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INTRODUCTION:
To the Reader

WE INTEND in this volume to bring you—the general
reader, the student of science fiction, or the apprentice
writer——the work of a dozen highly accomplished crafts-
men who have also, not incidentally, distinguished them-
selves as teachers. Some hold tenured professorships; some
have alternated teaching assignments with other work;
some have lectured widely at colleges and universities
and demonstrated unusual pedagogic ability in the
pressure-cooker atmosphere of one or another of the
“Clarion” writers’ workshops—at Clarion itself, at Tulane
University, at the University of Washington, or at the
Justin Morrill College of Michigan State University.

I asked each contributor to select one of his stories—one
he believed might have certain exemplary qualities—and
then comment on its genesis, development, or aims in a
brief essay. The essays thus generated are grouped under
six topical headings: plot, character, setting, theme, point
of view, and style. I make no brief for this rather mechani-
cal method of approaching the complex gestalt that is
fiction; it is probably the worst possible way to go about
it—except for any other way I can think of. At the very
least, however, I believe these terms are consonant with
the critical currency of the classroom, and I hope the
juxtaposition of pairs of essays on similar subjects will
generate a little light.

Why build a collection of fiction written by teachers?
I assure you it is not just another attempt to prove the
fallacy of Bernard Shaw’s “Those who can, do. Those
who cannot, teach.” Rather, it seems to me that the
teacher-writer is likely to be both unusually skilled at
analyzing literary accomplishment and deft at communi-
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xii  INTRODUCTION

cating his findings to an audience of nonspecialists who
have come to know him through his art.

So the essays in this collection are not to be taken as
exercises in technical criticism. Instead, I think you will
find them mixing prescription with description, find them
free of critical cant and pedagogical rhetoric., They are
above all personal statements—chronicles of an unusual
kind of odyssey, an author’s voyage into his own creative
terra incognita. I suspect that some of my colleagues have
found—as I did—that the journey was unusually trying:
what physician enjoys taking his own blood pressure? But
we have all done our best, and I think we may have
learned as much from the effort as we hope you will.

Preceding each grouping of two stories and two essays
is a brief statement about the category at hand for which
I alone am responsible. I do not expect my colleagues in
this volume to agree with my formulations, and—at five
or six hundred words—I do not offer them to the reader
as definitive or comprehensive treatments. I hope that
they will provide some beginning definitions of critical
terms which may be useful to the student, not overly tire-
some to the general reader, and not constrictive to the
teacher, who probably has his own ideas on these matters.

A final note: if there is a critical theme unifying these
essays by twelve very different men and women, it is based
on some version of a definition of the writer’s art that runs
like this: “Art is the imposition of form on the materials
of human experience.” While I daresay the twelve of us
can find much in the literary vineyard to quarrel about,
we are all—as writers and teachers—concerned with the
techniques of imposition, the implications of form, the
nature of our perceptions of the human condition.

Teaching, too, is an art.









PLOT:
The Tangled Web

O what a tangled web we weave,
When first we practice to deceive!

YEs INDEED, Sir Walter. And although the writer’s business
is truth, his primary tool is a kind of deception achieved
through the (apparently) tangled web of plot.

Some writers plot consciously, building a structure to
which such other elements as character, setting, and style
are tailored. Others plant characters in an opening situ-
ation and watch what grows, pruning and shaping the
result until it seems satisfying. Whatever the process, all
plots display certain characteristics: there is a series of
events in time, causally related (although “time” may be
variously interpreted and ‘“cause” may be obscure);
there is conflict (between people, between a person and
nature or society or a machine, or between two aspects of
a single character); and there are some structural elements,
the terms for which have been borrowed from the drama.

Exposition is the explanation of events or circumstances
not given narrative or dramatic treatment in the story.
Sometimes referred to as the “expository lump”—because,
I suppose, it is so hard for the reader to swallow if pre-
sented clumsily—exposition is conspicuously thin in much
contemporary fiction, which may work the reader a little
harder, but lets the writer get on with his business with-
out distracting interruptions.

Another structural device is involution (or nouement
if you prefer the French), the winding together of the
threads of action and motivation which heighten conflict,
add complications, or promise (falsely) an early end to
things.

Climax is the point of maximum conflict, when appar-
ently irreconcilable forces meet, the issue is in maximum
doubt, and some decisive event is demanded.

Last comes the resolution (or denouement), when the

1



2 THOSE WHO CAN: A SCIENCE FICTION READER

issue is decided, all is clear, a kind of equilibrium has
returned to the little world of the story, and wiser or
sqdder or happier, the reader is released from his contract
with the writer.

These structural elements may be combined in a
variety of ways and may enjoy greatly varying degrees
of emphasis. True climax may not be perceptible to the
reader until after the resolution and the new information
It conveys; exposition may take place imperceptibly through
the implications of events rather than through direct
statement; involution may follow or precede climax; the
resolution itself may be so equivocal as to leave even the
careful reader unsure of the full meaning of what he has
read. Writing fiction is not an exact science; there really
are no plot formulas for anything worth reading.

