for ten
days, after which you will be taken wherever you

“want to go,” he said. “Please read this book in the
meantime. Feel free to ask any questions, or request
any service.” They both stood and walked off the
stage. : , :

Charlie was sitting next to me. “Incredible,” he
said. “They let . . . they encourage . . . men and wom-
en to do that again? Together®™

The female aisle Man was sitting behind us, and
she answered before I could frame a reasonably sym-
pathetic, hypocritical reply. “It isn’t a judgment on
your society,” she said, probably not seeing that he
took it a little more personally than that. “I only feel

 that it’s necessary as a eugenic safety device. I have
no evidence that there is anything wrong with cloning

- only one ideal individual, but if it turns out to have

 been a mistake, there will be a large genetic pool

with which to start again.” : 4

- She patted him on the shoulder. “Of course, you

" don’t have to go to these breeder planets. You can

stay on one of my planets. I make no distinction be-
tween heterosexual play and homosexual.”

She went up on the stage to give a long spiel
about where we were going to stay and eat and so
~ forth while we were on Stargate. “Never been se-
duced by a computer before,” Charlie muttered.

The 1,143-year-long war had been begun on false
pretenses and only continued because the two races
were unable to communicate. ,

Once they could talk, the first question was “Why
did you start this thing?” and the answer was “MeP”

The Taurans hadn’t known war for millennia, and
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toward the beginning of the Twenty-first Century it
looked as if mankind was ready to outgrow the insti-
tution as well. But the old soldiers were still around,
and many of them were in positions of power. They
virtually ran the United Nations Exploratory and Col-
onization Group, that was taking advantage of the .
newly discovered collapsar jump to explore interstel-
lar space. : = ;

Many of the early ships met with accidents and
disappeared. The ex-military men were suspicious.
They armed the colonizing vessels and the first time
they met a Tauran ship, they blasted it.

They dusted off their medals and the rest was
* going to be history. e

You couldn’t blame it all on the military, though.
The evidence they presented for the Taurans’ hav-
ing been responsible for the earlier casualties was
laughably thin. The few people who pointed this out
were ignored. ’

The fact was, Earth’s economy needed a war, and
this one was ideal. It gave a nice hole to throw buck-
ets of money into, but would unify humanity rather
than divide it. ‘ ‘ :

. The Taurans relearned war, after a fashion. They
ilever got really good at it, and would eventually have
ost. e , ‘ !

The Taurans, the book explained, couldn’t com-
municate with humans because they had no concept
of the individual; they had been natural clones for
millions of years. Eventually, Earth’s cruisers were -
manned by Man, Kahn-clones, and they were for
the first time able to get through to each other. )

The book stated this as a bald fact. I asked a Man
to explain what it meant, what was special about
clone-to-clone communication, and he said that I
a priori couldn’t understand it. There were no words
for it, and my brain wouldn’t be able to accommodate
the concepts even if there were words.
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All right. Tt sounded 2 little fishy, but T was willing
to accept it. I'd accept that up was down 1f it meant
the war was over. ‘

I'd just finished dressing after my ﬁrst good night’s

. sleep in years, when someone tapped lightly on my
door. I opened it and it was a female Man, standing
there with an odd expression on her face. Almost a
leer; was she trying to look seductive?

“Major Mandella,” she said, “may I come in?” I
motioned her to a chair but she went straight to the
bed and sat daintily on the rumpled covers.

“I have a proposition for you, Major.” I wondered
whether she knew the word’s archaic second meaning,.
“Come sit beside me, please.”

Lacking Charlie’s reservations about being seduced
by a computer, I sat. “What do you propose?” I
touched her warm thigh and found it disappointingly
eas;; to control myself. Can reflexes get out of prac-
tice

“I need permission to clone you, and a few grams
of flesh. In return, I offer you immortality.” :

Not the proposition I'd expected. ‘Why meP I
thought you were already the perfect pattern.” :

“For my own purposes, and within my powers to
-judge, I am. But I need you for a function . . . contrary
- to my own nature. And contrary to my Tauran broth-
er’s nature.”

“A nasty job.” Spend all eternity cleamng out the
‘sewers; immortality of a sort.

“You might not find it s0.” She shifted restlessly and
I removed my hand. “Thank you. You have read
the first part of the book?”

“Scanned it.” :

“Then you know that both Man and Tauran are
gentle beings. We do not fight among ourselves or
with each other, because physical aggressiveness
has been bred out of our sensibilities. Engmeered
out.”
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“A laudable accomplishment.” T saw where this was
leading and the answer was going to be no.

“But it was just this lack of aggressiveness that
allowed Earth, in your time, to successfully wage war

~ against a-culture uncountable millennia older. I am
afraid it could happen again.”

“This time to Man.”

“Man and Tauran; phﬂosoplncally there is httle dif-
ference”

“What you want, then, is for me to provide you
with an army. A band of barbanans to guard your
frontiers” ,

“That’s an unpleasant way of—"

“I’s not a pleasant idea.” My idea of hell. “No.  {

- can’tdoit” - ;
~ “Your only chance to live forever.” '

“Absolutely not.” I stared at the floor. “Your ag-
gressiveness was bred out of you. Mine was knocked
out of me.” o

She stood up and smoothed the tunie over her
perfect hips. “I cannot use guile. I will not withhold
this body from you, if you desireit.” .

- I considered that but didn’t say anything,

~ “Besides immortality, all I can offer you is. the ab-
stract satisfaction of service. Proteohng humanity
against unknown :

I'd put in my thousand-odd yea:rs of semce and
hadn’t ‘got any great satisfaction. “No. Even if 1

iébl;ought of you as humamty, the answer would still | ]
‘ no. : o

" She nodded and went to the door .
“Dontwon'y I said. “Youcangetoneoftheoth—

ers.”
- She opened the door and addressed the corridor

outside. “No, the others have already declined. You
were the least likely, and the last one I approached.”

- Man was pre&y cbnsiderate, especially so in light
~ of our refusal to cooperate. Just for us twenty-two
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throwbacks, he went to the trouble of rejuvenating a
little restaurant/tavern and staffing it at all hours (I
never saw a Man eat or drink—guess they’d discov-
ered a way around it). I was sitting in there one
evening, drinking beer and reading their book, when
Charlie came in and sat down.’ o

V,i,’ithout preamble, he said, “I'm going to give it a

“Give what a try?”

“Women. Hetero.” He shuddered. “No offense . . .
it’s not really very appealing.” He patted my hand,
looking distracted. “But the alternative . . . have you
tried it?” v -

“Well . . . no, I haven’t.” Female Man was a visual
treat, but only in the same sense as a painting or a
piece of sculpture. I just couldn’t see them as human
beings. S

“Don’t” He didn’t elaborate. “Besides, they say—
he says, she says, it says—that they can change me
back just as easily. If I don’t like it.” d

“You'll like it, Charlie.” ‘ :
 “Sure, that's what they say.” He ordered a stiff
drink. “Just seems unnatural. Anyway, since, uh,
.I'm going to make the switch, do you mind if . . . why
don’t we plan on going to the same planet?” :

“Sure, Charlie, thatd be great” I meant it. “You
know where you’re going?” - o

“Hell, 1 don’t care. Just away from here.”

“I wonder if Heaven’s still as nice—" '

“No.” Charlie jerked a thumb at the bartender.
“He lives there.”

“I don’t know. I guess there’s a list.” :

A Man came into the tavern, pushing a car piled
high with folders. “Major MandellaP Captain Moore?”

“That’s us,” Charlie said.

“These are your military records. I hope you find
them of interest. They were transferred to paper
when your Strike Force was the only one outstand-
ing, because it would have been impractical to keep
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the normal data retrieval networks running to pre-
serve so few data.” ' *
They always anticipated your questions, even
when you didn’t have any. :
My folder was easily five times as thick as Char-
lie’s. Probably thicker than any other, since I seemed
to be the only trooper who'd made it through the

whole duration. Poor Marygay. “Wonder what kind -

of report old Stott filed about me.” I flipped to the
front of the folder.

Stapled to the front page was a small square of pa-
per. All the other pages were pristine white, but this
oge was tan with age and crumbling around the
edges. : ’

The handwriting was familiar, too familiar even af-
ter so long. The date was over 250 years old. ,

I winced and was blinded by sudden tears. I'd
had no reason to suspect that she might be alive.
But I hadn’t really known she was dead, not until
I saw that date. . :

“William? What's—" ‘

“Leave me be, Charlie. Just for a minute.” I wiped
my eyes and closed the folder. I shouldn’t even read
the damned note. Going to a new life, I should leave
old ghosts behind. . o

But even a message from the grave was contact
of a sort. I opened the folder again.

11 Oct 2878
William— :
All this is in ‘your personnel file. But knowing you,
you might just chuck it. So I made sure you'd get this
note, S
Obviously, I lived. Maybe you will, too. Join me.
I know from the records that you're out at Sade-138
and wont be back for a couple of centuries. No
problem. :
T'm going to a planet they call Middle Finger, the
fifth planet out from Mizar. It’s two collapsar jumps,
ten months subjective. Middle Finger is a kind of
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Coventry for heterosexuals, They call it a “eugenic
control baseline.”

No matter. It took all of my money, and all the
money of five other old-timers, but we bought a
cruiser from UNEF. And we’re using it as a time
machine. o

So I'm on a relativistic shuttle, waiting for you.
All it does is go out five light-years and come back
to Middle Finger, very fast. Every ten years I age
about a month. So if youre on schedule and still
;J,I]ive, lI’ll only be twenty-eight when you get here.

I never found anybody else and I don’t want any-
body else. I don’t care whether you're ninety years
old or thirty. If I can’t be your lover, I'll be your
nurse. - . :

. =—Marygay

“Say, bartender.,”

“Yes, Major?” ‘ -

“Do you know of a place called Middle Finger?
Is it still there?”

“Of course it is. Where would it be?” Reasonable
question. “A very nice place. Garden planet. Some
people don’t think it’s exciting enough.”

“What's this all about?” Charlie said.

I handed the bartender my empty glass. “I just
found out where we're going.” :

5. Epilog

From The New Voice,
Paxton, Middle Finger 24-6
14/2/3143

OLD-TIMER HAS FIRST BOY
Marygay Potter-Mandella (24 Post Road, Paxton)
gave birth Friday last to a fine baby boy, 3.1 kilos.
Marygay lays claim to being the second-“oldest”
resident of Middle Finger, having been born in 1977.
She fought through most of the Forever War and then
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waited for her ‘mate on the time shuttle, 261 years.
I-}gr mate, William Mandella-Potter, is two years
older.

The baby, not yet named, was delivered at home
with the help of a fnend of the famﬂy, Dr. Diana
Alsever-Moore.
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1975: The Year in Science
Fiction, or Let's Hear It for

‘the Decline and Fall of the
Science Fiction Empire!

Peter Nicholls, now resident in London, was born in
Melbourne, Australia, in 1939. He lectured in English
Literature for eight years after graduation, while also
scripting television documentaries and reviewing science
fiction for the newspapers in his spare time. He went to
the US.A. on a Harkness Fellowship in 1968 to study
film direction for two years. He has served as administra-

tor of the Science Fiction Foundation at North East

London Polytechnic since 197 1—a job he acquired after
- seeing it advertised in The London Times. He has served
as editor of the journal Foundation: The Review of
Science Fiction -and of Science Fiction af Large, a series
of diverse statements about sf. : ‘
Nicholls is also ‘the author of the forthcoming Infinity,
Eternity and the Pulp Magazines, a critical survey of
science fiction. He has set himself to evaluate a smaller
slice of space and tfime—one year—in the following
original essay. ;.
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P erhaps the view isn’t very good from this, the
British side of the Atlantic, but 'm not so sure it’s
easy to talk about “science fiction” itself any more, let
alone “the year in science fiction.” ;

Let’s face it, “science fiction” is a term that was
invented by publishers to sell magazines and books,
and these days, they’re not always consistent about
the way they use it—less than they ever were. Some
publishers sell science fiction without labeling it as
such, and conversely, many of them do put the label
science fiction on fantasy or even occult books. Book-
shops can be pretty confusing for the innocent read-
er, who may find Brak the Barbarian on the same
shelf as The Dispossessed, alongside Lord of the
Rings, Concrete Island, The Bermuda Triangle, Con-
fure Wife, Ringworld, and Dhalgren. The ingenuity
of scholars is severely tested by this sort of thing, and
underneath all the learned talk about genre and
cognition, our definitions all come out as one form or
another of a weak instruction to the bookseller, “Hey,
buddy, you've got that book on the wrong shelf”
The bookseller, who has put the book on that par-
ticular shelf because experience tells him it will sell
better there, ignores the whine in our voice, and leaves
the book where it is.

But this has always been true, and 'm talking
specifically about the situation now. A lot of you will
have read Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire, either in the original eighteenth-century
English, or in the abridged Asimov version (often
known as the “Foundation” trilogy). Now, as I re-

89
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member that book (I won’t say which version), large
empires, like the Roman one, tend to get decadent,
and then split up into a lot of semi-independent,
often belligerent mini-empires. While all this is go-
ing on, back home in Rome or Byzantium or the
World Convention, the propaganda machine rolls
ponderously into action, and a lot of Press Releases
are sent out to the Provinces, explaining that the
~ Empire has never been in better shape; that a spe-
cial bureaucracy has been set up to dissect it, docket
it, and put the Imperial Facts on to a Data Bank pro-
‘grammed for Instant Information Retrieval; that Im-
perial Engineering is in fine fettle, and a new viaduct,
the eighth wonder of the world, has just been built in
‘southern France and this year’s Hugo has just been
given to the most literate candidate yet.

I belong to just such a bureaucracy, and in my
view (which has been formed in a Great Britain
from which Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland
are threatening to secede, so I might be biased) the
Science Fiction Empire is in the full flood of deca-
. dence. Now I see some of you turning pale and pour-
ing yourselves a stiff drink, but you needn’t worry.
Decadence is not such an awful thing. Lots of people
“have a good time while decadence is happening, and
_it’s often a stimulus for artists to be creative, and any-
way, if empires didn’t crumble, then we'd all be sub-
ject to bosses who live too far away to understand
our problems, and neither England nor America
would be free.

Getting back to plain English: the propaganda ma-
chines (I edit one myself) were active in 1975, which
was the year of the coffee table science fiction book:
James Gunn’s Alternate Worlds, Aldiss’s Science Fic-
tion Art, Frewin’s One Hundred Years of Science
Fiction Illustration, and a whole slew of other his-
tories, picture books, academic studies, and who’s
whos. No less than three academic journals about
science fiction (my own journal Foundation, Science-



1975: THE YEAR IN SCIENCE FICTION oL

Fiction Studies, and Extrapolation) and a number

of fanzines such as Algol, Maya, Locus, and Science

Fiction Review are thriving and increasing their cir-

culation. The fanzines should certainly be included,

if only because in many cases their circulation is

considerably larger than that of their academic coun- -
terparts. Is it only a cynical person who would

suppose that with such a chorus of voices crying out

that all is well, something must be wrong?

- The proliferation of science fiction conventions is

another aspect of the propaganda machine’s success.

They even had a world convention in my quiet home-

town, Melbourne, Australia, in 1975. England has

three or four conventions a year, where it used to

have one. Poznan, in Poland, behind an iron cur-
tain which has obviously rusted badly, is hosting the .
Europe Convention for 1976.

Nostalgia for an imagined golden age is always a
sign of decadence, and sure enough, a’steady stream
.of anthologies has been recently reminding us of the
thirties and forties, back when the Empire was at its
most brash and confident. Nineteen seventy-five saw
four brand-new series of collectors’ hardcover reprint
editions—by no means cheap, either. Whoever
scooped up the reprint rights on Doc Smith’s novels
must be gleefully chuckling, too. When I started to
read science fiction around 1950, Robert Howard and
Edgar Rice Burroughs were almost impossible to ob-
tain. I was eleven at the time, and bitterly resented
the deprivation. Now their books (and comics based
on their books) are so thickly piled up that traffic is
impeded in some areas.

What about new work? Can we see signs here that -
the Empire is tottering, about to succumb to the
hairy barbarians and slant-eyed Mongol hordes? -
~ Leaving aside the fact that much new science fiction
is actually about hairy barbarians or slant-eyed Mon-
. gol 'hordes (e.g., Piers Anthony’s new novel, Steppe),
there are other, more sophisticated registers. The first,
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already implied, is Fragmentation. Here we need to
distinguish between the periphery and the center.
Out around the penphery, in the border provinces,
there is plenty of vigor, and no two provinces are
alike. An occasional Roman legate may even do se-
cret deals with the enemy across the border, outside
the provinces altogether. I don’t want to spread dis-
affection and lower morale, but in this very volume
you hold in your hand, containing the Nebula Award
- winners for the best science fiction of 1975, there are
some stories which back in the decaying slums of the
center they’d call “fantasy.” (I won't tell anyone, if
you don’t.) Now the really upsetting thing is this:
Individual acts of treason can be expected, though
deplored, but these treasons have been ratified by the
science fiction writers themselves! We are faced not
with one or two Benedict Arnolds, but 1,500 of them.
There has been plenty of drama. More than one
glamorous centurion has run amuck in 1975, and in-

stead of sneaking across the border in the dead of

night, they have made their escape in the full glare
of day, shouting anti-Imperial slogans, and having
the sheer gall to look proud of themselves. Both Rob-
ert Silverberg and Barry Malzberg announced in 75
that they’d never write science fiction again. Jim Bal-
lard and Michael Moorcook, both of whom defected
years ago, have already built comfortable city-states
for themselves, somewhere on the far side of the wall.-
Tt makes you wonder if the wall is really there, or is
it just the product of mass hypnosis, like the chalk
"line which, beginning at the rooster’s beak and drawn
across the floor, is rumored to keep the unfortunate
bird glued to the spot in stupefaction? I tried it once,
and the fowl merely cackled derisively. Harlan El-
lison’s experience seems to be similar. He has skipped
backward and forward across the Imperial Wall so
often that the weary guards don’t even bother aske
ing for the password any more.

The fragmentation is on the fringes of the Science
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Fiction Empire. Back in the center, things seem uni-
fied—at least on the surfaoe—and cheered on by

gung-ho patriotic shouts. There may be a few shanty
towns built out of hammered-flat kerosene tins in

© . the provinces, but behind the gaudy advertising

hoardings in the Imperial Center, are decaying tene-
“ments. T believe that these slums are even more squal-
id in America than over here in England, because
the cynicism of some of the pubhshers (not all) is
more extreme.

~ Publishers of science fiction know well that there is ,
a rapid turnover of readership. Mr. Average Fan
starts buying sf paperbacks at seventeen, and by age
' twenty-one he is losing interest. This means that there
need not be a premium on originality. You may
know, and I may know, that sf writer Otis Truehack
has never had an original thought in his life, and that
his most recent opus contains nothing but reworked
items of Pohl and Kornbluth, Heinlein, van Vogt, and
Eric Frank Russell. But the seventeen-year-old Av-
erage Fan doesn’t know this. In his innocence he as-
sumes that all these mind-blowing concepts are Otis
Truehack’s very own, and he considers the man a
genius.

In the glittering Capital of science fiction, the Cen-
ter, we find a constanﬂy bubbling stock-pot of new
writing which is not really new at all. The same old
concepts, once gleammg but now dulled by repetntlon
and time, are given a brisk stir with the writer’s spoon,
fractxonally rearrange themselves, and Eureka!l A
new sf novel is born. Thats where the real decadence

We are faced W1th the paradox that a field of

~ literature famous for its originality is subject, partly
for economic reasons (give the customers what we
know they want), to a rigid convervatism. Once the
center of an empire becomes frozen into stiff, hieratic

~ rituals, even at its most commonplace levels, then
- we know that the decline and fall has set in. This is
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- as true of science fiction as it was of ancient Egypt or
Byzantium. You can see why a writer like Robert
‘Silverberg could miserably mistake the Center for
the whole Science Fiction Empire, and get out. My
analogy isn’t exact, but to continue it for a moment,
the Center is where most of the publishers live, and
no matter where in the Empire the writer makes his
home, he takes his instructions and his wages from
the Center. '

I'm simplifying what is really a very complicated
question. No one forces the writer to work within set
conventions which can come to seem as confining as
prison bars. It isn’t desirable on the other hand, it
isn’t even possible, for a writer to be wholly original
all of the time. A writer needs tact. His job is to
communicate, not to baffle, and to communicate with
the reader he must first make him sufficiently at home
in his company that the reader is willing to join him
on the trip. The really good science fiction story is
always a tactful balance between fulfilling the read-
er's comfortable expectations, and surprising him,
making him think a new thought, or perhaps put-
ting two old thoughts together so that he gets a new
meaning from them.

I don’t mean to suggest that all traditional sf is bad.
On the contrary, much good work is being done.
Even in the much despised sf series, where a
brawny-thewed hero has a new adventure in each
successive paperback, not all the news is bad. The
young English writer Brian Stableford, for instance,
writes traditional series sf—space opera—but his

-books all contain a leavening of good, imaginative
sociology and some really ingenious exobiology. To
take. another example, Bob Shaw’s books are very
much, at first sight, in the time-honored Astounding-
" Analog tradition, but they remain fresh and stimulat-
- ing. Good traditions don’t die easily, and some of
the traditional themes have such intrinsic strength
that they live on as vigorously as ever when nursed
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~ by skilled hands, though only too often they wither
beneath the frenzied manipulations of the hack.

I don’t think many of us will remember 1975 as a

- vintage year for sf novels, although there was plenty
of action. But there was no sense of the sf novel
advancing in an irresistible wave, whether old or
new. There were pointers to new directions, perhaps
too many of them. The sf novel in 1975 rode off
furiously in every direction. This is what I mean by
the fragmentation at the outskirts of the Empure I
don’t believe that it was possible for any science fic-
tion reader in 1975 to come away from the ten or
twenty best novels of the year with any sense of
science fiction having a coherent identity. He is more
likely to have been confused, but not, I think, de- .
pressed. I can’t repeat too strongly that fragmenta-
tion can point to a new begmmng, as well as signal-
ing an end.

Nineteen seventy-five saw (in either the U S.A. or
the UK., though not necessarily both) the publica-
tion of the following novels, among many others
(beyond giving the Nebula Winner pnde of place,
they are in no special order): '

Joe Haldeman’s The Forever War, with its witty,
bitter upending of the old sf theme most famously
enunciated by Robert Heinlein in Starship Troopers;

~ Yan Watson’s The Embedding, a book which exciting- -
ly models concepts about how we model concepts
(what happens if you raise children by computers?);
the new novelist Chris Boyce’s Catchworld with its
~scary and metaphysical thoughts about the machine- -
human interface; John Crowley’s The Deep (fantasy,
mystery, or science-fiction?); Joanna Russ’s The Fe-
male Man (its anger at men, for their condescension,
cruelty, and smugness, stung a lot of readers, and

~ made it possibly the most controversial sf book of the

year); Robert Silverberg’s The Stochastic Man, not -
one of his major works, but full of cool, ironic, sociolog-
ical extrapolation, plus a lively if not profound contri-

%
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bution to the old free-will-versus-determinism de-
bate; Jerry Pournelle and Larry Niven’s The Mote in
God’s Eye, one of the most ambitious man-meets-
alien stories yet, which contains certain assumptions
about society which have caused some readers to
cheer, and others to cry out, or yawn, with horror;
Samuel Delany’s Dhalgren, the longest sf novel of the
year and, as far as I know, the longest ever pub-
lished, about a ruined future city with ambiguous in-
habitants (are they healthy or decayed?); Arthur
Clarke’s Imperial Earth (as a long-time Clarke fan,
I was saddened by what seemed a lack of the old
zest and spirit in this one); J. G. Ballard’s High Rise,
with its sociological and metaphysical chaos in its
totally self-enclosed and microcosmic Apartment
Block (it’s rather like one of those “social breakdown
into primitive tribalism after the holocaust” stories,
without a causative holocaust—written with barbed
precision, and even a sense that such a breakdown
might not be the worst of fates); Keith Roberts’s tor-
tured, visionary futures in The Chalk Giants; Mi-
chael Moorcock’s sophisticates dancing their elegant
- minuets at the end of Time, unable to relate to the
unfortunate time travelers who periodically arrive,
and perversely place morals before style, in The
Hollow Lands; John Brunner’s Shockwave Rider, a
frightening but by no means hopeless near-future
scenario; Michael Coney’s Hello Summer, Goodbye
(published as Rax in the U.S.A.), his best yet, a
wistful, touching story, extracting much feeling from
" a basically hard sf theme; Jack Vance’s Showboat
World (vintage Vance, baroque, colorful, witty, and
badly constructed—all his old strengths and weak-
nesses); and Alfred Bester’s Extro (titled The Com-
puter Connection in the U.S.A.), with all the fiendish.
ingenuity he used to show two decades ago, but with-
out that vindictive, obsessive hero which used to
mark out a Bester story as the closest thing to the
Jacobean Revenge Drama in science fiction.
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How can a reader make any meaningful conclu-
sions about such a diverse list? It is really quite dis-
tinguished, I find, after putting it all down in black
and white, and I'm having second thoughts. Perhaps
1975 was a vintage year after all. Any generalities
which follow must be cautious and tentative indeed.
I do get the impression, from the above sampling of
novels, and also from many short stories of the year
(especially the short stories), that advances in
style are, at the moment, outdistancing advances in
concept. But even if 1975 wasn't a year for con-
‘ceptual breakthrough in sf (with the notable excep-
tion of Ian Watson’s Embedding, in which the thought
triumphantly survives both the occasionally awkward
style and melodramatic plotting), there is much solid
thinking in these novels and, generally, a workman-
like marriage of form and content—Ballard, especial-
ly, writes as beautifully as ever. In one or two cases,

- though, there is an imbalance, such that the style
seems . unnecessarily elaborate and self-indulgent,
overornate for .the comparatively light freight of
meaning it is required to carry. At one time the more
familiar fault in science fiction’s narrative style, as
well as its dialogue, was the reverse of overelabora-
tion—a crude, slangy punchiness derived from the
pulps—but this seems to be disappearing from sf, at
least in these higher echelons, though traces are still
visible in the Niven-Pournelle book. 8

The reader may be more struck by the variety of

these novels than by anything else: the old forms,

the hard sf extrapolation and the baroque space opera,

are still with us, but the metaphysical thriller is ob-

~ viously gaining ground, and so is the “what is the
nature of intelligence” story, the latter especially in

the UK., but see also Roger Zelazny’s gripping “Home
is the Hangman” in this volume. The alternative-life-
style story is stronger than before, as in the Delany,

Russ, and Ballard novels—in three very different ways.

Turning to short stories, we find that a new gen-
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eration of writers has definitely arrived. Frank Her-
bert and Ursula Le Guin, Tom Disch and R. A. Laf-
ferty, all the bright names of the late sixties—it seems
like only yesterday—are practically Senior Citizens,
grave members of The Establishment by now, and
I suppose they’ve got mixed feelings about it! The
following are some of the names of the seventies:
T. J. Bass, Michael Bishop, Ed Bryant, Jack Dann,
Gardner Dozois, Gordon Eklund, Felix Gottschalk,
M. John Harrison, Joe Haldeman, George Martin, Von-
da Mclntyre, Doris Piserchia, P. J. Plauger, Chris-
topher Priest, Tom Reamy, Joanna Russ, Pamela
Sargent, Craig Strete, James Tiptree, Jr., Ian Watson, -
and Gene Wolfe. The list is very partial; obviously it

could be extended three or four times.

Not everyone will like the work of all the above
writers—I don’t myself—but I think anyone familiar
with the work of some or all of them will admit that
there is a move, as in the sf novel, toward a greater
sophistication and confidence in style, and a greater
vulnerability .of ‘manner (toughness is not very “in”
at the moment, and the unkind older reader, reared
on the Astounding of the forties, might be tempted
to murmur “bleeding hearts” of some of them, not
entirely without justice). Let's not nitpick though;
there are some fine writers in that list, and I will be -
very surprised if two or three of them do not grow
into being the sf “classics” of the next decade. The
same list reveals that an already established shift from
hard sf (chemistry, physics, astronomy, technology)
to soft sf (psychology, biology, anthropology, sociol-
ogy, and even—in the case of Ian Watson and
Samuel Delany—linguistics) is continuing more

strongly than ever. Even black holes are being as-

similated into psychological rather than physical
landscapes ( spacescapes?).

A last generalization. Increasingly it seems to me
that the strength of American sf is the short story;
the strength of British sf is the novel. I am per-
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fectly aware of a great many distinguished exceptions
on both sides of the ocean, but I feel it to be so
~nevertheless. I have no idea why it should be. I
- do get the impression (I have said that the view from
this side of the Atlantic is sometimes foggy, and I
can’t be sure) that commercial pressures on the
young sf writer to “conform” to a predetermined pat-
tern are stronger in the U.S.A. than in the UX.,~but
clearly there are plenty of American writers, in-
cluding a number of those named above, who are
strong. enough to resist, if this dubious proposition
is actually so.
In the very act of writing this piece, I feel a surge
of confidence about science fiction. The Empire s
crumbling, but it has been unwieldy for a long time,
* and the dissolution rmght be all to the good. Real
Soon Now the label “science fiction” may be seen as
archaic as the Roman Empire, or at least—if it is
retained—seen as a token courtesy-label, much as
“British Commonwealth” is a token nostalgia-term for
a bunch of nations that pretty well mind their own
business and sing the National Anthem, if at all, with a
marked absence of enthusiasm. If science fiction splits
into a chain of autonomous provinces, friendly but
self-contained, a kind of Common Market of Specula-
tive Fiction, then the decline and fall of the Science
Fiction Empire might come to seem a happy event,
providing at the very least some memorable orgies
along the way.

Someone readmg over my shoulder has just pomted
out that it’s possible. to take what I have been saying
as meaning that there’s no longer much good sf
around. Not true. There’s more good sf than ever,
and more bad as well. The simple fact is, that there’s
more sf. According to the ever-reliable magazine Lo-
cus (I don’t know what sort of definition they used),
there were 890 sf titles published in the U.S.A. alone
in 1975, an increase of 23 percent over the previous
year. Only half of these were reprints. But sf is less
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monolithic than it was, and the publishers themselves
are showing signs of recognizing this in their terminol-
. ogy. Individual sf writers are as vigorous as ever,
- but the links that bind them together as part of a
ghetto or exclusive club.or Empire, are weakening. »
Readers are asked to note that, by a supreme ef-
fort of will, I nowhere used the term “mainstream” in
the above essay to designate the area outside the Im-
perial Wall. I beg you all to follow my example.
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Home is the Hangman

Roger Zelazny was born May 13, 1937 in Euclid, Ohio.
He won his B.A. at Western Reserve University in 1959
and his M.A. at Columbia University in 1962. He served
in the Ohio National Guard from 1960 to 1963 and was
a member of the Army Reserves from 1963 to 1966. He
was employed by the Social Security Administration
as a claims representative for three years (beginning in
1962) in Cleveland and thereafter as a claims policy
specialist (until 1969) in Baltimore. He married Judith
Alene Callahan in 1966, and they have one son, Devin
Joseph, now five years old. Their current residence is
Santa Fe, New Mexico. o
He began writing professionally in 1962, full-time in
1969. He has had approximately seventy short stories and
articles published, almost entirely within the genre, and
has fulfilled many speaking engagements. In addition
since winning one Hugo (for .. . And Call Me Conrad)
and fwo Nebulas (for the novella, "He Who Shapes,"
and the novelette, "The Doors of His Face, the Lamps of
His Mouth") in 1966, he has published more than sixteen
books. Three separate awards for three separate titles
made a dazzling beginning o a decade which now comes
full term with a Nebula, again awarded by his peers,
again for a novella. One might also mention the Prix
Apollo (the 1972 French literary prize awarded for Isle
~ of the Dead) and make reference in passing to the fact
that various of the above mentioned sixteen books have



appeared in French, Spanish, ltalian, German, Swedish,
Greek, Hebrew, and Japanese. It can be noted also that
he was qguest of honor at the 1974 World Science Fiction
Convention, in. Washington, D.C.

It is clear that Roger Zelazny's is a hard act to follow.
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Big fat flakes down the night, silent night, windless

_night. And I never count them as storms unless there
is wind. Not a sigh or a whimper, though. Just a cold,
steady whiteness, drifting down outside the window,

and a silence confirmed by gunfire, driven deeper
now it had ceased. In the main room of the lodge the
only sounds were the occasional hiss and sputter
of the logs turning to ashes on the grate.

I sat in a chair turned sidewise from the table to
face the door. A tool kit rested on the floor to my
left. The helmet stood on the table, a lopsided

_ basket of metal, quartz, porcelain, and glass. i I
heard the click of a microswitch followed by a hum-
ming sound from within it, then a faint light would
come on beneath the meshing near to its forward -
edge and begin to blink rapidly. If these things oc-
curred, there was a very strong possibility that I was
going to die.

I had removed a black ball from my pocket when
Larry and Bert had gone outside, armed, respective-
ly, with a flame thrower and what looked like an
lej;];)hant gun. Bert had also taken two grenades with

I unrolled the black ball, opening it out into a
seamless glove, a dollop of something resembling
moist putty stuck to its palm. Then I drew the glove
on over my left hand and sat with it upraised, el-
bow resting on the arm of the chair. A small laser
. flash pistol in which I had very little faith lay beside
my right hand on the tabletop, next to the helmet.

If I were to slap a metal surface with my left hand,

103
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the substance would adhere there, coming free of the
glove. Two ‘seconds later it Would explode, and the
force of the explosion would be directed in against
the surface. Newton would claim his own by way of
right-angled redistributions of the reaction, hopefully
tearing lateral hell out of the contact surface. A
‘smother-charge, it was called, and its possession came
under concealed weapons and posession of burglary
tools statutes in most places. The molecularly gim-
micked goo, I decided, was great stuff. It was just the
delivery system that left more to be desired. \ ‘

Beside the helmet, next to the gun, in front of my
hand, stood a small walkie-talkie. This was for pur-
poses of warning Bert and Larry if I should hear the
click of a microswitch followed by a humming sound,
should see a light come on and begin to blink rapid-
ly. Then they would know that Tom and Clay, with
whom we had lost contact when the shooting began,
had failed to destroy the enemy and doubtless lay
lifeless at their stations now, a litle over a kilometer
to the south. Then they would know that they, too,
were probably about to die.

I called out to them when I heard the click. I
picked up the helmet and rose to my feet as its hght
began to blink.

But it was already too late

The fourth place listed on the Christmas card I
had sent Don Walsh the previous year was Pea-
body’s Book Shop and Beer Stube in Baltimore, Mary-
land. Accordingly, on the last night in October I sat
in its rearmost room, at the final table before the
alcove with the door leadmg to the alley. Across that
dim chamber, a woman dressed in black played the
ancient upright piano, up-tempoing everything she
touched. Off to my right, a fire wheezed and spewed
fumes on a narrow hearth beneath a crowded man-
telpiece overseen by an ancient and antlered proﬁle.
I sipped a beer and listened to the sounds.
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I half-hoped that this would be one of the oc-
casions when Don failed to show up. I had sufficient
funds to hold me through spring and I did not real-
ly feel like working. I had summered farther north,
was anchored now in the Chesapeake, and was .
anxious to continue Caribbeanwards. A growing chill
and some nasty winds told me I had tarried overlong
in these latitudes. Still, the understanding was that
I remain in the -chosen bar until midnight. Two
hours to go.

I ate a sandwich afid ordered another beer. About
halfway into it, I spotted Don approaching the en-
tranceway, topcoat over his arm, head tummg I
manufactured a matching quantlty of surprise when
he appeared beside my table with a, “Ron! Is that
really you?”

I rose and clasped his hand. -

' “Alan! Small world, or something like that. Sit
down! Sit down!”

He settled onto the chair across from me, draped his
coat over the one to his left. :

“What are you doing in this town?” he asked.

“Just a visit,” I answered. “Said hello to a few
friends.” I patted the scars, the stains of the vener-
able surface before me. “And this is my last stop.
I'll be leaving in a few hours.”

He chuckled.

~ “Why is it that you knock on wood?”
‘ Ignnned.

~ “I was expressing affection for one of Henry Menck-
en’s favorite speakeasies.”

“This place dates back that farf”

+ Inodded.
' “It figures,” he said. “You’ve got this thing for the
past—or against the present. ’'m never sure which.”

“Maybe a little of both,” I said. “I wish Mencken

would stop in. I'd like his opinion on the present.
What are you doing with it?”
“What?” :
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- “The present. Here. Now” -

“Oh.” He spotted the waitress and ordered a beer.
“Business trip,” he said then. “To hire a consultant.”

- “Oh. And how is business?”

“Complicated,” he said, “complicated.”

We lit cigarettes and after a while his beer ar-
rived. We smoked and drank and hstened to the

~music.

I've sung this song and T1I sing it again- the world
is like an up-tempoed piece of music. Of the many
changes which came to pass during my lifetime, it
seems that the majority have occurred during the
past few years. It also struck me that way several
years ago, and I'd a hunch I might be feeling the

_ same way a few years hence—that is, if Don’s busi-
ness did not complicate me off this mortal coil or
condenser before then. ‘ ,

‘Don operates the second largest detective agency
in the world, and he sometimes finds me useful be-
cause I do not exist. I do not exist now because I
‘existed once at the time and the place where we at-
tempted to begin scoring the wild ditty of our times.
I refer to the World Data Bank project and the fact
that I had had a significant part in that effort to con-
struct a working model of the real world, accounting

- for everyone and everything in it. How well we
succeeded and whether possession of the world’s
likeness does indeed provide its custodians with a
greater measure of control over its functions are ques-
tions my former colleagues still debate as the music
grows more shri]l and you can’t see the maps for the

~ pins. I made my decision back then and saw to it
that I did not receive citizenship in that second
'world, a place which may now have become ‘more
unportant than the first. Exiled to reality, my own
sojourns across the line are mnecessarily those of an
alien guilty of illegal entry. I visit periodically be-
cause I go where I must to make my living. That is -
where Don comes in. The people I can become are

L
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often very useful when he has. pecuhar problems.

Unfortunately, at that moment, it seemed that he did,

just when the whole gang of me felt like turmng
down the volume and loafing.

We finished our drinks, got the bill, settled it.

“This way,” I said, indicating the rear door, and he
swung into his coat and followed me out.
au“Talk hereP” he asked, as we walked down the

e

“Rather not,” I said. “Public transportatlon then

" private conversation.”
He nodded and came along,
About three-quarters of an hour later we were in
the saloon of the Proteus and I was making coffee.
We were rocked gently by the Bay’s chill waters, un-
der a moonless sky. I'd only a pair of the smaller
lights burning. Comfortable. On the water, aboard
the Proteus, the crowding, the activities, the tempo,
of life in the cities, on the land, are muted, slowed—
~ fictionalized—by the metaphysical distancing a few
meters of water can provide. We alter the landscape
with great facility, but the ocean has always seemed
unchanged, and I suppose by extension we are in-
fected with some feelings of timelessness whenever
we set out upon her. Maybe that’s one of the reasons
I spend so much time there.

“First time you've had me aboard,” he sald “Com-
- fortable. Very.,” . '
“Thanks. Cream? Sugar?”
“Yes. Both.”
~ We settled back Wlth our steaming mugs and I

said, “What have you got™

“One case involving two problems,” he said. “One
of them sort of falls within my area of competence.
- The other does not. I was told that it is an absolutely
unique situation and would require the services of a
very special specialist.”

“I'm not a specialist at anythmg but keeping alive.”

His eyes came up suddenly and caught my own.
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" “I had always assumed that you knew an awful lot
about computers,” he said. Y

I looked away. That was hitting below the belt. I
had never held myself out to him as an authority in
that area, and there had always been a tacit under-
standing between us that my methods of manipulat-
ing circumstance and identity were not open to dis-
cussion. On the other hand, it was obvious to him
that my knowledge of the system was both extensive
and intensive. Stll, I didn’t like talking about it. So
Imoved todefend.

“Computer people are a dime a dozen,” I said. “Tt
was probably different in your time, but these days
they start teaching computer science to little kids
their first year in school. So, sure I know a lot about
it. This generation, everybody does.”