Two more words are useful in discussions of plot: an
organic plot is based upon direct and perceptible relation-
ships between events, each being linked to its predecessor
and successor by strong bonds of causality. In an episodic
plot, events are knit together less by causality than by
their common relationship to some central event or char-
acter or theme. The plot of Poe’s “Cask of Amontillado”
is highly organic, a chain of events stretched tightly from
opening to resolution; Tom Jones is more episodic, a series
of events—some causally related, some not—bound to-
gether like the spokes of a wheel by their common hub,
the theme of Tom’s maturation as a good and prudent man.

Finally, in plot time is of the essence. Some plots move
along a smooth chronological line; others reverse time, or
employ it as an element of conflict, or negate it as much as
possible to focus the reader’s attention on other matters.
Then there is tempo (the pace of the author’s presenta-
tion of events in the story, not the ticking of the clocks
in the little world that is the story). Normal tempo is the
conventional balance between the realistic slowness of
most human happenings and the need to compress these
happenings to fit the limitations of the reader’s patience.
Retarded tempo expands time, often to a pace far slower
than real time, to allow the writer to examine events in
great detail. (Tristram Shandy and Henry James’s The
American are examples). Accelerated tempo is the pace
of the action-adventure tale or the documentary history,
the furious rush of events that leaves the hero (and the
reader) breathless. Tempo is not necessarily uniform
throughout a story; its variation in conformity with the
author’s intentions is part of his craft, something he
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achieves as much through stylistic devices as through his
selection and arrangements of events in plot.

I will make no apology for the accelerated tempo of
this cursory treatment of an enormously complex subject.
I will add only that good plotting is the first (if not the
most important) skill of the writer, that an understanding
of plot is essential to the critical reader, and that—for
me—it is the most troublesome aspect of fiction,

JAMBOREE
by Jack Williamson

THE SCOUTMASTER slipped into the camp on black plastic
tracks. Its slick yellow hood shone in the cold early light
like the shell of a bug. It paused in the door, listening for
boys not asleep. Then its glaring eyes began to swivel,
darting red beams into every corner, looking for boys
out of bed.

“Rise and smile!” Its loud merry voice bounced off the
gray iron walls. “Fox Troop rise and smile! Hop for old
Pop! Mother says today is Jamboree!”

The Nuke Patrol, next to the door, was mostly tender-
feet, still in their autonomic prams. They all began squall-
ing, because they hadn’t learned to love old Pop. The
machine’s happy voice rose louder than their howling,
and it came fast down the narrow aisle to the cubs in the
Anthrax Patrol.

“Hop for Pop! Mother says it’s Jamboree!”

The cubs jumped up to attention, squealing with de-
light. Jamboree was bright gold stars to paste on their
faces. Jamboree was a whole scoop of pink ice milk and
maybe a natural apple. Jamboree was a visit to Mother’s.

The older scouts in the Scavanger Patrol and the Skull
Patrol were not so noisy, because they knew Mother
wouldn’t have many more Jamborees for them. Up at the
end of the camp, three boys sat up without a sound and
looked at Joey’s empty pallet.

“Joey’s late,” Ratbait whispered. He was a pale, scrawny
wise-eyed scout who looked too old for twelve. “We oughta
save his hide. We oughta fix a dummy and fool old Pop.”
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“Naw!” muttered Butch. “He’ll get us all in bad.”

“But we oughta—" Blinkie wheezed. “We oughta
help—>

Ratbait began wadding up a pillow to be the dummy’s
head, but he dropped flat when he saw the scoutmaster
rushing down with a noise like wind, red lamps stabbing
at the empty bed.

“Now, now, scouts!” Its voice fluttered like a hurt bird.
“You can’t play pranks on poor old Pop. Not today. You’ll
make us late for Jamboree.”

Ratbait felt a steel whip twitch the blanket from over
lhllg head and saw red light burning through his tightshut

S.

“Better wake up, Scout R-8.” Its smooth, sad voice
dripped over him like warm oil. “Better tell old Pop where
J-0 went.”

He squirmed under that terrible blaze. He couldn’t see
and he couldn’t breathe and he couldn’t think what to say.
He gulped at the terror in his throat and tried to shake his
head. At last the red glare went on to Blinkie.

“Scout Q-2, you're a twenty-badger.” The low, slow
voice licked at Blinkie like a friendly pup. “You like to
help old Pop keep a tidy camp for Mother. You'll tell us
where J-0 went.”

Blinkie was a fattish boy. His puffy face was toadstool-
pale, and his pallet ‘had a sour smell from being wet. He
sat up and ducked back from the steel whip over him.

“Please d-d-d-d-d—’ His wheezy stammer stalled his
voice, and he couldn’t dodge the bright whip that looped
around him and dragged him up to the heat and the hum
and the hot oil smell of Pop’s yellow hood.

“Well, Scout Q-27”

Blinkie gasped and stuttered and finally sagged against
the plastic tracks like gray jelly. The shining coils rippled
around him like thin snakes, constricting. His breath
wheezed out and his fat arm jerked up, pointing at a black
sign on the wall:

DANGER!
Power Access
ROBOTS ONLY!

The whips tossed him back on his sour pallet. He lay
there, panting and blinking and dodging, even after the
whips were gone. The scoutmaster’s eyes flashed to the
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sign and the square grating under it, and swiveled back
to Butch.