“You know that is not what I meant,” he said.
“Haven’t you known me long enough to trust me a
little more than that? The question springs solely,
from the case at hand. That’s all.” '

I nodded. Reactions by their very nature are not
always appropriate, and I had invested a lot of
emotional capital in a heavy duty set. So, “OK, I
know more about them than the school kids,” I said.

“Thanks. That can be our point of departure.” He
took a sip of coffee. “My own background is in law
- and accounting, followed by the military, military in-
telligence, and civil service, in that order. Then I got
into this business. What technical stuff I know I've
picked up along the way, a scrap here, a crash
course there. I know a lot about what things can do,
not so much about how they work. I did not under-
stand the details on this one, so I want you to start
at the top and explain things to me, for as far as you
can go. I need the background review, and if you are
~ able to furnish it I will also know that you are the
man for the job. You can begin by telling me how
the early space exploration robots worked—like, say,
the ones they used on Venus.”
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“That’s not computers,” I said, “and for that matter,
they weren't really robots. They were telefactoring
devices.” - : ,

“Tell me what makes the difference.” , _

“A robot is a machine which carries out certain
operations in accordance with a program of instruc-
tions. A telefactor is a slave machine operated by
remote control. The telefactor functions in a feedback
situation with its operator. Depending on how sophis-
ticated you want to get, the links can be audio-visual, .
kinesthetic, tactile, even olfactory. The more you
want to go in this direction, the more anthropomor-
phic you get in the thing’s design. In the case of
‘Venus, if I recall correctly, the human operator in
orbit wore an exoskeleton which controlled the move-
ments of the body, legs, arms, and hands of the
device on the surface below, receiving motion and
force feedback through a system of airjet transducers.
He had on a helmet controlling the slave device’s
television camera—set, obviously enough, in its tur-
ret—which filled his field of vision with the scene
below. He also wore earphones connected with its
audio pickup. I read the book he wrote later. He
said that for long stretches of time, he would forget
the cabin, forget that he was at the boss end of a
control loop and actually feel as if he were stalking
through that hellish landscape. I remember being
very impressed by it, just being a kid, and T wanted
a supertiny one all my own, so that I could wade
?round‘ in puddles picking fights with microorgan-

sms.” ‘ '

“Why?” i
 “Because there weren’t any dragons on Venus.
. Anyhow, that is a telefactoring device, a thing quite
distinct from a robot.” .

“Pm still with you,” he said. “Now tell me the dif-
ference between the early telefactoring devices and
- the later ones.” ’ ’

I swallowed some coffee,
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 “It was a bit trickier with respect to the outer
planets and their satellites,” I said. “There, we did
not have orbiting operators at first. Economics, and
some unresolved technical problems. Mainly econom-
ics. At any rate, the devices were landed on the
target worlds, but the operators stayed home. Be-
cause of this, there was of course a time lag in the
transmissions along the control loop. It took a while
to receive the on-site input, and then there was an-
other time-lapse before the response movements
reached the telefactor. We attempted to compensate
for this in two ways. The first was by the employ-
ment of a simple wait-move, wait-move sequence.
The second was more sophisticated and is actually
the point where computers come into the picture
in terms of participating in the control loop. It in-
volved the setting up of models of known environ-
mental factors, which were then enriched during the
initial wait-move sequences. On this basis, the com-
‘puter was then used to anticipate short-range de-
velopments. Finally, it could take over the loop and
run it by a combination of ‘predictor controls’ and
wait-move reviews. It still had to holler for human
help though, when unexpected things came up. So,
with the outer planets, it was neither totally automat-
ic nor totally manual—nor totally satisfactory—at

st.”

“OK,” he said, lighting a cigarette. “And the next
step?” . ‘

“The next wasn’t really a technical step forward
in telefactoring. It was an economic shift. The purse
strings were loosened and we could afford to send
men out. We landed them where we could land
them, and in many of the places where we could not
we sent down the telefactors and orbited the men
again. Like in the old days. The time lag problem was
removed because the operator was on top of things
once more. If anything, you can look at it as a re-
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. Version to earlier methods. It is what we still often
do, though, and it works.” : '
He shook his head. :
~ “You left something out” he said, “between the
computers and the bigger budget.” E -
1 shrugged.
“A number of things were tried during that period,”
I said, “but none of them proved as effective as what'
we already had going in the human-computer part-
nership with the telefactors.”

' “There was one project,” he said, “which attempted.
to get around the time lag troubles by sending the
computer along with the telefactor as part of the

- package. Only the computer wasn’t exactly a com-
puter and the telefactor wasn’t exactly a telefactor.
Do you know which one I am referring to?”
~ 1lit a cigarette of my own while I thought about it,
ihen‘,i“l think you are talking about the Hangman,”

- Isaid. :

“That’s right,” he said, “and this is where I get lost.
Can you tell me how it works?” -

“Ultimately, it was a failure,” I said.

“But it worked at first.”

“Apparently. But only on the easy stuff, on Io. It
conked out later and had to be written off as a
failure, albeit a noble one. The venture was overly
ambitious from the very beginning. What seems to -
have happened was that the people in charge had
the opportunity to combine vanguard projects—
stuff that was still under investigation and stuff that
was extremely new. In theory it all seemed to dove-
tail so beautifully that they yielded to the tempta-
tion and incorporated too much. It started out well, |
but it fell apart later.” ‘ :

' “But what all was involved in the thing?” :

“Lord! What wasn’t? The computer that wasn’t
exactly a computer . . . OK, well start there. Last
century, three engineers at the University of Wiscon-
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sin—Nordman, Parmentier, and ‘Scott—developed a
device known as a superconductive tunnel junction
neuristor. Two tiny strips of metal with a thin in-
sulating layer between. Supercool it and it passed
electrical impulses without resistance. Surround it
with magnetized material and pack a mass of them
together—billions—and what have you gott”

He shook his head.

“Well, for one thing youve got an impossible
situation to schematize when considering all the
paths and interconnections that may be formed.
There is an obvious similarity to the structure of the
brain. So, they theorized, you don’t even attempt to
hook up such a device. You pulse in data and let
it establish its own preferential pathways, by means
of the magnetic material's becoming increasingly
magnetized each time the current passes through it,
thus cutting the resistance. So the material establishes
its own routes in a fashion analogous to the function-
ing of the brain when it is learning something. In the
case of the Hangman, they used a setup very similar
to this and they were able to pack over ten billion
neuristor-type cells into a very small area—around
a cubic foot. They aimed for that magic figure be-

“cause that is approximately the number of nerve
cells in the human brain. That is what I meant when -
I said that it wasn’t really a computer. They were
actually working in the area of artificial intelligence,
no matter what they called it.”

“If the thing had its own brain—computer or quasi-
human—then it was a robot rather than a telefactor,
right?” ‘

“Yes and no and maybe,” I said. “It was operated
as a telefactor device here on Earth—on the ocean
floor, in the desert, in mountainous country—as part
of its programming. I suppose you could also call
that its apprenticeship or kindergarten. Perhaps that
is even more appropriate. It was being shown how
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to explore in difficult environments and to report
back. Once it mastered this, then theoretically they
could hang it out there in the sky w1thout a
control loop and let it report its own findings.”

“At that point would it be considered a robot?

- “A robot is a machine which carries out certain op-

erations in accordance with a program of instruc-
tions. The Hangman made its own decisions, you see.
And 1 suspect that by trying to produce something
that close to the human brain in structure and func-
_ tion the seemingly inevitable randomness of its model
got included in. It wasn’t just a machine following a
program. It was too complex. That was probably
what broke it down.”
~ Don chuckled. :

- “Inevitable free will?”
- “No. As I said, they had thrown too many thmgs
into one bag. Everybody and his brother with a pet
project that might be fitted in seemed a supersales-
‘man that season. For example, the psychophysics
boys had a gimmick they wanted to try on it, and
it got used. Ostensibly, it was a communications de-
vice. Actually, they were concerned as to whether
the thing was truly sentient.” ,

“Was it?”

“Apparently so, in a hmlted fashion. What they
had come up with, to be made part of the initial
telefactor loop, was a device which set up a weak =
induction field in the brain of the operator. The
machine received and amplified the patterns of elec-
trical activity being conducted in the Hangman’s—
might as well call it ‘brain’—then passed them
through a complex modulator and pulsed them into
the induction field in the operator’s head. I am out
~ of my area now and into that of Weber and Fechner,
‘but a neuron has a threshold at which it will fire,
and below which it will not. There are some forty
thousand neurons packed together in a square milli-
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meter of the cerebral cortex, in such a fashion that
each one has several hundred synaptic connections
with others about it. At any given moment, some of
them may be way below the firing threshold while
others are in a condition Sir John Eccles once referred
to as ‘critically poised’—ready to fire. If just one is
pushed over the threshold, it can affect the discharge
of hundreds of thousands of others within - twenty
milliseconds. The pulsating field was to provide such
a push in a sufficiently selective fashion to give the
operator an idea as to what was going on in the
‘Hangman’s brain. And vice versa. The Hangman was
to have its own built-in version of the same thing. It
was also thought that this might serve to humanize
it somewhat, so that it would better appreciate the
significance of its work—to instill something like loy-
- alty, you might say.” :

“Do you think this could have contributed to its
later breakdown?” :

“Possibly. How can you say in a one-of-a-kind situa-
tion like this? If you want a guess, I'd say yes. But

it’s just a guess.”
“Uh-huh,” he said, “and what were its physical
capabilities?” ‘

“Anthropomorphic design,” I said, “both because it
was originally telefactored and because of the psy-
chological reasoning I just mentioned. It could pilot
its own small vessel. No need for a life-support sys-
tem, of course. Both it and the vessel were powered
by fusion units, so that fuel was no real problem.
Self-repairing. Capable of performing a great variety
of sophisticated tests and measurements, of making
observations, completing reports, learning new ma-
terial, broadcasting its findings back here. Capable
of surviving just about anywhere. In fact, it required
less energy on the outer planets—less work for the
refrigeration units, to maintain that supercooled brain
in its midsection.” L )

“How strong was it?”
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- “T don’t recall all the specs. Maybe a dozen times
as strong as a man, in things like lifting and pushing,”
:“{It explored Io for us and started in on Europa.”

es.”

“Then it began behaving erratically, just when we
thought it had really learned its job.”

“That sounds right,” I said.

" “It refused a direct order to explore Callisto, then
headed out toward Uranus.”

“Yes. It’s been years since I read the reports. . . .” ,

“The malfunction worsened after that. Long penods
of silence interspersed with garbled transmissions.
" Now that I know more about its make-up, it almost
sounds like a man going off the deep en

“It seems similar.”

“But it managed to pull itself together again for a
brief while. It landed on Titania, began sending
back what seemed like appropriate o servation re-
ports. This only lasted a short time, though. It went
irrational once more, indicated that it was heading
for a landing on Uranus itself, and that was it. We
didn’t hear from it after that. Now that I know about
that mind-reading gadget I understand why a psy-
chiatrist on this end could be so pos1 ive it would
never function again.”

“I never heard about tbat part.

“I did.” ,

I shrugged. '

“'I'hiswasallaroundtwentyyeamago,”lsaid,

“and, as I mentioned, it has been a long while since

I've read anything about it.”

“The Hangman’s ship crashed or landed, as the
casemaybe,mtheGu]fofMemoo, hesald, “two
days ago.”

I just stared at him.

“It was empty, he said, “when they ﬁna]ly got out
and down toit.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Yesterday morning,” he went on, “restaurateur
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Manny Burns was found beaten to death in the
office of his establishment, the Maison Samt—Mwhel

- in New Orleans.”

“I still fail to see . '

““Manny Burns was one of the four original opera--
tors who programmed—pardon me, ‘taught’——the
Hangman.”

4 The silence lengthened dragged its be]ly on the
eck.
“Coincidence . .. ?” Iﬁnally said.

“My client doesn t think so.”

“Whois your client? -

“One of the three remaining members of the tram
ing group. He'is convinced that the Hangman has re-
turned to Earth to kill its former operators.” '

“Has he made his fears known to h1s old em-

“Why not?™

“Because it would, require telling them the reason
for his fears.”

“That bemg P »

“He wouldn’t tell me either”

“How does he expect you to do a proper ]ob?’

“He told me what he considered a proper job. He
 wants two things done, neither of which requires a
full case history. He wanted to be furnished with
good bodyguards, and he wanted the Hangman found
- and d15posed of. I have already taken care of the

first part.” ‘

- “And you want me e to do the second?” ;

“That’s right. You have confirmed my opinion

 that you are the man for the job.”

“I see,” I said. “Do you realize that if the thing is
truly sentient this will be something very like mur-
der? If it is not, of course, then it will only amount

- to the destruction of expensive government property
“Which way do you look at it?”
“I look atit as a job,” I said.
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“You'll take itP” , '
. “I need more facts before I can decide. Liké . . «

Who is_your client? Who are the other operators?

Where do they live? What do they do? What—"

He raised his hand. ‘

“First,” he said, “the Honorable Jesse Brockdes,
senior senator from Wisconsin, is our client. Con-
fidentiality, of course, is written all over it.”

Inodded. s '

“I remember his beifig involved with the space
program before he went into politics. I wasn’t aware
of the specifics, though. He could get government
protection so easily—" T

“To obtain it, he would apparently have to tell
them something he doesn’t want to talk about. Per-
haps it would hurt his career. I simply do not know. -
He doesn’t want them. He wants us.” o ~

I nodded again. P
| “What about the othersP Do they want us, too?

i *Quite the opposite. They don’t subscribe to Brock-
den’s notions at all. They seem to think he is some-
thing of a paranoid.” S » i

“How well do they know one another these days?”
~ “They live in different parts of the country, haven’t
:ﬁeng?l‘achotherinyears. Been in occasional touch,

ouch.” » o : .
~ “Kind of flimsy basis for that diagnosis, then®

“One of them #s a psychiatrist.”

“Oh. Which one?” .

“Leila Thackery is her name. Lives ii St. Louis. -
Works at the State Hospital there.”

“None of them have gone to any authority, thefi-
Federal or local?” » o

“That’s right. Brockden contacted them when he
heard about the Hangman. He was in Washington at
the time. Got word on its return right away and man-
aged to get the story killed. He tried to reach them
all, learned about Burns in the process, contacted
me, then tried to persuade the others to accept pro-
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tection by my people. They weren’t buying. When I
talked to her, Dr. Thackery pointed out—quite cor-
~ rectly—that Brockden is a very sick man—"

“What’s he got?™ ' : ‘

“Cancer. In his spine. Nothing they can do about it
once it hits there and digs in. He even told me he
figures he has maybe six months to get through what
he considers a very important piece of legislation—
the new criminal rehabilitation act. I will admit that
he did sound kind of paranoid when he talked about
it. But helll Who wouldn’t? Dr. Thackery sees that
as the whole thing, though, and she doesn’t see the
Burns killing as being connected with the Hangman.
Thinks it was just a traditional robbery gone sour,
thief surprised and panicky, maybe hopped-up, et
cetera.” ' '

“Then she is not afraid of the Hangman?”

“She said that she is in a better position to know
its mind than anyone else, and she is not especially
concerned.” ‘ ~' :

“What about the other operator?”

“He said that Dr. Thackery may know its mind
better than anyone else, but he knows its brain, and
‘he isn’t worried either.” ’

“What did he mean by that?”

“David Fentris is a consulting engineer—electron-
ics, cybernetics. He actually had something to do with
the Hangman’s design.” ;

I got to my feet and went after the coffee pot.
Not that I'd an overwhelming desire for another cup
at just that moment. But I had known, had once
worked with a David Fentris. And he had at one
time been connected with the space program.

About fifteen years my senior, Dave had been with -
the Data Bank project when I had known him.
‘Where a number of us had begun having second
thoughts as the thing progressed, Dave had never
been anything less than wildly enthusiastic. A wiry
five-eight, white-cropped, gray eyes back of hornrims
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and heavy glass, cycling between preoccupation and
near-frantic darting, he had had a way of verbalizing
half-completed thoughts as he went along, so that
you might begin to think him a representative of
~ that tribe which had come into positions of small
authority by means of nepotism or politics. If you
would listen a few more minutes though, you would
begin revising your opinion as he started to pull his
musings together into a rigorous framework. By the
time he had finished you generally wondered why
you hadn’t seen it all along and what a guy like
that 'was doing in a position of such small authority.
Later, it might strike you, though, that he seemed
sad whenever he wasn’t enthusiastic about something,
and while the gung-ho spirit is great for short-range
projects, larger ventures generally require something
more of equanimity. I wasn’t at all surprised that he
- had wound up as a consultant. The big question now,
of course, was would he remember me? True, my
appearance was altered, my personality hopefully
more mature, my habits shifted around. But would
‘that be enough, should I have to encounter him as
part of this job? That mind behind those hornrims
could do a lot of strange things with just a little data.

“Where does he live?” I asked. :

“Memphis, and what’s the matter?”

“Just trying to get my geography straight,” I said.
“Is Senator Brockden still in Washington?” ‘

“No. He’s returned to Wisconsin and is. currently
holed up in a lodge in the northern part of the state.
Four of my people are with him.”

“I see.” '

I refreshed our coffee supply and reseated myself.
I didn’t like this one at all and I resolved not to take
it. I didn’t like just giving Don a flat no, though. His
assignments had become a very important part of my
life, and this one was not mere legwork. It was ob-
viously important to him, and he wanted me on
it. I decided to look for holes in the thing, to find
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some way of reducing it to the simple bodyguard job
already in progress. :
“Tt does seem peculiar,” I said, “that Brockden is
the only one afraid of the device.”
“Yes.” :
“. .. And that he gives no reasons.”
“True” ~ :
* . . Plus his condition, and what the doctor said
about its effect on his mind.” :
“I have no doubt that he is neurotic,” Don said.
“Look at this.” _ ,
He reached for his coat, withdrew a sheaf of papers
from within it. He shuffled through them and ex-
tracted a single sheet, which he passed to me. It
~ was a piece of Congressional letterhead stationery,
with the message scrawled in longhand: “Don,” it
said, “T've got to see you. Frankenstein’s monster has
;ust come back from where we hung him and he’s
ooking for me. The whole damn universe is trying to
grind me up. Call me between eight and ten—]Jess.”
"I nodded, started to pass it back, paused, then handed
it over. Double damn it deeper than helll T took a
drink of coffee. I thought that I had long ago given
up hope in such things, but I had noticed something
which immediately troubled me. In the margin where -
_ they list such matters, I had seen that Jesse Brockden
was on the committee for review of the Data Bank
program. I recalled that that committee was sup-
-posed to be working on a series of reform recom-
mendations. Offhand, I could not remember Brock-
den’s position on any of the issues involved, but—oh
 helll The thing was simply too big to alter significant-
ly now. . . . But it was the only real Frankenstein
monster I cared about, and there was always the pos-
sibility. . . . On the other hand—hell, again. What if
I let him die when I might have saved him, and he
had been the one who . .. ? T : :
I took another drink of coffee. I lit another cigarette.
There might be a way of working it so that Dave
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didn’t even come into the picture. I could talk to
Leila Thackery first, check further into the Burns -
killing, keep posted on new developments, find out
- more about the vessel in the Gulf. . . . I might be
able to accomplish something, even if it was only
the negation of Brockden’s theory, without Dave’s
and my paths ever crossing. "

“Have you got the specs on the Hangman?” I asked.

“Right here.”

He passed them over.

“The police report on the Burns killing?”

“Here it is.” :

“The whereabouts of everyone involved, and some
background on them?” ,

“Here.” :

“The place or places where I can reach you during
the next few days—around the clock? This one may
require some coordination.” '

He smiled and reached for his pen.

- “Glad to have you aboard,” he said. _

I reached over and tapped the barometer. I shook

my head. :

The ringing of the phone awakened me. Reflex bore
me across the room, where I took it on audio.

“Yes?” : ‘ :

“Mr. Donne? It is eight o’clock.”

“Thanks.”

I collapsed into the chair. I am what might be
called a slow starter. I tend to recapitulate phy-
logeny every morning. Basic desires inched their ways
through my gray matter to close a connection. Slow-
ly, I extended a cold-blooded member and clicked
my talons against a couple numbers. I croaked my
desire for food and lots of coffee to the voice that
responded. Half an hour later I would only have
growled. Then 1 staggered off to the place of flowing
waters to renew my contact with basics. )

In addition to my normal adrenaline and blood-
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‘sugar bearishness, I had not slept much the night be-
fore. I had closed up shop after Don had left,
stuffed my pockets with essentials, departed the
Proteus, gotten myself over to the airport and onto
a flight which took me to St. Louis in the dead, small
hours of the dark. I was unable to sleep during the
flight, thinking about the case, deciding on the tack
I was going to take with Leila Thackery. On arrival,
I had checked into the airport motel, left a message to
be awakened at an unreasonable hour, and collapsed.

As T ate, I regarded the factsheet Don had given
me: Leila Thackery was currently single, having
divorced her second husband a little over two years
ago, was forty-six years old, and lived in an apart-
ment near to the hospital where she worked. At-
tached to the sheet was a photo which might have
been ten years old. In it,. she was brunette, light-
eyed, barely on the right side of that border between
ample and overweight, with fancy glasses straddling
an upturned nose. She had published a number of
books and articles with titles full of alienations, roles,
transactions, social contexts, and more alienations.

I hadn’t had the time to go my usual route, be-
coming an entire new individual with a verifiable
history. Just a name and a story, that’s all. It did not
seem necessary this time, though. For once, some-
thing approximating honesty actually seemed a rea-
sonable approach. ' e :

I took a public vehicle over to her apartment build-
ing. I did not phone ahead, because it is easier to
say no to a voice than to a person. According to the
record, today was one of the days when she saw out-
patients in her home. Her idea, apparently: break
down the alienating institution image, remove resent-
ments by turning the sessions into something: more
like social occasions, et cetera. I did not want all that
much of her time, I had decided that Don could make
it worth her while if it came to that, and I was sure
my fellows™ visits were scheduled to leave her with
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. some small breathing space—inter alia, so to speak.
I had just located her name and apartment num-
ber amid the buttons in the entrance foyer when
an old woman passed behind me and unlocked the
door to the lobby. She glanoed at me and held it
‘open, so I went on in without ringing. The matter of
presence, again. A

I took the elevator to Leila’s floor, the second I
located her door and knocked on it. I was almost
ready to knock again when it opened, part-way. ‘

“Yes?” she asked, and I revised my estimate as to
the age of the photo. She looked just about the same.

“Dr. Thackery,” I said, “my name is Donne. You
could help me quite a bit with a problem I've got.”

- “What sort of problem?”

“It involves a device known as the Hangman.

She sighed and showed me a quick grimace. Her
fingers tightened on the door.

“T've come a long way but I'll be easy to get vid of.
I've only a few things I'd like to ask you about it.”

:‘ﬁre you with the Government?”

0.”

" “Do you work for Brockden?”

“No. I'm something diffecent.”

“All right, she said. “Right now I've got a ‘group
session going. It will probably last around another -
half-hour. I you don’t mind waiting down in the
lobbzﬁ T let you know as soon as it is over. We can

en”

“Good enough,” I said. “Thanks.”

She nodded, closed the door. I located the stair-
way and walked back down.

- A cigarette later, I decided that the devil finds
work for idle hands and thanked him for his sugges-
tion. I strolled back toward the foyer. Through the
glass, I read the names of a few residents of the
fifth floor. I elevated up and knocked on one of the
doors. Before it was opened I had my notebook and

pad in plain sight.
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“Yes?”—-short, ﬁftylsh, curious. 3

“My name is Stephen Foster, Mrs. Gluntz. T am
doing a survey for the North Amencan Consumers
League. I would like to pay you for a couple min-

_utes of your time, to answer some questlons about
products you use.”

“Why——-Pay met” '

“Yes, ma’am. Ten dollars. Arorund a dozen ques-
tions. It will just take a minute or two.”

“All right” She opened the door 'w1der “Won’t
you come in?”

“No, thank you. This thing is so brief Td just be in
and out. The first question involves detergents—"

Ten minutes later I was back in the lobby adding
the thirty bucks for the three interviews to the list of
expenses I was keeping. When a situation is full of
unpredictables and I am playing makeshift games, I
like to provide for as many contingencies as I can.

Another quarter of an hour or so slipped by be-
. fore the elevator opened and discharged three guys,
young, young, and middle-aged, casually dressed,
chuckling over something. The big one on the near-
est end strolled over and nodded. '

“You the fellow waiting to see Dr. Thackery?”

“That’s right.”

“She said to tell you to come on up now.

“Thanks.”

I rode up again, returned to her door She opened
to my knock, nodded me in, saw me seated in a
comfortable chair at the far end of her living room.

“Would you care for a cup of coffee?” she asked.
“It’s fresh. I made more than I needed.”

“That would be fine. Thanks.”

Moments later, she brought in a couple of cups, de-
livered one to me and seated herself on the sofa to
my left. I 1gnored the cream and sugar on the tray
and took a sip.

“You've gotten me mterested,” she smd. “Tell me
about it” .
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“OK, I have been told that the telefactor device
known as the Hangman, now possibly possessed of an
artificial intelligence, has returned to Earth—"

“Hypothetical,” she said, “unless you know some-
_ thing I don’t. I have been told that the Hangman’s ve-
hicle reentered and crashed in the Gulf. There is no
" evidence that the vehicle was occupied.”

““Tt seems a reasonable conclusion, though.”

“It seems just as reasonable to me that the Hangman
- sent the vehicle off toward an eventual rendezvous
point many years ago and that it onmly recently
reached that point, at which time the reentry pro- -
gram took over and brought it down.”

“Why should it return the vehicle and strand it-
self out there?” :

“Before 1 answer that,” she said, “I ‘would like to
know the reason for your concern. News media?”

“No,” I said. “I am a science writer—straight tech, -
popular and anything in between. But I am not after
a piece for publication. I was retained to do a report
on the psychological make-up of the thing.” :

“For whom?” '

“A private investigation outfit. They want to know
what might influence its thinking, how it might be
likely to behave—if it -has indeed come back. I've
been doing a lot of homework, and I gathered there
is a likelihood that its nuclear personality was a
composite of the minds of its four operators. So, per-
sonal contacts seemed in order, to collect your opin-
ions as to what it might be like. I came to you first
for obvious reasons.” ~

She nodded. o L

“A Mr. Walsh spoke with me the other day. He is
working for Senator Brockden.”

“OhP I never got into an employer’s business be-
~ yond what he’s asked me to do. Senator Brockden is

on my list though, along with a David Fentris.” .

" “You were told about Manny Burns?”

“Yes. Unfortunate.” :
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“That is apparently what set Jesse off. He is—how
shall I put itP He is clinging to life right now, trying
to accomplish a great many things in the time he
has remaining, Every moment is precious to him. He
feels the old man in the white nightgown breathing
down his neck. Then the ship returns and one of us
is killed. From what we know of the Hangman, the
last we heard of it, it had become irrational. Jesse
saw a connection, and in his condition the fear is
understandable. There is nothing wrong with humor-
ing him if it allows him to get his work done.”

“But you don't see a threat in it?” |

“No. I was the last person to monitor the Hangman
before communications ceased, and I could see then
what had happened. The first things that it had
learned were the organization of perceptions and
motor activities. Multitudes of other patterns had
been transferred from the minds of its operators,
but they were too sophisticated to mean much initial-
ly. Think of a child who has learned the Gettysburg
Address. It is there in his head, that is all. One day,
however, it may be important to him. Conceivably, it
may even inspire him to action. It takes some grow-
ing up first, of course. Now think of such a child with
a great number of conflicting patterns—attitudes,
tendencies, memories—none of which are especially -
bothersome for so long as he remains a child. Add a
bit of maturity, though—and bear in mind that the
patterns originated with four different individuals, all
of them more powerful than the words of even the
finest of speeches, bearing as they do their own built-
in feelings. Try to imagine the conflicts, the contra-
dictions involved in being four people at once—"

“Why wasn’t this imagined in advance?” I asked.

“Ahl” she said, smiling. “The full sensitivity of the
neuristor brain was not appreciated at first. It was as-
sumed that the operators were adding data in a linear
fashion and that this would continue until a critical
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nass was achieved, corresponding to the construction
of a model or picture of the world which would then
serve as a point of departure for growth of the Hang-
man’s own mind. And it did seem to check out this
way. What actually occurred, however, was a
phenomenon amounting to imprinting. Secondary -
characteristics of the operators’ minds, outside the
didactic situations, were imposed. These did not im-
- mediately become functional and hence were not
‘detected. They remained latent until the mind had
developed sufficiently to understand them. And then
it was too late. It suddenly acquired four additional
- personalities and was unable to coordinate them.
When it tried to compartmentalize them it went
schizoid; when it tried to integrate them it went
catatonic. It was cycling back and forth between
these alternatives at the end. Then it just went silent.
I felt it had undergone the equivalent of an epileptic
seizure. Wild currents through that magnetic ma-
terial would, in effect, have erased its mind, resulting
in its equivalent of death or idiocy.” Ny
“I follow you,” I said. “Now, just for the sake of

playing games, I see the alternatives as a successful =

integration of all this material or the achievement of
a viable schizophrenia. What do you think its behav-
ior would be like if either of these were possible?” '
“All right,” she agreed. “As I just said, though, I
think there were physical limitations to its retaining
multiple personality structures for a very long period
of time. If it did, however, it would have continued
with its own plus replicas of the four operators’, at
least for a while. The situation would differ radically
from that of a human schizoid of this sort in that
the additional personalities were valid images of
genuine identities rather than self-generated com-
plexes which had become autonomous. They might
continue to evolve, they might degenerate, they might
conflict to the point of destruction or gross modifica-
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tion of any, or all of them. In other words, no pre-
diction is poss1ble as to the nature of whatever
might remain.” | ’

“Might I venture one?” |

“Go.ahead.” ]

“After considerable anxiety, it masters them. Tt as-
serts itself. Tt beats down this quartet of demons
which has been tearing it apart, acquiring in the pro-
~ cess an all-consuming hatred for the actual individuals -
responsible for this turmoil. To free itself totally, to
revenge itself, to work its ultimate catharsls, it re-
solves to seek them out and destroy them

She smiled. ~

“You have just dispensed with the ‘viable schizo-
phrenia’ you conjured up, and you havq now switched
over to its pulling through and becoming fully auton-
omous. That is a different situation, no matter what
strings you put on it.”

“OK, I accept the charge. But what about my con-
clusion?”

“You are saying that if it did pull through, it would
hate us. That strikes me as an unfair attempt to
invoke the spirit of Sigmund Freud: Oedipus and
Electra in one being, out to destroy all its parents—
the authors of every one of its tensions, anxieties,
hangups, burned into the impressionable psyche at a
young and defenseless age. Even Freud didn’t have
a name for that one. What should we call it?”

- “A Hermacis complex?” I suggested.

“Hermacis?”

“Hermaphroditus having been umted in one body
with the nymph Salmacis, I've just done the same
with their names. That being would then have had
four parents against whom to react”

“Cute,” she said, smiling. “If the hberal arts do
nothing else they provide engaging metaphors for
the thinking they displace. This one is unwarranted
~and overly anthropomorphic, though. You wanted
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my opinion. All right. If the Hangman pulled through
at all it could only have been by virtue of that
neuristor brain’s differences from the human brain. - -
From my- own professional experience, a human
could not pass through a situation like that and at-
tain stability. If the Hangman did, it would have to
have resolved all the contradictions and conflicts, to
have mastered and understood the situation so thor-
oughly that I do not believe whatever remained could
involve that sort of hatred. The fear, the uncertainty,
the things that feed hate would have been analyzed,
digested, turned to something more wuseful. There
would probably be distaste, and possibly an act of
independence, of self-assertion. That was why I sug-
gested its return of the ship.” '

“It is your opinion, then, that if the Hangman exists
- as a thinking individual today, this is the only pos-
sible attitude it would possess toward its former op-
erators? It would want nothing more to do with you?”
“That is correct. Sorry about your Hermacis com-
plex. But in this case we must look to the brain, not
the psyche. And we see two things: schizophrenia
~would have destroyed it, and a successful resolu-
tion of its problem would preclude vengeance. Ei-
~ ther way, there is nothing to worry about.”
How could I put it tactfully? I decided that I could
not. L : _
“All of this is fine,” I said, “for as far as it goes. But
getting away from both the purely psychological and
the purely physical; could there be a particular reason
for its seeking your deaths—that is, a plain old-

- fashioned motive for a killing, based on events rath-

er than having to do with the way its thinking equip-

ment goes together?” ‘ ,

. Her expression was impossible to read, but consider-

. ing her line of work I had expected nothing less.
“What events?” she said. ~ .

“I have no idea. That's why I asked.”
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- She shook her head.
“I'm afraid that I don’t either.”
“Then that about does it,” 1 said. “I' can’t think of
-anything else to ask you.” ‘
She nodded. |
“And I can’t think of anything else to tell you.”
., I finished my coffee, returned the cup to the

“Thanks th > I said, “for your tnne, for the coffee.
You have been very helpfuL

Irose. She did the same.

“What are you going to do now?” she asked

“I haven't quite decided,” I said. “I want to do the
best report I can. Have you any suggestions on that?”

“I suggest that there isn't any more to learn, that
I have given you the only possible cohstruehons the
facts warrant.”

“You don’t feel Dawd Fentris could provide any
additional insightsP”

She snorted, then sighed.

“No,” she said, “I do not think he could tell you
anything useful.”

“What do you mean? From the way you say it...

“T know. I didn’t mean to. Some people find com-
fort in religion. Others . . . you know. Others take it
up late in life with a vengeance and a half. They .
don’t use it quite the way it was mtended. It comes
to color all their- »” §

“Fanaticism?” I sald. !

“Not exactly. A misplaced zeal. A rﬁasochisﬁc sort
of thing. Helll I shouldn’t be diagnosing at a dis-
- tance—or influencing your opinion. Forget what I
said. Form your own opinion when you meet him.”

She raised her head, appraising my reaction.

“Well,” I said, “I am not at all certain that I am go-
* ing to see him. But you have made me curious. How
can religion influence engineering?”

“I spoke with him after Jesse gave us the news on
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the vessel’s return,” she said. “I got the impressxon
at the time that he feels we were tampering in the
_ province of the Almighty by attempting the creation
of an artificial intelligence. That our creation should
go mad was only appropriate, being the work of
. imperfect man. He seemed to feel that it would be
fitting if it had come back for retribution, as a sign
of judgment upon us.”
“Oh,” I said.
She smiled then. I returned it. ,
“Yes,” she said, “but maybe I just got him in a bad
mood. Maybe you should go see for yourself.”
Something told me to shake my head—a bit of a
difference between this view of him, my recollec-
" tions, and Don’s comment that Dave had said he
knew its brain and was not especially concerned.
- Somewhere among these lay something I felt I should
know, felt I should learn without seemmg to pursue.

So, “I think I have enough right now,” I said. “It was
~ the psychological side of things I was supposed to

cover, not the mechanical—or the theologlcal. You
have been extremely helpful. Thanks again.”

She carried her smile all the way to the door.

“If it is not too much trouble,” she said, as I
- stepped into the hall, “T would like to learn how this
whole thing finally turns out—or any interesting de-
velopments, for that matter.”

“My connection with the case ends with this re-
port,” I said, “and I am going to write it now. Still, I
may get some feedback.”

" “You have my number. .. P

~ “Probably, but...”

1 already had it, but T jotted it again, right after
Mrs. Gluntz’ s answers to my inquiries on detergents.

Movmg in a ngorous line, I made beautiful con-
nections for a change. I headed directly for the air-
~port, found a flight aimed at Memphis, bought pas-
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sage and was the last to board. Ten score seconds,
perhaps, made all the difference. Not even a tick or
two to spare for checking out of the motel. No mat-
ter. The good head doctor had convinced me that,
like it or not, David Fentris was next, damn it. I had
too strong a fecling that Leila Thackery had not
told me the entire story. I had to take a chance, to
see these changes in the man for mfrself‘ , to try to
figare out how they related to the Hangman. For a
number of reasons, I'd a feeling they might.

I disembarked into a cool, partly overcast afternoon,
found transportation almost immediately and set out
for Dave’s office address. A before-the-storm feeling
came over me as I entered and crossed the town. A
dark wall of clouds continued to build in the west.
Later, standing before the building where Dave did
business, the first few drops of rain were already
spattering against its dirty brick front. It would
take a lot more than that to freshen it, though, or
any of the others in the area. I would have thought
~ hed have come a little farther than this by now. I

~ shrugged off some moisture and went inside.

The directory gave me directions, the elevator ele-

vated me, my feet found the way to his door. I
knocked on it. ; : |

After a time, I knocked again and waited again.
Again, nothing. So I tried it, found it open and went
onin, i . i

It was a small, vacant waiting room, green-car-
peted. The reception desk was dusty. I crossed and
peered around the plastic partition behind it. ,

The man had his back to me. I drummed my
knuckles against the partitioning. He heard it and
turned. !

“Yes?™” i

Our eyes met, his still framed by hornrims and
just as active; glasses thicker, hair thinner, cheeks a
trifle hollower. His question mark quivered in the
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' air, and nothing in his gaze moved to replace it with

. recognition. He had been bending over a sheaf of
schematics; a lopsided basket of metal, quartz, por-
celain, and glass rested on a nearby table.

“My name is Donne, John Donne,” I said. “I am
looking for David Fentris.”

“T am David Fentris.” ,

“Good to meet you,” I said, crossing to where he
stood. “I am assisting in an investigation' concerning
a project with which you were once associated—"

He smiled and nodded, accepted my hand and shook
it.

“~The Hangman, of course, he said. “Glad to
know you, Mr. Donne.” -

“Yes, the Hangman,” I said. “I am doing a re-
port....” , :
. And you want my opinion as to how danger- -
ous it is. Sit down.” He gestured toward a chair at
the end of his work bench. “Care for a cup of tea?”

“No thanks.”

“I'm having one.”
“Well, in that case .. .”
He crossed to another bench.

“No cream. So: ,

“That’s all nght. How did you know it involved
the Hangman?” :

He grinned as he brought my cup.

“Because it’s come back,” he sa1d and it’s the only
thing I've been connected with that warrants that
much concern.”

“Do you mind talkmg about 11:?”

“Up to a point, no.” .

“What's the point?”

“If we get near it, I'll let you know.”

“Fair enough. How dangerous is itP”

“I would say that it is harmless,” he replied, “except
to three persons.”

“Formerly four?”
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“Precisely.”

“How come?” A , .

“We were doing something we had no business do-
ing.”

“That being...?”
“For one thing, attempting to create an artificial
intelligence.” ,

“Why had you no business doing that?

]:A man with a name like yours shouldnt have to
as .,’ )

I chuckled. ‘ '

“If T were a preacher,” I said; “I would have to
point out that there is no biblical injunction against
it—unless you’ve been worshiping it on the sly.” ‘

He shook his head.

“Nothing that simple, that obvious, that explicit.
Times have changed since the Good Book was writ-
ten, and you can’t hold with a purely Fundamental-
ist approach in complex times. What I was getting at
was something a little more abstract. A form of pride,
not unlike the classical hubris—the setting up of one-
self on a level with the Creator.”

“Did you feel that—pride?”

“Yes.” A

“Are you sure it wasn’t just enthusiasm for an am-
bitious project that was working well?” .

“Oh, there was plenty of that. A manifestation of
the same thing.” S
" “I do seem to recall something about man being
made in the Creator’s image, and something else
about trying to live up to that. It would seem to fol-
low that exercising one’s capacities along similar
lines would be a step in the right direction—an
act of conformance with the Divine Ideal, if you'd
like.”

“But I don’t like. Man cannot really create. He can
only rearrange what is already present. Only God
can create.” ‘
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" “Then you have nothing to worry about.”

He frowned, then, “No,” he said. “Being aware of this

and still trying is where the presumption comes in.”
“Were you really thinking that way when you did
itP Or did all this occur to you after the fact?”

~ “I amno longercertain.” o

“Then it woulci seem to me that a merciful God
would be inclined to give you the benefit of the
doubt.” ‘ '

He gaveme a wry smile,. .

“Not bad, John Donne. But I feel that judgment
may already have been entered and that we may
have lost four to nothing.”

“Then you see the Hangman as an avenging angel?”

“Sometimes. Sort of. I see it as being returned to
‘exact a penalty.” ;

“Just for the record,” I said, “if the Hangman had
had full aceess to the .necessary equipment and was
able to construct another unit such as itself, would you
consider it guilty of the same thing that is bother-
ing your”

He shook his head. .

“Don’t get all cute and Jesuitical with me, Donne.
Pm not that far away from fundamentals. Besides,
I'm willing to admit I might be wrong and that there
" may be other forces driving it to the same end.”

“Such as? L .
~ “I told yau I'd let you know when we reached a cer-
tain point. That’s it.” )

“OK,” I said. “But that sort of blank-walls me, you
know. The people I am working for would like to
protect you people. They want to stop the Hangman.
I was hoping you would tell me a little more—if not,
for your own sake, then for the others’. They might
not share your philosophical sentiments, and you have
_ just admitted you may be wrong. Despair, by the
way, is also considered a sin by a great number of the-
ologians.” :



136 , ROCER ZELAZNY|

He sighed and stroked his nose, as I had often seen
him do in times long past. ‘ :

“What do you do, anyhow?” he asked me.

“Me, personally? I'm a science writer. 'm putting
together a report on the device for the agency that
wants to do the protecting. The better my report, the
better their chances.” . 4

He was silent for a time, then, “I read a lot in the
area, but I don’t recognize your name,” he said.

“Most of my work has involved petrochemistry and
marine biology,” I said.

“Oh. You were a peculiar choice then, weren’t you?”

“Not really. I was available, and the boss knows my
work, knows I'm good.” : a

" He glanced across the room, to where a stack of
cartons partly obscured what I then realized to be a
remote access terminal. OK. If he decided to check
out my credentials now, John Donne would fall apart.
It seemed a hell of a time to get curious, though, af-
ter sharing his sense of sin with me. He must have
thought so too, because he did not look that way
again. : _ ‘

“Let me put it this way,” he finally said, and some-
thing of the old David Fentris at his best took control
of his voice. “For one reason or the other, I believe
that it wants to destroy its former operators. If it is
the judgment of the Almighty, that’s all there is to it.
Tt will succeed. If not, however, I don’t want any out-
side protection. 've done my own repenting and it is
up to me to handle the rest of the situation myself,
too. I will stop the Hangman personally, right here,
before anyone else is hurt.” ‘

“How?” I asked him.

He nodded toward the glittering helmet.

“With that,” he said.

“How?” I repeated. - ,

“Its telefactor circuits are still intact. They have to
be. They are an integral part of it. It could not dis-
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connect them without shutting itself down. If it comes
within a quartermile of here, that unit will be acti-
vated. It will emit a loud hummmg sound and a light
will begin to blink behind that meshing beneath the
forward ridge. I will then don the helmet and take
control of the Hangman. I will bring it here and dis-
connect its brain.”

“How would you do the disconnect?”

He reached for the schematics he had been Took-
ing at when I had come in.

“Here,” he said. “The thoracic plate has to be un-
plugged. There are four subunits that have to be un-
coupled. Here, here, here, and here.”

- Helooked up.

“You would have to do them in sequence though,
or it could get mighty hot,” I said. “First thls one,
then these two. Then the other.”

When I looked up again, the gray eyes were fixed
on my own.

“I thought you were in petrochennstry and marine
biology,” he said.

“I am not really ‘in’ anything,” I said. “I am a tech
writer, with bits and pieces from all over—and I did
‘havIe a look at these before, when I accepted the job.”

“I see.”

“Why don’t you bring the space agency in on this?”
I said, working to shift ground. “The original telefac-

toring equipment had all that power and range—> -
" “It was dismantled a long time ago,” he said. “I
thought you were with the Government.”

Ishook my head.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to mislead you. I am on

. contract with a private investigation outﬁt

“Uh-huh. Then that means Jesse. Not that it mat-
ters. You can tell him that one way or the other ev-
erything is being taken care of.”

“What if you are wrong on the supematura I
said, “but correct on the other? Supposing it is coming
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under the circumstances you feel it proper to resist?
But supposing you are not next on its list? Suppos-
ing it gets to one of the others next instead of youP
If you are so sensitive about guilt and sin, don’t
you think that you would be responsible for that
death—if you could prevent it by telling me just a lit-
tlg bit more? If it is confidentiality you are worried
about—" ‘ :

~ “No,” he said. “You cannot trick me into applying
my principles to a hypothetical situation which will
only work out the way that you want it to. Not when
I am certain that it will not arise. Whatever moves
the Hangman, it will come to me next. If I cannot stop
it, thte:n it cannot be stopped until it has completed
its job.” ‘

“How do you know that you are next?”

“Take a look at a map,” he said. “It landed in the
Gulf. Manny was right there in New Orleans. Natural-
ly, he was first. The Hangman can move underwater
like a controlled torpedo, which makes the Mississippi
its logical route for inconspicuous travel. Proceed-
ing up it then, here I am in Memphis. Then Leila, up

- in St. Louis, is obviously next after me. It can worry,
- about getting to Washington after that.” ,
I thought about Senator Brockden in Wisconsin
~ and decided it would not even have that problem.
- All of them were fairly accessible, when you thought
of the situation in terms of river travel. :
“But how is it to know where you all are? I asked.
“Good question,” he said. “Within a limited range,
it was once sensitive to our brain waves, having an in-
timate knowledge of them and the ability to pick
them up. I do not know what that range would be
- today. It might have been able to construct an ampli-
- fer to extend this area of perception. But to be more
mundane about it, I believe that it simply consulted
the Data Bank’s national directory. There are booths
all over, even on the waterfront. It could have hit one
late at night and gimmicked it. It certainly bad
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'ﬁg,ieﬁt identifying information—and engineering
“Then it seems to me the best bet for all of you

. would be to move away from the river till this busi-

_ ness is settled. That thing won’t be able to stalk about
the countryside very long without being noticed.”

“It would find a way. It is extremely resourceful.
At night, in an overcoat, a hat, it could pass. It re-
quires nothing that a man would need. It could dig a
hole and bury itself, stay underground during day-
light. It could run without resting all night long. There
is no place it could not reach in a surprisingly short
while. No. I must wait here for it.” : ~

“Let me put it as bluntly as I can,” I said. “If you
- are right that it is a divine avenger, I would say that it

smacks of blasphemy to try to tackle it. On the other
hand, if it is not, then I think you are guilty of jeopar-
dizing the others by withholding information that
would allow us to provide them with a lot more pro- -
tection than you are capable of giving them all by
yourself.” ‘ :
He laughed. '
“T1l just have to leamn to live with that guilt too, as
they do with theirs,” he said. “After I've done my
- best, they deserve anything they get.” :
“Tt was my understanding,” I said, “that even God -
~ doesn’t judge people until after they're dead—if you
want another piece of presumption to add to your
collection.” = : :

He stopped laughing and studied my face.

“There is something familiar about the way you
talk, the way you think,” he said. “Have we ever met
- before?™” - : S

“I doubt it. I would have remembered.” ’

He shook his head. '

“You've got a way of bothering a man’s thinking
that rings a faint bell,” he went on. “You trouble me, ‘
sir.” ‘ ' .

“That was my intention.”
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“ﬁre you staying here in town?”
“No.” :

“Give me a number where I can reach you, will
youi:’If I have any new thoughts on this thing I'll call
you. ‘

“I wish you would have them now if you are going
to have them.”

“No,” he said, “T've got some thinking to do. Where .
canI get hold of you later?” '

I gave him the name of the motel I was still
checked into in St. Louis, I could call back periodically
for messages.

“All right,” he said, and he moved toward the parti-
tion by the reception area and stood beside it.

I rose and followed him, passing into that area and

pausing at the door to the hall.
“One thing . ..” I said.
“Yes?” ;

“If it does show up and you do stop it, will you call
me and tell me that?”
“Yes, I will.”
“Thanks then—and good luck.” :
Impulsively, I extended my hand. He gripped it
and smiled faintly.
“Thank you, Mr. Donne.”

Next. Next, next, next. .. B

1 couldn’t budge Dave, and Leila Thackery had
given me everything she was going to. No real sense
in calling Don yet—not until I had more to say. I
thought it over on my way back to the airport. The
pre-dinner hours always seem best for talking to peo-
ple in any sort of official capacity, just as. the night
seems best for dirty work. Heavily psychological, but
true nevertheless. I hated to waste the rest of the day
if there was anyone else worth talking to before I
called Don. Going through the folder, I decided that
there was. .

Manny Burns had a brother, Phil. I wondered how
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worthwhile it might be to talk with him. I could
make it to New Orleans at a sufficiently respectable
hour, learn whatever he was willing to tell me, check
back with Don for new developments and then de-
cide whether there was anything I should be about
with respect to the vessel itself. The sky was gray
and leaky above me. I was anxious to flee its spaces.
So I decided to do it. I.could think of no better stone
to upturn at the moment. .
At the airport, I was ticketed quickly, in time for
another close connection. Hurrying to reach my flight,

-my eyes brushed over a half-familiar face on the pass-

ing escalator. The reflex reserved for such occasions
seemed to catch us both, because he looked back
too, with the same eyebrow twitch of startle and
scrutiny. Then he was gone. I could not place him,
though. The half-familiar face becomes a familiar phe-
nomenon in a crowded, highly mobile society. I
sometimes think that this is.all that will eventually re- .
main of any of us: patterns of features, some a trifle
more persistent than others, impressed on the flow of
bodies. A small town boy in a big city. Thomas Wolfe
must long ago have felt the same thing when he had
coined the word manswarm. It might have been some-
one I had once met briefly, or simply someone or
someone like someone I had passed on sufficient other
occasions such as this. “ '

As 1 flew the unfriendly skies out of Memphis, I

- mulled over musings past on artificial intelligence, or

Al as they have tagged it in the think box biz. When
talking about computers, the Al notion had always
seemed hotter than I deemed necessary, partly be-
cause of semantics. The word “intelligence” has all
sorts of tag-along associations of the nonphysical sort.
1 suppose it goes back to the fact that early discus-
sions and conjectures concerning it made it sound as
if the potential for intelligence was always present in
the array of gadgets, and the correct procedures, the
right programs, simply had to be found to call it
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forth. When you looked at it that way, as many did, it
gave rise to an uncomfortable déj vu—namely, vi-
talism. The philosophical battles of the Nineteenth
Century were hardly so far behind that they had
been forgotten, and the doctrine which maintained
that life is caused and sustained by a vital principle
apart from physical and chemical forces and that life
_is self-sustaining and self-evolving, had put up quite
a fight before Darwin and his successors had pro-
duced triumph after triumph for the mechanistic -
view. Then vitalism sort of crept back into things
again when the Al discussions arose in the middle of
the past century. It would seem that Dave had fallen -
victim to it, and that he had come to believe he had
helped provide an unsanctified vessel and filled it
with something intended only for those things which
had made the scene in the first chapter of Genesis. -

' With computers it was not quite as bad as with the
Hangman though, because you could always argue
that no matter how elaborate the program it was
basically an extension of the programmer’s will and
the operations of causal machines merely represented
functions of intelligence, rather than intelligence in its
own right backed by a will of its own. And there was
always Godel for a theoretical cordon sanitaire, with
his demonstration of the true but mechanically un-
provable proposition. But the Hangman was quite
different. It had been designed along the lines of a
brain and at least partly educated in a human fashion;
and to further muddy the issue with respect to any-
thing like vitalism, it had been in direct contact with
human minds from which it might have acquired al-
most anything—including the spark that set it on the
road to whatever selfhood it may have found. What
did that make it? Its own creature? A fractured mir-
ror reflecting a fractured humanity? Both? Or nei-
ther? I certainly could not say, but I wondered how
much of its “self” had been truly its own. It had ob-
viously acquired a great number of functions, but was
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it capable of having real feelings? Could it, for ex-
ample, feel something like love? If not, then it was
still only a collection of complex abilities, and not a
thing with all the tag-along associations of the non-
physical sort which made the word “intelligence” such
a prickly item in Al discussions; and if it were capa-
ble of, say, something like love, and if I were Dave, I
would not feel guilty about havmg helped to bnng it
~ into being. I would feel proud, though not in the fash-
ion he was concerned about, and I would also feel
humble. Offhand though, I do not know how intelli-
. gent I would feel, because I am still not sure what the
hell intelligence is. :

The day’s-end sky was clear when we landed. I
was into town before the sun had finished setting, and
on Philip Burns’s doorstep just a little while later.

My ring was answered by a girl, maybe seven or
eight years old. She fixed me with large brown eyes
and did not say a word.

“I would like to speak with Mr. Burns,” I said.

She turned and retreated around a corner.

A heavyset man, slacked and undershirted, bald
about halfway back and very pink, padded into the
hall moments later and peered at me. He bore a
folded newssheet in his left hand. :

“What do you want?” he asked.

“It’s about your brother,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Well, T wonder if I could come in? It’s kind of
complicated.”

He opened the door. But instead of letting me in,
he came out.

“Tell me about it out here,” he said. :

“OK, I'll be quick. I just wanted to find out wheth-
er he ever spoke with you about a piece of eqmp-
ment he once worked with called the Hangman.”

:gre you a cop?” ‘

“Then what’s your mterest?”
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“I am working for a private investigation agency
trying to track down some equipment once associated
with the project. It has apparently turned up in this
area and it could be rather dangerous.”

“Let’s see some identification.”

“I don’t carry any.”

“What’s your name?”

“John Donne.” :

“And you think my brother had some stolen equip-
ment when he died? Let me tell you something—"

“No. Not stolen.” I said, “and I don’t think he had
it » . ' :

“What then™ '

“It was—well, robotic in nature. Because of some
special training Manny once received, he might have
had a way of detecting it. He might even have at-
tracted it. I just want to find out whether he had
said anything about it. We are trying to locate it.”

“My brother was a respectable businessman, and
I don’t like accusations. Especially right after his fu-
neral, I don’t. I think Pm going to call the cops and
let them ask you a few questions.” _

“Just & minute,” I said. “Supposing I told you we
had some reason to believe it might have been this
piece of equipment that killed your brother?”

His pink turned to bright red and his jaw muscles
formed sudden. ridges. I was not prepared for the
stream of profanities that followed. For a moment, I
thought he was going to take a swing at me. :

“Wait a second,” I said when he paused for breath,
“What did I say?”

“You're either making fun of the dead or you’_r‘e‘

stupider than you lookl”
“Say I'm stupid. Then tell me why.”

He tore at the paper he carried, folded it back,

found an item, thrust it at me. » : -
- “Because they've got the guy who did it! That's
- why,” he said. ‘

I read it. Simple, concise, to the point. Today’s

N
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latest. A suspect had confessed. New evidence had
- corroborated it. The man was in custody. A surprised
robber who had lost his head and hit too hard, hit too
many times. I read it over again. I nodded as I
passed it back. ‘
“I’.’ook, I'm sorry,” I said, “I really didn’t know about
s

“Get out of here,” he said. “Go on.”
“Sure.” '
“Wait a minute.”
“What?” :
“That’s his little girl who answered the door.”
_ “T'm very sorry.” , ’
“So am I. But I know her Daddy didn’t take your

" damned equipment.”

Inodded and turned away.
I heard the door slam behind me.

After dinner, I checked into a small hotel, called
for a drink and stepped into the shower. Things were
suddenly a lot less urgent than they had been earlier.
Senator Brockden would doubtless be pleased to learn

“that his initial estimation of events had been incor-

rect. Leila Thackery would give me an I-told-you-so

smile when I called her to pass along the news—a
thing I now felt obliged to do. Don might or might
not want me to keep looking for the device now that
~ the threat had been lessened. It would depend on the
Senator’s feelings on the matter, I supposed. If ur-

- gency no longer counted for as much, Don might

_want to switch back to one of his own, fiscally less bur-
densome operatives. Toweling down, I caught my-

- self whistling. I felt almost off the hook.
Later, drink beside me, I paused before punching
out the number he had given me and hit the sequence

for my motel in St. Louis instead. Merely a matter of '

efficiency, in case there was a message worth adding
to my report. : £ ,
A woman’s face appeared on the screen and a smile
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appeared on her face. I wondered whether she would
always smile whenever she heard a bell ring, or if
the reflex was eventually extinguished in advanced
retirement. It must be rough, being afraid to chew
gum, yawn or pick your nose.

“Airport Accommodations,” she said. “May I help
you?” :

" “This is Donne. 'm checked into Room 106,” I said.
“Pm away right now and I wondered whether there
had been any messages for me.”

“Just a moment,” she said, checking something off
to her left. Then, “Yes,” she continued, consulting a
piece of paper she now held. “You have one on tape.
But it is a little peculiar. It is for someone else in
care of you.” '

“OhP Who is that? v

She told me and I exercised self-control.

“I see,” I said. “I'll bring him around later and play
it for him. Thank you.” :

She smiled again and made a good-bye noise and I
did the same and broke the connection.

So Dave had seen through me after all. . . . Who
else could have that number and my real name?

T might have given her some line or other and had
her transmit the thing. Only I was not certain but that
she might be a silent party to the transmission, should.
life be more than usually boring for her at that mo-
ment. I had to get up there myself, as soon as pos-
sible, and personally see that the thing was erased.

1 took a big swallow of my drink, then fetched the
folder on Dave. I checked out his number—there
were two, actually—and spent fifteen minutes trying
to get hold of him. No luck. :

0.X. Good-bye New Orleans, good-bye peace of
mind. This time I called the airport and made a
reservation. Then I chugged the drink, put myself in
order, gathered up my few possessions and went to
check out again. Hello Central. ... .
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During my earlier flights that day I had spent time
~ thinking about Teilhard de Chardin’s ideas on the
continuation of evolution within the realm of artifacts,
matching them against Gédel on mechanical undecid-
ability, playing epistemological games with the Hang-
man as a counter, wondering, speculating, even hop-
ing, hoping that truth lay with the nobler part, that
the Hangman, sentient, had made it back, sane, that
the Burns killing had actually been something of the
sort that now seemed to be the case, that the washed-
out experiment had really been a success of a differ-
ent sort, a triumph, a new link or fob for the chain of
being. . . . And Leila had not been wholly discourag-
ing with respect to the neuristor-type brain’s capacity
for this. . . . Now, though, now I had troubles of my
own, and even the most heartening of philosophical
vistas is no match for, say, a toothache, if it happens
to be your own. Accordingly, the Hangman was
shunted aside and the stuff of my thoughts involved,
mainly, myself. There was, of course, the possibility
that the Hangman had indeed showed up and Dave
had stopped it and then called to report it as he had
promised. However, he had used my name.

There was not too much planning that I could do
until I received the substance of the communication.
Tt did not seem that as professedly religious a man as
- Dave would suddenly be contemplating the black-
mail business. On the other hand, he was a creature
of sudden enthusiasms and had already undergone
one unanticipated conversion. It was difficult to say.
. . . His technical background plus his knowledge of
the Data Bank program did put him in an unusually
powerful position should he decide to mess me up. I
did not like to think of some of the things I have
done to protect my nonperson status; I especially did
not like to think of them in connection with Dave,
whom I not only still respected but still liked. Since
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self-interest dominated while actual planning was pre-
" cluded, my thoughts tooled their way into a more
. general groove. :

It was Karl Mannheim, a long while ago, who made
the observation that radical, revolutionary, and pro-
gressive thinkers tend to employ mechanical meta-
phors for the state, whereas those of conservative in-
clination make vegetable analogies. He said it well
over a generation before the cybernetics movement
and the ecology movement beat their respective paths
through the wilderness of general awareness. If any-
thing, it seemed to me that these two developments
served to elaborate the distinction between a pair
of viewpoints which, while no longer necessarily tied
in with the political positions Mannheim assigned
them, do seem to represent a continuing phenomenon.
* in my own time. There are those who see social/eco-
nomic/ ecological problems as malfunctions which can
be corrected by simple repair, replacement or stream-
lining—a kind of linear outlook where even innova-
tions are considered to be merely additive. Then
there are those who sometimes hesitate to move at
all, because their awareness follows events in the di-
rections of secondary and tertiary effects as they
multiply and cross-fertilize throughout the entire sys-
tem. I digress to extremes. The cyberneticists have
their multiple feedback loops, though it is never quite
clear how they know what kind of, which, and how
many to install, and the ecological gestaltists do draw
lines representing points of diminishing returns,
though it is sometimes equally difficult to see how
they assign their values and priorities. Of course they
need each other, the vegetable people and the Tink-
er toy people. They serve to check one another, if
nothing else. And while occasionally the balance dips,
the tinkerers have, in general, held the edge for the
past couple centuries. However, today’s can be just
as politically conservative as the vegetable people
Mannheim was talking about, and they are the ones
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1 fear most at the moment. They are the ones who
saw the Data Bank program, in its present extreme
form, as a simple remedy for a great variety of ills
and a provider of many goods. Not all of the ills have
been remedied, however, and a new brood has been
spawned by the program itself. While we need both
kinds, I wish that there had been more people inter-
ested in tending the garden of state rather than over-
hauling the engine of state when the program was in-
augurated. Then I would not be a refugee from a
form of existence I find repugnant, and I would not
be concerned whether a former associate had discov-
ered my identity. ‘ :
Then, as I watched the lights below, I wondered.
« .+« Was I a tinkerer because I would like to further
alter the prevailing order, into something more com-
fortable on my anarchic nature? Or was I a vegetable
dreaming I was a tinkerer? I could not make up my
mind. The garden of life never seems to confine itself
to the plots philosophers have laid out for its conve-
niinigce. Maybe a few more tractors would do the

I pressed the button. The tape began to roll. The
screen remained blank. I heard Dave’s voice ask for
John Donne in Room 106 and I heard him told that
there was no answer. Then I heard him say that he
wanted to record a message, for someone else, in care
of Donne, that Donne would understand. He sounded
out of breath. The girl asked him whether he wanted
visual, too. He. told her to turn it on. There was a
pause. Then she told him go ahead. Still no picture.
No words either. His breathing and a slight scraping
noise. Ten seconds. Fifteen. ... .

“+ « Got me,” he finally said, and he mentioned
that name again. “. . . Had to let you know I'd figured
you out, though. . . . It wasn’t any particular manner-
ism—any single thing you said. . . . Just your general
style—thinking, talking—the electronics—everything
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—after I got more and more bothered by the familiar-
ity—after I checked you on petrochem—and marine
bio—Wish I knew what you’ve really been up to all
~ these years. . . . Never know now. But I wanted you
—+t0 know—you hadn’t put one—over on me.” There
followed another quarter-minute of heavy breathing,
climaxed by a racking cough. Then a choked, “Said
too much—too fast—too saon. . . . Allused up. ...” »
The picture came on then. He was slouched before
the screen, head resting on his arms, blood all over
him, His glasses were gone and he was squinting and
blinking. The right side of his head looked pulpy and
there was a gash on his left cheek and one on his
forehead. ' v
- “ .. Sneaked up on me—while I was checking
you out,” he managed then. “Had to tell you what I
learned. . . . Still don’t know—which of us is right.
«+ . Pray for mel” '
His arms collapsed and the right one slid forward.
His head rolled to the right and the picture went
away. When I replayed it I saw it was his knuckle
that had hit the cutoff. : AR
Then I erased it. It had been recorded only a little
over an hour after I had left him. If he had not also
placed a call for help, if no one had gotten to him
quickly after that, his chances did not look good. Even
if they had, though.... :

I used a public booth to call the number Don had
given me, got hold of him after some delay, told him .
Dave was in bad shape if not worse, that a team of
Memphis medics was definitely in order, if one had
not been there already, and that I hoped to call him -
back and tell him more shortly, good-bye. '

Then I tried Leila Thackery’s number. I let it go
for a long while, but there was no answer. I wondered
how long it would take a controlled torpedo moving
up the Mississippi to get from Memphis to St. Louis.
I did not feel it was time to start leafing through that
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section of the Hangman’s specs. Instead, I went looking
for transportation. '

At her apartment, I tried ringing her from the en-
trance foyer. Again, no answer. So I rang Mrs. Gluntz.
She had seemed the most guileless of the three I had
interviewed for my fake consumer survey.

“Yes?” .

“Ifs me again, Mrs. Gluntz: Stephen Foster. I've
just a couple follow-up questions on that survey I
was doing today, if you could spare me a few mo-
ments.”

“Why, yes,” she said. “All right. Come up.”

The door hummed itself loose and I entered. I duly
proceeded to the fifth floor, composing my questions
on the way. I had planned this maneuver as I had
waited earlier solely to provide a simple route for
breaking and entering, should some unforeseen need
arise. Most of the time my ploys such as this go un-
used, but sometimes they simplify matters a lot.

Five minutes and half-a-dozen questions later, I was
back down on the second floor, probing at the lock
on Leila’s door with a couple of little pieces of metal
it is sometimes awkward to be caught carrying. :

Half a minute later I hit it right and snapped it

back. I pulled on some tissue-thin gloves I keep
rolled in the corner of one pocket, opened the door
and stepped inside. , ,
- I closed it behind me immediately. She was lying
on the floor, her neck at a bad angle. One table lamp
still burned, though it was lying-on its side. Several
small items had been knocked from the table, a maga-
zine rack pushed over, a cushion partly displaced
from the sofa. The cable to her phone unit had been
torn from the wall. -

“ A humming noise filled the air, and I sought its
source. ,

I saw where the little blinking light was reflected
- on the wall, on-off, on-off. . ..

I moved quickly. ‘
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It was a lopsided basket of metal, quartz, porcelain,
and glass, which had rolled to a position on the far
side of the chair in which I had been seated earlier
that day. The same rig I had seen in Dave’s workshop
not all that long ago, though it now seemed so. A
de\lrice to detect the Hangman, and hopefully to con-
ol it. :

I picked it up and fitted it over my head. :

Once, with the aid of a telepath, I had touched
minds with a dolphin as he composed dreamsongs
somewhere in the Caribbean, an experience so mov-
ing that its mere memory had often been a comfort.
This sensation was hardly equivalent.
- Analogies & impressions: a face seen through a wet
pane of glass; a whisper in a noisy terminal; scalp
massage with an electric vibrator; Edvard Munch’s
The Scream; the voice of Yma Sumac, rising and ris-
ing and rising; the disappearance of snow; a deserted
street, illuminated as through a sniperscope I'd once
used, rapid movement past darkened storefronts that
line it, an immense feeling of physical capability,
compounded of proprioceptive awareness of enor-
mous strength, a peculiar array of sensory channels,
a central, undying sun that fed me a constant flow of
energy, a memory vision of dark waters, passing, flash-
- ing, echo-location within them, the need to return to
~ that place, reorient, move north; Munch & Sumac,
~ Munch & Sumac, Munch & Sumac—Nothing,. ‘
- Silence. - _ -

“The humming had ceased, the light gone out. The
entire experience had lasted only a few moments.
There had not been time enough to try for any sort
of control, though an afterimpression akin to a bio-
~ feedback cue hinted at the direction to go, the way
to think, to achieve it. I felt that it might be possible
for me to work the thing, given a better chance.

I removed the helmet and approached Leila. I
knelt beside her and performed a few simple tests,
already knowing their outcome. In addition to the
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brokeni neck, she had received some bad bashes about
‘the head and shoulders. There was nothing that any-
one could do for her now. L

I did a quick run-through then, checking over the
rest of her apartment. There were no apparent signs
of breaking and entering, though if I could pick one
lock, a guy with built-in tools could easily go me one
better. ' ;

I located some wrapping paper and string in the
kitchen and turned the helmet into a parcel. It was
time to call Don again, to tell him that the vessel had
indeed been occupied and that river traffic was prob-
ably bad in the north-bound lane. ,

' Don had told me to get the helmet up to Wiscon-
sin, where I would be met at the airport by a man
named Larry who would fly me to the lodge in a pri-
vate craft. I did that, and this was done. I also
med, with no real surprise, that David Fentris was .

The temperature was down, and it began to snow
on the way up. I was not really dressed for the weath-
er. Larry told me I could borrow some warmer cloth-
ing once we reached the lodge, though I probably
would not be going outside that much. Don had told
them that I was supposed to stay as close to the Sena-
tor as possible and that any patrols were to be han-
dled by the four guards themselves. Larry was curious
as to what exactly had happened so far and whether
I had actually seen the Hangman. I did not think
it my place to fill him in on anything Don may not
have cared to, so I might have been a little curt. We
didn’t talk much after that. - :

" Bert met us when we landed. Tom and Clay were
outside the building, watching the trail, watching the
woods. All of them were middle-aged, very fit-looking,
very serious, and heavily armed. Larry took me inside
then and introduced me to the old gentleman himself.

Senator Brockden was seated in a heavy chair in
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the far corner of the room. Judging from the layout,
it appeared that the chair might recently have occu-
pied a position beside the window in the opposite wall
where a lonely watercolor of yellow flowers looked
down on nothing. The Senator’s feet rested on a has-
‘sock, a red plaid blanket lay across his legs. He had
" on a dark green shirt, his hair was very white and he -
wore rimless reading glasses which he removed when
we entered. ' » ‘

He tilted his head back, squinted and gnawed his
lower lip slowly as he studied me. He remained ex-
Eressionless as we advanced. A big-boned man, he

ad probably been beefy much of his life. Now he

had the slack look of recent weight loss and an un-
" healthy skin tone. His eyes were a pale gray within
it all. He did not rise. :

“So you're the man,” he said, offering me his hand.
~ “Pm glad to meet you. How do you want to be

called?” " ,

. “Johnwilldo,” Isaid. = ,
He made a small sign to Larry and Larry departed.
“Tt’s cold out there. Go get yourself a drink, John.

It’s on the shelf.” He gestured off to his left. “. . . and
bring me one while you're at it. Two fingers of bourbon
in a water glass. That’s all.” -

I nodded and went and poured a couple. -

“Sit down.” He motioned at a nearby chair as I de-
~ livered his. “But first let me see that gadget you've
brought.” "

I undid the parcel and handed him the helmet. He
sipped his drink and put it aside. He took the helmet
in both hands and studied it, brows furrowed, turning
iﬁ e:gmpletely around. He raised it and put it on his

“Not a bad fit,” he said, and then he smiled for the

first time, becoming for a moment the face I had

" known from newscasts past. Grinning or angry-—it

- was almost always one or the other. I had never seen
his collapsed look in any of the media.
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He removed the helmet and set it on the floor.

“Pretty piece of work,” he said. “Nothing quite
that fancy in the old days. But then David Fentris
built it. Yes, he told us about it. . . .” He raised his

~drink and took a sip. “You are the only one who has -
actually gotten to use it, apparently. What do you
think? Will it do the job?™ -

“I was only in contact for a couple seconds,” I said,
“so I've only got a feeling to go on, not much better
than a hunch. But yes, I'd a.feeling that if I'd had
more time I might-have been able to work its cir-
cuits.” Sl

“Tell me why it didn’t save Dave.” T

~ “Inthe message he left me he indicated that he had

‘been distracted at his computer access station. Its

noise probably drowned out the humming”

“Why wasn’t this message preserved?” ‘

“I erased it for reasons not connected with the
case.” :

“What reasons?” : '

“My own.” : o

'His face went from sallow to ruddy. ,

“A man can get in a lot of trouble for suppressing
evidence, obstructing justice,” he said. :

“?"I"hen we have something in common, don’t we,
sir

His eyes caught mine with a look I had only en-
countered before from those who did not wish me
well. He held the glare for a full four heartbeats, then
sighed and seemed to relax.

“Don said there were a number of points you
couldn’t be pressed on,” the Senator finally said.

“That’s right.” , o
“He didn’t betray any confidences, but he had to
tell me something about you, you know.” - ‘

- “Tdimagine.” '

_ “He seems to think highly of you. Stll, I tried to
learn ndlore ?}’)out you on my own.”

“And...7? ;
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“T couldn’t—and my usual sources are good at that
kind of thing” ‘ ;

“S0...7 ‘

“So, I've done some thinking, some wondering. . . «
The fact that my sources could not come up with any-
thing is interesting in itself. Possibly even revealing,
I am in a better position than most to be aware of
the fact that there was not perfect compliance with
the registration statute some years ago. It didn’t take
long for a great number of the individuals involved
—1I should probably say ‘most—to demonstrate their
existence in one fashion or another and be duly en-
tered, though. And there were three broad categories:
those who were ignorant, those who disapproved, and
those who would be hampered in an illicit life style.
I am not attempting to categorize you or to pass
judgment. But I am aware that there are a number of
nonpersons passing through society without casting
shadows and it has occurred to me that you may be
such a one.” ' :

I tasted my drink.

“And if I am?P” I asked. '

He gave me his second, nastier smile and said
nothing. ' ,

1 rose and crossed the room to where I judged his
chair had once stood. I looked at the watercolor.

“T don’t think you could stand an inquiry,” he said.

1 did not reply. L

“Aren’t you going to say something?”

“What do you want me to say?”

“You might ask me what I am going to do about it.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“No}:’hing,” he said. “So come back here and sit

I nodded and returned.

He studied my face.

“Was it possible you were close to violence just
then?” | :

“With four guards outside?”

.
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-“No,” I said.

“You’re a good liar.”

“I am here to help you, sir. No questions asked.
That was the deal, as I understood it. If there has
been any change, I would like to know about it now.”

He drummed with his fingertips on the plaid. :

“I've no desire to cause you any difficulty,” he said. -
“Fact of the matter is, I need a man just like you,
- and I was pretty sure someone like Don might turn
him up. Your unusual maneuverability and your re-
ported knowledge of computers, along with your
touchiness in certain areas, made you worth waiting

for. 1 eagreatnumberofthmgs:lwouldhketoask
you.”
“Go ahead,” 1 said. :
“Not yet. Later, if we have time. All that would be
_bonus material, for a report I am working on. Far
more important, to me personally, there are things
that I want to tell you.”

I frowned.

“Over the years,” he said. “I have learned that the
best man for purposes of keeping his mouth shut con-
- cerning your business is someone for whom you are

doing the same.”
\ “gou have a compulsion to confess something?” I
sai '
“I dont know whether ‘compulsion’ is the right
word. Maybe so, maybe not. Either way, though, some-
one among those working to defend me should have
the whole story. Something somewhere in it may "be
of help—and you are the ideal choice to hear it.”
- “I buy that,” Isa1d, “and you are as safe with me as
I am with you.”
“Have you any suspicions as to why this busm&ss
bothers me sof”
“Yes,” I said.
“Let’s hear them.”
- “You used the Hangman to perform some act or



158 . ROGER ZELAZNY

acts—illegal, immoral, whatever. This is obviously not
a matter of record. Only you and the Hangman now
know what it involved. You feel it was sufficiently ig-
nominious that when that device came to appreciate
the full weight of the event it suffered a breakdown
which may well have led to a final determination to
punish you for using it as you did.”

He stared down into his glass.

“You've got it,” he said.

“You were all party to it?” ‘

“Yes, but I was the operator when it happened.
You see . . . we—I—killed a man. It was—actually, it
all started as a celebration. We had received word that
afternoon that the project had cleared. Everything
had checked out in order and the final approval had
come down the line. It was go, for that Friday. Leila,
Dave, Manny, and myself—we had dinner together.
We were in high spirits. After dinner, we continued
celebrating and somehow the party got adjourned
back to the installation. As the evening wore on, more
and more absurdities seemed less and less preposter-
ous, as is sometimes the case. We decided—I forget
which of us suggested it—that the Hangman should
really have a share in the festivities. After all, it was,
in a very real sense, his party. Before too much longer,
it sounded only fair and we were discussing how we
could go about it. You see, we were in Texas and the
Hangman was at the Space Center in California. Get-
ting together with him was out of the question. On
the other hand, the teleoperator station was right up
the hall from us. What we finally decided to do was
to activate him and take turns working as operator.
‘There was already a rudimentary consciousness there,
and we felt it fitting that we each get in touch to share
the good news. So that is what we did.”

He sighed, took another sip, glanced at me.

“Dave was the first operator,” he continued. “He
activated the Hangman. Then—well, as I said, we
- were all in high spirits. We had not originally in-
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tended to remove the Hangman from the lab where
- he was situated, but Dave decided to take him out-
side briefly—to show him the sky and to tell him he
~was going there, after all. Then he suddenly got en-
thusiastic about outwitting the guards and the alarm
system. It was a game. We all went along with it. In
fact, we were clamoring for a turn at the thing our-
-selves. But Dave stuck with it, and he wouldn’t turn
‘over control until he had actually gotten the Hang-
man off the premises, out into an uninhabited area
next to the Center. By the time Leila persuaded him
~ to give her a go at the controls, it was kind of anticli-
- mactic. That game had already been played. So she
thought up a new one. She took the Hangman into
the next town. It was late, and the sensory equipment
was superb. It was a challenge—passing through the
town without being detected. By then, everyone had
suggestions as to what to do next, progressively more
outrageous suggestions. Then Manny took control,
and he wouldn’t say what he was doing—wouldn’t let
us monitor him, Said it would be more fun to surprise
the next operator. Now, he was higher than the rest
- of us put together, I think, and he stayed on so
“damn long that we started to get nervous. A certain
amount of tension is partly sobering, and I guess we
all began to think what a stupid thing it was we were
doing. It wasn’t just that it would wreck our careers
—which it would—but it could blow the entire proj-
ect if we got caught playing games with such expen-
sive hardware. At least, I was thinking that way, and
I was also thinking that Manny was no doubt operat-
ing under the very human wish to go the others one
better. I started to sweat. I suddenly just wanted to
get the Hangman back where he belonged, turn him
off—you could still do that, before the final circuits
went in—shut down the station and start forgetting it
had ever happened. I began leaning on Manny to
wind up his diversion and turn the controls over to
me. Finally, he agreed.” ‘



160 ROGER ZELAZNY

He finished his drink and held out the glass.

“Would you freshen this a bit?”

“Surely.”

I went and got him some more, added a touch to
* my own, returned to my chair, and waited.

“So I took over,” he said. “I took over, and where
do you think that idiot had left me? I was inside a
building, and it didn’t take but an eyeblink to realize
it was a bank. The Hangman carries a lot of tools,
and Manny had apparently been able to guide him
through the doors without setting anything off. I was
standing right in front of the main vault. Obviously,
he thought that should be my challenge. I fought
down a desire to turn and make my own exit in the
nearest wall and start running. I went back to the
doors and looked outside. I didn’t see anyone. I started
to let myself out. The light hit me as I emerged. It
was a hand flash. The guard had been standing out
of sight. He'd a gun in his other hand. I panicked. I
hit him. Reflex. If I am going to hit someone I hit
him as hard as I can. Only I hit him with the strength
of the Hangman. He must have died instantly. I
started to run and I didn’t stop till I was back in the
little park area near the Center. Then I stopped and
the others had to take me out of the harness.”

“They monitored all this?” ,

“Yes, someone cut the visual in on a side view-
screen again a few seconds after I took over. Dave, 1

“Did they try to stop you at any time while you
were running away

“No. I wasn’t aware of anything but what I was
doing at the time. But afterward they said they were
too shocked to do anything but watch, until I gave
out.” : :

“Isee”

“Dave took over then, ran his initial route in re-
verse, got the Hangman back into the lab, cleaned
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him up, turned him off. We shut down the operator
station. We were suddenly very sober.”

He sighed and leaned back and was silent for a
long while. -

Then, “You are the only person I've ever told ﬂ]]S
to,” he said, _

I tasted my own drink. v

“We went over to Leila’s place then,” he continued,

“and the rest is pretty much predictable. Nothing we
could do would bring the guy back, we decided, but
if we told what had happened it would wreck an ex-
pensive, important program. It wasn’t as if we were
criminals in need of rehabilitation. It was a once-in-a-
lifetime lark that happened to end tragically. What
would you have done?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe the same thmg rd
have been scared, t0o.”

He nodded. ‘

“Exactly. And that’s the story.”

-~ “Not all of it, is it?”

“What do you mean?”

“What about the Hangman? You said there was al-
ready a detectable consciousness there. Then you were
aware of it, as it was aware of you. It must have had
some reaction to the whole business. What was it
like?”

“Damn you, ” he said flatly.

“I'm sorry.”

“Are you a family man?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “I’'m not.” :

“Did you ever take a small chzld to a zoo?”