Butch was a slow, stocky, bug-eyed boy, young enough
to come back from another Jamboree. He had always been
afraid of Pop, but he wanted to be the new leader of Skull
Patrol in Joey’s place, and now he thought he saw his
chance.

“Don’t hit me, Pop!” His voice squeaked and his face
turned red, but he scrambled off his pallet without waiting
for the whips. “I'll tell on Joey. I been wantin’ all along to
tell, but I was afraid they’d beat me.”

“Good boy!” the scoutmaster’s loud words swelled out
like big soap-bubbles bursting in the sun. “Mother wants
to know all about Scout J-0.”

“He pries that grating—” His voice quavered and
caught when he saw the look on Ratbait’s face, but when
he turned to Pop it came back loud. “Does it every
night. Since three Jamborees ago. Sneaks down in the pits
where the robots work. I dunno why, except he sees some-
body there. An’ brings things back. Things he shouldn’t
have. Things like this!”

He fumbled in his uniform and held up a metal tag.

“This is your good turn today, Scout X-6.” The thin
tip of a whip took the tag and dangled it close to the hot
red lamps. “Whose tag is this?”

“Lookit the number—"

Butch’s voice dried up when he saw Ratbait’s pale lips
making words without a sound. “What’s so much about
an ID tag?” Ratbait asked. “Anyhow, what were you
doing in Joey’s bed.”

“It’s odd!” Butch looked away and squeaked at Pop. “A
girl’s number!” -

The silent shock of that bounced off the iron walls,
louder than old Pop’s boom. Most of the scouts had never
seen a girl. After a long time, the cubs near the door be-
gan to whisper and titter.

“Shhhhh!” Pop roared like steam. “Now we can all do
a good turn for Mother. And play a little joke on Scout
J-0! He didn’t know today would be Jamboree, but he’ll
find out.” Pop laughed like a heavy chain clanking. “Back
to bed! Quiet as robots!’ . .

Pop rolled close to the wall near the power-pit grating,
and the boys lay back on their pallets. Once Ratbait caught
his breath to yell, but he saw Butch’s bug-eyes watching.
Pop’s hum sank, and even the tenderfeet in their prams
were quiet as robots.
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Ratbait heard the grating creak. He saw Joey’s head,
tangled yellow hair streaked with oil and dust. He frowned
and shook his head and saw Joey’s sky-blue eyes go wide.

Joey tried to duck, but the quick whips caught his 'neck.
They dragged him out of the square black pit and swung
him like a puppet toward old Pop’s eyes.

“Well, Scout J-0!” Pop laughed like thick oil bubbling.
“Mother wants to know where you’ve been.”

Joey fell on his face when the whip uncoiled, but he
scrambled to his feet, He gave Ratbait a pale grin before
he looked up at Pop, but he didn’t say anything.

“Better tell old Pop the truth.” The slick whips drew
back like lean snakes about to strike. “Or else we’ll have
to punish you, Scout J-0.”

Joey shook his head, and the whips went to work. Still
he didn’t speak. He didn’t even scream. But something
fell out of his torn uniform. The whip-tips snatched it off
the floor.

“What’s this thing, Scout J-0?” The whip-fingers turned
it delicately under the furious eyes and nearly dropped it
again. “Scout J-0, this is a book!”

Silence echoed in the iron camp.

“Scout J-0, you've stolen a book.” Pop’s shocked voice
changed into a toneless buzz, reading the title. “Operators’
Handbook, Nuclear Reactor, Series 9-Z.”

Quiet sparks of fear crackled through the camp. Two or
three tenderfeet began sobbing in their prams. When they
were quiet, old Pop made an ominous, throat-clearing
sound.

“Scout J-0, what are you doing with a book?”

Joey gulped and bit his under lip till blood seeped down
his chin, but he made no sound. Old Pop rolled closer,
while the busy whips were stowing the book in a dark
compartment under the yellow hood.

“Mother won’t like this.” Each word clinked hard, like
iron on iron. “Books aren’t for boys. Books are for robots
only. Don’t you know that?”

Joey stood still.

“This hurts me, Scout J-0.” Pop’s voice turned downy
soft, the slow words like tears of sadness now. “It hurts
your poor Mother. More than anything can ever hurt
you.”

The whips cracked and cracked and cracked. At last
they picked him up and shook him and dropped him like
a red-streaked rag on the floor. Old Pop backed away and
wheeled around.
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“Fox Troop rise and smile!” Its roaring voice turned
jolly again, as if it had forgotten Joey. “Hop for Pop.
Today is Jamboree, and we're on our way to visit Mother.
Fall out in marching order.”

The cubs twittered with excitement until their leaders
threatened to keep them home from Jamboree, but at last
old Pop led the troop out of camp and down the paved
trail toward Mother’s. Joey limped from the whips, but he
set his teeth and kept his place at the head of his patrol.

Marching through boy territory, they passed the scat-
tered camps of troops whose Jamborees came on other
days. A few scouts were out with their masters, but no-
body waved or even looked straight at them.