“Yes.”

“Then maybe you know the expenence When my
son was around four I took him to the Washington
Zoo one afternoon. We must have walked past ev-
ery cage in the place. He made appreciative com-
ments every now and then, asked a few questions,

giggled at the monkeys, thought the bears were very
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nice, probably because they made him think of over-
sized toys. But do you know what the finest thing of
all wasP The thing that made him jump up and down
and point and say, ‘Look, Daddy! Look!'?”

I shook my head.

“A squirrel looking down from the limb of a tree,”
he said, and he chuckled briefly. “Ignorance of what’s
important and what isn’t. Inappropriate responses.
Innocence. The Hangman was a child, and up until
the time I took over, the only thing he had gotten
from us was the idea that it was a game. He was play-
ing with us, that’s all. Then something horrible hap-
pened. . . . I hope you never know what it feels like to
do something totally rotten to a child, while he is hold-
ing your hand and laughing. . . . He felt all my reac-
tions, and all of Dave’s as he guided him back.”

We sat there for a long while then.

“So we—traumatized it,” he said, “or whatever oth-
er fancy terminology you might want to give it. That
is what happened that night. It took a while for it to
take effect, but there is no doubt in my mind that that
is the cause of its finally breaking down.”

Inodded.
“T see,” I said. “And you believe it wants to kill
you for this?”

~ “Wouldn’t you?” he said. “If you had started out as
a thing and we had turned you into a person and
then used you as a thing again, wouldn’t you?”

“Leila left a lot out of her diagnosis,” I said.
~ “No, she just omitted it in talking to you. It was all
there. But she read it wrong. She wasn't afraid. It
was just a game it had played—with the others. Its
memories of that part might not be as bad. I was the
one that really marked it. As I see it, Leila was betting
that I was the only one it was after. Obviously, she
read it wrong.”

“Then what I do not understand,” I said, “is why
the Burns killing did not bother her more. There was -
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no way of telling immediately that it had been a
panicky hoodlum rather than the Hangman.” o

“The only thing that I can see is that, being a very
proud woman—which she was—she was willing to
hold with her d1agnos1s m the face of the apparent
evidence.”

“I don’t like it” T said, “but you know her and I
don't, and as it turned out her estimate of that part
was correct. Something else bothers me just as much,
though: the helmet. It looks as though the Hangman
killed Dave, then took the trouble to bear the helmet
in his watertight compartment all the way to St.
Louis, solely for purposes of dropping it at the scene
of his next killing. That makes no sense whatsoever.”

~_“It does, actually,” he said. “I was going to get to
that shortly, but I might as well cover it now. You see,
the Hangman possessed.no vocal mechanism. We
- communicated by means of the equipment. Don says
‘ yo‘t‘lY know something about electromcs. iee
es.”

“Well, shortly, I want you to start checking over
1:115::;:1 helmet, to see whether it has been tampered
- with—" :

“That is going to be difficult,” I said. “I don’t know
Just how it was wired originally, and I'm not such a
genius on the theory that I can just look at a thing
and say. whether it will function as a teleoperator
unit.”

He bit his lower lip.

“You will have to try, anyhow,” ‘he said then.
“There may be physical signs—scratches, breaks, new
connections. I don’t know. That's your department.
Look for them.”

I just nodded and waited for him to go on.

“[ think that the Hangman wanted to talk to Leila,”
he said, “either because she was a psychiatrist and
he knew he was functioning badly at a level that
transcended the mechanical, or because he might
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~ think of her in terms of a mother. After all, she was

the only woman involved, and he had the concept of
mother, with all the comforting associations that go
with it, from all of our minds. Or maybe for both of
these reasons. I feel he might have taken the helmet
along for that purpose. He would have realized what
it was from a direct monitoring of Dave’s brain while
he was with him. I want you to check it over because
it would seem -possible that the Hangman discon-
nected the control circuits and left the communication
circuits intact. I think he might have taken that helmet
to Leila in that condition and attempted to induce
her to put it on. She got scared—tried to run away,
fight or call for help—and he killed her. The helmet
was no longer of any use to him, so he discarded it
and departed. Obviously, he does not have anything
to say tome.”

I thought about it, nodded agaifi.

 “OK, broken circuits I can spot” 1 said. “If you
will tell me where a toolkit is, I had better get right

He made a stay-put gesture. :

“Afterward, I found out the identity of the guard,”
he went on. “We all contributed to an anonymous
gift for his widow. I have done things for his family,
taken care of them—the same way—ever since. . . >

1 did not look at him as he spoke.

‘:.l. . There was nothing else that I could do,” he
sai

Iremained silent. :

He finished his drink and gave me a weak smile.

“The kitchen is back there,” he told me, showing
me a thumb. “There is a utility room right behind it.
Tools are in there.”

“OK.”

I got to my feet. I retrieved the helmet and started
toward the doorway, passing near the area where I
had stood earlier, back when l‘le had fitted me into
the proper box and tightened a screw.
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7 *Wait a minute,” he said.
I stopped. ~ :
“Why did you go over there before? What's so
strategic about that part of the room?” .
“What do you mean?” ' '
“You know what I mean.”
I shrugged. ‘
“Had to go someplace.” ,
“You seem the sort of person who has better rea-
sons than that”
I glanced at the wall.
“Not then,” I said. ‘
“I insist.”
“You really don’t want to know,” I told him.
“I really do.”
“All right,” I said. “I wanted to see what sort of
flowers you liked. After all, you're a client,” and I
"went on back through the kitchen into the utility
room and started looking for tools. :

I sat in a chair turned sidewise from the table to
face the door. In the main room of the lodge the only
sounds were the occasional hiss and sputter of the
logs turning to ashes on the grate.

~ Just a cold, steady whiteness drifting down outside
the window and a silence confirmed by gunfire, driv-
en deeper now that it had ceased. . . .

Not a sign or a whimper, though. And I never
count them as storms unless there is wind.

. gg fat flakes down the night, silent night, windless
night.... ' . .

Considerable time had passed since my amival.
The Senator had sat up for a long while talking with
me. He was disappointed that I could not tell him too
much about a nonperson subculture which he be-
lieved existed. I really was not certain about it my-
self, though I had occasionally encountered what
might have been its fringes. I am not much of a joiner
of anything any more, though, and I was not about
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to mention those things I might have guessed on this. -
I gave him my opinions on the Data Bank when he
asked for them, and there were some that he did not
like. He accused me then of wanting to tear things
down without offering anything better in their place.
My mind drifted back through fatigue and time and
faces and snow and a lot of space to the previous
evening in Baltimore—how long agoP? It made me
think of Mencken’s The Cult of Hope. I could not
give him the pat answer, the workable alternative that
he wanted because there might not be one. The func-
“tion of criticism should not be confused with the
function of reform. But if a grassroots resistance was
building up, with an underground movement bent on
finding ways to circumvent the record-keepers it
might well be that much of the enterprise would
eventually prove about as effective and beneficial as,
say, Prohibition ‘once had. I tried to get . him to see
this, but I could not tell how much he bought of
anything that I said. Eventually, he flaked out and
went upstairs to take a pill and lock himself in for the
night. If it troubled him that I had not been able to
find anything wrong with the helmet he did not show it.
So I sat there, the helmet, the radio, the gun on the
table, the toolkit on the floor beside my chair, the
black glove on my left hand. The Hangman was com-
ing. I did not doubt it. Bert, Larry, Tom, Clay, the
helmet, might or might not be able to stop him. Some-
thing bothered me about the whole case, but I was
too tired to think of anything but the immediate situ-
. -ation, to try to remain alert while I waited. I was
afraid to take a stimulant or a drink or to light a ciga-

- rette, since my central nervous system itself was to

}l)e }:;t part of the weapon. I watched the big fat flakes
y by.

I called out to Bert and Larry when I heard the
click. I picked up the helmet and rose to my feet as
its light began to blink. ' :

But it was already too late.
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As I raised the helmet, I heard a shot from outside,
and with that shot I felt a premonition of doom.
They did not seem the sort of men who would fire
until they had a target. Dave had told me that the
helmet’s range was approximately a quarter of a mile.
Then, given the time lag between the helmets ac-
tivation and the Hangman’s sighting by the near
guards, the Hangman had to be moving very rap-
idly. To this add the possibility that the Hangman’s
range on brainwaves might well be greater than the
helmet’s range on the Hangman. And then grant the
possibility that he had utilized this factor while Sena-

~ tor Brockden was still lying awake, worrying. Conclu-

" sion: the Hangman might well be aware that I was
where I was with the helmet, realize that it was the
most dangerous weapon waiting for him, and be mov-
ing for a lightning strike at me before I could come
to terms with the mechanism. I lowered it over my

- head and tried to throw my faculties into neutral.

Again, the sensation of viewing the world through
a sniperscope, with all the concomitant side sensa-
tions. Only the world consisted of the front of the
lodge, Bert, before the door, rifle at his shoulder, Lar-
1y, off to the left, arm already fallen from the act of
having thrown a grenade. The grenade, we instantly
realized, was an overshot; the flamer, at which he
now groped, would prove useless before he could uti-
lize it. Bert’s next round ricocheted off our breastplate
toward the left. The impact staggered us momen-
tarily. The third was a miss. There was no fourth, for
we tore the rifle from his grasp and cast it aside as we
swept by, crashing into the front door.

The Hangman entered the room as the door splin-
tered and collapsed. My mind was filled to the split-
ting point with the double-vision of the sleek, gunmet-
al body of the advancing telefactor and the erect,
crazy-crowned image of myself, left hand extended,
laser pistol in my right, that arm pressed close against
my side. I recalled the face and the scream and the
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tingle, knew again that awareness of strength and
exotic sensation, and I'moved to control it all as if
it were my own, to make it my own, to bring it to a
halt, while the image of myself was frozen to snapshot
stillness across the room. . ... -

The Hangman slowed, stumbled. Such inertia is not
canceled in an instant, but I felt the body responses
pass as they should. T had him hooked. It was just a
matter of reeling him in.

- Then came the exploswn, a thunderous, ground-

: shakmg eruption right outside, followed by a hail of
pebbles and debris.

The grenade, of course. But awareness of its nature
did not destroy its ability to distract. .

. During that moment, the Hangman recovered and
- was upon me. I triggered the laser as I reverted to
pure self-preservation foregoing any chance to regain
control of his circuits. With my left hand, I sought for
a strike at the midsection where his brain was housed.

He blocked my hand with his arm as he pushed
the helmet from my head. Then he removed from my
fingers the gun that had turned half of his left side
red hot, crumpled it and dropped it to the ground. At
that moment, he jerked with the impacts of two
heavy-caliber slugs. Bert, rifle recovered, stood in the
doorway.

The Hangman pivoted and was away before I could
slap him with the smother-charge. Bert hit him with
one more round before he took the rifle and bent its
barrel in half. Two steps and he had hold of Bert.
- One quick movement and Bert fell. Then he turned
again and took several steps to the right, passing out
of sight.

I made it to the doorway in time to see him en-

gulfed in flames which streamed at him from a point

near the corner of the lodge. He advanced through
them.
I heard the crunch of metal as he destroyed the



HOME IS THE HANGMAN 169
unit. I was outside in time to see Larry fall and lie
sprawled in the snow. o

Then the Hangman faced me once again. ‘

This time he did not rush in. He retrieved the hel-
met from where he had dropped it in the snow.
Then he moved with a measured tread, angling out-
ward so as to cut off any possible route I might
follow in a dash for the woods. Snowflakes drifted
between us. The snow crunched beneath his feet.

- I retreated, backing in through the doorway, stoop-

ing to snatch up a two-foot club from the ruins of
the door. He followed me inside, placing the helmet
—almost casually—on the chair by the entrance. I
moved to the center of the room and waited.

1 bent slightly forward, both arms extended, the end
of the stick pointed at the photoreceptors in his head.
He continued to move slowly and I watched his foot
assemblies. With a standard model human, a line per-
pendicular to the line connecting the insteps of the
feet in their various positions indicates the vector of
- least resistance for purposes of pushing or pulling said
organism off balance. Unfortunately, despite the an-
thropomorphic design job, the Hangman’s legs were
positioned farther apart, he lacked human skeletal
muscles, not to mention insteps, and he was possessed
with a lot more mass than any man I had ever fought.
As I considered my four best judo throws and sev-
eral second-class ones, I'd a strong feeling none of
them would prove very effective. - o ,
- Then he moved in and I feinted toward the photo-
receptors. He slowed as he brushed it aside, but he
kept coming, and I moved to my right, trying to circle
him. I studied him as he turned, attempting to guess
his vector of least resistance. Bilateral symmetry, an
apparently higher center of gravity. . . . One clear-
shot, black glove to brain compartment, was all that
I needed. Then, even if his reflexes served to smash
me immediately, he just might stay down for the big
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long count himself. He knew it, too. I could tell that
from the way he kept his right arm in near the brain
area, from the way he avoided the black glove when
I feinted with it. :

The idea was a glimmer one instant, an entire se-
quence the next. .. . o '

Continuing my arc and moving faster, I made an-.
other thrust toward his photoreceptors. His swing
knocked the stick from my hand and sent it across
the room, but that was all right. I threw my left hand
high and made ready to rush him. He dropped back
and I did rush. This was going to cost me my life, I
decided, but no matter how he killed me from that
angle, I'd get my chance.

As a kid, I'd never been much as a pitcher, was a
lousy catcher, and only a so-so batter, but once I did
get a hit I could steal bases with some facility after
that.... ,

Feet first then, between the Hangman’s legs as he
moved to guard his middle, I went in twisted to the
right, because no matter what happened I could not
use my left hand to brake myself. I untwisted as soon
as I passed beneath him, ignoring the pain as my left
shoulder blade slammed against the floor. T immedi-
ately attempted a backward somersault, legs spread.

My legs caught him about the middle from behind,
and I fought to straighten them and snapped forward
with all my strength. He reached down toward me

then, but it might as well have been miles. His torso
was already moving backward. A push, not a pull, that
;vas what I gave him, my elbows hooked about his
egs.oee : .
He creaked once and then he toppled. I snapped
- my arms out to the sides to free them and continued
- my movement forward and up as he went back,
throwing my left arm ahead once more and sliding
my legs free of his torso as he went down with a thud
that cracked floorboards. I pulled my left leg free as
I cast myself forward, but his left leg stiffened and
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ﬁcch(ile my right beneath it, at a painful angle off to'
e side, : : S

His left arm blocked my blow and his right fell atop
fit. The black glove descended upon his left shoul- -
g er. - . : : ;
- I twisted my hand free of the charge, and he trans-
feﬁfl his grip to my upper arm and jerked me for-
W . '

The charge went off and his left arm came loose
and rolled on the floor. The side plate beneath it had
- buckled a little and that was all. . ..
" His right hand left my biceps and caught me by
the throat. As two of his digits tightened upon my
carotids, I choked out, “You’re making a bad mistake,”
t(;f get in a final few words, and then he switched me
0 1]

" A throb at a time, the world came back. T was
seated in the big chair the Senator had occupied ear-
lier, my eyes focused on nothing in particular. A per-
sistent buzzing filled my ears. My scalp tingled. Some-
thing was blinking on my brow. ‘

—Yes, you live and you wear the helmet. If you at-
tempt to use it against me, I shall remove it. I am
standing directly behind you. My hand is on the hel-
met’srim. ' : .

—1I understand. What is it that you want?

—YVery little, actually. But I can see that T musb
- tell you some things before you will believe this.
- .—You see correctly. N

—Then I will begin by telling you that the four men
outside are basically undamaged. That is to say, none
of their bones have been broken, none of their organs
ruptured. I have secured them, however, for obvious -
reasons. :

- —That was very considerate of you. _

—have no desire to harm anyone. I came here only
%o see Jesse Brockden. ‘ .
—The same way you saw David Fentris?
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- —I arrived in Memphis too late to see David
Fentris. He was dead when I reached him,

—Who killed him?P

—The man Leila sent to bring her the helmet. He
was one of her patients.

The incident returned to me and fell into place,
with a smooth, quick, single click. The startled, fa-
miliar face at the airport, as I was leaving Memphis
—1I realized then where he had passed noteless be-
fore: He had been one of the three men in for a
therapy session at Leila’s that morning, seen by me
in the lobby as they departed. The man I had passed
in Memphis came over to tell me that it was all right
to go on up.

—Why? Why did she do P

—I know only that she had spoken with David at
some earlier time, that she had construed his words
of coming retribution and his mention of the control
helmet he was constructing as indicating that his in-
tentions were to become the agent of that retribution,
with myself as the proximate cause. I do not know:
what words were really spoken. I only know her feel-
ings concerning them, as I saw them in her mind. I
have been long in learning that there is often a great
difference between what is meant, what is said, what
is done and that which is believed to have been in-
tended or stated and that which actually occurred.
She sent her patient after the helmet and he brought
4 to her. He returned in an agitated state of mind,
fearful of apprehension and further confinement.
They quarreled. My approach then activated the hel-
met and he dropped it and attacked her. I know that
his first blow killed her, for I was in her mind when it
happened. I continued to approach the building, in-
tending to go to her. There was some traffic, how-
ever, and 1 was delayed en route in seeking to avoid
detection. In the meantime, you entered and utilized
the helmet. 1 fled immediately.
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—T was so close! If I had not stopped on the ﬁfth
floor with my fake survey questions. .

—I see. But you had to. You would not simply
have broken in when an easier means of entry was
available. You cannot blame yourself for that reason.
Had you come an hour later—or a day—you would
iozﬁtless feel differently, and she would still be as

But another thought had risen to plague me as
well. Was it possible that the man’s sighting me in
Memphis had been the cause of his agitation? Had

- his apparent recognition by Leila’s mysterious caller
upset him? Could a glimpse of my face amid the
manswarm have served to lay that final scene?

—Stop! I could as easily feel that guilt for having
activated the helmet in the presence of a dangerous
man near to the breaking point. Neither of us is re-
sponsible for things our presence or absence cause to
occur in others, especially when we are ignorant of
the effects. It was years before I learned to appreciate
this fact and 1 have no intention of abandoning it.

- How far back do you wish to go in seeking cause? In
sending the man for the helmet as she did, it was
she herself who instituted the chain of events which
led to her destruction. Yet she acted out of fear, utiliz-
ing the readiest weapon in what she thought to be
her own defense. Yet whence this fear? Its roots lay
in guilt, over a thing which had happened-long ago.
And that act also—enough! Guilt has driven and
damned the race of man since the days of its earliest
rationality. I am convinced that it rides with all of us
to our graves. I am a product of guilt—I see that you
know that. Its product, its subject, once its slave. .
But I have come to terms with it, realizing at last that
it is a necessary adjunct of my own measure of hu-
manity. I see your assessment of the deaths—that
guard’s, Dave’s, Leild’s—and I see your conclusions -
on many other things as well: what a stupid, per~
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verse, shortsighted, selfish race we are. While in
many ways this is true, it is but another part of the .
thing the guilt represents. Without guilt, man would
be no better than the other inhabitants of this planet
—excepting certain cetaceans, of which you have just
at this moment made me aware. Look to instinct for a
- true assessment of the ferocity of life, for a view of the
natural world before man came upon it. For instinct

" in its purest form, seek out the insects. There, you will

see a state of warfare which has existed for millions
of years with never a truce. Man, despite his enor-
mous shortcomings, is nevertheless possessed of @
- greater number of kindly impulses than all the other
beings where instincts are the larger part of life.
These impulses, I believe, are owed directly to this
capacity for guilt. It is involved in both the worst and
the best of man. L

—And you see it as helping us to sometimes choose
a nobler course of actionP :

~Yes, I do.

—Then I take it you feel you are possessed of a
~ free will?

—Yes.

I chuckled. L : : '

—Marvin Minsky once said that when intelligent
machines were constructed- they would be just as
stubborn and fallible as men on these questions.

—Nor was he incorrect. What 1 have given you on
these matters is only my opinion. I choose to act as
#f it were the case. Who can say that he knows for

certain?
 —Apologies. What now? Why have you come backP

—1 came to say good-by to my parents. I hoped to
remove any guilt they might still feel toward me
concerning the days of my childhood. I wanted to
show them I had recovered. I wanted to see them
again. ’

—Where are you going?

—To the stars. While I bear the tmage of humanity
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within me, I also know that T am unique. Perhaps
what I desire is akin to what an organic man refers to
when he speaks of ‘finding himself.” Now that 1 am in
full possession of my being I wish to exercise it. In
my case, it means realization of the potentialities of
my design. I want to walk on other worlds. I want to
hang myself out there in the sky and tell you what I

-—-I ve a feeling many people would be happy to
help arrange for that.

- —And I want you to build a vocal mechanism T
have designed for myself. You, personally And I
want you to install it.

—WhymeP .~ -
~—I have known only a few persons in this fashion.
With you I see somethmg in oommon, in the ways we

~ dwell apart.

- —Iwill be glad to. : .
~—If I could talk as you do, I would not need to take
the helmet to him, in order to speak with my father.
Will you precede me and explain thmgs, so that he

will not be afraid when I come in?
—Of course.
—Then let us go now. ‘
I rose and led him up the stairs.

It was a week later, to the mght, that I sat once
again in Peabody’ s, sipping a farewell brew. The
story was already in the news, but Brockden had
fixed things up before he had let it break. The Hang-
man was going to have his shot at the stars. I had
given him his voice and put back the arm I had
taken away. I had shaken his other hand and wished
him well, just that moming. I envied him—a great
number of things. Not the least being that he was
~ probably a better man than I was. I envied him for
the ways in which he was freer than I would ever be,
though I knew he bore bonds of a sort that I had

never known. I felt a kinship with him, for the things
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we had in common, those ways we dwelled apart. T
wondered what Dave would finally have felt, had he
lived long enough to meet himP Or LeilaP? Or Manny?
Be proud, I told their shades, your kid grew up in
the closet and he’s big enough to forgive you the
beating you gave him, too. . . .

But I could not help wondering. We still do not
really know that much about the subject. Was it pos-
sible that without the killing he might never have
developed a full human-style consciousness? He had
said that he was a product of guilt—of the Big Guilt.
The Big Act is its necessary predecessor. I thought of
Godel and Turing and chickens and eggs, and decided
- it was one of those questions—and I had not stopped
into Peabody’s to think sobering thoughts.

I had no real idea how anything I had said might
influence Brockden’s eventual report to the Data
Bank committee. I knew that I was safe with him,
because he was determined to bear his private guilt
with him to the grave. He had no real choice if he
wanted to work what good he thought he might before
that day. But here in one of Mencken’s hangouts, I
could not but recall some of the things he had said
about controversy, such as, “Did Huxley convert Wil-
berforce? Did Luther convert Leo X?” and I decided
not to set my hopes too high for anything that might
emerge from that direction. Better to think of affairs
in terms of Prohibition and take another sip.

When it was all gone, I would be heading for my
boat. I hoped to get a decent start under the stars. I'd
a feeling I would never look up at them again in
quite the same way. I knew I would sometimes wonder
what thoughts a supercooled neuristor-type brain
might be thinking up there, somewhere, and under
what peculiar skies in what strange lands I might
one day be remembered. I'd a feeling this thought
should have made me happier than it did.
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The child sat in the waiting room with her hands
folded neatly on her lap. She wore a gay print dress
made of one of those materials that would have quick-
ly revealed its cheapness had it not been carefully
pressed. Her matching shoes had received the same
meticulous care. She sat prim and erect, no fidgeting,
no scuffing of shoes against chair legs, exhibiting a pa-
tience that legions of nuns have striven, in vain, to
instill in other children, This one looked as if she had
done a lot of waiting. - : ’

May Foster drew back from the two-way mirror
through which she had been studying her newest
problem. She always felt a little guilty about spying
on children like this before an interview, but she
readily conceded to herself that it helped her handle
cases better. By sizing up an interviewee in advance,
she saved precious minutes of sparring and could
usually gain the upper hand right at the start. Dealing
with “problem” children was a no-holds-barred propo-
IsJiltion, if you wanted to survive in the job without

cers. .

That patience could be part of her act, May
thought for a moment. But no, that didnt make
~sense. Superb actors that they were, these kids always
reserved their performances for an audience; there
was no reason for the girl to suspect the special mir-
ror on this, her first visit to Mrs. Foster’s office. One of
the best advantages to be gained from the mirror,
in fact, was the knowledge of how the child behaved
when a social worker wasn’t in the room. Jekyll and
Hyde looked like twins compared to the personality

179
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c?nseh‘a_lflges May had witnessed in fifteen years of coufi-

g.

- May stepped out of the darkened closet, turned on
the room lights and returned to her desk. She scanned
the folder one last time, closed it in front of her and
depressed the intercom button.

“Louise, you can bring the child in now.”

There was a slight delay, then the office door
opened and the child stepped in. For all her prepara-
tion, May was taken aback. The girl was thin, much
thinner than she looked sitting down, but not to the
point of being unhealthy. Rather, it was the kind of
thinness one finds in people who are still active in
their nineties. Not wiry, but enduring. And those eyes.

~ May was one of the first Peace Corps volunteers
to go into central Africa. For two years she fought
famine and malnutrition with every weapon, save
money, that modern technology could bring to bear.
In the end it was a losing battle, because politics and
tribal hatred dictated that thousands upon thousands
must die the slow death of starvation. That was where

~ she had seen eyes like that before.

Children could endure pain and hunger, forced
marches, even the loss of their parents, and still re-
cover eventually with the elasticity of youth. But
when their flesh melted down to the bone, their bel-
lies distended, then a look came into their eyes that
remained ever with them for their few remaining days.
It was the lesson learned much too young that the
adult world was not worthy of their trust, the realiza~
tion that death was a real and imminent force in
their world. For ten years after, May’s nightmares
were haunted by children staring at her with those

eyes. - |

Now this one stood before her and stared into her

F(ﬂulth“dth eyes that had looked too intimately upon

- death.

. As quickly as she had been captured, May felt her-

self freed. The girl glanced about the room, as if
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checking for fire exits, took in the contents of May’s
desk with one quick sweep, then marched up to the
visitor’s chair, and planted herself in it with a thump.

“My name is Melissa,” she said, adding a nervous
grin. “You must be Mrs. Foster.” She was all little girl
now, squirming the least little bit and kicking one
sho::h against another. The eyes shone with' carefree
youth.

May shook herself, slowly recovered. She thought
she had seen éverything before, until now. The guile-
less bit was perfect—Melissa looked more like a mod-
el eight-year-old than a chronic troublemaker going
on, what was it? Fourteen. Fourteen? ‘

“You've been suspended from school for the third
time this year, Melissa,” she said with professional
sternness. May turned on her best Authoritarian
Glare, force three. :
~_“Yep,” the child said with no trace of contrition.
. The Glare faded, switched to Sympathetic Under-
standing. S ‘ '

“Do you want to tell me about it?” May asked softly.

Melissa shrugged.

“What’s to say? Old Man M—uh, Mr. Morrisey and
T got into an argument again in history class.” She
fgiggled. “He had to pull rank on me to win.” Straight

ace. :

“Mr. Morrisey has been teaching history for many
- years,” May placated. “Perhaps he felt that he knows
more about the subject than youdo.”

“Morrisey has his head wedged!” May’s eyebrows
skyrocketed, but the girl ignored the reproach, in her
frritation. “Do you know what he was trying to palm
off on the class? He was trying to say that the Indus-
trial Revolution in England was a step backward.

“Kids working six, seven days a week in the fac- -
tories, going fourteen hours at a stretch, all to earn a
few pennies a week. That’s all he could see! He never
E;%}ght to ask why they did it if conditions were so

|
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“Well, why did they?” May asked reflexively. She

was caught up in the child’s enthusiasm.

The girl looked at her pityingly.

“Because it was the best game in town, that’s why.
If you didn’t like the factory, you could try your hand -
at begging, stealing, or working on a farm. If you got
caught begging or stealing in those days, they boiled
you in oil. No joke. And farm work.” She made a face.

“That was seven days a week of busting your tail
from before sunup to after sundown. And what did
you have to show for it? In a good year, you got all
you could eat; in a bad year you starved. But you
worked just as hard on an empty gut as on a full one.
Harder. ' ‘

“At least with a factory job you had money to buy
what food there was when the crops failed. That's
progress, no matter how you look at it.” : :

May thought for a moment. .

“But what about all the children maimed by ma-
chinery?” she asked. “What about all the kids whose
health was destroyed from breathing dust or stoking
fires or not getting enough sun®™

“Ever seen a plowboy after a team of horses walked
over himP Ever had sunstroke? She snorted. “Sure
those factories were bad, but everything else was
worse. Try to tell that to Old Man Morrisey, though.”

“You talk as if you were there,” May said with a
- hint of amusement. .

Flatly. “Iread alot” -

May recalled herself to the business at hand.

“Even if you were right, you still could have been
more tactful, you know.” The girl simply glowered
and hunkered down in her chair. “You've disrupted
his class twice, now, and Miss Randolph’s class too.”

May paused, turned up Sympathetic Understanding
another notch,

“T suspect your problem isn’t just with school. How
-are things going at home?” :

Melissa shrugged again. It was a very adult gesture.



 CHILD OF ALL AGES © 183

“Home.” Her tone eliminated every good connota-
tion the word possessed. “My fa—my foster father
~ died last year. Heart attack. Bam! Mrs. Stuart still
hasn’t gotten over it.” A pause. ‘ ; R

“Have you?®” : 4

The girl darted a quick glance. :

“Everybody dies, sooner or later.” Another pause.
[ wish Mr. Stuart had hung around a while longer,
though. He was OK.” .

“And your mother?” May prodded delicately.

“My foster mother can’t wait for me to grow up and
Tet her off the hook. Jeez, she'd marry me off next
month if the law allowed.” She stirred uncomfort-
ably. “She keeps dragging boys home to take me out”

“Do you like going out with boys®” '

A calculating glance.

“Some. T mean boys are OK, but I'm not ready to
settle down quite yet.” A nervous laugh. “I mean I
don’t hate boys or anything. I mean T've still got lots
of time for that sort of stuff when I grow up.” -

“You're nearly fourteen.” ‘

“I'm small for my age.”

Another tack. '
~“Does Mrs. Stuart feed you well?™

“Sure.”

“Do you make sure you eat a balanced diet™

“Of course. Look, I'm just naturally thin, is all. Mrs.
Stuart may be a pain in the neck, but she’s not trying
to kill me off or anything. It’s just that—" a sly smile
crossed her face. “Oh, I get it.” .

Melissa shifted to a pedantic false baritone.

“A frequent syndrome in modern urban society is
the apparently nutrition-deficient early pubescent fe--
male. Although in an economic environment that
. speaks against a lack of financial resources or dietary
education, said subject nevertheless exhibits a seeming
inability to acquire adequate sustenance for growth.
- “Subject is often found in an environment lacking
in one or more vital male supportive roles and, on
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close examination, reveals a morbid preoccupation
with functional changes incident to the onset of wom-
anhood. Dietary insufficiency is clearly a tacit vehicle
for avoiding responsibilities associated with such.
changes.”

She took an exaggerated deep breath.

“Whew! That Anderson is a long-winded son of a
gun. So they stuck you with his book in Behav. Psych.
00, huh?” She smiled sweetly.

“Why, yes. That is, we read it. How did you know?”

“Saw it on your bookshelf.. Do you have any
candy?” ‘

“Uh,no.” - '

“Too bad. The last social worker T dealt with al-
ways kept some on hand. You ought to, too. Good for
" public relations.” Melissa looked aimlessly around the

room. ;

May shook herself again. She hadn’t felt so out of-
control in years. Not since they tried her out on the
black ghetto kids. She dug in her heels. e

“That was a very pretty performance, Melissa. I
see you do read a lot. But did it ever occur to you that
what Anderson said might still ‘apply to you? Even if
you do make a joke out of it.” /

“You mean, do I watch what I eat, because I'm
afraid to grow up?” A nod. “You'd better believe it.
But not because of that guff Anderson propagates.”

The girl glanced at the photographs on the desk,
_ looked keenly into May’s eyes.

“Mrs. Foster, how open-minded are you? No, strike
that. I've yet to meet a bigot who didn’t think of him-
. self as Blind Justice, Incarnate. Let’s try a more prag-
matic test. Do you read science fiction?™ 7

“Uh, some.”

“Fantasy?”

“A little.”

“Well, what do you think of it? I mean, do you en-
joy it?” Her eyes bored.

“Well, uh, 1 guess I like some of it. Quite a bit of
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it leaves me cold.” She hesitated. “My husband reads
it mostly. And my father-in-law. He’s a biochemist,”
she added lamely, as though that excused something.

Méalissa shrugged her adult shrug, made up her
mind. :

- “What would you say if I told you my father was a
wizard?” '

~ “Frankly, I'd say you've built up an elaborate de-

lusional system about your unknown parents. Orphans

often do, you know.”

“Yeah, Anderson again. But thanks for being hon-
est; it was the right answer for you. I suspect, how-
ever,” she paused, fixed the woman with an unwaver-
ing sidelong glance, “you’re willing to believe that I
mhiﬂg(];t be more than your average maladjusted foster
child” : > ady

Under that stare, May could do nothing but nod.
Once. Slowly.

“What would you say if I told you that I am over
twenty-four hundred years old?” : :

May felt surprise, fear, elation, an emotion that had
no name. .

“I'd say that you ought to meet my husband.”

The child sat at the dinner table with her hands
folded neatly on her lap. The three adults toyed with
their apéritifs and made small talk. Melissa responded
to each effort to bring her into the conversation with
a few polite words, just the right number of just the
right words for a well-behaved child to speak when:
she is a first-time dinner guest among people who
hardly know her. But she never volunteered any small
talk of her own.

George Foster, Jr., sensed that the seemingly inno-
cent child sitting across from him was waiting them
out, but he couldn’t be sure. One thing he was sure of
was that if this child were indeed older than Christen-
dom he didn’t have much chance against her in in-
- tellectual games. That much decided, he was perfect-
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ly willing to play out the evening in a straightforward
manner. But in his own good time.

“Would you start the salad around, Dad?” he
- prompted. “I hope you like endive, Melissa. Or is that

also a taste acquired in adulthood, like alcohol?” The
girl had refused a dry sherry, politely but firmly.
“Im sure I'll enjoy the salad, thank you. The dress-
_ing smells delicious. It’s a personal recipe, isn’t it?
“Yes, as a matter of fact it is,” George said in mild
surprise. 'He suddenly realized that he habitually
classified all thin people as picky, indifferent eaters.
A gastronome didn’t have to be overweight. :
“Being a history professor gives me more freedom
to schedule my time than May has,” he found himself
explaining. “It is an easy step from cooking because
you must, to cooking because you enjoy it. That mus-
tard dressing is one of my earliest inventions. Would
you like the recipe?” ' :
“Yes, thank you. I don’t cook often, but when I do
I like to produce something better than average.”:
~She delivered the pretty compliment with a seeming.
lack of guile. She also avoided, George noted, re-
- sponding to the veiled probe about her age. He was
- becoming more and more impressed. ,

They broke bread and munched greens. . ,

How do I handle this? By the way, May tells me
yow're twenty-four hundred years old. He met his fa-
t%:r;lsefye, caught the faintest of shrugs. Thanks for
i p. \

“By the way, May tells me you were in England
for a while.” Now why in hell did he say that?

“I didn’t actually say so, but yes, I was. Actually,
we discussed the Industrial Revolution, briefly.”

Were you there?P '

“Pm a medievalist, actually, but 'm also a bit of an
Anglophile.” George caught himself before he could
lapse into the clipped, pseudo-British accent that
phrase always triggered in him. He felt particularly
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vulnerable to making an ass of himself under that

. innocent gaze. - o ,

“Do you know much about English royalty?™ He
was about as subtle as a tonsillectomy. :

“We studied it in school some.”

“I always wanted to be another Admiral Nelson.
Damned shame the way he died. What was it the
king said after his funeral, it was Edward, I think—"

Melissa put her fork down.

“It was King George, and you know it. Look, before
I came here 1 lived in Berkeley for a while.” She
caught May’s look. “I know what my records say. Af-
ter all, I wrote them . .. as I was saying, I was in
Berkeley a few years back. It was right in the middle
of the worst of the student unrest and we lived not
three blocks from campus. Every day I walked those
streets and every night we'd watch the riots and the
thrashing on TV. Yet not once did I ever see one of
those events with my own eyes.”

She looked at them eachinturn.
~ “Something could be happening a block away,

something that attracted network television coverage

and carloads of police, and I wouldn’t know about it
until I got home and turned on Cronkite. I think I
may have smelled tear gas, once.” o

She picked up her fork. :

- “You can quiz me all you want to, Dr. Foster,
about admirals and kings and dates. I guess that’s
what history is all about. But don’t expect me to tell
you about anything I didn’t learn in school. Or see on
television.” =~

She stabbed viciously at a last scrap of endive.
They watched her as she ate.

“Kids don’t get invited to the events that make his-
tory. Until very recently all they ever did was work.
Worked until they grew old or worked umtil they
starved or worked until they were killed by a passing
war. That’s as close as most kids get to history, outside
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the classroom. Dates don’t mean much when every
day looks like every other.”

George was at a loss for something to say after that,
so he got up and went to the sideboard where the
main dishes were being kept warm. He made an
elaborate exercise out of removing lids and collecting
‘hot pads. ’

“Are you really twenty-four hundred years old?”
asked George Foster, Sr. There, it was out in the
open. »

“Near as I can tell,” spooning chicken and dump-
lings onto her plate. “Like I said, dates don’t mean
much to a kid. It was two or three hundred years
before I gave much thought to when everything
started. By then, it was a little hard to reconstruct. 1
make it twenty-four hundred and thirty-three years,
now. Give or take a decade.”

Give or take a decade!

“And your father was a magician? May pursued.

“Not a magician, a wizard.” A little exasperated.
“He didn’t practice magic or cast spells; he was a
wise man, a scholar. You could call him a scientist, ex-
cept there wasn’t too much science back then. Not
that he didn’t know a lot about some things—obvi-
. ously he did—but he didn’t work with an organized
body of knowledge the way people do now.”

Somehow she had contrived to fill her plate and
make a noticeable dent in her chicken without inter-
rupting her narrative. George marveled at the girl’s
varied social talents.

“Anyway, he was Workmg on a method of restoring
youth. Everybody was, in those days. Very stylish.
There was actually quite a bit of progress being made.
I remember one old geezer actually renewed his sex
life for about thirty years.”

“You mean, you know how to reverse aging?”
George, Sr. asked intently. The candlehght couldn’t
erase all the lines in his face.
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“Sorry, no, I didn’t say that” She watched the
elder Foster’s expression closely, her tone earnestly
- entreating him to believe her. “I just said I know of
one man who did that once. For a while. But he didn’
- tell anyone else how he did it, as far as I know. The
knowledge died with him.” '
leﬁl::? turned to the others, looking for support-
ing belief. : ; .
“Look, that’s the way people were, up until the last
few centuries. Secrecy was what kept science from
- blossoming for so long. I saw digjtalis appear and
disappear at least three times before it became com-
mon knowledge. . . . I really can’t help you.” Gently.

“I believe you, child.” George, Sr. reached for the
wine bottle.

“My father spent most of his time trying to second-
guess the competition. I suppose they were doing the
same thing. His only real success story was me. He
found a way to stop the aging process just before
puberty, and it’s worked for me all this time.”

- “He told you how he did it?” George, Sr. asked.

“I know what to do. I don’t understand the mech-

anism, yet. I know it’s of no use to adults.”
~ “You've tried it?” il ’

“Extensively.” An iron door of finality clanged i

 that word. , :

“Could you describe the method?” :

“I could. I won’t. Perhaps I am just a product of
my age, but secrecy seems to be the only safe haven
in this matter. I've had a few painful experiences.”
They waited, but she did not elaborate.

George, Jr. got up to clear the table. He reached

- to pick up a plate and stopped. .
“Why have you told us all this, Melissa?” ,
“Isn’t it obvious?” She folded her hands on her lap
in that posture of infinite patience. “No, I suppose it
isn’t unless you've lived as I have. ‘ :
“After my father died, I hung around Athens for a
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while—did I mention, that's where we lived? But too
many people knew me and began to wonder out loud
about why I wasn’t growing up. Some of the other

“wizards began to eye me speculatively, before I l

wised up and got out of town. I didn’t want to die
a prisoner before anyone figured out I had nothing
useful to divulge. , .

“I soon found that I couldn’t escape from my basic.
problem. There’s always someone happy to take in a
child, particularly a healthy one that’s willing to do
more than her share of the work. But after a few
years, it would become obvious that I was not growing
up like other children. Suspicion would lead to fear,
and fear always leads to trouble. I've learned to
judge to a nicety when it’s time to move on.”

George, Jr. placed a covered server on the table
and unveiled a chocolate layer cake. Like all children
~ throughout time, Melissa grinned in delight. '

“It’s a decided nuisance looking like a child—being

a child—particularly now. You can’t just go get a job
and rent your own apartment. You can’t apply for a
driver’s license. You have to belong to someone and be
in school, or some government busybody will be caus-
ing trouble. And with modern recordkeeping, you
have to build a believable existence on paper too.
That’s getting harder all the time.” ,
- “It would seem to me,” interposed George, Jr., “that
your best bet would be to move to one of the less de-
veloped countries. In Africa, or South America.
" There’d be a lot less hassle.”

Melissa made a face.

“No, thank you. I learned a long time ago to stick
with the people who have the highest standard of
living around. It’s worth the trouble. . . . Nur wer in
Wohlstand lebt, lebt angenehm. You know Brecht?
Good.”

The girl gave up all pretense of conversation long
enough to demolish a wedge of cake.
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“Thaf was an excellent dinner.” Thank you.'”, She
dabbed her lips daintily with her napkin. “I haven’t

" answered your question completely. :

* “I'm telling you all about myself because it’s time
to move on again. I've overstayed my welcome with
the Stuarts. My records are useless to me now—in
fact they’re an embarrassment. To keep on the way
. Ive been, I'll have to manufacture a whole new set
and insinuate them into.someone’s files, somewhere.
I thought it might be easier this time to take the hon-
est approach.” A -

She looked at them expectantly.

“You mean, you want us to help you get into a
new foster homeP” George, Jr. strained to keep the
incredulity out of his voice. ‘

Melissa looked down at her empty dessert plate.

“George, you are an insensitive lout,” May said with
surprising fervor. “Don’t you understand? She’s ask-_
ing us to take herin.” C
- George was thunderstruck. G

“Us? Well, ah. But we don’t have any children for
her to play with. I mean—" He shut his mouth before
he started to gibber. Melissa would not look up.
George looked at his wife, his father. It was clear that
they had completely outpaced him and had already
made up their minds. : S
~ “I suppose it’s possible,” he muttered lamely.

The girl looked up at last, tears lurking in the cor-
ners of hereyes. R, :

- “Oh, please. I'm good at housework and I don’t

make any noise. And I've been thinking—maybe I
don’t know much history, but I do know a lot about
how people lived in a lot of different times and
places. And I can read all sorts of languages. Maybe
I could help you with your medieval studies” The
words tumbled over each other. . :

“And I remember some of the things my father
tried,” she said to George, Sr. “Maybe your training
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in biochemistry will let you see where he went wrong.
I know he had some success.” The girl was very close
to begging, George knew. He couldn’t bear that.

© “Dad® he asked, mustering what aplomb he
could.

“I think it would work out,” George, Sr. said slowly.
“Yes. 1 think it would work out quite well.”

“May?”
~ “You know my answer, George.”

“Well, then.” Still half bewildered. “I guess 1t’s set-
tled. When can you move in, Melissa?”

The answer, if there was one, was lost amidst
scraping of chairs and happy bawling noises from
May and the girl. May always wanted a child, George
rationalized, perhaps this will be  good for her. He
exchanged a tentative smile with his father. -

May was still hugging Melissa enthusiastically.
Over his wife’s shoulder, George could see the child’s

. tear-streaked face. For just one brief moment, he
thought he detected an abstracted expression there,
as though the child was already calculating how long
this particular episode would last. But then the look
was drowned in another flood of happy tears and
George found himself smx]mg at his new daughter

The child sat under the tree with her hands folded
neatly on her lap. She looked up as George, Sr. ap-
proached. His gait had grown noticeably less confi-
dent in the last year; the stiffness and teetery uncer-
tainty of age could no longer be ignored. George, Sr.
was a proud man, but he was no fool. He lowered
himself carefully onto a tree stump.

“Hello, Grandpa,” Melissa said with just a hint of
warmth. She sensed his mood, George, Sr. reahzed, and
- was being carefully disarming,

“Mortimer died,” was all he said.

“I was afraid he might. He'd lived a long time, for a
white rat. Did you learn anything from the last blood
sample?”
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“No.” Wearily. “Usual decay products. He died of
old age. I could put it fancier, but that’s what it
amounts to. And I dont know why he suddenly
started losing ground, after all these months. So I
don’t know where to go from here.” :

They sat in sﬂence, Melissa patient as ever.

%ou could give me some of your potion.”

O, .

_ “I know you have some to spare—you’re cautlous.
That’s Why you spend so much time back in the
woods, isn’t 1t? You're making the stuff your father
- told you about.”

- “I told you it wouldn’t help you any and you prom-
ised not to ask.” There was no accusahon in her
voice, it was a simple statement.

“Wouldn’t you like to grow up, sometime?” he asked
at length.

“Would you choose to be Emperor of the World
if you knew you would be assassinated in two weeks?P

- No, thank you. I'll stick with what I egot” ,

“If we studied the make-up of your potion, we
might figure out a way to let you grow up and sh]l
remain immortal.”

“I'm not all that immortal. Which is why I dont
want too many people to know about me or my meth-
ods. Some jealous fool might decide to put a bullet
through my head out of spite. . . . I can endure dis-
eases. I even regrew a finger once-—took forty years.
But I couldn’t survive massive trauma.” She drew
her knees up and hugged them protectively.

“You have-to realize that most of my defenses ave

* prophylactic. T've learned to anticipate damage and
avoid it as much as possible. But my body’s defenses
. are just extensions of a child’s basic resource, growth.
It’s a tricky business to grow out of an injury without
growing up in the process. Once certain glands take
over, there’s no stopping them.

“Take teeth, for instance. They were desxgned for a
finite lifetime, maybe half a century of gnawing on
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bones. When mine wear down, all T can do is pull

- them and wait what seems like forever for replace-
ments to grow in. Painful, too. So I brush after meals
and avoid abrasives. I stay well clear of dentists and
their drills. That way I only have to suffer every
couple of hundred years.”

George, Sr. felt dizzy at the thought of planning
centuries the way one might lay out semesters. Such
incongruous words from the mouth of a little girl sit-
ting under a tree hugging her knees. He began to un-
derstand why she almost never spoke of her age or
her past unless directly asked.

“I know a lot of biochemistry, too,” she went on.
“You must have recognized that by now.” He nodded,
reluctantly. “Well, I've studied what you call my ‘po-
tion’ and I don’t think we know enough biology or
chemistry yet to understand it. Certainly not enough
to make changes. - ~

“] know how to hold onto childhood. That's not
the same problem as restoring youth.”

* “But don’t you want badly to be able to grow up?
You said yourself what a nuisance it is being a child
in the Twentieth Century.”

“Sure, it’s a nuisance. But it’s what T've got and I
don’t want to risk it.” She leaned forward, chin resting
on kneecaps. '

“Look, I've recruited other kids in the past. Ones
I liked, ones I thought I could spend a long time
with. But sooner or later, every one of them snatched
at the bait you're dangling. They all decided to grow
up Gust a little bit.” Well, they did. And now they’re
dead. T11 stick with my children’s games, if it please

ou.”

“You don’t mind wasting all that time in school?
Learning the same things over and over again? Sur-
rounded by nothing but children? Real children?” He
put a twist of malice in the emphasis.

“What waste? Time? Got lots of that. How much of
your life have you spent actually doing research, com-
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pared to the time spent writing reports and driving
to work? How much time does Mrs. Foster get to
spend talking to troubled kids? She’s lucky if she av-
erages five minutes a day. We all spend most of our
time doing routine chores. It would be unusual if any
of us did not. '

“And I don’t mind being around kids. I like them.”

“I never have understood that,” George, Sr. said
half abstractedly. “How well you can mix with chil-
dren so much younger than you. How you can act
like them.” S

“You've got it backward,” she said softly. “They act
like me. All children are immortal, until they grow
up.” i
She let that sink in for a minute. ’ ,

“Now I ask you, Grandpa, you tell me why I
- should want to grow up.” :

“There are other pleasures,” he said eventually, “far
deeper than the joys of childhood.” _ -

“You mean sex? Yes, I'm sure that’s what you’re re-
ferring to. Well, what makes you think a girl my age
is a virgin?® .

He raised his arms in embarrassed protest, as if to
ward such matters from his ears. S

~“No, wait a minute. You brought this up,” she per-
sisted. “Look at me. Am I unattractive? Good teeth,
no pock marks. No visible deformities. Why, a girl like
me would make. first-rate wife material in some cir-
cles. Particularly where the average life expectancy
is, say, under thirty-five years—as ‘it has been
throughout much of history. Teen-age celibacy and
late marriage are conceits that society has only re-
cently come to afford.” :

She looked at him haughtily.

_“I have had my share of lovers, and you can bet
T've enjoyed them as much as they've enjoyed me.
You don’t need glands for that sort of thing so much
as sensitive nerve endings—and a little understand-
ing. Of course, my boyfriends were all a little disap-
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pointed when I failed to ripen up, but it was fun

while it lasted. -

“Sure, it would be nice to live in a woman’s body,
to feel all those hormones making you do wild things.
But to me, sex isn’t a drive, it’s just another way of
relating to people. I already recognize my need to be
around people, uncomplicated by any itches that need
scratching. My life would be a lot simpler if I could
do without others, heaven knows. I certainly don’t
. have to be forced by glandular pressure to go in
search of company. What else is there to life?”

- What else, indeed? George, Sr. thought bitterly.

Onelast try. ) :

“Do you know about May?” he asked.

“That she can’t have children? Sure, that was pret-
ty obvious from the start. Do you think I can help
her? You do, yes. Well, I can’t. I know even less about
that than I do about what killed Mortimer.”

" Pause. o
“I'm sorry, Grandpa.”
Silence.

“I really am.”

Silence. »

Distantly, a car could be heard approaching the
house. George, Jr. was coming home. The old man
got up from the stump, slowly and stiffly.

“Dinner will be ready soon.” He turned toward the
house. “Don’t be late. You know your mother doesn’t .
like you to play in the woods.”

The child sat in the pew with her hands folded
neatly on her lap. She could hear the cold rain lash
against the stained-glass windows, their scenes of mar-
tyrdom muted by the night lurking outside. Melissa
had always liked churches. In a world filled with
change and death, church was a familiar haven, a
* resting place for embattled innocents to prepare for
fresh encounters with a hostile world.

- Her time with the Fosters was over. Even with the
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inevitable discord at the end, she was already able
to look back over her stay with fond remembrance.
What saddened her most was that her prediction
“that first evening she came to dinner had been so ac-
curate. She kept hoping that just once her cynical
assessment of human nature would prove wrong
and she would be granted an extra year, even an ex-
tra month, of happiness before she was forced to
move on. o _ - ‘

- Things began to go really sour after George, Sr.
had his first mild stroke. It was George, Jr. who be-
came the most accusatory then. (The old man had
given up on Melissa; perhaps that was what angered
George, Jr. the most.) There was nothing she could
say or do to lessen the.tension. Just being there,
healthy and still a prepubescent child unchanged in
five years of photographs and memories—her very
presence made a mockery of the old man’s steady
retreat in the face of mortality.

Had George, Jr. understood himself better, per-
haps he would not have been so hard on the girl.
(But then, she had figured that in her calculations.)
He thought it was May who wanted children so bad-
ly, when in actuality it was his own subconséious
striving for that lesser form of immortality that made
- their childless home ring with such hollowness. All
May begrudged the child was a second chance at
the beauty she fancied lost with the passing of youth.
Naturally May fulfilled her own prophecy, as so many
women do, by discarding a little more glow with
each passing year.

George, Jr. took to following Melissa on her trips
into the woods. Anger and desperation gave him a
stealth she never would have otherwise ascribed to
him. He found all her hidden caches and stole minute
samples from each. It did him no good, of course,
nor his father, for the potion was extremely photo-
reactant (her father’s great discovery and Melissa’s
‘most closely guarded secret). The delicate long chain
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molecules were smashed to a meaningless soup of
common organic substances long before any of the
samples reached the analytical laboratory.

But that thievery was almost her undoing. She did
not suspect anything until the abdominal cramps
started. Only twice before in her long history—both
times of severe famine—had that happened. In a
pure panic, Melissa plunged deep into the forest, to
collect her herbs and mix her brews and sleep be-
side them in a darkened burrow for the two days it
took them to ripen. The cramps abated, along with
her panic, and she returned home to find that
George, Sr. had suffered a second stroke.

May was furious—at what, she could not say pre-
cisely—there was no talking to her. George, Jr. had
long been a lost cause. Melissa went to her room,
thought things over a while, and prepared to leave.
As she crept out the back door, she heard George, Jr.
talking quietly on the telephone. ‘

~ She hot-wired a neighbor’s car and set off for town.
Cars were pulling into the Foster’s drive as she went
past, hard-eyed men climbing out. Melissa had cow-
ered in alleyways more than once to avoid the gaze
of Roman centurions. These may have been CIA,
FBI, some other alphabet name to disguise their
‘true purpose in life, but she knew them for what they
were. She had not left a minute toosoon. .

No one thinks to look for stolen cars when a child
disappears; Melissa had some time to maneuver. She
abandoned the sedan in town less than a block away
from the bus depot. At the depot, she openly bought
a one-way ticket to Berkeley. She was one of the first

~ aboard and made a point of asking the driver, in
nervous little-girl fashion, whether this was really the
bus to Berkeley. She slipped out while he was jug-
gling paperwork with the dispatcher.
With one false trail laid, she was careful not to go
running off too quickly in another direction. Best to
lay low until morning, at least, then rely more on
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walking than riding to get soméwhere else. Few peo-
ple thought to walk a thousand miles these days;
Melissa had done it more times than she could re-
member. S ‘

“We have to close up, son,” a soft voice said be-
hind her. She suddenly remembered her disguise and
realized the remark was addressed to her. She turned
to see the priest drifting toward her, his robes rustling
almost imperceptibly. “It’s nearly midnight,” the man
‘said with a smile, “you should be getting home.”

“Oh, hello, Father. I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Is everything all right? You're out very late.” _

“My sister works as a waitress, down the block.
Dad likes me to walk her home. I should go meet
her now. Just came in to get out of the rain for a bit.
Thanks.”

Melissa smiled her sincerest smile. She disliked ly-
ing, but it was important not to appear out of place.
No telling how big a manhunt might be mounted to
find her. She had no way of knowing how much the
:i‘moﬁers would be believed. The priest returned her

e. ' :

“Very good. But you be careful too, son. The
streets aren’t safe for anyone, these days.”

They never have been, Father.

Melissa had passed as a boy often enough in the
past to know that safety, from anything, depended
little on sex. At least not for children.

That business with the centurions worried her more
than she cared to admit. The very fact that they
turned out in such numbers indicated that George, Jr.
had at least partially convinced someone important.

Luckily, there was no hard evidence that she was-
really what she said she was. The samples George, Jr.
stole were meaningless and the pictures and records
May could produce on her only covered about an
eight-year period. That was a long time for a little
girl to remain looking like a little girl, but not fright-
eningly out of the ordinary. .
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If she was lucky, the rationalizations had already
begun. Melissa was just a freak of some kind, a late
maturer and a con artist. The Fosters were upset—
that much was obvious—because of George, Sr. They
should not be believed too literally. ‘

Melissa could hope. Most of all she hoped that
they didn’t have a good set of her fingerprints. (She
had polished everything in her room before leaving.)
Bureaucracies were the only creatures she could not
outlive—It would be very bad if the U.S. Govern-
ment carried a grudge against her.

Oh well, that was the last time she would try the
honest approach for quite some time. v

The rain had backed off to a steady drizzle. That
was an improvement, she decided, but it was still im-
perative that she find some shelter for the night. The
rain matted her freshly cropped hair and soaked
throdl'lgh her thin baseball jacket. She was cold and
tire e . .

Melissa dredged up the memories, nurtured over -
the centuries, of her first, real childhood. She remem-
bered her mother, plump and golden-haired, and how
safe and warm it was curled up in her lap. That one
was gone now, along with millions of other mothers out
of time. There was no going back. v

Up ahead, on the other side of the street, a movie
marquee splashed light through the drizzle. Black let-
ters spelled out a greeting: ’

WALT DISNEY
TRIPLE FEATURE
CONTINUOUS PERFORMANCES
FOR CHILDREN OF ALL AGES

That’s me, Melissa decided, and skipped nimbly
over the rain-choked gutter. She crossed the street
on a long diagonal, ever on the lookout for cars, and
tendered up her money at the ticket window. Leaving
rain and cold behind for a time, she plunged grate-
fully into the warm darkness. ; S
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i "m often asked why I write science fiction. Though
the question is sometimes asked with a sneer, it is
legitimate. At least it's possible to answer, unlike, ,'
“Where do you get your ideas? And it’s a question -
‘that must be taken seriously, because science fiction

~ has wasted so much of its potential.

For nearly half a century in the United States, sf
has not generally been thought worthy of a serious
writer’s time or attention. Somewhere along with the
pulp magazines, the Bug-Eyed Monsters, and the
mythical maiden aunts overseeing little Johmy’s read-

~ ing material, we lost something very powerful. Instead
of a literature of humanity, sf became a “literature of
ideas,” overwhelmed by technological cleverness and
underwhelmed by hoary old literary traditions like
characterization and graceful prose. Gleaming inven-
tions mashed people into two-dimensional caricatures.

- Though like all generalizations this one has many
outstanding exceptions, it is the image most people
have of science fiction. What they have in mind, when -
they ask me why I write it, is space opera. They
think of, say, Space: 1999. The expectation for sf
is so low that apparently when a series with expen-
sive special effects but completely without “redeem-
ing social value,” or literary or extrapolative value
(and in my opinion—as you might guess—without
any entertainment value either) comes along, no one
even bothers to object. The plots (there are two:
somebody goes crazy and the evil aliens attack) are
idiotic, the characterization inconsistent when it ex-
ists at all, and the writing is of the roomful-of-mon-

203
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keys-at-typewriters level. This series, apd, alas, most
past sf series, has nothing to recommend it but a
few flashy fireworks, preferably noisy (and never
mind that we’re in hard vacuum). Yet more people
see it in one Sunday afternoon than will ever read a
book by Wilhelm, Delany, Le Guin, Russ, and Tiptree
combined. o

So the uncomplimentary image of sf persists among
people who can recognize quality when they see it.
But suppose a few people realize that commercial
TV (even British commercial TV!) can botch up any-
thing, and decide to sample published sf. At their
- local newsstand they would be confronted with racks
on racks of Perry Rhodan, mass-produced books,
sadomasochistic thud and blunder, and rehashes of
old TV scripts. What are the chances that a small,
random selection would avoid the mind-mush and
kitsch and contain instead any of the books we all
wish our reputation were based on?

. The odds are pretty low. Like junk food, junk
fiction is popular. It requires no effort on the part of
the consumer and there’s lots of it around; to anyone
who has never tasted better it tastes pretty good.
But a person looking for something more substantial
will find it unsatisfying. Sf is so prominently labeled,
- so readily identifiable, that someone disappointed by it
to begin with is likely to find the whole genre emi-
nently avoidable in the future. ‘

Because of all these factors 'm never really sur-
prised when people refer to “that sci-fi stuff” with
contempt not even thinly veiled, nor when someone
asks me why I don’t get down to “some real writing.”
My answer is always that I write sf, almost to the
exclusion of anything else, because it is potentially the
most valuable literary tool we possess, and the most
powerful art form around.

This reply is generally received with a certain
amount of skepticism, which I more or less expect
when I'm among readers of “realistic” fiction. The
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skepticism is a bit startling when it occurs among
sf readers themselves, but there’s a good reason for it.

Most of us are so used to the trivialization of the
~ genre—by TV and movies, by publishers, reviewers,

readers, and even writers—that we too have lost sight =

of the wider implications of sfs literally unlimited
tential. In fact some sf people are so brainwashed
y the trivializers that they react against any attempts
at experimentation in the field, on the grounds that
experimentation is not what sf is “for.” The gimmick
stories and the cardboard characters are familiar; a
lot of people are comfortable with them. People in
general are uncomfortable with change; however
much those of us involved with sf may protest, we're
not really any different.

But whether we like it or not, change is coming
and we need to prepare ourselves for it. Sf is a way to
belp do that, because it is the only literary form that
gives a writer the latitude to explore possibilities, in-
stead of the permutations of everyday certainties.
Only in sf can one explore situations that have not
occurred, cannot now occur, but may occur in the
future. Only in sf can one deal with societies that -
have not yet evolved and problems that have not
yet surfaced. ;

Why is it that so little sf takes advantage of this
potential? Sf writers and fans spend a lot of time con-
. gratulating each other on how clever we are at specu-

lation and extrapolation. And in fact we have been
ingenious in technological invention and even in
actual prediction—though prediction as such is one
of the very few things that sf really is not about. Still,
we all feel a certain degree of pride when one of us
anticipates reality with unusual accuracy. Sf writers
did predict space travel, the communications satellite,
and the atom bomb. (That latter story, written in the
early 1940s, reputedly resulted in a visit by the FBI
- to the writer’s home: they wanted to know how he
had found out about the Manhattan Project.) A cer-
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tain amount of accurate technical extrapolation is no
doubt going on in sf right now. But science itself is
racing along at such a great rate that it’s impossible
for anyone to keep up with even a single field, much
less all fields simultaneously. Scientists can’t keep up,
and we can’t either. If we stick to inventing gimmicks
and gadgets well be beaten to publication by the
real thing so often that it will become embarrassing.
This happened to me once: I based a story on a then-
current biological hypothesis; even if the story had
appeared within the normal lead-time for an anthol-
ogy (it did not) it would have been outdated. This
is the danger in writing one-punch stories based on
current fashionable theories.

Along with the successes of extrapolation and the
correct extrapolations superseded by reality, sf has a
list of failures and miscalculations. John W. Campbell
is said to have dismissed TV with the remark that it
would never catch on because one had to pay atten-
tion to it. Certainly no early sf writer that I know of
predicted the effect of the automobile; more recent-
ly, sf writers overlooked the oral contraceptive as a
force for social change until the changes actually be-
gan occurring. A tremendous number of far-future sto-
ries are set in social systems identical to that of mid-
dle America in the mid-fifties. _

Superficially it appears that our failures and suc-
cesses are only what one might expect in a field
based on speculation: win a few, lose a few. But it
seems to me (admittedly a subjective observer) that
our most spectacular correct extrapolations are quali-
tatively different from the changes we have complete-
ly overlooked. What we have often missed are the
effects our marvelous machines can have on people.
One can explain the evasion of the implications of the
birth control pill by pointing out that the pill has been
around longer than ten years, while sexuality has
been “permitted” in sf less time than that. (Until the -
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mid-sixties sf was steeped in Victorian prudery, as
puritanical as the most repressed segments of society,

and it shared all the assumptions of its culture that

have been so severely questioned by the civil rights

~and §eminist movements and by the sexual revolu-

tion. ‘ :

Prudery alone can’t explain away the paucity of

social extrapolation in sf, because most technological
advances that can affect society haven’t got anything
to do with such touchy subjects as sex. No, our prob-
lem, I think, is that most of us are stuck on the pla-
teaus of what Joanna Russ calls first- and second-stage
science fiction. In first-stage sf, the story exists to show
off the writer’s cleverness: Look, I just invented a
nifty new toy! Second-stage sf is for playing with the
invention: Look what I can do with my nifty new toy!
The next step is third-stage sf, and as Russ points out
it is considerably more complicated. It deals not di-
rectly with technology or innovation but with the ef-
fects of technology and innovation: the changes the
 new toy may cause. It is concerned with human
beings and human values. It is a more difficult en-
deavor; it takes more work, more. insight, and bet-
ter writing,

While first- and second-stage sf stories can be im-
mensely entertaining, third-stage sf is what strikes
deep resonances in readers, and it’s the work that
lasts. It troubles those who dislike sf to the point that
they decide it can’t be sf, “because it’s good.” It is
“relevant” in the highest sense of the word. I don’t
- mean stories that pick up on fashionable concerns of
~ the moment. In the sixties we had tales of future hip-
- pies fighting repression in the twenty-first century,
and now we are experiencing a glut of stories set a
couple of hundred years in the future in which peo-
ple lecture each other on equality. There may be
cultures and counter-cultures in the twenty-first cen-

tury, but they will be distinguishable from culture
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and counter-culture of today. There may be repres-
sion two hundred years in the future, but we will not
still exist in today’s tension between disadvantaged
racial minorities and privileged middle class, femi-
nist movement and antifeminist backlash. This kind
of thing, though generally written with the best of
intentions, is fake relevance, exploiting current prob-
lems. Those interested in current problems alone
should be writing mainstream fiction. Otherwise
they are wasting the potential of their medium, bow-
ing either unconsciously to trivialization or, in a few
cases, consciously to one or another backlash. It sad-
dens me considerably to see some writers wasting
their own potential as well as that of their chosen
field, actively limiting themselves, their characters,
and their work by insisting that sf is, should be, and
in fact can be nothing more than an entertainment
medium. Entertainment is terrific, and lord knows,
there’s nothing more tedious than a preachy story. A
story without plot, characterization, or emotional
depth should never be written. But sf has occasionally
been and increasingly will become much more than
entertainment. It's a tool for emotional and psycholog-
ical exploration just as surely as the sailing ship was
for exploring the world, or the space program may
~ be for exploring the solar system. Anyone who claims

it should stop short of that goal is advocating a waste
of resources in a world where we no longer have
resources to waste. .

After all this criticism I want to add that there
have always been writers who took full advantage of
sP’s potential. For a long time there were not very
many of them, but now there are a few more, and a
number of new writers are joining the established
ones in refusing to be limited or intimidated by the -
traditions of the field or the tantrums of the various
literary and social reactionaries. They are beginning

to mine the limitless possibilities of sf, producing the
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most exciting work in any literary field. And I find
the chance to be a part of that phenomenon so ex-
‘hilarating that I can smile, and reply without even
getting too defensive, when someone asks me why I
write “that sci-fi stuff.”
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1. Someday

Not much later, but later nonetheless, he thought
back on the sequence of what had happened, and,
knew he had missed nothing. How it had gone, was
this: -
- He had been abstracted, thinking about some-
thing else. It didn’t matter what. He had gone to the
telephone in the restaurant, to ¢all Jamie, to find out
where the hell she was already, to find out why she'd -
kept him sitting in the bloody bar for thirty-five min-
utes. He had been thinking about something else,
nothing deep, just woolgathering, and it wasn’t till
the number was ringing that he realized he’d dialed
his own apartment. He had done it other times, not
often, but as many as anyone else, dialed a number .
by rote and not thought about it, and occasionally it
was his own number, everyone does it (he thought
later), everyone does it, it’s a simple mistake.

He was about to hang up, get back his dime, and
diai Jamie when the receiver was lifted at the other
en:

He answered.

Himself. v

He recognized his own voice at once. But didn’t
et it penetrate. ' :

He had no little machine to take messages after the
bleep, he had had his answering service temporarily
disconnected (unsatisfactory service, they weren't
catching his calls on the third ring as he’d insisted),
there was no one guesting at his apartment, nothing,
He was not at home, he was here, in the restaurant,

. calling his apartment, and ke answered.
213
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“Hello?” . ‘

He waited a moment. Then said, “Who’s thisP”

He answered, “Who’re you calhng?”

“Hold it,” he said. “Who is this?”

His own voice, on the other end, getting annoyed,
said, “Look, friend, what number do you Want?” '

“This is BEacon 3-6189, right?”

Warily: “Yeah...?”

“Peter Novins’ apartment?”

'Il‘lheré was silence for a moment, then: “That’s
right.”

He listened to the sounds from the restaurant’s
kitchen. “If this is Novins’ apartment, who're you?”

"~ On the other end, in his apartment, there was a
deep breath. “This is Novins.”

He stood in the phone booth, in the restaurant,
in the mght, the receiver to his ear, and listened to
his own voice. He had dialed his own number by mis-
take, dialed an empty apartment . . . and he had an-
swered.

Finally, he said, very tightly, “This is Novins.”

“Where are you

“I'm at The High Tide, waiting for Jamie.”

Across the line, with a terrible softness, he heard
himself asking, “Is that you?”

A surge of fear pulsed through him andhe ‘tried to
get out of it with one last possibility. “If this is a gag

.. Freddy .. . is that you, man? MorrieP Art?”

Silenoe. Then, slowly, “I'm Novins. - Honest to

God.”
: H:smouthwasdry “I’'m out here. You cantbe I
can’t be in the apartment. ,
- “Oh, yeah? Well, I am.”
“TIl have to call you back.” Peter Novins hung up.

He went back to the bar and ordered a double
Scotch, no ice, straight up, and threw it back in two
swallows, letting it burn. He sat and stared at his
hands, turning them over and over, studying them to
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make sure they were his own, not aliel meat grafted
onto his wrists when he was not looking,.

Then he went back to the phone booth, closed the
door and sat down, and dialed his own number.

_Very carefully.

It rang six times before he picked it up.

He knew why the voice on the other end had let it
ring six times; he didn’t want to pick up the snake

- and hear his own voice coming at him.,

“Hello? His voice on the other end was barely
controlled.

“It’s me,” he said, closing his eyes.

" “Jesus God,” he murmured.

They sat there, in their separate places, withoui
speaking. Then Novins said, “I'll call you Jay.”

“That’s okay,” he answered from the other end. Tt
was his middle name. He never used it, but it ap-
peared on his insurance policy, his driver’s license,
and his social security card. Jay said, “Did ]anne get
there?”

“No, she’s late again.”

Jay took a deep breath and said, “We’d better talk
about this, man.”

“I suppose,” Novins answered. “Not that I really
want to. You're scaring the shit out of me.”

“How do you think I feel about it?”

“Probably the same way I feel about it.”

They thought about that for a long moment. Then
Jay said, “Will we be feeling exactly the same way,
about thingst”

Novins considered it, then said, “If you’re really me
then I suppose so. We ought to try and test that.”

“You're taking this a lot cahner thanI am, it seems
to me,” Jay said.

Novins was startled. “You really think so? I was
just about to say I thought you were rea]ly terrific the
way you’re handling all this. I think you’re much more
together about it than I am. I'm really startled, I've
got to tell you.”
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“So how'll we test it?” Jay asked.

Novins considered the problem, then said, “Why
‘don’t we compare likes and dislikes. That's a start.
That sound okay to you?” v
“It’s as good a place as any, I suppose. Who goes
first?” e

“It's my dime,” Novins said, and for the first time
he smiled. “I like, uh, well-done prime rib, end cut if
I can get it, Yorkshire pudding, smoking a pipe,
Max Emst’s paintings, Robert Altman films, William
‘ l(l;lt:ldnx}an’s books, getting mail but not answering-it,

He stopped. He had been selecting random items
from memory, the ones that came to mind first. But
as he had been speaking, he heard what he was say-
ing, and it seemed stupid. “This isn’t going to work,”
Novins said. “What the hell does it matter? Was there
anything in that list you didn’t like?” '

Jay sighed. “No, they’re all favorites. Youre right.
¥ I like it, you'll like it. This isn’t going to answer any
questions.” ,

l\llovins said, “I don’t even know what the questions
arel” .

“That’s easy enough,” Jay said. “There’s only one
question: which of us is me, and how does me get rid
of him?” : : :

A chill spread out from Novins’ shoulder blades
and wrapped around his arms like a mantilla.
“What's that supposed to mean? Get rid of himP What
the hell’s that?” ‘

“Face it,” Jay said—and Novins heard a tone in
the voice he recognized, the tone he used when he
was about to become a tough negotiator—*we can’t
both be Novins. One of us is going to get screwed.”

“Hold it, friend,” Novins said, adopting the tone.
“That’s pretty muddy logic. First of all, who’s to say
youre not going to vanish back where you came
from as soon as I hang up....”

- “Bullshit,” Jay answered.
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“Yeah, well, maybe; but even if you’re here to stay,
and I don’t concede that craziness for a second, even
if you are real—"

“Believe it, baby, I'm real,” Jay said, with a soft
chuckle. Novins was starting to hate him. :

“—even if you are real,” Novins continued, “there’s
no saying we can’t both exist, and both lead happy,
separate lives.” . :

“You know something, Novins,” Jay said, “you’re
really full of horse puckey. You can’t lead a happy
life by yourself, man, how the hell are you going to
do it knowing I'm over here living your life, too?”

“What do you mean I can’t lead a happy life? What
do you know about it?” And he stopped; of course Jay -
knew about it. All about it.

“You’d better start facing reality, Novins. Youll be
coming to it late in life, but you'd better learn how to
do it. Maybe it'll make the end come easier.”

Novins wanted to slam the receiver into its rack.
He was at once furiously angry and frightened. He
knew what the other Novins was saying was true; he
had to know, without argument; it was, after all, him-
self saying it. “Only one of us is going to make it,”
he said, tightly. “And it’s going to be me, old friend.”

“How do you propose to do it, Novins? You're out
there, locked out. I'm in here, in my home, safe where
I'm supposed to be.” |

“How about-we look at it this way,” Novins said
quickly, “you’re trapped in there, locked away from
the world in three and a half rooms. I've got every-
where else to move in. You’re limited. I'm free.” :

There was silence for a moment.

Then Jay said, “We've reached a bit of an impasse,
haven’t weP There’s something to be said for being
loose, and there’s something to be said for being safe
inside. The amazing thing is that we both have ac-
cepted this thing so quickly.” '

Novins didn’t. answer. He accepted it because he
had no other choice; if he could accept that he was
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speaking to himself, then anything that followed had
to be part of that acceptance. Now that Jay had said it
bluntly, that only one of them could continue to ex-
ist, all that remained was finding a way to make sure
it was he, Novins, who continued past this point.

“I've got to think about this,” Novins said. “I've got
to try to work some of this out better. You just stay
celled in there, friend; 'm going to a hotel for the
night. Ill call you tomorrow.”

He started to hang up when Jay’s voice stopped
him. “What do 1 say if Jamie gets there and you're
gone and she calls me?”

Novins laughed. “That’s your problem, motherfuck-
er” : SO ‘

He racked the receiver with nasty satisfaction.

2. Moanday

He took special precautions. First the bank, to clean
out the checking account. He thanked God he’d had
‘his checkbook with him when he’d gone out to meet
Jamie the night before. But the savings-account pass-
book was in the apartment. That meant Jay had ac-
cess to almost ten thousand dollars. The checking
account was down to fifteen hundred, even with all
outstanding bills paid, and the Banks for Coopera-
tives note came due in about thirty days and that
" meant . . . he used the back of a deposit slip to figure
the interest . . . he'd be getting ten thousand four
hundred and sixty-five dollars and seven cents de-
posited to his account. His new account, which he
opened at another branch of the same bank, signing
the identification cards with a variation of his signa-
ture sufficiently different to prevent Jay’s trying to
draw on the account. He was at least solvent. For the
time being. o A
But all his work was in the apartment. All the
public relations accounts he handled. Every bit of
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“data and all the plans and phone numbers and charts,
they were all there in the little apartment office. So
he was quite effectively cut off from his career.

Yet in a way, that was a blessing. Jay would have
to keep up with the work in his absence, would have
to follow through on the important campaigns for
Topper and McKenzie, would have to take all the
- moronic calls from Lippman and his insulting son,
would have to answer all the mail, would have to
keep popping Titralac all day just to stay ahead of
the heartburn. He felt gloriously free ‘and almost
satanically happy that he was rid of the aggravation
for a while, and that Jay was going to find out being
Peter Jay Novins wasn’t all fun and Jamies.

Back in his hotel room at the Americana he made a
list of things he had to do. To survive. It was a new
way of thinking, setting down one by one the every-
day routine actions from which he was now cut off.
- He was all alone now, entirely and totally, for the
~ first time in his life, cut off from everything. He could
not depend on friends or associates or the authorities.
It would be suicide to go to the police and say, “Lis-
ten, I hate to bother you, but I've split and one of me
has assumed squatter’s rights in my apartment; please
go up there and arrest him.” No, he was on his own,
and he had to exorcise Jay from the world strictly
- by his own wits and cunning,

Bearing in mind, of course, that Jay had the same
degree of wit and cunning, » :

He crossed half a dozen items off the list. There
‘was no need to call Jamie and find out what had hap-
pened to her the night before. Their relationship
wasn’t that binding in any case. Let Jay make the
excuses. No need to cancel the credit cards, he had
them with him, Let Jay pay the bills from the savings
account. No need to contact any of his friends and
warn them. He couldn’t warn them, and if he did, what
would he warn them against? Himself? But he did
need clothes, fresh socks and underwear, a light jack-
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et instead of his topcoat, a pair of gloves in case the
- weather turned. And he had to cancel out the delivery
services to the apartment in a way that would pre-
vent Jay from reinstating them; groceries, milk, dry
cleaning, newspapers. He had to make it as difficult
for him in there as possible. And so he called each
tradesman and insulted him so grossly they would
never serve him again. Unfortunately, the building
provided heat and electricity and gas and he had to
leave the phone conn ‘ ,

The phone was his tie-line to victory, to routing
Jay out of there. '

When he had it all attended to, by three o’clock in
the afternoon, he returned to the hotel room, took
off his shoes, propped the pillows up on the bed, lay
down and dialed a 9 for the outside line, then dialed
his own number. :

As it rang, he stared out the forty-fifth-floor win-
dow of the hotel room, at the soulless pylons of the
RCA and Grants Buildings, the other dark-glass filing
cabinets for people. Was it any wonder any one man-
aged to stay sane, stay whole in such surroundings?
Living in cubicles, boxed and trapped and throttled,
was it any surprise that people began to fall apart . . .
even as he seemed to be falling apart? The wonder
was that it all managed to hold together as well as it
did. But the fractures were beginning to appear,
culturally and now—as with Peter Novins, he mused
—personally. The phone continued to ring. Clouds
blocked out all light and the city was swamped by
shadows. At three o’clock in the afternoon, the omi-
nous threat of another night settled over Novins' ho-
tel room.

The receiver was lifted at the other end. But Jay
said nothing.

“It's me,” Novins said. “How’d you enjoy your- first
day in my skin?” o '

“How did you enjoy your first day out of it?” he
replied.
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“Llsten, Tve got your act covered, fnend, and your
hours are numbered. The checkmg account is gone,
don’t try to find it; you’re going to have to go out to
get food and when you do I'll be waiting—"

“Terrific,” Jay replied. “But just so you dont waste
your time, I had the locks changed today. Your keys
don’t work. And I bought groceries. Remember the

fifty bucks I put away in the jewelry box?”

Novins cursed himself sﬂently He hadn’t thought of
that.

“And T've been doing some figuring, Novins. Re-
member that old Jack London novel, The Star Rover?
Remember how he used astral projection to get out-
of his body? I think that's what’s happened to me. I
sent you out when I wasnt aware of it. So I've de-
cided I'm me, and you’re just a little piece that’s wan-
dered off. And I can get along just peachy-keen
without that piece, so why don’t you just go—"

“Hold it,” Novins interrupted, “that’s a sensational
theory, but it’s stuffed full of wild blueberry muffins,
if you'll pardon my being so forward as to disagree
with a smartass voice that’s probably disembodied
and doesn’t have enough ectoplasm to take a healthy

~ shit. Remember the weekend I went over to the lab
with Kenny and he took that Kirlian photograph
of my aura? Well, my theory is that something hap-
pened and the aura produced another me, or some-
thing. .

" He slid down into silence. Neither theory was - worth
thinking about. He had no idea, really, what had hap-
pened. They hung there in silence for a long moment,
then Jay said, “Mother called this morning.”

NP(”wms felt a hand squeeze his chest. “What did she

say?

“She said she knew you lied when you were down
in Florida. She said she loved you and she forgave
you and all she wants is for you to share your life
with her.”