The spring sun was hot and Pop’s pace was too fast for
the cubs. Some of them began to whimper and fall out of
line. Pop rumbled back to warn them that Mother would
give no gold stars if they were late for Jamboree. When
Pop was gone, Joey glanced at Ratbait and beckoned with
his head.

“I gotta get away!” he whispered low and fast. “I gotta
get back to the pits—”

Butch ran out of his place, leaning to listen. Ratbait
shoved him off the trail.

“You gotta help!” Joey gasped. “There’s a thing we
gotta do—an’ we gotta do it now. ’Cause this will be the
last Jamboree for most of us. We’ll never get another
chance.”

Butch came panting along the edge of the trail, trying
to hear, but Blinkie got in his way.

“What’s all this?” Ratbait breathed. “What you gonna
do?”

“It’s all in the book,” Joey said. “Something called man-
ual over-ride. There’s a dusty room, down under Mother’s,
back of a people-only sign. Two red buttons. Two big
levers. With a glass wall between. It takes two people.”

“Who? One of us?”

Joey shook his head, waiting for Blinkie to elbow Butch.
“I got a friend. We been working together, down in the
pits. Watching the robots. Reading the books. Learning
what we gotta do—"

He glanced back. Blinkie was scuffling with Butch to
keep him busy, but now the scoutmaster came clattering
back from the rear, booming merrily, “Hop for Pop! Hop
a lot for Pop!” .

“How you gonna work it?” Alarm took Ratbait’s breath.

“Now the robots will be watching—"
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“We got a back door,” Joey’s whisper raced. “A
drainage tunnel. Hot water out of the reactor. Comes out
under Black Creek bridge. My friend’ll be there. If I can
dive off this end of the bridge—"

“Hey, Pop!” Butch was screaming. “Ratbait’s talking!
Blinkie pushed me! Joey’s planning something bad!”

“Good boy, Scout X-6!” Pop slowed beside him.
“Mother wants to know if they’re plotting more mischief.”

When Pop rolled on ahead of the troop, Ratbait
wanted to ask what would happen when Joey and his
friend pushed the two red buttons and pulled the two big
levers, but Butch stuck so close they couldn’t speak again.
He thought it must be something about the reactor. Power
was the life of Mother and the robots. If Joey could cut the
power off—

Would they die? The idea frightened him. If the prams
stopped, who would care for the tenderfeet? Who would
make chow? Who would tell anybody what to do? Perhaps
the books would help, he thought. Maybe Joey and his
friend would know.

With Pop rolling fast in the lead, they climbed a long
hill and came in sight of Mother’s. Old gray walls that had
no windows. Two tall stacks of dun-colored brick. A shim-
mer of heat in the pale sky.

The trail sloped down. Ratbait saw the crinkled ribbon
of green brush along Black Creek, and then the concrete
bridge. He watched Butch watching Joey, and listened to
Blinkie panting, and tried to think how to help.
~ The cubs stopped whimpering when they saw Mother’s
mysterious walls and stacks, and the troop marched fast
down the hill. Ratbait slogged along, staring at the yellow
sunadazzle on old Pop’s hood. He couldn’t think of anything
to do.

“I got it!” Blinkie was breathing, close to his ear. “I'll
take care of Pop.”

“You?” Ratbait scowled. “You were telling on Joey—"

“That’s why,” Blinkie gasped. ‘“I wanta make it up. I'll
handle Pop. You stop Butch—an’ give the sign to Joey.”

They came to the bridge and Pop started across.

“Wait, Pop!” Blinkie darted out of line, toward the bushy
slope above the trail. “I saw a girl! Hiding in the bushes to
watch us go by.”

Pop roared back off the bridge.

“A girl in boy territory!” Its shocked voice splashed
them like cold rain. “What would Mother say?” Black
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tracks spurting gravel, it lurched past Blinkie and crashed
into the brush.

“Listen, Pop!” Butch started after it, waving and squeal-
ing. “They ain’t no girl—"

Ratbait tripped him and turned to give Joey the sign,
but Joey was already gone. Something splashed under the
bridge and Ratbait saw a yellow head sliding under the
steam that drifted out of a black tunnel-mouth.

“Pop! Pop!” Butch rubbed gravel out of his mouth and
danced on the pavement. “Come back, Pop. Joey’s in the
creek! Ratbait and Blinkie—they helped him get away.”

The scoutmaster swung back down the slope, empty
whips waving. It skidded across the trail and down the
bank to the hot creek. Its yellow hood faded into the stream.
5 “Tattletale!”” Blinkie clenched his fat fists. “You told on

oey.”

“An’ you'll catch it!” Murky eyes bugging, Butch edged
away. “You just wait till Pop gets back.”

They waited. The tired cubs sat down to rest and the
tenderfeet fretted in their hot prams. Breathing hard,
Blinkie kept close to Butch. Ratbait watched till Pop
swam back out of the drain.

The whips were wrapped around two small bundles that
dripped pink water. Unwinding, the whips dropped Joey
and his friend on the trail. They crumpled down like rag
dolls, but the whips set them up again.

“How’s this, scouts?” Old Pop laughed like steel gears
clashing. “We’ve caught ourselves a real live girl!”