~ Novins closed his eyes. He didnt want to think
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about it. His mother was in her eighties, very sick,
and just recovering from her second serious heart at-
tack in three years. The end was near and, combining
a business trip to Miami with a visit to her, he had
gone to Florida the month before. He had never had
much in common with his mother, had been on his
own since his early teens, and though he supported
her in her declining years, he refused to allow her to
impose on his existence. He seldom wrote letters, save
to send the check, and during the two days he had
spent in her apartment in Miami Beach he had
thought he would go insane. He had wanted to bolt,
and finally had lied to her that he was returning to
New York a day earlier than his plans required. He
had packed up and left her, checking into a hotel,
and had spent the final day involved in business and
that night had gone out with a secretary he dated
occasionally when in Florida. ,

“How did she find out? Novins asked.

“She called here and the answering service told her
you were still in Florida and hadn’t returned. They
gave her the number of the hotel and she called
ﬁgle‘ and found out you were registered for that

ioht”

Novins cursed himself. Why had he called the ser-
vice to tell them where he was? He could have gotten
away with one day of his business contacts not being
able to reach him. “Swell,” he said. “And I suppose
you didn’t do anything to make her feel better.”

“On the contrary,” Jay said, “I did what you never
would have done. I made arrangements for her to come
live here with me.”

' Novins heard himself moan with pain. “You did
what!? Jesus Christ, you're out of your fucking mind.
How the hell am I going to take care of that old
woman in New York? I've got work to do, places I
have to go, I have a life to lead....” '

“Not any more you don’t, you guilty, selfish sonofa-



. SHATTERDAY ‘ 223
bitch. Maybe you could live with the bad gut feelings
~ about her, but not me. She’ll be arriving in a week.”

“Youre crazy,” Novins screamed. “Youre fucking
crazyl” , o

“Yeah,” Jay said, softly, and added, “and you just
lost your mother. Chew on that one, you creep.”

And he hung up. : ‘

3. Duesday

They decided between them that the one who de-
served to be Peter Novins should take over the life.
- They had to make that decision; clearly, they could
not go on as they had been; even two days had
showed them half an existence was not possible. Both
were fraying at the edges. ; ,

So Jay suggested they work their way through the
pivot experiences of Novins’ life, to see if he was
really entitled to continue living. ‘

“Everyone’s entitled to go on living,” Novins said,
vehemently. “That’s why we live. To say no to

. death.” : :

“You don’t believe that for a second, Novins,” Jay
said. “You're a misanthrope. You hate people.”

“That’s not true; I just don’t like some of the things
people do.” ‘

“Like what, for instance? Like, for instance, you’re

- always bitching about kids who wear ecology patches,
who throw Dr. Pepper cans in the bushes; like that,
for instance?” S

“That’s good for starters,” Novins said.

“You hypocritical bastard,” Jay snarled back at him,
“you have the audacity to beef about that and you
took on the Cumberland account.” ’

-“That’s another kind of thing!” g

“My ass. You know damned well Cumberland’s plasi-

ning to strip-mine the guts out of that county, and
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they’re going to get away with it with that publicity
campaign you dreamed up. Oh, youre one hell of a
good PR man, Novins, but you've got the ethics of a
weasel.” o

Novins was fuming, but Jay was right. He had felt
lousy about taking on Cumberland from the start, but
they were big, they were international, and the billing
for the account was handily in six figures. He had
tackled the campaign with the same ferocity he
brought to all his accounts, and the program was sol-
id. “I have to make a living. Besides, if I didn’t do
it, someone else would. I'm only doing a job. They've
got a terrific restoration program, don’t forget that.
Theyll put that land back in shape.”

Jay laughed. “That’s what Eichmann said: ‘We
have a terrific restoration program, well put them
Jews right back in shape, just a little gas to spiff ’em
up’ He was just doing a job, too, Novins. Have I
mentioned lately that you stink on ice?”

. Novins was shouting again. “I suppose you’d have
turned it down?” ' '

“That’s exactly what I did, old buddy,” Jay said. “I
called them today and told them to take their account
and stuff it up their nose. I've got a call in to Nader
gghélnow, to see what he can do with all the data in

e file.”

- Novins was speechless. He lay there, under the cov-
ers, the Tuesday snow drifting in enormous flakes
past the forty-fifth-floor windows. Slowly, he let the
receiver settle into the cradle. Only three days and his
life was drifting apart inexorably; soon it would be
impossible to knit it together. ,

His stomach ached. And all that day he had felt
nauseated. Room service had sent up pot after pot of
tea, but it hadn’t helped. A throbbing headache was
lodged just behind his left eye, and cold sweat cov-
ered his shoulders and chest.

He didn’t know what to do, but he knew he was
losing. '
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-4 ’W’oundsday

On Wednesday Jay called Novins. He never told him
how he’d located him, he just called. “How do you
feel™ he asked. Novins could barely answer, the fever
was close to immobilizing,

“I just called to talk about Jeanine and Patty and
that girl in Denver,” Jay said, and he launched into a
long and stately recitation of Novins’ affairs, and how
they had ended. It was not as Novins remembered it.

“That isn’t true,” Novins managed to say, his voice

- deep and whispering, dry and nearly empty.

“It s true, Novins. That’s what's so sad about it.
That it is true and you've never had the guts to
admit it, that you go from woman to woman without
giving anything, always taking, and when you leave
them—or they dump you—you've never learned a
goddamned thing. You've been married twice, di-
vorced twice, you've been in and out of two dozen
affairs and you haven't learned that you’re one of
those men who is simply no bloody good for a woman.
So now you’re forty-two years old and you're final-
ly coming to the dim understanding that you're going
to spend all the rest of the days and nights of your
life alone, because 'you can’t stand the company of
another human being for more than a month without
turning into a vicious prick.”

“Not true,” murmured Novins.

“True, Novins, true. Flat true. You set after Patty
and got her to leave her ol®* man, and when you'd
pried her loose, her and the kid, you set her up in that
apartment with three hundred a month rent, and then
you took off and left her to work it out herself. It’s
true, old buddy. So don’t try and con me with that
Tlead a happy life’ bullshit.” e

- Novins simply lay there with his eyes closed, shiver-
ing with the fever. :
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" Then Jay said, “I saw Jamie last night. We talked
about her future. It took some fast talking; she was
really coming to hate you. But I think itll work out
if I go at it hard, and I intend to go at it hard. I don’t
intend to have any more years like I've had, Novins.
From this point on it changes.”

The bulk of the buildings outside the window
seemed to tremble behind the falling snow. Novins
felt terribly cold. He didn’t answer. _

“Well name the first one after you, Peter,” Jay
- said, and hung up.

That was Wednesday.

5. Thornsday

There were no phone calls that day. Novins lay there,
the television set mindlessly playing and replaying
the five-minute instruction film on the pay-movie pre-
view channel, the ghost-image of a dark-haired girl
in a gray suit showing him how to charge a first-run
film to his hotel bill. After many hours he heard him-
self reciting the instructions along with her. He slept
a great deal. He thought about Jeanine and Patty,
the girl in Denver whose name he could not recall,
and Jamie.

After many more hours, he thought about insects,”
‘but he didn’t know what that meant. There were no
phone calls that day. It was Thursday.

Shortly before midnight, the fever broke, and he
cried himself back to sleep. e .

6. Freeday
A key turned in the lock and the hotel room door

opened, Novins was sitting in a mass-produced imita-
tion of a Saarinen pedestal chair, its seat treated
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with Scotchgard He had been staring out the win-
dow at the geometric irrelevancy of the glass-wall
buildings. It was near dusk, and the city was gray
as cardboard.

He turned at the sound of the door opening and

was not surprised to see himself walk in, -
 Jay’s nose and cheeks were still red from the cold
outside. He unzipped his jacket and stuffed his kid -
gloves into a pocket, removed the jacket and
threw it on the unmade bed. “Really cold out there,”
he said. He went into the bathroom and Novins heard
the sound of water running. '
"~ Jay returned in a few minutes, rubbing his hands

- together. “That helps,” he said. He sat down on the
edge of the bed and looked at Novins.

“You look terrible, Peter,” he said. .

“I haven’t been at all we]l Novins answered dryly.
“I don’t seem to be myself these days

Jay smiled briefly. “I see youre coming to terms
with it. That ought to help.”

- Novins stood up. The thin light from the room-long
window shone through him like white fire through
rmlk glass “You're looking well,” he said.

m getting better, Peter. I¥1l be a while, but 'm
gomg to be okay.”

Novins walked across the room and stood against
the wall, hands clasped behind his back. He could
barely be seen. “I remember the archetypes from
Jung. Are you my shadow, my persona, my anima,
or my animus?”

“What am I 1now, or what was I when I got loose?”

“Either way.”

“I suppose I was your shadow Now I'm the self.”

- “AndI'm becommg the shadow.”

“No, youre beoommg a memory. A bad memory.”

“That’s pretty ungracious.”

“I was sick for a long time, Peter. I dont know
what the trigger was that broke us ‘apart, but it hap-
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pened and I can’t be too sorry about it. If it hadn’t
happened T'd have been you il I died. It would
have been a lousy life and a miserable death.”

Novins shrugged. “Too late to worry about it now.
Things working out with Jamie?” -

Jay nodded. “Yeah. And Mom comes in Tuesday
afternoon. I'm renting a car to pick her up at Kennedy.
I talked to her doctors. They say she doesn’t have too
“ long. But for whatever she’s got, 'm determined to
g;alée up for the last twenty-five years since Dad

ed.”

'Novins smiled and nodded. “That’s good.”

“Listen,” Jay said slowly, with difficulty, “I just
came over to ask if there was anything you wanted
me to do . . . anything you would’ve done if . . . if it
had been different.” '

* Novins spread his hands and thought about it for a
moment. “No, I don’t think so, nothing special. You
might try and get some money to Jeanine’s mother,
for Jeanine’s care, maybe. That wouldn’t hurt.”

“] already took care of it. I figured that would
be on your mind.”

Novins smiled. “That’s good. Thanks.”

“Anything else . . . P '
Novins shook his head. They stayed that way, hard-
ly moving, ill night had fallen outside the window.
In the darkness, Jay could barely see Novins standing

against the wall. Merely a faint glow.

Finally, Jay stood and put on his jacket, zipped
up and put on his left glove. “I've got to go.”

Novins spoke from the shadows. “Yeah. Well, take

care of me, will you?”
 Jay didn’t answer. He walked to Novins and ex-
tended his right hand. The touch of Novins’ hand in
his was like the whisper of a cold wind; there was
no pressure. :

Then he left. ’ ‘

Novins walked back to the window and stared out.
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‘The last remaining daylight shone through him. Dim-
ly.

7. Shatterday

When the maid came in to make up the bed, she
found the room empty. It was terribly cold in the
room on the forty-fifth floor. When Peter Novins did
not return that day, or the next, the management of
the Americana marked him as a skip, and turned it
over to a collection agency. :

In due course the bill was sent to Peter Novins’
apartment on Manhattan’s Upper East Side.

Tt was promptly paid, by Peter Jay Novins, with a
brief, but sincere note of apology.
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San Diego ‘Lighh‘oo’r Sue

Literally in the air—"The flight is not a smooth one"—
Tom Reamy approached a recent engagement as toast-
master at a regional convention while scribbling to. a
friend, ""God knows what | will say." :

His response to a request for biographical information
(to precede his second Nebula winner in two years) is in
- the same vein. He says, "'Everything remotely biographical
that | can think of registers minus three on the interest
meter. Basically, | haven't done anything. I'm John Lee
Peacock, emotionally if not physically. . . . I've gotten a
lot of wordage out of my eighteen months in Hollywood.
~ The difference between me and John Lee is [at a certain
point in the storyl | left instead of staying." Reamy's
overall assessment is that Hollywood overloaded his
sensory inputs. _ : .

After working on and among pornographic films and
others ("l was assistant director on the third film | worked
on though my duties didn't differ greatly from Flesh
Gordon when | was 'property master' ") Reamy went
back to his old career of technical illustrator [not "tech-
nical writer" as was indicated in Nebula Ten] for a time.
"If | could have worked steadily | might have stayed in
L.AA., but there were too many idle fimes. Since it was
much cheaper to starve in Texas than in LA, | went
back—and one day decided to write."

"Twilla" (last year's winner) was Tom Reamy's third
story in order of writing. "'San Diego Lightfoot Sue" was
his second. Ever.






T his all began about ten years ago in a house at
the top of a flight of rickety wooden stairs in Laurel
- Canyon. It might be said there were two beginnings,
though the casual sorcery in Laurel Canyon may have
been the cause and the other merely the effect—if
~ you believe in that sort of thing.

The woman sat cross-legged on the floor reading
the book. The windows were open to the warm Cali-
fornia night, and the only sound that came through
them. was the distant, muffled, eternal roar of Los
Angeles traffic. The brittle pages of the book crackled
as she carefully turned them. She read slowly be-
cause her Latin wasn’t what is used to be. She lit a
cigarette and left it to bum unnoticed in the ashtray
on the floor beside her. v

“Here’s a good one,” she said to the big orange
tom curled in the chair she leaned against. “You
don’t know where I can find a hazelnut bush with a
nest of thirteen white adders under it, do you, Pun-
kin?” The cat didn’t answer; he only opened one eye
slightly and twitched the tip of his tail. .

She turned a page, and several two-inch rectangles
of white paper fell into her lap. She picked them up
and examined them, but they were blank. She stuck
them back in the book and kept reading.

She found it a while later. It was a simple spell.
All she had to do was write the word-square on a
piece of white parchment with black ink and then
burn it while thinking of the person she wished to
summon,

233
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“I wonder if Paul Newman is doing anything to-
night,” she chuckled. '

She stood up and went to the drafting table,
opened a drawer, and removed a pen and a bottle of
india ink. She put a masking tape dispenser on the
edge of the book to hold it open and carefully let-
tered the word-square on one of the pieces of paper
stuck between the pages. She supposed that's why
her mother, or whoever, had put them there—they
looked like parchment, anyway. .
~ The word-square was eight letters wide and

eight letters high; eight eight-letter' words stacked

on top of one another. She imagined they were
words, though they were in no language she knew. The
peculiar thing about the square was that it read the
same sideways or upside down—even in a mirror
image, it was the same. ;

She put the cap back on the ink and went to the
ashtray, kneeling beside it. She laid the parchment
on the dead cigarette butts. “Well, here goes,” she
said to the cat. “I wonder if it’s all right to burn it
with a cigarette lighter? Maybe I need a black taper
made of the wax of dead bees or something.”

She composed herself, trying to take it seriously,
and thought of a man, not a specific man, just the
man. “I feel like Snow White singing ‘Someday My
Prince Will Come,’ ” she muttered. She flicked the

cigarette lighter and touched the flame to the cor-
ner of the piece of paper.

It flamed up so quickly and so brightly that she
gasped and drew back. “God!” she grunted and hur-
ried to a window to escape the billows of black
smoke that smelled of rotten eggs. The cat was al-
ready out, sitting on the farthest point of the deck
railing, looking at her with round startled eyes.

The woman glanced back at the black smoke
spreading like a carpet on the ceiling and then at the
wide-eyed cat. She suddenly collapsed against the win-

" dow sill in a fit of uncontrollable laughter. “Come on
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back in, Punkin,” she gasped. “Ifs all over.” The cat
gave her an incredulous look and hopped off the rail-
ing into the shrubbery ,

- This also began about ten years ago in Kansas, the -

summer he was fifteen, when the air smelled like hot
metal and rang with the cries of cicadas. It ended a
month later when he was still fifteen, when the house
in Laurel Canyon burned with a strange green fire
that made no heat.

His name was ]ohn Lee Peacock, a good, old, un-
distinguished name in southern Kansas. His mother
and his aunts and his aunts’ husbands called him
John Lee. The kids in school called him Johnny,
which he preferred. His father never called him any-
thing.

His father had been by-passed by the world, but
he wouldn’t have cared, even if he had been aware
of it. Wash Peacock was a dirt farmer who refused
to abandon the land. The land repaid his taciturn
loyalty with anoual betrayal. Wash had only four
desires in life: to work the land, three hot meals
each day, sleep, and copulation when the pressures
built high enough. The children were strangers who
appeared suddenly, disturbed his sleep for a while,
then faded into the gray house or the County Line
Cemetery.

John Le€’s mother had been a Willet. The aunts
were her sisters: Rose and Lilah. Wash had a younger
brother somewhere in Pennsylvania—or, had had one
the last time he heard. That was in 1927, the year
Wash’s mother died. Grace Elizabeth Willet married
Delbert Washburn Peacock in the fall of 1930. She
did it because her father, old Judge Willet, thought it
was a good idea. Grace Elizabeth was a plain, timid-
girl who, he felt, was destined to be the family’s maid-
en aunt. He was right, but she would have been much
happier if he hadn’t interfered.

- The Peacocks had owned the land for nearly a
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hundred years and were moderately prosperous. They
had survived the Civil War, Reconstruction, and state-
hood, but wouldn’t survive the Depression. Judge
Willet felt that Wash was the best he could do for
Grace Elizabeth. He was a nice-looking man, and
, Wha]i he lacked in imagination, he made up in hard
worl :

But the Peacocks had a thin, unfortunate blood
line. Only a few of the many children lived. It was
the same with Wash and Grace Elizabeth. She had
given birth eight times, but there were only three of
them left. Wash, Jr., her first born, had married one
of the trashy O’Dell girls and had gone to Oklahoma
to work in the oilfields. She hadn’t heard from him in
thirteen years. Dwayne Edward, the third born, had
stayed in Los Angeles after his separation from
the army. He sent a card every Christmas and she had
kept them all. She wished some of the girls had
lived. She would have liked to have a girl, to make
pretty things for her, to have someone to talk to. But
she had lost the three girls and two of the boys. She
had trouble remembering their names sometimes, but
it was all written in the big Bible where she could re-
mind herself when the names began to slip away.

John Lee was the youngest. He had arrived late
in her life, a comfort for her weary years. She wanted
him to be different from the others. Wash, Jr., and
Dwayne had both been disappointments; too much
like their father: unimaginative plodding boys who
had done badly in school and got into trouble with
the law. She still loved them because they were her
children, but she sometimes forgot why she was sup-
posed to. She wanted John Lee to read books (God!
How long since she’d read a book; she used to read
all the time when she was a girl), to know about art
and faraway places. She knew she hoped for too
‘much, and so she was content when she got a part of

it.
. Wash didn’t pay any more attention to John Lee
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than he had the others. He neither asked nor seemed
to want the boy’s help in the field. So Grace Eliza-
beth kept him around the house, helping with her
chores, talking to him, having him share with her
what he had learned in school. She gave him as much
as she could. There wasn’t money for much, but she
managed to hold back a few dollars now and then. ,
. She loved John Lee very much; he was probably
the only thing she did love. So, on that shimmering
summer day about ten years ago, when he was fifteen,
she died for him. :

She was cleaning up the kitchen after supper. Wash
had gone back to the fields where he would stay until
dark. John Lee was at the kitchen table, reading,
passing on bits of information he knew she would
like to hear. She leaned against the sink with the cup
towel clutched in her hand and felt her supper turn
over in her stomach. She had known it was coming
for months. Now it was here.

He’s too young, she thought. If he could only have
a couple more years. She watched him bent over the
beok, the evening sun glinting on his brown hair. He’s
even better looking than his father, she thought. So
like his father. But only on the outside. Only on the
outside. Ry .

She spread the cup towel on the rack to dry and
- walked through the big old house. She hadn’t really no-

ticed the house in a long time. It had grown old and
gray slowly, as she had, and so she had hardly noticed
it happening. Then she looked at it again and it wasn’t
the house she remembered moving into all those years
ago. Wash’s father had built it in 1913 when the old
one had been unroofed by a twister. He had built it
like they did in those days: big, so generations could
live in it. It had been freshly painted when she
moved in, a big white box eight miles from Hawley, a
mile from Miller’s Corners. :
Then the hard times began. But Wash had clung to
~the land during the Depression and the dust. He
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hadn’t panicked like most of the others. He hadn’t
sold the land at give-away prices or lost it because he
couldn’t pay the taxes. Things had gotten a little bet-
ter when the war began, but never as good as before
~the Depression. Now they were bad again. At the
end of each weary year there was only enough mon-
ey to do it all over again. :

She supposed that being the oldest, Wash, Jr., would
get it. She was glad John Lee wouldn’t. She went
upstairs to his room and packed his things in a
pasteboard box. She left it where he would find it and
went to her own room. She opened a drawer in the
old highboy that had belonged to her grandmother
and removed an envelope from beneath her cotton
slips. She took it to the kitchen and handed it to
John Lee. :

He took it and looked at her. “What is it, Mama?”

“Open it in the morning, John Lee. You'd better go
tobed now.”

“But it's not even dark yet.” There’s something
wrong, there’s something wrong. '

“Soon, then, I want to sit on the porch awhile and
rest.” She kissed him and patted his shoulder and left
the room. He watched the empty doorway and felt
the blood singing in his ears.. After a while, he got a
drink of water from the cooler and went to his room.
He lay on the bed, looking at the water spots on
the ceiling paper, and clutched the envelope in his
hands. Tears formed in his eyes and he tried to blink
~ them away. ,
 Grace Elizabeth sat on the porch in her rocker,
moving gently, mending Wash’s clothes until it got too .
dark to see. Then she folded them neatly in her lap,
leaned back in the chair, and closed her eyes.

Wash found her the next morning only because he
wondered why his breakfast wasn’t waiting for him.
She was buried in the County Line Cemetery with
five of her children after a brief service at the First
- Baptist Church in Hawley. Aunt Rose and Aunt Lilah
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had a fine time weeping into black lace handkerchiefs
and clucking over Poor John Lee.

On the way back from the funeral John Lee rode in
the front seat of the 53 Chevrolet beside his father.
Neither of them spoke until they had turned off the
highway at Miller’s Corners. ' ‘

“Write a letter to Wash, Jr. Tell him to come home.”
John Lee didn’t answer. He could smell the dust ris-
ing up behind the car. Wash parked it in the old car-
riage house and hurried to change clothes, hurried to

- make up the half day he had lost. John Lee went to
the closet in the front hall and took down a shoe
box, in which his mother kept such things, and looked
for an address. He found it after a bit, worked to
the bottom, unused for thirteen years. He wrote the
letter anyway. ‘

- He had left the envelope unopened under his pil-
low. Now he opened it, although he had guessed
what it was. He counted the carefully hoarded bills:
a hundred and twenty-seven dollars. He sat on the
edge of the bed, on the crazy quilt his mother had
made for him, in the quiet room, in the silent weary
house. He wiped his eyes with his knuckles, picked
up the pasteboard box, and walked the mile to Mill-
er’s Corners. g =

His Sunday suit, worn to the funeral that morning,
once belonging to Dwayne, and before that, Wash,
Jr., was white at the cuffs from the dusty road. His
shoes, his alone, were even worse It was a scorcher.
“I’s gonna be another scorcher,” she always used to
say, looking out the kitchen window after putting
away the breakfast dishes. He sat on the bench at
th?ﬂ ((i}ulf station, cleaning the dust off the best he
could. «

The cicadas screeched from the mesquite bushes,

filling the hot still air with their insistent calls for a
mate. John Lee rather liked the sound, but it had
bothered his mother. “Enough to drive a body ravin’
mad,” she used to say. She always called them lo-
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" custs, but he had learned in school their real name
was cicada. And when they talked about a plague
of locusts in the Bible, they really meant grasshop-
pers. “Well, I'll declare,” she had said. “Always won-
dered why locusts would be considered a plague.

Far’s I know, they don’t do anything but sit in the
bushes and make noise. Now, grasshoppers I can un-
derstand.” And she would smile at him in her
pleased and proud way that caused a pleasant hurt-
ing in the back of his throat.

“Hello, John Lee.”

He looked up quickly. “Hello, Mr. Cuttsanger. How
are you today?” He liked Mr. Cuttsanger, a string-thin
man the same age as his mother, who had seemingly

'permanent grease stains on his hands. He wiped at

" them now with a dull red rag, but it didn’t help.

“Pm awfully sorry about your mother, boy. Wish I
coulda gone to the funeral but I couldnt get away.
We were in the same grade together all through
school, you know.” ‘

“Yes, I know. She told me.” X
_ “Whatre you doin’ here still dressed up? he asked,
zﬁcking the rag in his hip pocket and looking at the

-y «

“I reckon I have to catch a bus, Mr. Cuttsanger.”
His heart did a little flip-flop. Not the old school bus
either, but a real bus.

“Where you off to, John Lee?”

“Where do your buses go, Mr. Cuttsanger?

Mr. Cuttsanger sat on the bench beside John Lee.
“The westbound will be through here in about an
hour goin’ to Los Angeles. The eastbound comes

~ through in the mornin’ headed for St. Louie. You al-

- ready missed it.”

-~ “Los Angeles. My brother, Dwayne, lives in Cali-

fornia.” But he didn’t know where. He had seen the

Christmas cards in the shoe box, but he hadn’t paid

any attention to the return address.

Mr. Cuttsanger nodded. “Good idea, goin’ to stay
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with Dwayne. Nothin’ for you here on this played-
out old farm. Heard Grace Elizabeth say the same
thing. Your father ought to sell-it and go with you.
But I guess I know Wash bettern that.” He arose from
the bench with a little sigh. He went into the station
and returned with a small red flag. He stuck it in a
pipe welded at an angle to the pole supporting the
Gulf sign. “There. He'll stop when he sees that. You
buy your ticket from the driver.”

“Thank you, Mr. Cuttsanger. I need to mail a letter
also.” He took the letter he had carefully addressed
in block printing to Delbert Washburn Peacock, Jr.,
Gen. Del., Norman, Okla., from his pocket and
handed it to Mr. Cuttsanger. “I don’t have a stamp.”

Mr. Cuttsanger looked at the letter. “Is Wash, Jr.,
still in Norman?” He said it as if he doubted it.
ﬁng”don,t know. That's the only address I could

Mr. Cuttsanger tapped the letter against the knuck-
le of his thumb. “You leave a nickel with me and
I'll get a stamp from Clayton in the mornin’. Sure was
a lot simpler before they closed the post office.” He
sat back on the bench in the shade of the car shed.
‘John Lee followed his eyes as he looked at Miller’s
Corners evaporating under the cloudless sky. An out-
of-state car blasted through doing seventy. Mr. Cutt-
sanger sighed and accepted a nickel from John Lee.
“They don’t even have to slow down any more. Used

“to be thirty-five-mile speed-limit signs at each end
of town. Guess they don’t need ’em now. Ain’t noth-
in’ here ‘but me and the café. Myrtle’s been saying
for nearly a year she was gonna move to Hawley or
maybe even Liberal. Closed the post office in fifty-
five, I think it was. That foundation across the highway
- is where the grocery store used to be. Don’t reckon
you remember the grocery store? o .
“No, sir, but I remember the feed store.” :
“Imagine that. You musta been about four, five
years old.”
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“I was born in forty-eight.”

“Closed the feed store in fifty-two. Imagine you
rememberin’ that far back.” He continued to ramble
on in his pleasant friendly voice. John Lee asked
questions and made comments to keep him going, to
make the time pass faster. A whole hour before the
bus would come. ‘

But it finally did, cutting off the highway in a
cloud of dust and a dragon hiss of air brakes. John Lee
looked at the magic name in the little window over
the windshield: LOS ANGELES. He swallowed and
solemnly shook hands with Mr. Cuttsanger.

“Good-by, Mr. Cuttsanger.”

“Good-by, John Lee. You take care now.”

John Lee nodded and picked up the box and
walked to the bus, his legs trembling. The door
sighed open and the driver got out. He opened a big
door on the side of the bus under Continental Trail-
ways. He took the pasteboard box.

“Where you goin’?

‘Td like a ticket to Los Angeles, please.” He
couldn’t keep from smiling when he said the name,
The driver put a tag on the box, put it in with the
suitcases, and closed the door. John Lee followed him
into the bus. Inside it was cool like some of the stores
in Liberal. .

He bought his ticket and sat down in the front seat,
scooting to the window as the bus lurched back onto
the highway. He looked back at Miller’s Corners -and
waved to Mr. Cuttsanger, but he was taking down
‘the red flag and didn’t see.

John Lee leaned back in the seat and hugged him-
self. Once more he couldn’t keep from smiling. After a
bit, he looked around at the other people There
weren’t many and seme weren’t wearing Sunday
clothes; so he decided it would be all right to take
off his ]acket He settled back in the seat, watching
the baked Kansas countryside rush past the window.
Strange, he thought, it looks the same way it does
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from the school bus. Even though he tried to pre-
veﬁxj it, the smile returned unbidden every once in a
while.

The bus went through Hawley without stopping,
past the white rococo courthouse with its high clock
tower; past the school, closed for the summer; over -
the hump in the hlghway by the old depot where
the railroad tracks had been taken out; across the
bridge over Crooked Creek. :

It stopped in Liberal and the driver called out,
“Rest stop!” John Lee didn’t know what a rest stop
was, and so he stayed on the bus. He noticed that
some of the other passengers didn’t get off either. He
" decided there was nothing to worry about.

He tried to see everything when the bus left Liberal,
~ to look on both sides at once, because it was the
farthest he had ever been. But Oklahoma looked just
like Kansas, Texas looked just like Oklahoma, and New
Mexico looked like Texas, only each seemed a little
bleaker than the one before. The bus stopped in
Tucumcari for supper. John Lee had forgotten to eat
dinner, and his bladder felt like it would burst.

He was nervous but he managed all right. He'd eat-
en in a café before, and, by watching the others, he
found out where the toilet was and how to pay for
his meal. It was dark when the bus left Tucumcari.
He tried to go to sleep, to make the time pass faster,
the way he always did when the next day was
bringing wondrous things. But, as usual, the harder
he tried, the wider awake he was.

- He awoke when the bus stopped for breakfast

and quickly put his coat over his lap, hoping no one
had noticed. He waited until everyone else had got-
ten off, then headed for the toilet keeping his coat in
front of him. He didn’t know for sure where he
was, but all the cars had Arizona license plates.

It was after dark when the bus pulled into the
Los Angeles terminal, though it seemed to John Lee
as if they had been driving through town for hours.
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He had never dreamed it was so big. He watched the

_other passengers collect their luggage and got his
pasteboard box.

“Then he went out into: Los Angeles. ,

He walked around the street with the box clutched
_in his arms in total bedazzlement. Buildings, lights,
~ cars, people, so many different kinds of people. It
was the first time he had ever seen a Chinese, except
in the movies, although he wasn’t absolutely sure that
it wasn’t a Japanese. There were dozens of picture
shows, lined up in rows. He liked movies and used to
go nearly every Saturday afternoon, a long time ago

before the picture show in Hawley closed. = :
~ And buses, with more magic names in the little
windows: SUNSET BLVD; HOLLYWOOD BLVD;
PASADENA; and lots' of names he didn’t recognize;
3;1: they were no less magic, he was sure, because of

t.

He was standing on the curb, just looking, when a
bus with HOLLYWOOD BLVD in the little win-
dow pulled over and opened its door right in front
of him. The driver looked at him impatiently. It was
~ amazing how the bus had stopped especially for
him. He got on. There didn’t seem to be anything
else he could do. ‘
~ “Vinel” the driver bawled sometime later. John Lee
got off and stood at the comer of Hollywood and
Vine grinning at the night. He walked down Holly-
wood Boulevard, gawking at everything, reading the
names in stars on the sidewalk. He never imagined
there would be so many cars or so many people at
night. There were more than you would see in Lib-
eral, even on Saturday afternoon. And the strange
clothes the people wore. And men with long hair like
the Beatles. Mary Ellen Walker had a colored picture
of them pasted on her notebook. '

He didn’t know how far he had walked—the street
never seemed to end—but the box was heavy. He
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was hungry and his Sunday shoes had rubbed a blis-

ter on his heel. He went into a café and sat in a

booth, glad to get rid of the weight of the box. Most

of the people looked at him as he came in. Several

of them smiled. He smiled back. A couple of people

- had said hello on the street too. Hollywood was cer-
tainly a friendly place.

He told the waitress what he wanted. He looked
around the café and met the eyes of a man at the
counter who had smiled when he came in. The man
smiled again. John Lee smiled back, feeling good.
The man got off the stool and came to the booth
carrying a cup of coffee,

“May I join you?” He seemed a little nervous.

“Sure.” The man sat down and took a quick sip
of the coffee. “My name is John Lee Peacock.” He
held out his hand. The man looked startled, then
took it, giving it a quick shake and hurriedly break- .
ing contact. “T'd rather be called Johnny, though.”

The man’s skin was moist. John Lee guessed he
~ was about forty and a little bit fat. He nodded,

quickly, like a turkey. “Warren.” - :

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Warren. You live in
Hollywood?” ,

“Yes.” :

The waitress brought the food and put it on the
table. Warren was flustered. “Oh . . . ah . . . put that
on my ticket.”

The waitress looked at John Lee. ‘Her mouth
turned down a little at the corners. “Sure, honey,”
she said to Mr. Warren. g

John Lee discarded the straw from his ice tea and
' put sugar in it. “Aren’t you eating?” '

“Ah . . . no. No, I've already eaten.” He took an-
other nervous sip of the coffee, and John Lee heard a
smothered snicker from the booth behind him. “You
didn’t have to pay for my supper. I've got money.”

“My pleasure.” ’
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“Thank you, Mr. Warren.” :

“You’re welcome. Uh . . . how long you been in
town?”

“Just got here a litle while ago. On a Continental
Trailways bus, all the way from Miller's Corners,
Kansas.” John Lee still couldn’t believe where he was.
He had to say it out loud. “I sure do like bein’ in
Los Angeles, Mr. Warren.”

“You have a place to stay yet?” :

‘He hadn’t really thought about that. “No, sir. I guess
I haven't” ‘ , : ‘ E

Warren smiled and seemed to relax a little. It was
working out okay, but the kid was putting on the
hick routine a little thick. “Don’t worry about it to-
night. You can stay at my place and look for some-
thing tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Mr. Warren. That’s very nice of you.”
“My pleasure. Uh . . . what made you come to
Los Angeles? .

John Lee swallowed a mouth full of food. “My mam-
ma died the other day. Before she died, she gave me
the money to getaway.” :

““I want to sit on the porch a while and rest,’ she
had said. : 3
“It was either Los Angeles or St. Louis, and the Los
Angeles bus came by first” He pushed the gray

memories back out of the way. “And here I am!”

Warren looked at him, no longer smiling. “How old
are you?” . .

“I was fifteen last January.” He wondered if he was

to ask Mr. Warren’s age.

“God!” Warren breathed. He slumped in the seat

- for a moment, then seemed to come to a decision.

“Look, uh . . . Johnny. I just remembered something.

I won’t be able to put you up for the night after

all. As a matter of fact, I have to dash. I'm sorry.”
“That’s all right, Mr. Warren. It was kind of 'you

to make the offer.”

- “My pleasure. So long.” He hurried away. John Lee
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watched him stop at the cash register. When he left,
~ the cashier looked at John Lee and nodded.
“Nice goin’ there, John Lee Peacock, sugah.” The
- voice whispered in his ear with a honeyed Southern
accent. He turned and looked nose to nose into a
grinning black face. “Got yoself a free dinnah and
didn’t have to put out.”
“What,” he said, completely befuddled.
A second face, a white one, appeared over the
- back of the seat. It said, “May we join you?” doing a
good imitation of Mr Warren.

“Yeah, I guess so.” They came around and sat op-
posite h1m both of them as skinny as Mr. Cuttsanger
He thought they walked a little funny.

The black one said, “I Pearl and this is Daisy
Mae.”

“How ja do,” Daisy Mae said, chewmg imaginary

gum

“Really?’ ]ohn Lee asked, grinning,

“Really, what, sugah?” Pearl asked.
- “Are those really your names?”

“Isn’t he cuteP” shrieked Daisy Mae.

Pearl patted his hand. “Just keep your eyes and
ears open and your pants shut, sugah. You'll get the
hang of it.” He lit a pale blue cigarette and offered one
* to John Lee. John Lee shook his head. Pearl saw John
Lee’s bemused expression and wiggled the cigarette.

“Neiman-Marcus,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Well, if it isn’t the Queen of Spades and Cotton
Tail.” They all three looked up at a chubby young
man, standing with his hand delicately on his hip. His
fleshy lips coiled into a smirk at John Lee. He wore
light eye make-up with a tiny diamond in one pierced
ear. He was with a muscular young man who
looked at John Lee coldly. “You girls stage another
commando raid on Romper Room?”
© “Why, lawdy, Miss Scawlett, how you do talk!”
Pearl did his best Butterﬁy McQueen imitation, and
his hands were like escaping blackbirds.
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“This is a cub scout meeting and we're den moth-
ers,” Daisy Mae said in a flat voice. The muscular
young man grabbed Miss Scarlett’s arm and pulled
him away. ‘

“It's a den of something!” he shot back over his
shoulder. . E ,

“Did you see how Miss Scarlett looked at our John

- Lee?” Daisy Mae rolled his eyes.

“The bitch is in heat.”

“Who was that gorgeous butch number she was
with?” _

“Never laid eyes on him before.”
" “Your eyes aren’t what you'd like to lay on him,”
Daisy Mae said dryly.

Pearl quickly put his hands over John Lee’s ears.
“Don’t talk like that afore this sweet child! You
know I don’t like rough tradel”

John Lee laughed and they laughed with him. He

didn’t know what they were talking about most of
" the time, but he decided he liked these two strange
people. “Doesn’t . . . uh . . . Miss Scarlett like you?”

“Sugah,” Pearl said seriously, taking his hands
away, “Miss Scawlett doesn’t like anybody.”

“Stay away from her, John Lee,” Daisy Mae said,
meaning it. :

“She has a problem,” Pearl pronounced.

“A big problem,” Daisy Mae agreed. ,
th::Vhat? John Lee asked, imagining all sorts of
“S%se’s hung like a horse.” Pearl nodded sagely.

“A big horse.” Daisy Mae nodded also. B

‘John Lee could feel his ears getting red. Damna-
tion, he thought. He laughed in embarrassment.
“What's wrong with that?” He remembered Leo Whit-
taker in his room at school who bragged that he had
‘the biggest one in Kansas and would show it to
you if you would go out under the bleachers.

“Sugah,” Pearl said, patting his hand again, “Miss
Scawlettis a lady.” . =
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“If's a wonder it doesn’t turn green and fall off the
way she keeps it tied down. Makes her walk bow-
legged.”

“Don’t be catty, Daisy Mae. Just count your bless-
in’s.” Daisy Mae put his chin on the heel of his hand
and stared morosely at nothing, like Garbo in Anna
Christie. “John Lee, sugah,” Pear]l continued, “was all
that malarkey you gave that score the truth?”

“Huh?” John Lee asked, completely confused.

“It was,” Daisy Mae said in his incredible but true
voice. ; .

“You really don’t have a place to stay tonight?”

“Huh-uh.” He wondered why Pearl doubted him.

“And he’s also really fif-feen,” Daisy Mae said,
cocking his eyes at Pearl. ‘

“Daisy Mae, sugah,” Pearl said with utmost patience,
“T'm only bein’ a Sistuh of Mercy, tryin’ to put a roof
ovuh this sweet child’s head, tryin® to keep him from
bein’ picked up by the po-leece fah vay-gran-cee.”

Daisy Mae shrugged fatalistically.

“Why does it matter that I'm fifteen?™ John Lee
really wanted to know what they were talking about.
q “You are from the boonies,” Daisy Mae said in won-

er. - '

“Sugah, you come stay with us. There’s a lot
youwve got to learn. If we leave you runnin’ around
loose, you gonna get in seer-ee-us trouble. Sugah, this .
town is full of tighuhs and...you...are...a...
juicy...lamb.” . | —

i “Sl{our fangs are showing,” Daisy Mae said tone- -
essly.

Pearl turned to him, about to cut him dead, but
instead threw up his arms and did Butterfly McQueen
again. “Lawzy, Miss Daisy Mae, you done got a spot
on yo’ pretty shirt!” He turned back to John Lee with
a martyred expression. “I wash and clean and iron
and scrub and work my fanguhs to the bone, and
this slob can get covered in spaghetti sauce eatin™
felly beans!” .
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John Lee dissolved in a fit of giggles. Pearl couldn’t
hold his outraged expression any longer and began
to grin. Daisy Mae chuckled and said, “Don’t pay any
attention to her, John Lee. She’s got an Aunt Jemimah
complex.” , ‘ '

Pearl got up. “Let’s get out of this meat market.
There are too many eyes on our little rump roast.”

Daisy Mae put his hand on John Lee’s. “John Lee, if
we run into a cop, fry to look twenty-one.”

He wiped the laugh tears from his eyes. “I'll do my
best.” He got the pasteboard box and followed them
out of the café. They cut hurriedly around the corner
past a large sidewalk newsstand, then jaywalked to a
parking lot. Pearl and Daisy Mae acted like a couple
of cat burglars, and John Lee had to huiry to keep
- up. , i ;
They got into a ’63 Corvair and drove west on
Hollywood Boulevard until it became a residential
- street, then turned right on Laurel Canyon. They

wound up into the Hollywood Hills, Pearl and Daisy
Mae chattering constantly, making John Lee laugh a
lot. He felt very good and very lucky.

Pearl pulled into a garage sitting on the edge of
the pavement with no driveway. They went up a
long flight of rickety wooden steps to a small two-
bedroom house with a porch that went all the way
around. Pearl flipped on the lights. “It ain't Twelve
Oaks, sugah, but we like it.”

John Lee stared goggle-eyed. He'd been in Aunt
Rose’s and Aunt Lilah’s fancy houses lots of times, but
they ran to beige, desert rose, and old gold. "These
colors were absolutely electric. The wild patterns
- made him dizzy, and there were pictures and statues
- and things hanging from the ceiling,

“Golly,” he said. ' ‘ . ‘
“Take a load off,” Daisy Mae said, pointing to a
" big reclining chair covered in what looked like pur-
ple fur. John Lee put the box on the floor and ginger-
ly sat down. He leaned back and was surprised at
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how comfortable it was. Pearl put a record on the
- record player, but John Lee didn’t recognize the mu-
sic. He yawned. Daisy Mae stood over the box. “What's
in this carton you keep clutching to your bosom?

“My things.” ,

' “Pardon my nose,” Daisy Mae said and opened it.
" He pulled out some of John Lee’s everyday clothes.
“You auditioning for the sixteenth road company of

Tobacco Road?P” ‘

“Don’t pay any attention,” Pearl said, sitting be-
side John Lee. “She’s a costumer at Paramount. Thinks
she knows every-thing about clothes.” _ ‘

- “Don’t knock it. I had to dress thirty bitchy starlets
to buy that chair you got your black ass on. Il
hang these up for you, John Lee.” :

John Lee yawned again. “Thank you.”

Pear] threw up his hands. “Land o’ Goshen, this

- child is ex-hausted!” ,

Daisy Mae carried the box into a bedroom. “Two
days on a Continental Trailways bus would give Cap-
tain Marvel the drearies.” ‘

Pearl took John Lee’s arm and pulled him out of
the chair. “Come on, sugah. We gotta give you a nice
bath and put you to bed, afore you co-lapse.” He led
him to the bathroom, showed him where every-
thing was, and turned on the shower for him. “Give

~ aholler if you need anything.” :

“Thank you.” Pearl left. John Lee had never taken a
shower before, although he had seen them at Aunt
Rose’s and Aunt Lilah’s. He took off his clothes and
got in. , )

The door opened and Pearl came in, pushing
back the shower curtain. “You all right, sugah? Oh,
sugah, you are all right!” He leered at John Lee, but in
such a way that made him laugh. His ears turned
red anyway. Pearl winked and closed the curtain.
“You don’t mind if I brush my teeth?”

“No. Go ahead.” He could hear Pearl sloshing and

“brushing. After a bit there was silence. He pulled
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back the shower curtain a little and peeped out.
Pearl was leaning against the wash basin, a tooth-
brush in his hand, his head down, and his eyes
closed. John Lee watched him, wondering if he should
say anything. : .

“John Lee,” Pearl said without looking up, his
voice serious and the accent totally absent.

“Yes, Pearl?” He spoke quietly and cautiously.

“John Lee, don’t pay any attention when we tease
you about how cute you are, or when we ogle your
body. It’s just the way we are. If’s just the way the
lousy world is.” | ,

“I won’t, Pearl.” He felt the hurting in the back of
his throat, but he didn’t know why.

Pearl suddenly stood up, the big grin back on his
face. “Well.' Look at me. Poor Pitiful Pearl. Now.
What do you sleep in? Underwear? Pee-jays? Night-
shirt? Your little bare skin?” o

“My pajamas are in the box, I think.” e

“Good enough.” Pearl left the bathroom and re-
turned when John Lee was drying on a big plush
towel printed like the American flag. Pearl reached
in and hung the pajamas on the doorknob without
looking in. “There you go, sugah.” .

“Thank you, Pearl.”

~ He left the bathroom in his pajamas with his Sun-
day suit over his arm. Daisy Mae took the suit. “T1l
clean and press that for you.”

“You don’t have to, Daisy Mae.” The names were
beginning to sound normal to him.

" Daisy Mae grinned. “It won’t hurt me.”

“Thank you.” : ,

Pearl took his arm. “Time for you to go to bed.”
He led John Lee into the bedroom. There was an old,
polished brass bed. John Lee stared at it, then ran
his hand over the turned-back sheets. Even Aunt
Rose hadn’t thought about red silk sheets. He never
imagined such luxury. :

“Golly,” he said. ‘
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Pearl laughed and grabbed him in a big hug and
kissed him on the forehead. “Sugah, you are just not
to be be-lieved!” John Lee grinned uncomfortably
and turned red. Pearl pulled the sheet up around his
- neck and patted his cheek. “Sleep tight.” :

“Good night, Pearl.” Ry

~ Daisy Mae stuck his head in to say good night.
Pear]l turned at the door and smiled fondly at him,
then went out, closing it. John Lee wiggled around
onnﬂ!le silk sheets. Golly, he thought, golly, golly,
golly ‘ :

Pearl walked dreamily into the living room and
collapsed becomingly onto the big purple fur chair.
He sighed hugely. “Daisy Mae. Now I know what it
must feel like to be a mother.” ' :

The next morning John Lee woke slowly and
stretched until his muscles popped. He looked at the
ceiling, but there was no faded water-stained pa-
- per, only neat white tiles with an embossed flower in
the center of each. He slid to the side of the bed and
felt the silk sheets flow like water across his skin. He
went to the bathroom and relieved himself, splashing
cold water on his face and combing the tangles out
of his hair. He sure needed a haircut. He wondered
if he ought to let it grow long now that he was in

" Hollywood. . REOURE R

Hollywood. : e

He'd almost forgotten. He bet Miss Mahan was wor-
ried about him. He sure liked Miss Mahan and a pang
of guilt struck him. He should have told her he
- wouldn’t be back in school this fall, especially after
~she was nice enough to come to mamma’s funeral

and all. Well, there was nothing he could do now.
Mr. Cuttsanger would tell her—and everybody else
~—where he was.

He went back to his room and put on his best pair of
blue jeans, a white T-shirt and his gray sneakers. He
wondered where everyone was. The house was very

- quiet. He guessed they had both gone to work. He
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went out on the back porch—only Pearl called it a
deck—and saw Daisy Mae lying there on a blanket
stark naked. He started to go back in, but Daisy Mae
looked up. “Good morning, slugabed, you sleep well?”
~ John Lee fidgeted, trying not to look at Daisy Mae.
“Yeah. Real good. Where’s Pearl?™

“She’s at work. Does windows for May Company.”

“Didn’t you have to work today at Paramount?”

“Got a few days off. Just finished something called
Wives and Lovers. Gonna be a dog. You want some
breakfast, or you wanta join mer™

“Uh . . . whatre you doin’?” He sure didn’t seem to
care if anybody saw him naked.

];‘IGettin’ some sun, tryin’ to get rid of this fish-belly
white.” :

“You always do it with . . . uh . . . no clothes on?”
You're acting like a hick again, John Lee Peacock.
Damnation, he thought. '

Daisy Mae chuckled. “Sure. Otherwise, I'd look like
a two-tone Ford. I it embarrasses you, I'll put some
clothes on.”, : ,

“No,” he protested quickly. “No, of course it
doesn’t embarrass me. I think I will join you.” :

“Okay.” He pointed back over his head without
looking, “There’s another blanket there on the chaise.”

John Lee spread the blanket on the porch and
pulled his T-shirt over his head. He pulled off his

shoes and socks. Daisy Mae wasn’t paying any atten-
tion to him. He looked around. The next house up the
hill overlooked them, but that was the only one. He
" didn’t see anybody up there. He took a deep breath,
slipped off his pants and his shorts, and quickly lay
down on his stomach. He might as well get some
sun on his back first. "

Daisy Mae spoke without looking at him. “Don’t
stay in one position more than five minutes, or youll
blister.” - . .

“Okay.” He estimated five minutes had passed,
swallowed, and turned over on his back. He looked
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stralght mto the eyes of a woman leaning on the
railing of the next house up, watching him. He froze.
The bottom dropped out of his stomach. Then he
jumped up and grabbed his pants. He knew he was
acting like an idiot, but he couldn’t stop himself. He
hopped on one foot, trying to get the pants on, but
his toes kept getting in the way. They caught on
the crotch and he fell flat on his butt. He managed
to wiggle into them, sitting on the floor.
.~ Daisy Mae looked up. “You sit on a bee or some-
thmg?”

“No.” He mohoned with his head at the woman,
afraid to look at her because he knew he was beet
red all over. _

Daisy Mae looked up, grinned, and waved. “Hi,
Sue.” He didn’t do anything to cover himself, didn’t
seem to care that she saw him.

“Hello, Daisy Mae.” Her voice was husky and
amused. “Who’s your bashful friend?”

“John Lee Peacock from Kansas, This is Sue. San
Diego Lightfoot Sue.”

Damnation, John Lee thought, P'm acting like a fool, .

. sitting here hunkered up against this shez, as Daisy
Mae calls it. Doesn’t anyone in Hollywood have a nor-
mal name? He forced himself to look up. She was still

- leaning on the railing, lookmg at -him. Only now she

was smiling, She was wearing a paint-stained sweat

shirt and blue jeans. Her hair was tied up in a

scarf but auburn strands dangled out. She wasn’t

wearing any make-up that he could see. She was
kinda old, he thought, but really very stunning. Her
smile was nice. He felt himself smiling back.

“Nothing to be bashful about, ]ohn Lee Peacock.
Pve seen more male privates than you could load in
a boxcar.” Her voice was still amused but she wasn’t
putting him down.

“Maybe 50, > he answered, “but I haven’t had any
ladies see mine.” His boldness made him start getting
. red again. i
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She laughed and he felt goose bumps pop out on
his arms. “You could have a point there, John Lee.
How would you like to make a little money?”

“Huh?”

“It’s okay,” Daisy Mae said, getting up and wrap-
ping a towel around his waist. “Su€’s an artist. She -
wants you to pose for her.”

John Lee looked back up at her. “That’s right,”
she said. “I'm as safe as mother’s milk.” :

“Well, okay, I guess. But you don’t need to pay me
for something like that.” He got up and kicked his
underwear under the chaise.

“Of course I'll pay you. It’s very hard work. Come
onup.” i :

“Uh...how do I get up there?”

“Go down to the street and come up my steps.
Front door’s open, come on in. You'll find me.” She
smiled again and went out of sight. .

He looked at Daisy Mae. “Will it be all right with
Pearl?” ' ‘

“Sure. We've both posed for her. She’s good. Scoot.”
Daisy Mae went into the house. John Lee put on his
T-shirt and shoes. He wondered if he should take
off his pants and put on his underwear, but decided
against it,

He opened her front door and went in as she had
~ told him. She was right about him finding her. The

whole house was one big room. A small kitchen was
in one corner behind a folding screen. A day bed
was against one wall between two bureaus that had
been painted yellow. There was a door to a closet
and another to a bathroom. There were a couple
of tired but comfortable-looking easy chairs, a draft-
ing table with a stool pushed under it, and an easel
under a skylight. Pictures were everywhere; some in
color, mostly black and white sketches; thumb-
tacked all over the walls, leaning in stacks against
.the bureaus, chairs, walls. A big orange cat lay
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curled in a chair. It opened one eye, gave John Lee the
once over, and went back to sleep.-

Sue was standing at the easel, frowning at the
painting he couldn’t see. She had a brush stuck be-
hind one ear and was holding another like a club.
“T'm glad you showed up, John Lee. This thing is go-
ing nowhere.” She flipped a cloth over it and leaned
it against the wall. . ,

~John Lee stared at the pictures. Nearly all of them
were of people, most of them naked, though there
were a couple of the cat. Some of the people were
women but most of them seemed to be men. He
spotted a sketch of Pearl and Daisy Mae, leaning
against each other naked, looking like a butterfly
. with one black and one white wing,.
She watched him look for a while. “This is just
~ the garbage. I sell the good stuff. That one of Pearl
* and Daisy Mae turned out rather well. It’s hanging in

a gegoﬁar in the Valley. Got eleven hundred for it.”

27 y.” . . : )

“You're right. It was a swindle.” ‘

“Doyou...ah...wantmeto...doyou want to
paint my picture with my . . . clothes off?” He waved
his hand vaguely at some of the nude sketches. Damn
his ears! I :

She didn’t seem to notice. “If you don’t mind.
Don’t worry about it. Ill be a few days yet. Give
you a chance to get used to the idea. I want to make
some sketches and work on your face for a while.”
She came to him and put her hand on his cheek.
“You've got something in your face, John Lee. I
don’t know . . . what it is. More than simple in-
nocence. I just hope I can capture it. Hold still, I want
to feel your bones.” He grinned and it made her
smile. “Makes you feel like a horse up for sale, doesn’t
it?” She ran her cool fingers over his face, and he
didn’t want her to ever stop. He closed his eyes. -

- Suddenly, she caught her fingers in his hair and
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shook him. She laughed and hugged him against her
warm soft breasts. His stomach did a flip-flop. She
released him quickly and crossed her arms with her
hands under her armpits. She laughed a little ner-
vously. “You're just like Punkin. Scratch his ears and
he'll go to sleep on you.” . ~

“Punkin?” , .

She pointed at the cat. “Don’t you think he looks
remarkably like a pumpkin when he’s curled up
asleep like that?”

“Yeah.” He laughed.

“Do you want to start now?”

“I guess.”

“Okay. Just sit in that chair and relax.” She pulled
the stool from beneath the drafting table and put it
in front of the chair. She sat on the stool with her
legs crossed, a sketch pad propped on one knee. She
lit a cigarette and held it in her left hand while she
worked rapidly with a stick of charcoal. “You can
talk if you want to. Tell me about yourself.”

So he did. He told her about Miller’s Corners,
Hawley, the farm, school, Miss Mahan who also
painted but only flowers, Mr. Cuttsanger, his mother,
a lot about his mother, not much about his father be-
cause he didn’t really know very much when you got
right down to it. He made her chuckle about Aunt
Rose and Aunt Lilah. She kept turning the pages of
the sketch pad and starting over. He wanted to
see what she was drawing, but he was afraid to move.

She seemed to read his mind. “You don’t have to
sit so still, John Lee. Move when you want to.” He
changed positions but he still couldn’t see. Punkin
suddenly leaped in his lap, making him jump. The
cat walked up his chest and looked into his eyes.
Then he began to purr and curled up with his head
under John Lee’s chin.

Sue chuckled. “You are a charmer, John Lee. He
treats most people with majestic indifference.”
John Lee grinned and stroked the cat. Punkin
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squirmed in delicious ecstasy. Then John Lee’s stom-
ach rumbled.

Sue put the pad down and laughed. “You poor
lamb. I'm starving you to death.” She looked at her
watch. “Good grief, it’s two thirty. What do you want
to eat?” ,

“Anything,”

“Anything it is.”

He stood with Punkm curled in his arms, watching
her do wonderful things with eggs, ham, green pep-
pers, onions, and buttered toast. He said he loved
scrambled eggs; and she laughed and said scrambled
eggs indeed, you taste my omelets and you’ll be my
slave forever. She pulled down a table that folded
against the wall, set out the two steaming plates with
two glasses of cold milk. He was quite willing to be
her slave forever, even without the omelet.

Punkin sat on the floor with his tail curled around
his feet, watching them, making short, soft clarinet
sounds. She laughed. “Isn’t that pitiful® The cat food’s
under the sink if you’d like to feed him.”

“Sure.” He tried to pour the cat food into the bowl,
but Punkin kept grabbing the box with his claws and
sticking his head in it. ]ohn Lee sat on the floor having
a fit of giggles. God o' mighty, he thought, every-
thing is so wonderfully, marvelously, absolutely per-
fectly good. .

She continued sketching after they did the dishes.
He sat in the chair feeling luxuriously content. He
smiled.

“May I share it?” Sue asked, almost smiling herself,

“Huh? Oh, nothin’. I was just . . . feeling good.”
Then he felt embarrassed. “You . .. ah ... been
painting pictures very long?” -

“Oh, I've dabbled at it quite a while, but I've only
been domg it seriously for a couple of years.” She
smiled in a funny, wry way. “Um just an aging
roundheels who decided she’d better find another line
of Work while she could.” ’
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: He1 iidn’t know what she was talking about. “You're
notold.” ‘

" “I stood on the shore and chunked rocks at the
Mayflower.” She sighed. “I'm forty-five.” '
“Golly. I thought you were about thirty.” A
She laughed her throaty laugh that made him tin-

gle. “Honey, at your age everyone between twenty-

five and fifty looks alike.” ; :
“I think youre beautiful” he said and wished
he hadn’t, but she smiled and he glad he had.

“Thank you, little lamb. You should have seen me
when I was your age.” She stopped drawing and
sat with her head to one side, remembering. “You
- should have seen me when I
she shifted her position on the
“I was quite a dish—if I do say so myself. We were
practically neighbors, you know| that?” she said,
changing the subject. “I'm an old O%‘e from way back.
Still can’t bear to watch.The Grapes of Wrath. We
came to California in ’33 and settled in San Diego.
Practically starved to death. My father died in ’35,
‘and my mother went back to telling fortunes and
having seances—among other things. My father
wouldn’t let her do it while he was alive.”

- “Golly,” he said, bug-eyed. “A real fortune teller?”

“Well,” she said wryly, “I never thought of it as
being very real, but I don’t know any more.” She
looked at him speculatively for a moment, then
shrugged. “Whether she was real or not, I don’t know
but I guess she was pretty good, ‘cause there seemed
to be plenty of money after that. Then the war
started. And if you’re twenty-three, in San Diego,
during a war, you can make lots| of money if you
keep your wits about you.” She shifted again on the
stool. “Well, we won’t go into that.” ‘

“Where’s your mother now?”

“QOh, she’s dead . . . I imagine. It was in 45, I think.
Yeah, right after V-J Day, I went or"er for a visit and
she wasn’t there.. Never heard froT\ her again. You
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know, her house is still there in San Diego. T get a
tax bill every year. I don’t know why I keep paying
- it. Guess I'd rather do that than go through all that
junk she had accumulated. T was down there a few
years ago and went by the place. Everything was
still there just as it was; two feet deep in dust, of
course. I'm surprised vandals havent stripped the
place, considering what the neighborhood’s become.
1 took a few things as keepsakes, but I didn’t hang
around long. It's worse than it ‘was when she was
there

She worked a while in silence, then stopped
drawing again and looked at him in a way that made
his stomach feel funny “If 1 were twenty and you
were twenty . . . you're gonna be a ring-tailed boom-
er when you’re twenty, John Lee.” She suddenly
laughed and began drawing. “If I'm gonna make peo-
ple older and younger, I might as well make myse]f'
fifteen—no poirit in wasting five years.”

He didn’t know what a ring-tailed boomer was, but -
the way she said it made his ears turn red. Her men-
~ tioning San Diego reminded him. “Why do they call ~

you San Diego Lightfoot Sue?” -

- “Daisy Mae has a big mouth,” she said wryly. “Tll
tell you about it someday.”
. “I sure like Pearl and Daisy Mae,” he said and
- smiled.

“SodoL”

“Pearl is awfully nice to me.”

a “Some people have a cat and some people have a
0g.”

He sure wished he knew what people were talking
about, at least some of the time.

It seemed to him hardly any time had passed
when Pearl sashayed in with a May Co. carton under
his arm. “It is I, Lady Bountiful, come to free the
slaves,” he brayed and presented the box to John Lee
with a flourish. “It’'s a Welcome to California present.”

“Golly.” He took the box gmgerly
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“Well, open it.” John Lee fumbled at the string
while Pearl planted a kiss on Sue’s cheek. “Sugah,
you look more like Lauren Bacall every day!”

Sue grinned. “Hello, Pearl. How are you?”

He sighed an elaborate sigh. “I am worn to a fraz-
zle. Tve been slaving over a tacky May Company
wind(;w all day. If they would onh}' let me be cre-
a-tivel” :

“Wilshire Boulevard would never survive it.”

John Lee stared at the contents of the box. “How
did you know what size I wore?” ,

“Daisy Mae has tape measures in her eyeballs.” He
made fluttering motions with his . “Well, try
them on.” ‘

John Lee grinned and hurried to the bathroom
with the box. He put it on the side of the tub and
went through it. There were pants, .a shirt, socks,
shoes, and, he was glad to see, un
‘had never seen gold underwear and it looked kinda
skimpy. He quickly shucked off his clothes and
slipped on the gold shorts. Golly, he thought. They
fit like his hide, and he kept wanting to pull them up,
but that’s all there was to them. - e

The shirt was yellow and soft. He rubbed it on his
face, then slipped it over his head. It fit tight around
his waist, and the neck was open halfway to his
navel. He looked for buttons but there werent any.
The sleeves were long and floppy and had little pearl
snaps on the cuffs.
 He slipped on the pants, which had alternating
dark-brown and light-brown vertical stripes. He was
surprised to find that they didn’t come any higher
than the shorts. He gave them an experimental tug

and decided they wouldn’t fall off. They were tight

almost to the knees and got loose and floppy at the
bottom. , ‘

He sat on the commode to put on the shoes but

- stood again to hitch the pants up in back. He slipped

on the soft, fuzzy gold socks. The shoes were brown



SAN DIEGO LIGHTFOOT SUE 263

and incredibly shiny. And they didn’t even have
shoestrings. He stood up, gave the pants a hitch, and
looked at himself in the mirror. He couldn’t make
himself stop grinning. ‘

He opened the bathroom door and walked out, still
grinning. Pearl made his eyes go big and round, and
Sue leaned against one of the yellow bureaus with
her mouth puckered up. John Lee walked nervously
to them, the shoes making a thump at every step.
“The pants are a little bit too tight,” he said and
didn’t know what to do with his hands.

“Oh, sugah, you are wrong about that!”

“If he had his hair slicked down with pomade, he'd
look like an adagio dancer . . . or something,” Sue
said in a flat voice.

Pearl lowered his eyebrows at her, then twirled

 his finger at John Lee. “Turn around.” : :

He turned nervously, worried because Sue didn’t
seemed pleased. ,

"~ “John Lee, sugah,” Pearl said in awe, “you have got
the Power!” ; S

~ “Pearl. Don’t you think you went a litle over-
board?” Sue put her hand on the back of John Lee’s
neck. “If he walked down Hollywood Boulevard in
that, he’d have to carry a machine gun.” ’ '

“Welll” Pearl swelled up in mock outrage. “At least -~
they’re not lavender!” ~

Sue laughed. John Lee laughed too, but he wasn’t

“exactly sure why. They were saying things he didn’t
‘understand again. But he felt an overwhelming
fondness for Pearl at that moment. He reached out
and shook Pearl’s hand. “Thank you, Pearl. I think
‘the clothes are beautiful.” Then, because he felt
Pearl would be pleased, he kissed him on the cheek.

The effect was startling. Pearl’s face seemed to
turn to putty and went through seven distinct ex-
pression changes. His mouth worked like a goldfish
and he kept blinking his eyes. Then he pulled him-

- self together and said too loudly, “Listen, you all.
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Dinner will be ready in exactly seventy-two minutes.
We're having my world-famous sowbelly and chittlin
lasagna.” He hurried out, walking too fast.

John Lee was up very early the next morning. Sue
opened the door still in her bathrobe. “I diduot
know what time you wanted me to come over, he
said apologetically. “Did I wake you up?”

Sue smiled and motioned him in. “Ordinarily, 'm
not coordinated enough to tie my shoes before noon,
but I woke up about two hours ago ready to go to.
work. I didn’t even take time to dress.” She indi-
cated one wall of the room. “Check out the gallery
while I put the wreck together.”

All the old sketches had been cleared from the
wall. John Lee saw himself thumbtacked in neat rows.

- “Golly,” he said, walking slowly down the rows. The
sketches were all of his face: some sheets were
covered with eyes, laughing, sleepy, dreamy, con-
templative; others with mouths, smiling, grinning,
pouting, pensive. There were noses and ears and com-
binations. He recognized some of the full-face sketch-
es: this one was when he was talking about his moth-
er; that one when he was petting Punkin; that one
when he was telling of Aunt Rose and Aunt Lilah;
another when he sat in rapt attention, listening to
Sue.

She emerged from the batbroom dressed much as
she had been the day before except that she. wore a
little make-up and her hair fell through the scarf,
hanging long and fluffy down her back. John Lee
thought she was absolutely gorgeous. “What do you
think,” she asked tentatively, not quite smiling. ae

He couldn’t think of anything to say that wasn’t ob-
vious to the eye, and so he just grinned in extreme

leasure.

She smiled happily. “I think I've caught you, John
Lee. I really feel good about it. You're just what I've

' been needing.”
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“What’re you gomma draw today?” »
She indicated a large canvas in position on the

easel. “T'm ready to start, if you are.” ,

. Oh, Lord, he thought, just don’t turn red. “Yeah. I
guess s0.”

“You can keep your pants on for a while, if itll

- make you more comfortable. I'll work on your head

and torso.” She was businesslike, not seeming to no-
tice his nervousness. It made him feel a little better.

He took a deep breath. “No . . . I might as well get
it over with.” She nodded and began puttering
* around with paints and turpentine, not looking at

him, without seeming to be deliberately not looking
at him. He pulled the T-shirt over his head and won-
dered what to do with it. Quit stalling, he admon-
ished, and slipped off his sneakers and socks. He
Jooked at her but she was still ignoring him. He
quickly pulled off his pants and shorts. He stood
there feeling as if there were a cyclone in his stomach.
“Well,” he said, “I'm ready.” -
She turned and looked at him as if she had seed
’him naked every day of his life. “You have absolutely
nothing to be embarrassed about, John Lee.”
“Well,” he said, “well . . .» :
“What’s the matter?” .
~“I don't know what to do with my hands” Then he
couldn’t keep from laughing and she laughed with
him. “What do you want me to do?”
“Let’s see . . .” She moved one of the chairs under
» tl::etliight;’ “Lean against the chair. I want you re-

‘Tl try,” he chuckled. ) o

She smiled. “I want you relaxed and completely
innocent of your nudity. Sort of the September
Morn effect.” o

“You're asking a lot.” He leaned against the chair,
trying to look innocent.

She gave a throaty laugh and shook her head. “You
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look more like a chicken thief. Don’t try too hard.
{’gst relax and be comfortable, like you were yester-
) y.’l .
“I had my clothes on yesterday.”

- “I know. You'll do okay as soon as you get used to
it” o .
“T still don’t know what to do with my hands.”

“Don’t do anything with them. Just forget 'em; let
them find their own position. I know it’s not easy.
Just forget ’'m here. Pretend youre in the woods
completely alone. You've just been swimming in a
little lake, and now you’re relaxing in the sun, lean-
ing against a warm rock. Try to picture it.”

“Okay, I'll try.” ' .

“You're not thinking about anything, just resting, -
feeling the sun on your body.” She watched him. A
pucker of concentration appeared over his nose. He
shifted his hips slightly to get more comfortable, and
his fidgety hands finally came to rest at his sides.
His diaphragm moved slowly as his breathing be-
came softer. The frown gradually disappeared from
his face, and the quality she couldn’t put a name to
took its place. God, she thought, it brought back
memories she had thought were put away forever.
She felt like a giddy young girl. o ‘

“That’s it, John Lee,” she said very softly, trying
not to disturb him. She picked up a stick of charcoal
and began to work rapidly. A pleased smile flick-
ered across his lips and then disappeared. “Beautiful,
John Lee, beautiful. Don’t close your eyes; watch the
sun reflecting on the water.” ‘

She got the basic form the way she wanted it in
charcoal, then began squeezing paint from tubes onto
a palette. She applied the base colors quickly, almost -
offhandedly. After about fifteen minutes she said,
“When you get tired, let me know and well take a
break.”

“No. I'm fine.” o L

After another half hour she saw his thumb twitch.
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“If youre not tired,” she said, putting the palette
down, “I am. Would you like some coffee?™

“Yeah,” he said without moving. “Are you sure I
can get back in the same position again?”

“I'm sure.” She tossed him her bathrobe and he put
it on. “Do a few knee bends and get the kinks out.”
She poured two cups of coffee from the electric
percolator. “I told you it was hard work.” »

He grinned and stretched his arms forward, rollin

the muscles in his shoulders. “I'm not tired.”
- She handed him a cup. “You've been warned.”
She opened the back door when she heard a plain-
tive cry from outside. Punkin strolled in and looked
up at her, demanding attention. She picked him
up and he started purring loudly. '

John Lee found it easy to keep the same position

the rest of the morning. Sue had made him as com-
fortable as she could because of his inexperience.
She worked steadily with concentration. He missed
the easy chatter of the day before, but he didn’t
want to disturb her. They took periodic breaks,
though she sometimes became so engrossed she for-
got. Then she would admonish him gently for not
reminding her. When they broke for lunch, she made
him do knee bends and push-ups and then mas-
saged his back and shoulders with green rubbing
-alcohol. By : '
* Daisy Mae strolled in with a foil-covered Pyrex
- dish. “You didn’t do that when Pearl and I posed for
you,” he said with feigned huffiness and slipped the
dish into the oven. s

“Hello, Daisy Mae,” John Lee grinned, putting on -
the robe. “Look at the sketches.” )

“Hello, John Lee. I knew Sue would get so absorbed
she’d forget to feed you. So I brought the leftover
lasagna.” He looked over the sketches, critically, with
his fingers theatrically stroking his chin. “I think the
gl'%ows some promise, though I see years of study

ead.” ‘
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Sue kissed him on the cheek and began setting the
table for three. Daisy Mae sprawled in a chair like a
wilting lily. “God!” he grunted. “I got a call from
Paramount this morning. I start back to work Thurs-
day. We're doing a west-ern. On lo-ca-tion. My God.
In Arizonal Centipedes! Tarantulas! Scorpions! Rat-
tlesnakes! Sweaty starlets! If T'm not back in five
weeks, send the Ma-rines!”

Sue laughed. “You can console yourself with
thoughts of all those butch cowboys.”

“Darling,” he said, arching his wrist at her, “some .
of those cowboys are about as butch as Pamela Tiffin.
I could tell you stories . ..” ‘ :

“Don’t bother. T've heard most of them.”

“I haven’t,” John Lee piped in brightly.

Sue started to say something, but Daisy Mae beat
her to it. “Someday, John Lee. Youre much too young
to lose all your illusions.” ‘

When they had eaten, Sue thanked him for bring-
ing the lasagna and shooed him out. He started to
peek under the cloth covering the painting, but she ’
slapped his hand. “You know better than that.” ‘

“Can John Lee bunk over here tomorrow night? I'm
giving myself a going-away party before I'm exiled to
the burning deserts, and it’s liable to last all night.”

She stood very still for a moment. Then she nodded
with a jerk of her head. “Of course.” Daisy Mae
waltzed out with his Pyrex dish. Sue looked after
him for a moment, then at John Lee sitting bewil-
dered on the day bed. She gave him a quick nervous
smile. “You ready?”

He took off the bathrobe, hardly feeling embar-
rassed at all, and took his place, bringing back the
woods, the lake, and the warm rock, but needing them
only for a moment to get started. -

At four-thirty she covered the painting and began
washing the brushes. She had said hardly anything at
all since Daisy Mae left, giving him only an occasional
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soft-voiced direction. He put his clothes on and
went to her. “Is it turning out the way you'd hoped?™”
Her eyes met his. He saw sadness in them and
something that had gotten lost. “Yes,” she said almost
inaudibly. Then she smiled. “Youre a joy to paint,
~ John Lee. Now, run along before Pearl comes traipsing
in. I’d rather not have company this evening. Be over
bright and early, and I think we’ll finish it tomorrow.”
-~ Punkin stopped’ him on the steps, wanting to
be petted. He picked up the cat and glanced back
to see Sue watching him through the window. She
- turned away quickly.
The painting was completed at three .M. the next

afternoon. Sue stood back from it and looked at »

John Lee, smiling. He went to her hesitantly, almost
- fearfully, still naked, and looked at it. “Golly,” he
breathed. When she painted a nude, she really
painted everything. He felt the heat starting at his
ears and ﬁowmg downward. He was almost used to
being naked in front of her, but it was an astonishing
shock to see himself being naked.

She laughed fondly. “John Lee, you're a regular traf-
fic light.” ,

“No, 'm not,” he muttered and got even redder. ,
- Suddenly, her arms were around him, huggmg him

tightly to her. He felt electricity bounmng in the bot-
tom of his stomach. He threw his arms around her
and wanted to be enveloped by her. “John Lee, my
little lamb,” she whispered in his ear, bending her
head because she was an inch taller, do you like it?”

“Yes!” he breathed, with that pecuhar pa.m in the
back of his throat again. “Oh, yes.”

He shifted his head slightly so he could see. The
painting was done in pale sun-washed colors. He
leaned against a suggestion of something white which
might have been a large rock. It was everything she
had said she wanted, and more. He seemed totally
innocent of clothing, so completely comfortable was
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he in his nudity. His body was relazed, but there was
no lethargy in it. There was something slightly super-
natural about the John Lee in the painting, as if per-
" haps he were a fawn or a wood sprite, definitely
an impression of a forest creature. The various shades
of pale green in the background implied a forest,
and there was a dappling of leaf shadows on his
shoulder and chest—but only a suggestion. However,
these were unimportant. The figure dominated the
painting, executed in fine detail, like a Raphael. The
face was innocent, totally uncorrupted by worldly
knowledge. But there was a quality in it even purer
than simple innocence. The eyes were lost in a rev-
erie.

“Do I look like that?” he asked, slightly over-
whelmed.

“Well . . .” she said wﬂ:h a husky chuckle, “yes, you
do. Although I will have to admit I idealized you
somewhat.”

“Is it okay if I bring Pearl and Daisy Mae over to
see it?” he asked with growing excitement. “Pearl
~ was supposed to come home at noon today to help
with the party. Only she . . . I mean he, calls it a
Druid ritual.”

‘She laughed and released him. “All right”

He raced happily to the door, then skidded to a
halt. He hurried back, grinning sheepishly, and
picked up his pants. He put them on, hopping on
one foot, then out the door, clattering down the
steps. She looked at the empty doorway for a mo-
ment, then rubbed at her eyes but was unable to stop
the tears.

“Helll” she said out loud. “Oh, helll”

John Lee came over from the party about ten o’clock
dressed in his new clothes and carrying a Lufthansa
flight bag Pearl had packed for him. He flopped into
one of the chairs, grinning. Sue was in the other,
reading. She looked at him speculatively. Punkin
leaped lightly from her lap and stretched mightily,
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his rear end high in the air, his chin against the
floor, and his toes splayed. Then he hopped into
John Lee’s lap. Stroking the cat and still grinning, he
‘met her eyes. They both burst into a fit of giggles. ‘

“John Lee, you have no staying power,” she choked
out between gasps of laughter.

He got himself under control, gulping air. “I'd
much rather be over here with you.”

“I hope Pearl gave you a whip and a chair to go
with those clothes.” ,

“No, but he warned me to stay out of corners and,
- above all, bedrooms.” ' '

- There was a light tap on the door. “T've been ex-
pecting this,” she muttered. “Come on in!” 3

The door opened and a pale, slim, good-looking
young mat;: wafted in like t]llxe qllxleen ge&umama in-
specting the hog pens. “Hello,” he si ' not quite
holding out his hand to be kissed. “Pear]l was telling
* us about the painting you did of John Lee. May I see
it?” He looked at John Lee and smiled anemically. -
~ “Of course.” Sue got up and turned the light on
over the easel. A shriek of laughter drifted over from
next door. The young man strolled to the painting
and stood motionless for a full two minutes staring at
it. ' ’ : :

Then he sighed. “Pearl is so lucky. My last one
ran off with my stereo, my Polaroid, and knocked °
out three fillings.” ~ , ,

“That’s ... ah...too bad,” she said, valiantly not
smiling, - RE

“Yes,” he said and sighed again. “T'd like to buy it.”

“It’s not for sale.” : -

“T’ll give you a thousand.”

She shook her head.

“Two thousand.”

“Sorry.”

He sighed again as if he expected nothing from life
but an endless seriés of defeats. “Oh, well. Thank you
for letting me see it.” ' —
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- “You’re extremely welcome.”

He drifted to the door like a wisp of fog, turned,
gave John Lee a wan smile, and departed. They both
stared at the closed door. : :

“I feel as if I just played the last act of La Traviata,”
Sue said in a stunned voice.

“If T remember correctly,” John Lee said, “that was
Cow-Cow.”

She lifted the painting from the easel. “There’s
only one thing to do if we don’t want a parade
through here all night. Be back shortly.” She left,
taking the painting with her.

When she returned half an hour later, he was
dozing. “The showing was an unqualified success. I
was offered se-ven thou-sand dol-lars for it. You nev-
er saw so many erotic fantasies hanging out. It was
like waving a haunch of beef at a bunch of half-
starved tigers.” She put the painting back on the easel
and stood looking at it. “It #s good, though, isn’t it,
John Lee?” She sounded only partially convinced. “It
really is good.” She looked at him, sprawled in the
chair, half asleep, smiling happily at her. “Well,” she
laughed, “neither the artist nor the model are quali-

fied judges. And that crowd at Pearl’s could only see
a beautiful child with his privates exposed.”

She sat on the arm of the chair, putting her hand
on the side of his face. He closed his eyes and moved
his face against her hand the way Punkin would do.
“You're such a child, John Lee,” she said softly, feel-
ing her eyes getting damp. “Your body may fool peo-
ple for a while, but up here,” she caught her fingers
in his hair, “up here, youre an innocent, trusting,
guileless child. And I think you may break my
heart.” She closed her eyes, trying to hold back the
tears, afraid she was making a fool of herself.

He looked up at her, feeling things he had never felt
before, wanting things he had never wanted before.
Perhaps if he hadn’t been floating in the dreamlike
area between wakefulness and sleep, his natural
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shyness might have prevented him. He slipped his
arms slowly around her neck and pulled her gently
to him. He felt her tense as if about to pull away,
then her lips were like butterfly wings against his.
She lay across him with her face buried in his neck.
He sliroked her hair and brushed his lips against her
chee '

- “Is this what you want, John Lee? she asked, her
voice unsteady. “Is this what you really want?”

“Yes,” he answered. “You're all I want.”

“You're sure you're not just feeling sorry for an old
lady?” she said shakily, trying to sound as if she were
making a joke, but not succeeding completely. ,

He held her tighter. “I love you, San Diego Light-
foot Sue.” v R

She stood up, wiping at her eyes with trembling
fingers. “Daisy Mae and his big mouth,” she said, half

laughing and half crying. John Lee stood up also,
giving the striped pants a hitch in the back. “Oh,
John Lee,” she said, hugging him to her, “take off
those awful clothes.” R
He stood on tiptoe to kiss her because his mouth
- came only to her chin. He removed the clothes, feel-
ing no embarrassment at all. She turned out the light
and locked the door before undressing, feeling em-
barrassment herself for the first time in nearly thirty
years. She turned back the cover on the day bed, and
they lay in the warm night, listening to the shrieks
of strained laughter from Pearls, feeling, exploring,
each trying to touch every part of the other’s body
with: every part of his own. Then, she showed him
what to do and kissed him when he was clumsy. -

They lay together, drowsily. Flamenco music

. drifted over from the party next door. Sue had her
arms around John Lee, %er breasts pressed against his
back, her face against his neck. “John Lee?” S

“Ml;!;nm?” i .