In a bird-quick way, she shook the water out of her sand-
colored hair. Standing straight, without the whips to hold
her, she faced Pop’s glaring lamps. She looked tall for
twelve.

Joey was sick when the whips let him go. He leaned
off the bridge to heave, and limped back to the girl. She
wiped his face with her wet hair. They caught hands and
smiled at each other, as if they were all alone.

“They tripped me, Pop.” Braver now, Butch thumbed his
nose at Blinkie and ran toward the machine. “They tried
to stop me telling you—"

“Leave them to Mother,” Pop sang happily. “Let them
try their silly tricks on her.’ It wheeled toward the bridge,
and the whips pushed Joey and the girl ahead of the
crunching tracks. “Now hop with Pop to Jamboree!”

They climbed that last hill to a tall iron door in Moth-
er's old gray wall. The floors beyond were naked steel,
alive with machinery underneath. They filed into a dim
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rounlgS room that echoed to the grating squeal of Pop’s hard
tracks.

“Fox Troop, here we are for Jamboree!” Pop’s jolly voice
made a hollow booming on the curved steel wall, and its
red lights danced in tall reflections there. “Mother wants
you to know why we celebrate this happy time each year.”

The machine was rolling to the center of a wide black
circle in the middle of the floor. Something drummed far
below like a monster heart, and Ratbait saw that the cir-
cle was the top of a black steel piston. It slid slowly up,
lifting Pop. The drumming died, and Pop’s eyes blazed
down on the cubs in the Anthrax Patrol, to stop their awed
murmuring.

“Once there wasn't any Mother.” The shock of that
crashed and throbbed and faded. “There wasn’t any yearly
Jamboree. There wasn’t even any Pop, to love and care for
little boys.”

The cubs were afraid to whisper, but a stir of troubled
wonder spread among them.

“You won’t believe how tenderfeet were made.” There
was a breathless hush. “In those bad old days, boys and girls
were allowed to change like queer insects. They changed
into creatures called adults—”

The whips writhed and the red lamps glared and the
black cleats creaked on the steel platform.

“Adults!” Pop spewed the word. “They malfunctioned
and wore out and ran down. Their defective logic circuits
programmed them to damage one another. In a kind of
strange group malfunction called war, they systematically
destroyed one another. But their worst malfunction was in
making new tenderfeet.”

Pop turned slowly on the high platform, sweeping the
silent troop with blood-red beams that stopped on Joey and
his girl. All the scouts but Ratbait and Blinkie had edged
away from them. Her face white and desperate, she was
whispering in Joey’s ear. Listening with his arm around
her, he scowled at Pop.

“Once adults made tenderfeet, strange as that may seem
to you. They used a weird natural process we won’t go
into. It finally broke down, because they had damaged their
genes in war, The last adults couldn’t make new boys and
girls at all.”

The red beams darted to freeze a startled cub.

“Fox Troop, that’'s why we have Mother. Her job is to
collect undamaged genes and build them into whole cells
with which she can assemble whole boys and girls. She has
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been doing that a long time now, and she does it better
than those adults ever did.

“And that’s why we have Jamboree! To fill the world
with well-made boys and girls like you, and to keep you
happy in the best time of life—even those old adults al-
ways said childhood was the happy time. Scouts, clap for
Jamboree!”

The cubs clapped, the echo like a spatter of hail on the
high iron ceiling.

“Now, Scouts, those bad old days are gone forever,” Pop
burbled merrily. “Mother has a cozy place for each one of
yccalui and old Pop watches over you, and you’ll never be
adult—"

“Pop! Pop!” Butch squealed. “Lookit Joey an’ his girl!”

Pop spun around on the high platform. It’s blinding
beams picked up Joey and the girl, sprinting toward a
bright sky-slice where the door had opened for the last of
the prams.

“Wake up, guys!” Joey’s scream shivered against the red
steel wall. ‘““That’s all wrong. Mother’s just a runaway ma-
chine. Pop’s a crazy robot—"

“Stop for Pop!” The scoutmaster was trapped on top of
that huge piston, but its blazing lamps raced after Joey and
the girl. “Catch ’em, cubs! Hold ’em tight. Or there’ll be no
Jamboree!”

“I told you, Pop!” Butch scuttled after them. “Don’t for-
get I'm the one that told—”

Ratbait dived at his heels, and they skidded together on
the floor.

“Come on, scouts!” Joey was shouting. “Run away with
us. Our own genes are good enough.”

The floor shuddered under him and that bright sky-slice
grew thinner. Lurching on their little tracks, the prams
formed a line to guard it. Joey jumped the shrieking ten-
derfeet, but the girl stumbled. He stopped to pick her up.

“Help us, scouts!” he gasped. “We gotta get away—"

“Catch ’em for Pop!” that metal bellow belted them. “Or
there’ll be no gold stars for anybody!”

Screeching cubs swarmed around them. The door
clanged shut. Pop plunged off the sinking piston, almost
too soon. It crunched down on the yellow hood. Hot oil
splashed and smoked, but the whips hauled it upright
again.

“Don’t mess around with M-M-M-M-Mother!” Its anvil
voice came back, with a stuttering croak. “She knows best!”