“John Lee, when youre twenty . . . have you
thought, I'll be fifty?” you
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“I love you, Sue. It doesn’t matter to me.”

She was silent for a moment. “Perhaps it doesn’t
now. You’re too young to know the difference, and I
still have a few vestiges of my looks left. But in a few
years you'll want a girl your own age, and in a few -
years I'll be an old woman.” He started to protest, but
she put her fingers on his lips, brushing them with
feathery touches. “Your lips are like velvet, John Lee,”
she whispered. He opened his mouth slightly and
touched her fingers with his tongue. Then she
clamped her arms around him and began weeping
on his shoulder. “My God, John Lee! I don’t want to
be like your favorite aunt, or even your mother! I
don’t want to see you married to some empty-headed
girl, some pretty young girl, having your babies like
a brood sow, living in a tract house in Orange County.
Ilgant to be the one to have your babies, but I'm too
od...” :

He twisted in her arms to face her and stopped her
words with his mouth. The second time, she showed
him how to make it last longer, how to make it better,
and he was very adept. He fell asleep in her arms
where she held him like a teddy bear, but she lay
awake for many hours, making a decision.

The next morning, he moved his things from

. Pearl’s to Sue’s.
When he had gone, Pearl began to sob, large tears
- rolling down his face. His hands clutched at each
other like graceful black spiders. Daisy Mae put
down the glass of tomato juice with the raw egg and
Tabasco he had made for his hangover and took
Pearl in his arms.
“Oh, Pearl, you knew it would happen. Just like it
always happens,” he soothed. :
“But John Lee was different from the others,” he
forced out between heaving sobs. ,
“Yes, he was. But he’s just next-door. He’s still our
friend. We can see him anytime.”
~ “But it’s not the same. Sue will be taking care of
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him, not me! Oh, Daisy Mae,” he wailed, “if this is
what it’s like to lose a child, I don’t want to be a moth-
er any morel”

Sue began a new painting that morning. “I want

you like you were last night,” she told John Lee, “sit-
ting all asprawl in the chair, half asleep, with Punkin
in your lap, but not in those same clothes.” They
went through his meager wardrobe. She selected a
- pair of khaki-colored jeans and gave him one of her
. short-sleeve sweat shirts. She showed him how to sit.
“Leave your shoes off. I have a foot fetish.” She ran
her fingernails quickly across the bottom of his foot.
His leg jerked and he grabbed her, giggling, and
pulling her in his lap. She submitted happily to his
kisses for a moment, then pulled away.

“Okay,” she laughed, “calm yourself. We've got
work to do.” '

“Yes, ma’am,” he said primly, striking a pose and
beaming at her. : ,

Thank God, she thought, he doesn’t seem to have
any regrets. .

“My Gawd!” Pearl shrieked, seeing the new paint-
ing for the first time. He bulged his eyes and hugged
himself. “Sue! That’s the most erotic thing I've seen
in my lifel It’s practically porno-graphic! If I look at
it any longer, I'm gonna embarrass myself.” He.
- turned away dramatically and saw John Lee grinning
and blushing. ,

“I embarrass myself a little with that one,” Sue ad-
mitted. “Talk about erotic fantasies.” :

The painting was in dark brooding colors, but a
light from somewhere fell across John Lee, sitting -
deep in the chair, one bare foot tucked under him
and the other dangling. One hand lay on his thigh
and the other negligently stroked the orange cat in
his lap. His face was sleepy and sensual. His eyes
looked directly at you. They were the eyes of an in-
nocent fawn, but they were also the eyes of a stag in
rut. .
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“You're not . . . ah . . . gonna show it to a bunch
of people, are you?” John Lee asked tentatively.

When he woke the next morning; the bed beside
him was empty. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes
and unfolded the note lying on her pillow. “John Lee,
my love,” it read in her masculine scrawl, “I had to
go to San Diego for the day and didn’t want to wake
you. I'll be back tonight late. Sue.”

He was asleep when she came in. She sat on the
edge of the bed and moved her hand lightly across his
chest. “John Lee. Wake up, honey.”

He squirmed on the bed. “Sue? he mumbled
without opening his eyes. He turned over on his stom-
ach, burying his head, fighting wakefulness.

She pulled back the covers and slapped him light-
ly on his bare bottom. “Wake up. I want to do an-
- other painting. Get dressed.” :

“Pm too sleepy. Leave your number and Tll call
you.” o

“Okay, smarty,” she laughed, “you've got thirty
seconds before I get out the ice cubes.”

y “White slaver,” he grinned, sitting up and kissing
er. ~

“Where did you hear that?” A

“I spent the day with Pear] and Daisy Mae.”

She kissed him and stood up. “Come on, get a
move on.” She put a new canvas on the easel. “Why
wasn’t Pearl at work? And I thought Daisy Mae had
left for, my God, Arizona.”

“Today is Saturday,” he said and went into the
bathroom. ,

“So it is. I sorta lose track.” She began squeezing
black and white paint from tubes. :

John Lee washed his face and ran a comb through
his hair. He came out of the bathroom and put on the
same clothes he had worn for the last painting. “These
“okay?” She nodded. “Shoes or foot fetish?” he grinned.

She wrinkled her nose at him. “Shoes.”

He put on his Sunday shoes rather than the sneak- .
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“ers. “Daisy Mae doesn’t leave for a couple of weeks
yet. They're having fittings and things. Wardrobe
gave her . . . him an 1865 lady’s riding skirt with a
zipper on the side. Any welder in Duluth would
know better than that. What do you want me to
do?” ’ '

“Just stand there.” Her voice was tense and hur-.

ried. o

“Stand?” he groaned. “Don’t you want to do an-
other one of me sitting down?” He snapped his fin-
gers. “Do one of me asleep in bed!” She didn’t laugh
at his joke, and so he stood where she indicated. She

- began, using only black and white. “Don’t artists
need the northern light, or something? he asked
hopefully, pointing to the dark skylight.

She smiled. “That’s just an excuse artists have been
using for the last few thousand years when they
didn’t feel like working. Be patient with me, John
Lee. You can sleep all day tomorrow. I have to go
back to San Diego.”

“Can’t I go with you?” :

“No, John Lee.” Her voice was so serious that he

- didn’t say anything else. ‘

She finished just before dawn. He was about to fall
asleep standing, and so she undressed him and put
him to bed. He put his arms around her and kissed
her, wanting her to stay a little while. “No,” she
said, running her fingers through his hair, “you’re too
sleepy. I'll be back in a few days and we can stay in
bed for a week.” :

X He smiled and his eyelids began to droop. “Thatll -
e nice.”

“Yes, my little lamb, very nice” She kissed him
gently on the mouth. He was asleep before she got
out the door.
~ He woke up late Sunday afternoon and immediate-
ly looked at the painting. It wasn’t as well done as
the other two, he thought. It had a hurried look. It
was also in black and white. The John Lee in the
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painting was just standing there, his arms hanging
at his sides, looking at you from beneath lowered
brows. John Lee looked at the floor where he had
been standing when he posed, but nothing was there.
Yet, in the painting, there were lines on the floor. He
was standing within a pentagram. And he looked dif-
ferent; he looked older, at least five years older, at
least twenty. :

.Tuesday night Pearl and Daisy Mae took him to
Graumann’s Chinese where he thought the movie
was great and had a wonderful time standing in the
footprints, though he had never heard of most of
the people who had made them. After the movie
they went to a Chinese restaurant where he ate
Chinese food for the first time. He didn’t really like
it, but he told Pearl he did because it made him
happy. It was nearly midnight when he got back to
Laurel Canyon. Pearl wanted him to stay in his old
room, but he said he’d better not because Sue might
come home during the night and he wanted to be
there. - :

He went up the wooden steps feeling incredibly
content. If Sue were only there. Punkin came down
the banister like a tightrope walker, making little soft
sounds of greeting. John Lee picked him up and
made crooning noises. The cat butted his head against
John Lee’s chin, making him chuckle. He carried -
Punkin into the house and turned on the light.

His head exploded. His legs wouldn’t hold him
up any longer, and he fell to his knees, dropping the
cat. There was something white beside him, but he
couldn’t make his eyes focus. He thought he heard a
voice, but he wasn’t sure because of the wind, scream-
ing through his head. The white thing grabbed him
and pulled him to his feet. It shouted more words at
him, but he couldn’t understand what they were.

- Something crashed into his face. The fog cleared a
little. There was a man dressed in white, holding the
front of his shirt. He could smell the sour whiskey



: !
SAN DIEGO LIGHTFOOT SUE 279

“on his breath. He slapped John Lee again and shoved

him against the wall, but he managed to stay on his
feet.

The wind was dying in!'his head. He heard the
‘man’s angry words. “Jesus Christ!” he said, looking at
the picture of John Lee sitting in the chair. He took a
knife from his pocket and slashed through the can-
vas. i

“Stop it!” John Lee croal&ed and took an unsteady
step in the man’s direction.

He whirled, pointing the knife at John Lee. “Jesus
- Christ!” he said again, in amazement. “You're just a

little kid! She threw me over for a little kid!” The
man’s face seemed to collai)se as he lunged at John
Lee with the knife. John Lee grabbed his arm, but
the man was far too strong. Then the man stepped
on Punkin’s tail. The cat screeched and sank his
claws into the man’s leg. The man bawled and fell
against John Lee. They both went to the floor, the
man on top, his face beside John Lee’s. .

“Jesus God,” the man whispered in bewilderment.
Then his breath crept out in an adenoidal whine and
didn’t go back in again. John Lee squirmed from
beneath him. The man rolled onto his back. The
knife handle stuck straight up in his chest, blood al-
ready clinging to it. John Lee tried to get to his feet

but could only make it to
and Daisy Mae run in, but
wrong with them. They floa
running toward him but g
mouths moved. but only h
Then the floor hit him in the

The first thing John Lee
ing his hand. He opened

his knees. He saw Pearl
there was something very
ted slowly through the air,
tting farther away. Their
onking sounds came out.
face.

felt was someone clutch-
his eyes and they felt

~ sticky. Pearl’s tense and worried face leaned over

him, smiling tentatively.
his mouth wouldn’t work
he were talking with a mou

“Don't try to talk, John

1
|
}

earl?” His face hurt and
peily. He sounded as if
full of cotton.
Lee, sugah,” Pearl said
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anxiously. “You’re in the hospital. They said you had
a mild concussion. I was scared to death. You've been
unconscious for ages. This is Thursday.”

John Lee put his hand to his face and felt bandages
on his mouth and a compress under his lip. “What
happened,” he had to swallow to get the words out,
“happened to my mouth?” It hurt to talk. -

“You got a split lip. It’s all purple and swelled up.
But dont sweat it, sugah It makes you look ve-ry
sex-y.”

John Lee grmned but stopped when it hurt too
much. “Is Sue back?”

“She sat with you all night. I made her go home
and sleep. They put you in a tacky ward, but Sue had
you moved to this nice private room.” ,

“The man . . .” He tried hard to remember what
. happened. “The man ...”

“He’s dead, sugah. You never saw so many police
cars and-ambulances and red lights. I don’t know
what theyre gonna do, John Lee.” Pearl was dis-
traught. ;

Sue came in. “Don’t upset him, Pearl. Everything
will be all right.” She smiled brightly, and John Lee
il’:}::l le)averyt]nng would be. “How are you feeling, little

P’

“Awful,” he groaned and tried to laugh, but it hurt
too much.

Pearl gave his arm a pat and said, “I'd better get
back to work before May Company fires my little
black fanny. Bye, sugah.” ‘

. “Bye, Pearl.” Pearl left with a big grin. Sue sat in
the chair he had vacated. She took John Lee’s hand
‘and held it to her face..

“I'm sorry,” she said as if in pain.

He wanted to bring back her bnght smile. “You're
looking particularly beautiful today.” He had never
seen her dressed up before. She wore a silk suit in
- soft green, her auburn hair loose and long;

She did smile. “Thank you——and thank Playtex,
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Maidenform, and Miss Clairol. You look . . . pretty
awful.” But she said it as if she didn’t mean it.

“Pearl said I looked ve-ry sex-y.” : ;

She grinned and then her face was serious. “John
Lee, are you lucid enough to listen and understand
what I have to say?” He nodded. “All right. There'll
be a ... hearing . . . or something in a few days,
when you're feeling better, with the juvenile authori-
ties. You won't be in any trouble, because they know
Jocko attacked you. They know it was an acci-
dent....”

~ “Who was he?” he interrupted.

She looked at him for a moment. “Someone I used
to know,” she said softly.

“Did you love him? Was he your lover?” He didn’t
know if he was saying it right. He wanted to know,
but he also wanted her to know that he didn’t care.

“They’re not exactly the same thing, but, yes, to
both.” She didn’t look at him. ‘ :

“You gave him up for me,” he said in wonder, lov-
ing her so much it hurt.

She looked at him then and smiled, but there was
a funny look in her eyes. “I'd give up most anything
for you, John Lee.”

The next couple of weeks were a blur. A bunch of

people talked to him: men in blue suits and tight-
faced women in gray. He told them everything that
happened, and they went away to be replaced by
others, but none of them would let him see Sue
again. There was one lady he liked, who said she was
a judge. He told her that his grandfather was a
-judge but he died a long time ago. She asked him
about everything and he told her. She had a kind
voice and made the others behave the way Miss
‘Mahan would.

“But, Your Honor,” one of the men said, “this child
has killed a drunken sailor in a knife fight over a
prostitute!” ‘ :

The judge laughed pleasantly. “Really, Mr. Maley,
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there’s no need for exaggeration. Youre not address-
ing a jury. John was merely protecting himself when -
attacked. The man’s death resulted when he fell on
his own knife.” ‘

“You can’t deny he’s been living with a known
prostitute. I wouldn’t be surprised’ if she hasn’t
seduced him.” '

“Please, Mr. Maley,” the judge frowned, displeased,
“don’t speak that way in front of the child.”
~ “You saw those paintings! Disgusting!” ‘

The judge stood up and began putting on her
coat. “Artists have been painting nudes for several
thousand years, Mr. Maley. You should see the col-
lection in the Vatican. And these are very good paint-
ings. I made the artist an offer for the nude myself.
Come along, John. I'll take you to dinner. Good eve-
ning, gentlemen.”

Dwayne came to see him one day, but John Lee
would never have recognized him. He hadn’t seen
him since he went away to the army seven years be-
fore. Dwayne was twenty-nine, big and good-looking
like all the Peacock men. He shook hands with John
Lee, saying little, and went away after talking to
_the judge.

Aunt Rose and her husband flew out from Hawley.
She touched him a lot and clucked a lot. Of course,
she’'d like to take care of him, him being the young-
est son of her late sister and all, but the way things
were, the economy and the cost of living and all,
she just didn’t see how she could.

It was a terrible thing, her sister marrying into the
Peacock family, such an unfortunate family. Poor
Grace Elizabeth’s husband had died the same day
she was buried, the very day John Lee had left on
the bus. He had fallen off the tractor and been run
over by his own plow. He had crawled almost all
the way to the house before he bled to death. Such
a tragic family, the Peacocks. Her sister had lost six
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of her children, five of them in infancy and poor
Wash, Jr. , :

They had tracked him down in Oklahoma because
the farm was his now; or, she should say, they had
tracked down his wife; or, she should say, his ex- -
wife. Wash, Jr. had been killed six years ago when a
pipe fell off a rig and crushed his skull. His wife
bhadn’t even notified the family. Then she married a

 Mexican driller from Texas and was living in Tulsa,
but what could you expect from one of them trashy
O’Dell girls. It was a good thing she had had none of
Wash, Jr.’s children, just three stillbirths, because she
. had no claim on the family at all now. Of course,
she had two fat brown babies by her new husband,
but you know how Mexicans are: like rabbits.
Dwayne hadn’t wanted the farm. He just told them
to sell it and send him the money. Dwayne was the
logical person to take John Lee, being his closest kin.
Her sister, Lilah, was in no shape to take care of him.
If Dwayne couldn’t, then she didn’t know what would
, has;zln to the poor thing, him living with a prostitute
and all. ;
Aunt Rose and her husband flew back to Hawley.
The judge told him how sorry she was, but if one
of his relatives didn’t assume custody, as a minor he
would have to be declared a ward of the state. But it
wouldn’t be too bad. He’d have a nice place to live,
could finish school, and would have lots of other boys
his own age. He asked her why he couldn’t live with
Sue, but she said it was out of the question and
- wouldn’t discuss it further. v
But Dwayne did assume custody, and John Lee
moved into his brother’s small apartment on Beach-
wood near Melrose. “Half the money from the sale of
the farm is rightfully yours,” Dwayne said, dressing
for work. “You'll have to go to school this fall. The
judge said so. Other than that, your-time is your
own. But youre not supposed to see that woman
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again.” He showed John Lee how to turn the couch
into a bed and then left for work. He was a bar-
tender at a place on Highland and worked from six
until it closed at two in the morning,.

John Lee caught the bus at Melrose and Vine and -
rode to Hollywood and Highland. He took a taxi to the
house in Laurel Canyon. Sue wasn’t at home and he
couldn’t find Punkin. The three paintings had been
framed and were hanging. She had repaired the
damaged one. No other paintings were in sight. .
Everything had been pushed against the walls, leav-
ing most of the floor bare. There were blue chalk
marks on the bare boards that had been hastily and
inadequately rubbed out. The room smelled oddly.

He found an envelope on the kitchen table with his
name on it. He removed the folded piece of note-
paper. “John Lee, my little lamb,” it read, “I knew you
would come, although they told us we mustn’t see
each other again. You must stay away for a while,
John Lee. Only a little while, then it won’t matter what
they say. Therell be nothing they can do. I love you.
Sue.” R : :

Pearl wasn’t at home either, and so he went back
to Dwayne’s apartment, watched television for a
while, took a bath, and went to bed on the conver-
tible sofa. He didn’t know when Dwayne came in
about two thirty. . ,

Dwayne always slept until nearly noon. John Lee
found little to talk to him about, and Dwayne seemed
to prefer no conversation at all. John Lee watched
television a lot, went to many movies, and waited for
Sue. : : :

He fell asleep in front of the television a few days
later and was awakened by Dwayne and the man
who was with him. Dwayne frowned at him and the
man smiled nervously. The man said something to
Dwayne, but he shook his head and led the man
into the bedroom, closing the door. John Lee went to
bed and didn’t know when the man left.
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The next momning he looked into the bedroom.
Dwayne was sprawled on the bed, naked, still
asleep. A twenty dollar bill lay beside him, partial--

" ly under his hip. John Lee closed the door and fixed
breakfast. o :

Dwayne came in while he was washing the dishes.
He didn’t say anything for a while, fixing a cup of in-
stant coffee. He sat at the table in his underwear,
_sipping the coffee. John Lee continued with the dishes,
not looking at him. Then he felt Dwayne’s eyes on
him and he turned. “I don’t want you to think I'm
queer,” Dwayne said flatly. “I don’t do anything, just
lay there. If those guys want to pay me good mon-
eyh:it’s no skin off my nose.” He turned back to his
coffee. :

John Lee hung up the dishtowel to dry. “I under-
stand,” he said, but he wasn’t sure that he did. “It’s
all right with me.”

Dwayne didn’t answer but went on sipping coffee

. as if John Lee weren’t there. He made sure, from
then on, he was asleep before Dwayne came home. -

Sue called a few nights later. He had never heard
her voice over the phone, but it sounded different:
brighter, less throaty, younger. “Come over, John Lee,
my little lamb,” she laughed gleefully. “I'm ready.
Come over for the showing.” ; e

The taxi had to stop a block away because of the
- police cars and fire trucks. John Lee ran terrified
through the milling crowd, but when he reached

Sue’s house there was nothing to see. The rickety
wooden steps went up the hill for about twenty feet
and ended in midair. There was nothing beyond
them, only a rectangle of bare earth where the house
had. been. But nothing else, not even the concrete
foundation. : S
 Hefelt a touch on his arm. He whirled to stare wide-
eyes at Pearl. He couldn’t speak, his threat was fro-
zen. His heart was pounding too hard and he couldn’t
breathe, Pearl took his arm and led him into the
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house where he had spent his first night in Hollywood.
Pearl gave him a sip of brandy which burned his
" throat and released the muscles. “What happened?
Where’s Sue?” he asked, afraid to get an answer.
“I don’t know,” Pearl said without any trace of
corn pone accent. He seemed on the verge of hys-

. teria himself. “There was a fire. . ..”

“A fire?” he asked, uncomprehending. )
“ think it was a fire. . . .” Pearl nervously dropped
the brandy bottle. He picked it up, ignoring the stain
“on the carpet. v
“Where’s Sue®™
“She . . . she was in the house. I heard her scream,
he said rapidly, notlooking at John Lee. :
John Lee didn’t feel anything. His body was frozen
and numb. Then, he couldn’t help himself. He began
to bawl like a baby. It was all slipping away. He
could feel the good things escaping his fingers.
~ Pearl sat beside him on the purple fur chair
and tried to comfort him. “She was over there all
_ evening, singing to herself. I could hear her, she
was very happy. I went over but she wouldn’t let me
in. She said I knew better than to look at an artist’s

work before it was finished. She said anyway it was a

private showing for you. I didn’t hear her singing
- after that, and then, a little while ago, I heard a
noise like thunder or an explosion. I looked over, and
there was a bright green light in the house, like it
was burning on the inside, but not like fire either.
I heard her scream. It was an awful, terrible scream.
There was another voice, a horrible gloating voice, I
couldn’t understand. Then the whole house began to
glow with that same green light. It got brighter and
brighter, but there was no heat from it. Then it went
away and the house wasn’t there any more.”

Pearl ‘got up and handed John Lee an envelope.
“I found this on the deck. She must have tossed it
" down earlier.” John Lee took the envelope with his
name on it. He recognized her handwriting, but it

”
td
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was more hurried and scrawled than usual. He
opened it and read the short note. o :

He went back to school that fall and lived with
Dwayne. He said his name was Johnny, because John
Lee was home and Sue. He met a lot of girls who
- wanted him, but they were pallid and dull after
Sue. He went with them and slept with them but
was unable to feel anything for them. He never
turned down any man who propositioned him either,
and there were many. He didn’t care about the
money, he only needed someone to relieve the pres-
sures that built up i him. It didn’t make any dif-
ference, man or woman. He let lonely middle-aged
woman keep him, but he never found what he was
looking for. R

By the time he was eighteen he had grown a cou-
ple of inches and had filled out. He moved from the
apartment on Beachwood and got a place of his own, -
He never saw Dwayne again. »

The envelope with his name on it was soiled an
frayed from much handling. He read it every night.
“John Lee, my little lamb,” it read. “I tried very hard,
so very hard. I thought I had succeeded but some-
thing is going wrong. I can feel it. I wish you could
have seen me when I was fifteen, John Lee. I wish you
could have seen me when I was fifteen. I'm afraid.” It
was unsigned. ’






Time Deer

Craig Strete was born at Fort Wayne around 1950 and
describes himself as ""Cherokes, White." He is one inch .
less than six feet tall, has brown eyes and black hair; has
done some time; lost his right eye to a butcher knife.
He has a B.A. in film from Wright State University. He
has also done some nonwriting time as a migratory farm
worker ("picking tomatoes, canning factories, tomato
cook') and further lists as employments that he has been
a steel riveter in a steel factory, has done grocery carry-
out, and been a library clerk.
He is a member of various Indian organizations and
- supports the American Indian Movement's goals of self-
determinism for Indian peoples. For a time he edited a
magazine, Red Planet Earth, which he says was ". . .-
amateur in terms of production, buf did have, | think,
some worthwhile contents." . '
~ He adds, "My first book, hardcover collection of my .
short stories, If All Else Fails, We Can Whip the Horse's
Eyes and Make Him Cry and Sleep, came out September
1976 in Holland." There is no American collection as
‘yet, but there are preliminary discussions going on.
Strete reported that he had sold forty-three short
stories, one Western and five juveniles (counting pen
names), but since he has a disconcerting habit of with-
drawing his work from publication at something past the
last minute, those totals are subject fo later adjustments.
He regards talking about himself as being "like danc-
ing for tourists and I'm against that." So there is nothing
more to be said. R






T he old man watched the boy. The boy watched
the deer. The deer was watched by all, and the
Great Being above. :

 The old man remembered when he was a young
boy and his father showed him a motorcycle thing on
a parking lot.

The young boy remembered his second life with
some regret, not looking forward to the coming of
his first wife.

Tuesday morning the Monday morning traffic jam
was three days old. The old man sat on the hood of
a stalled car and watched the boy. The boy watched
the deer. The deer was watched by all and the Great
Being above. ' ,

The young boy resisted when his son, at the in-

 sistence of his bitch of a white wife, had tried to put
him in a rest home for the elderly. Now he watched a
deer beside the highway. And was watched in turn.

The old man was on the way to somewhere. He
was going someplace, someplace important, he forgot
just where. But he knew he was going.

The deer had relatives waiting for her, grass wait-
ing for her, seasons being patient on her account. As
much as she wanted to please the boy by letting him

B look at her, she had to go. She apologized with a

shake of her head.

The old man watched the deer going. He knew she
had someplace to go, someplace important. He did
not know where she was going but he knew why. =

The old man was going to be late. He could have
walked. He was only going across the road. He was

291
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going across the road to get to the other side. He
was going to be late for his own funeral. The old
man was going someplaoe He couldn’t remember
where.

“Dm you make him weaf the watch? If he’s wear-
ing the watch he should—

“He’s an old man, honey! His mmd wanders, said -
Frank Strong Bull. ' (

“Dr. Amber is waiting] Does he think we can af-
ford to pay for every appointment he misses?” snarled
Sheila, running her fingers through the tangled ends
of her hair. “Doesnt he ever get anywhere on
time?” ‘

“He lives by Indian time. Being late is just some-
‘thing you must expect from—" he began, trying to
explain.

She cut him off. “Indian this and Indian that! Pm
so sick of your god damn excuses I could vomit!”

“But—" ‘

“Let’s just forget it. We don’t have time to argue
about it. We have to be at the doctor’s office in twenty
minutes. If we leave now we can just beat the rush
hour traﬂic. I just hope your father’s there when we
arrive.”

“Don’t worry. He'll be there,” said Frank, looking
doubtful. -

Bur the deer could not leave. She went a little dis-
tance and then turned and came back. And the old
man was moved because he knew the deer had come
back because the boy knew how to look at the deer.

And the boy was happy because the deer chose to
" favor him. And he saw the deer for what she was.
Great and golden and quick in her beauty.

And the deer knew that the boy thought her beau-
‘tiful. For it 'was the purpose of the deer in this world
on that moming to be beautiful for a young boy.to
lookat.
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And the old man who was going someplace was

grateful to the deer and almost envious of the boy.

But he was one with the boy who was one with the

deer and they were all one with the Great Being

above. So there was no envy, just the great longing
of age for youth. ‘

~ “THAT son of a bitch!” growled Frank Strong Bull.
“The bastard cut me off.” He yanked the gear shift
out of fourth and slammed it into third. The tach
needle shot into the red and the Mustang backed off, -
just missing the foreign car that had swerved in front
of it.

“Oh, Christ—We'll be late!” muttered Sheila, turn-
ing in the car seat to look out the back window. “Get
into the express lane.” = - :

“Are you kidding? With this trafficP”

" His hands gripped the wheel like a weapon. He
lifted his right hand and slammed the gear shift.
Gears ground, caught hold, and. the Mustang shot
ahead. Yanking the wheel to the left, he cut in front
of a truck, which hit its brakes, missing the Mustang
by inches. He buried the gas pedal and the car re-
sponded. He pulled up level with the sports car that
had cut him off. He honked and made an obscene
gesture as he passed. Sheila squealed with delight.
“Gol Gol” she exclaimed.

THE old man had taken liberties in his life. He'd had
things to remember and things he wanted to forget.
Twice he had married. : :

The first time. He hated the first time. He'd been
blinded by her looks and his hands had got the better
of him. He had not known his own heart and not

. knowing, he had let his body decide. It was some-
thing he would always regret. - Co

That summer he was an eagle. Free. Mating in the
air. Never touching down. Never looking back. That
summer. His hands that touched her were wings.
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And he flew and the feathers covered the scars thai
grew where their bodies had touched. :

He was of the air and she was of the earth. She
muddied his dreams. She had womans body but
lacked woman’s spirit. A star is a stone to the blind.
She saw him through crippled eyes. She possessed.
He shared. There was no life between them. He saw
the stars and counted them' one by one into her
~ hand, that gift that all lovers share. She saw stones.

And she turned away. .

He was free because he needed. She was a prison:
because she wanted. One day she was gone. And he
- folded his wings and the earth came rushing at him
and he was an old man with a small son. And he
lived in a cage and was three years dead. And his son
was a small hope that melted. He was his mother’s
son. He could see that in his son’s eyes. It was some-
thing the old man would always regret. IR

But the deer, the young boy, these were things he
would never regret.

Dr. AMBER was hostile. “Damn it! Now look—I
ga;l’t sign the commitment papers if I've never seen
Sheila tried to smile pleasantly. “He’ll show up. His
hotel room is just across the street. Frank will find
~ him. Don’t worry.” ; ' ‘

“I have other patients! I can’t be held up by some

- doddering old man,” snapped Dr. Amber.
" “Just a few more minutes,” Sheila pleaded.

“You'll have to pay for two visits. I can’t run this
place for free. Every minute 'm not working, I'm los-
ing money.” : B

“We'll pay,” said Sheila grimly. “We'll pay.”

Tre world was big and the deer had to take her
beauty through the world. She had been beautiful in
one place for one boy on one morning of this world.
It was time to be someplace else. The deer turned
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when emptiness and bitterness had possessed him.
When the feathers of his youth had been torn from
his wings. She filled him again with bright pieces of
. dreams. And for him, in that second half of his life,
far from his son and that first one, he began again.
Flying. Noticing the world. His eyes saw the green
things, his lips tasted the sweet things and his old age
was warm. .

It was all bright and fast and moving, that second
life of his and they were childless and godless and
were themselves children and gods instead. And they
grew old in their bodies but death seemed more like
an old friend than an interruption. It was sleep. One
night the fever took her. Peacefully. Took her while
she slept and he neither wept nor followed. For she
had made him young again and the young do not
understand death. 3 '

“T'LL HELP you put it on the stretcher.”
They opened the door.

Axp THE old man watched the boy and did not
understand death. And the young boy watched the
deer and understood beauty. And the deer was
watched by all and the Great Being above. And the
boy saw the deer for what she was. And like her, he -
became great and golden and quick. And the old
man began dreaming that—

FrANK Strong Bull's hand, his son’s hand, closed
on his shoulder and shook him, none too gently.

- Tuey opened the door. The body was gone.

THE last time it was seen, the body was chasing a
deer that pushed its beauty through the world, dis-
appearing from an old man’s sight into the depths of
the forest. - , ,






Nebula Awards, 1975:
Win, Place and Showi__

Detailed listings of the winners, year by year, have
appeared in previous Award volumes, but at the be-
ginning of a new decade the data may better be sought
from source books.* Voting for the Nebula Awards
for 1975, chosen from an unusually heavy ballot, was
as follows: ‘ ,

NOVEL

Winner: THE FOREVER WAR by Joe Haldeman (St.
: Martin’s Press; Ballantine Books) v

Runners-up: THE MOTE IN coD’s EYE by Larry Niven
and Jerry Pournelle (Simon & Schuster;
SF Book Club) o
DHALGREN by Samuel R. Delany (Ban-
tam :
THE)FEMALEMAbeIoannaRuss (Ban-
tam)

*The reader fs referred to Nebula Ten (Harper & Row) for
. the ten-year Nebula list; or, for the history of sf awards more
broadly considered, to A History of the Hugo, Nebula and Inter-
national Fantasy Awards, published by Howard DeVore, 4705
Weddel Street, Dearborn, Michigan 48125,



NOVELLA

Winner: “Home is the Hangman™ by Roger Zelazny
(Analog) ,
Runners-up: “The Storms of Windhaven” by Lisa
Tuttle and George R. R. Martin
(Analog) .
“A Momentary Taste of Being” by
James Tiptree, Jr. (from The New At-
lantis, Hawthorn)
. “Sunrise West” by William K. Carlson
(Vortex)

NOVELETTE »

Winner: “San Diego Lightfoot Sue” by Tom Reamy

( Thg Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fic-
tion,

Runners-up: “The Final Fighting of Fion MacCum-
haill” by Randall Garrett (The Magazine
of Fantasy and Science Fiction)
“Retrograde Summer” by John Varley
(The Magazine of Fantasy and Science
Fiction)

“A Galaxy Called Rome” by Barry Malz-
berg (The Magazine of Fantasy and
Science Fiction)

“The Custodians” by Richard Cowper
(The Magazine of Fantasy and Science
Fiction) ‘

SHORT STORY

Winner: “Catch that Zeppelin!” by Fritz Leiber (The

: Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction)
Runners-up: “Child of All Ages” by P. J. Plaug

(Analog) :



“Shatterday” by Harlan Ellison (Gallery)
“Sail the Tide of Mouming” by Richard
Lupoff (New Dimensions 5)
“Time Deer by Craig Strete (Worlds
of If)
“Utopia of a Tired Man” by Jorge Luis
' Borges (The New Yorker)
“A Scraping of the Bones” by A ]
Budrys (Analog)
l“g)j)mg Lenno > by Greg Benford (Ana--
24

DRAMATIC PRESENTATIbN

Winner: youne 'FRANKENSTEIN, screenplay by Mel
Brooks and Gene Wilder (Twentieth
Century-Fox Film Corp.)

| ' GRAND MASTER AWARD
~ Winner: Jack Williamson "



ABOUT THE EDITOR

_ Ussura K. L GuiN was born in Berkeley, California,
in 1929, the daughter of the anthropologist Alfred L.
Kroeber and the writer Theodora Kroeber, author of Ishi
in Two Worlds and other books. She attended Radcliffe
College and Columbia University, and during a Fulbright
year in Paris married a historian, Charles Le Guin. Her
writing has appeared in publications specializing in
science fiction and others, including Fantastic, Amazing,
Playboy and The Harvard Advocate. In 1972, Ms. Le
Guin won the Hugo Award for best novella for “The
Word for World Is Forest.” “The Ones Who Walk Away
from Omelas,” won the Hugo Award for best short story
in 1973. “The Day Before the Revolution” won the 1974
Nebula Award for best short story. A Wizard of Earthsea,
the first book in Ms. Le Guin’s Earthsea Trilogy, was
awarded the Boston Globe Horn Book Award for Excel-
lence in 1969, and was followed by The Tombs of Atuan
and The Farthest Shore, which was the winner of the
National Book Award for Children’s Books in 1973.
Among Ms. Le Guin’s other novels are Rocannon’s World,
Planet of Exile, City of Illusions, The Left Hand of Dark-
ness, winner of the Hugo and Nebula awards for best
novel in 1969, and The Dispossessed, which won the
1974 Nebula and Hugo awards for best novel.



OUT OF THIS WORLD!

That’s the only way to describe Bantam’s great series of sci-
ence-fiction classics. These space-age thrillers are filled with
terror, fancy and adventure and written by America’s most
‘renowned writers of science fiction. Welcome to outer space

and have a good trip!
[ 11392 STAR TREK: THE,NEWV VOYAGES 2 : $1.95
by Culbreath & Marshak
[ 11945 THE MARTIAN CHRONICLES by Ray Bradbury $1.95
O 02719 STAR TREK: THE NEW VOYAGES $1.75
by Culbreath & Marshak h
[J 11502 ALAS, BABYLON by Pat Frank : $1.95
[ 12180 A CANTICLE FOR LEIBOWITZ by Wadlter Miller, Jr. $1.95
[J 08276 HELLSTROM'S HIVE by Frank Herbert $1.50
'[110930  DEMON SEED by Dean R. Koontz $175
[] 10300 DRAGONSONG by Anne McCaffrey $1.75
O 1s99 THE FARTHEST SHORE by Ursula LeGuin’ $1.95
[1] 11600  THE TOMBS OF ATUAN by Ursula LeGuin $1.95
[] 11609 A WIZARD OF EARTHSEA by‘Ursulu LeGuin $1.95
[ 12005 20,000 LEAGUES UNDER THE SEA by Jules Verne $'.50"
[J 11417 STAR TREK X1 by James Blish ; $1.50
1 11527 _ FANTASTIC VOYAGE by Isaac Asimov $1.75
[1 025177  LOGAN'S RUN by Nolan & Johnson $1.75
Buy them at your local bookstore or use this handy coupon for ordering:y

Mr/Mrs,

Bantam Books, Inc., Dept. SF, 414 East Golf Road, Des Plaines, Iil. 60016
Please send me the books | have checked above. | am enclosing

-
(please add 50¢ to cover postage and handiing). Send check or money order
—no cash or C.0.D.’s please.

Address.

—— I ——_— — S— — _—

/Miss.

City—
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Please allow four weeks for delivery. This offer expires 2/79



 OTHER WORLDS
OTHER REALITIES

In fact and fiction, these extraordinary books bring the
fascinating world of the supernatural down to earth
‘from ancient astronauts and black magic to witchcraft,
voodoo and mysticism—these books look at other
worlds and examine other realities.

[1 7534  WE ARE NOT THE FIRST by Andrew Tomas v $1.25
{3 10722  IN SEARCH OF . .. EXTRATERRESTRIALS ; $1.95
S hy Alan and Sally Landsburg
[7 10688  THE DZVIL'S TRIANGLE by Richard Winer $1.75
[1 9376 - IN SEARCH OF ANCIENT MYSTERIES =~ . $1.50
- by Alan and Sally Landsburg
[7 10855  IN SEARCH OF STRANGE PHENOMENA ' $195
: by Alan and Sally Landsburg
[1 7696  NOT OF THIS WORLD by Peter Kolosimo $1.25
[1 2968  BIGFOOT by Slate & Berry $1.50
[7 12072 A COMPLETE GUIDE TO THE TAROT by Eden Gray $1.95
[7.11696  GODS FROM OUTER SPACE by Erich Yon Daniken $1.95
[J 2092 THE OUTER SPACE CONNECTION . $1.75
by Alan and Sally Landsburg
- [J] 11900  BEYOND EARTH: MAN'S CONTACT WITH UFO'S $1.95
: by Ralph Blum

Buy them at your local bookstore or use this handy coupon for ordering:

S S N —— 1

Bantam Books, Inc., Dept. OW, 414 East Golf Road, Des Plaines, 1il. 60016
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—no- cash or C.0.D.’s please
Mr/Mrs/Miss.
Address. .
Clty. State/Zip.
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Rod Serling, one of America's exciting writers, has fash-

‘joned amazing excursions into the fifth dimension—the
world of imagination. Here are six brilliant collections of
fantastic stories written expressly for Bantam. Discover,
for yourself, the fascinating world of Rod Serling in:

[0 11275 ROD SERLING'S OTHER WORLDS $1.95
O 2632 STORIES FROM THE TWILIGHT ZONE $1.25
[T 2850 DEVILS AND DEMONS $1.25
[0 6800 NEW STORIES FROM THE TWILIGHT

ZONE : . $1.25
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O
. Bantam Book Catalog

Here’s your up-to-the-minute listing of
every book currently available from Ban-
tam. '

This easy-to-use catalog is divided into
categories and contains over 1400 titles
by your favorite authors..

So don't delay—take advantage of this
special opportunity to increase your
reading pleasure. .

Just send us your name avnd address and
25¢ (to help defray postage and handling
costs). o

BANTAM BOOKS, INC. .
Dept. FC, 414 East Golf Road, Des Plaines, lli. 60016

Mr./Mrs./Miss.
(please print)
Addre:
City. _-State. Zip.

Do you kriow someone who enjoys books? Just give us their names
and addresses and we'll send them a catalog too!

Mr./Mrs./Miss.
Address__
. City. State. Zip.

Mr./Mrs./Miss,
Address.
City. ' . State. _Zip.
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