The quivering whips dragged Joey and the girl away from
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the clutching cubs and pushed them into a shallow black
pit, where now that great black piston had dropped below
the level of the floor.

“Sing for your Mother!” old Pop chortled. “Sing for the
Jamborree!”

The cubs howled out their official song, and the Jam-
boree went on. There were Pop-shaped balloons for the
tenderfeet, and double scoops of pink ice milk for the cubs,
and gold stars for nearly everybody.

“But Mother wants a few of you.” Old Pop was a fat
cat purring.

When a pointing whip picked Blinkie out, he jumped into
the pit without waiting to be dragged. But Butch turned
white and tried to run when it struck at him.

“Pop! Not m-m-m-m-me!” he squeaked. “Don’t forget I
told on Joey. I'm only going on eleven, and I'm in line
for leader, and I'll tell on everybody—"

“That’s why Mother wants you.” Old Pop laughed like
a pneumatic hammer. “You’re getting too adult.”

The whip snaked Butch into the pit, dull eyes bulging
more than ever. He slumped down on the slick black
piston and struggled like a squashed bug and then lay
moaning in a puddle of terror.

Ratbait stood sweating, as the whip came back to him.
His stomach felt cold and strange, and the tall red wall
spun like a crazy wheel around him, and he couldn’t move
till the whip pulled him to the rim of the pit.

But there Blinkie took his hand. He shook the whip off,
and stepped down into the pit. Joey nodded, and the girl
gave him a white, tiny smile. They all closed around her,
arms linked tight, as the piston dropped.

“Now hop along for Pop! You’ve had your Jamboree—"

That hooting voice died away far above, and the pit’s
round mouth shrank into a blood-colored moon. The hot
dark drummed like thunder all around them, and the slick
floor tilted. It spilled them all into Mother’s red steel jaws.

PLOTTING "JAMBOREE"
by Jack Williamson

PEOPLE KEEP asking, “Where do you get those crazy—uh
—new ideas.” It's often hard to say, because story sources
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are seldom fully conscious. When the writer is Iucky, crea-
tion can be so subtle and so fast that the finished work ap-
pears as a sort of instant mental miracle, complete and
begging to be typed. Most fiction, however, is born through
care and pain, its origins only half mysterious.

Assisting at the birth, the writer can help in two ways.
He can fuse fragments into growing wholes, and he can turn
abstract generalities into concrete specifics. The fragments
may be bits of character or setting or action; the abstrac-
tions may be feelings or patterns or themes.

The initial coming-to-life of a story idea is a little like
the fertilization of an egg. Two or more elements—per-
haps a glimpse of character, the effect of a place, a spark
of emotion—join to form a new unity with life and di-
rection and the power to grow.

The writer can’t always control its growth, because the
roots extend beneath his full awareness. The story comes
out of his whole mental being, not simply from conscious
technique. Yet technique is essential to help the growing
story find its own best shape, and a good sense of plot is
the beginning of technique.

A story speaks through a grammar of its own, a bit more
complex than the grammar of the sentence. Its meaning and
emotional effect, like the sense of a sentence, depend on
unity. Its unity comes from the selection and fusion of many
elements—style and point of view, theme and mood, char-
acter and setting—all so related that none exists without
the rest. The first of them is plot.

Plot is happening—but not all happening is plot. A good
plot is a patterned sequence of events, a chain of cause
and inevitable effect. Complete with the beginning, middle,
and ending first described by Aristotle, it can be defined as
the whole response of a set of characters to a situation.

The opening shows us people with problems—a detec-
tive with a killer to catch, a wandering Greek longing for
his home, a prince with a murdered father to avenge,
a spaceman down on an unknown planet. Plot interest de-
pends on how much we like or hate the people, on how
new and great their problems are, on how near disaster is.

The body of the story shows us the people in live
action, as their responses complicate their problems and
reveal their traits of character. The detective displays an
uncanny acumen; the Greek demonstrates both cunning
and courage; the prince exchanges indecisive innocence
for cruel resolution. Plot interest rises as time runs out and
problems appear impossible to solve.
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Surprise or not, the ending shows the problems solved.
The mystery killer is identified. The Greek reclaims his wife
and home. The prince carries out his tragic mission. The cy-
cle of response completed, the people are back at rest—
usually with a gain or loss of life or fortune, with a Iesson
learned or not—their real nature now fully manifest.

More simply, perbaps, the plot opening asks a “narra-
tive question,” Can X get to Mars? Will Y decide to betray
the Terran mission? The body delays the answer. In mid-
flight, X collides with an asteroid. Y falls in love with a
loyal Terran girl, whom he can’t betray. The ending re-
veals the answer—using clues and weapons and charac-
ter traits planted in the beginning.

When plot interest is subordinate to character or atmo-
sphere or theme, the story pattern may shift to “organic
form”—from the unity of a single conflict to that of a day
Or a year or a generation, of a journey or a marriage or an
illness. The skillful writer selects a pattern to fit his purpose,
but a story without form is seldom readable or saleable.

Since science fiction is about the possible, not the actual,
many a story answers a what-if question. Jules Verne asked
what if men could fly around the moon or reach the cen-
ter of the earth. Wells inquired what if Martians invaded
England, what if a man could travel in time. Social science
questions are more popular now. “Jamboree” came from
this one: “What if there were a children’s world, with no
adults allowed?”

It might have been a delightful Peter Pan sort of place,
had I not just attended one of Damon Knight’s Milford
Conferences. These are nonacademic seminars in science-
fiction writing. Each member brings a story to be criti-
cized by the other invited professionals. Damon and his
guest are masters of story technique, but they tend to view
science and the future through lead-colored glasses. Under
their influence, I couldn’t help seeing the children’s world
as a pretty grim one.

Incubating the idea, I looked first for conflict. Confiict
is the essence of plot, the two sides drawn up with all their
forces in the opening, joining indecisive battle in the body,
winning and losing at the end. Here, clearly, the inevitable
battleground lay between the children and the machines that
ruled their unhappy world. Though the plot of man-against-
machine has become badly worn, the war of child-against-
machine promised a certain novelty.

The outcome troubled me. Involved with the children, I
wanted them to win, yet I soon saw that any sort of vic-
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tory would dull the point of the story. If the machines can
be beaten by children, the implication is that they are weak
and vulnerable—which these machines are not.

The plot, in other words, must fit the feeling and the
meaning of the story. The beginning sets the children
against the insane machines that dominate their lives. The
body tests the traits of both, as the forlorn campaign against
the machines is interrupted by the jamboree. The ending
demonstrates the heartless power of Mother and Old Pop.

I began with plot, though many writers are scornful of
it. It’s true that the basic plot patterns are few and there-
fore likely to seem trite. Popular fiction—even science
fiction—has often relied on crude plot interest, with little
regard for anything else. Yet, for all such misuse, plot
remains a powerful tool for commanding interest, for cre-
ating character, for vitalizing setting, for demonstrating
thematic truth.

The traits of a character shine through his plot action.
When the city is in danger, one man joins the defenders
on the wall, another hides in his cellar, a third sneaks
down to open the gates. An alien setting comes to life in
plot conflict with the lost spaceman fighting to survive
there. Action has meaning; every plot can be read as sup-
port for some general theme, false or true, trivial or pro-
found.

Aware of such uses, some modern writers question plot
because of its very power. Plot is order, the patterned flow
of effect from cause. In the plotted story, people win or
lose their battles and receive their rewards, however ironic.
If fiction reflects life, plot implies reason and morality or
sometimes malice in the operation of the universe.

Once that was fine, but today we are skeptics. The as-
tronomer and the literary artist and the man in the street
all tend to find more chaos than fitness in events. Experi-
mental writers are sometimes tempted to represent the
senseless confusion they see in the world with senseless
confusion on paper. They find few readers. i |

James Joyce worked out a better solution to a similar
dilemma. He wanted to portray modern life as an un-
heroic round of random impulse and petty frustration, given
meaning neither by conventional rewards for conventional
goodness nor by conventional punishments for conven-
tional sins. His brilliant ploy inverts the great plot Homer
invented to dramatize the triumphant heroism of Odysseus.
Leopold Bloom wanders for less than twenty hours instead
of twenty years, all around Dublin instead of beyond the
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known limits of the world. Home at last, the Greek hero
slaughters the suitors to recover his faithful wife. Joyce’s
Jew merely creeps back to bed—wrong end around—with
his unfaithful Molly. So inverted, Homer’s old plot states
Joyce’s new theme.

With a simpler plot for “Jamboree,” I began to think of
how to tell it. There are many ways to make a story, and
whatever works is good. Robert Heinlein often seems to
put a strong character into a solidly constructed situation,
then let the story grow. Now and then I have killed an
idea with too much planning, but I like to know where
I’'m going.

As far as possible, I wanted to do “Jamboree” in scenes.
The theory of the dramatic scene, like the theory of the
functional plot, I learned from a one-time teacher of
writing named John Gallishaw, whose books I studied
faithfully. Some people are cool to his advice, but I have
found it useful.

Plot and scene together shape a story, providing a blue-
print for the whole structure of language and emotion that
is to create the illusion of life. Regulating dramatic ten-
sion, they control narrative interest. Though they can be
abused to exploit trivial material, the greatest writers have
used them to move us most deeply.

A complete dramatic scene has five steps: meeting, pur-
pose, clash, outcome, and result. The meeting brings two
people or forces together. One has a purpose, which the
other resists. They clash, exchanging words or maybe
space torpedoes. The outcome is a win or a loss or a draw.
The fifth step, the essential result unit, shows the effect
upon the larger action of the whole plot, shows the hero
nearer his main goal or in despair of ever reaching it.

Good scenes impinge on all our senses. We see the actors
and hear their voices. We know the place and time, sense
the social atmosphere—not from abstract statement, but
from sensory detail. In “Jamboree,” I hope the reader can
see Pop’s blazing eyes, hear the tenderfeet squalling in their
prams, smell the stale piss in Blinkie’s blankets.

Gallishaw set the length of the scene at 800 words. A. E.
van Vogt used to write his stories in units of that length,
forcing the interest by tossing in a new mystery or danger
that made each scene almost a tiny story. The trouble came
when he sometimes failed to fuse all his frantic scenes into
one convincing whole.

Superior scenes were written, I think, by the men Cap-
tain Joseph Shaw trained while he edited the old Black
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Mask magazine. T used to review those in Dashiell Ham-
mett’s Maltese Falcon every year. They have a thematic
implication that I dislike—to get maximum clash into ev-
ery scene, Hammett has to let every other character at-
tack or betray his lone champion of justice, with the
implication that his whole world is totally corrupt. But the
scenes always dazzle me.

Being a short story, “Jamboree” has no room for many
800-word blocks. Most of the scenes are telescoped into
shorter units, and parts of the story—such as the march
from the camp toward Mother’s—are told in dramatic nar-
rative. This is summarized action, enriched with sensory de-
tail but still economical of space.

In the opening scene, the meeting is between the scout-
master and the boys. The clash results when they resist Old
Pop’s purpose to find the missing scout. Brief as it has to
be, we see some of the traits of Ratbait and Blinkie and
Butch, as well as Pop’s. In the outcome, Joey is caught;
the result is exposure of his plan.

‘Though Joey and the girl have been at work a long time,
down in the pits, this scene picks up their plot action near
the climax, in the very morning of the jamboree. Since
fully developed dramatic scenes take space, they should be
reserved for important action, with explanations and transi-
tions kept as smooth and brief as may be.

Thinking out the scenes, I had to reconsider the tone of
the story. To be endurable, its darkness needed relief. The
simplest sort would have been a brighter ending, but a con-
querable grimness isn’t really grim. The relief I came to
search for, as the story took shape, was that of irony—an
indirection of statement that could blacken the blackness,
rather than diluting it.

Irony may lie in either language or action. In a great
ironic plot, Oedipus discovers that the criminal he has been
hunting is himself. The smaller ironies I found for this story
are those of character and style—chiefly in the contradic-
tion between Old Pop’s speech and its mechanical reality. I
hope they support the theme of the story.

On the surface, “Jamboree” is about men—or children—
and machines. I first assumed that the theme was going to
be some critical comment on technological progress, but I
presently found a more universal theme, not planned at all.
Discussing themes is always dangerous, because fiction
speaks to the emotions, in a different voice to every reader.
But now, to me, Mother and Old Pop are only metaphors,
their symbolic meaning hinted by their ironic names.
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“Jamboree,” I now believe, is a satire on society—a bit-
ter outcry of the stricken individual, trapped in the duel
with society that none of us escapes. That old revolt of the
naked self against the ruling group is the actual human
condition, and the mainspring of most fiction. In each of us,
a billion years of animal evolution collides with the cruel
new claims of social life. Though I sensed it only dimly
when I began the story, Mother and Old Pop stand for all
the conventions and establishments, all the traditions and
the customs and the laws, that maim and kill our natural
selves.

The children in the story stand for all children—even
the child I was. As happens to us all, they were born into
the ambiguous grip of a society that frustrates them lov=-
ingly, cripples them kindly, punishes them for their own
benefit. Mother and Old Pop are the family, the first and
strongest social unit the child ever meets. The half-seen
world outside can stand for all the other social machinery
that exists to kill the innocent animal in us, for the sake
of the social adult.

Thus, I think, “Jamboree” must have grown out of my
own largely forgotten pain at finding what happens to a
child. Looking back from what I am, a more or less fully
conditioned adult, I can see that it has to happen. Social
animals, we can’t- live alone. There’s no malice any=-
where, nobody at all to blame. I myself have become an-
other cog in the machine. But the story, like a wail in the
night, refiects the hopeless terror that one child felt,

WE, IN SOME STRANGE POWER'S EMPLOY,
MOVE ON A RIGOROUS LINE

by Samuel R. Delany
~rfor R. Zelazny

Only the dark and her screaming.

First: sparks glint on her feet, and crack and snap,
lighting rocks, dirt. Then no screams. She almost falls,
whips erect: silver leggings. Pop-pop-pop. Light laces
higher, her arms are waving (trying to tell myself,
“But she’s dead already—"), and she waves like a woman
of white and silver paper, burning on the housing of the
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greali ribbed cable exposed in the gully we'd torn from the
earth.

“Thinking about your promotion?”

“Huh?” I looked up on Scott who was poking at me
with a freckled finger. Freckles, dime-sized and penny-
colored, covered face, lips, arms, shoulders, got lost under
the gold hair snarling his chest and belly. “What’s it feel
like to be a section-devil? I've been opting for it two years
now.” Freckled fingers snapped. “Pass me up and take
you!” He leaned back in his hammock, dug beneath his
tool belt to scratch himself.,

I shook my head. “No, something else. Something that
happened awhile back. Nothing, really.”

Night scoured our windows.

The Gila Monster sped.

Light wiped the panes and slipped away.

Scott suddenly sat up, caught his toes, and frownea.
“Sometimes I think I'll spend the rest of my working life
just a silver-suited line-demon, dancing along them damned
strings.” He pointed with his chin at the cross-section, six=
teen-foot cable chart. “Come thirty-five, when I want to re-
tire—and it’s less than ten years off—what’ll I be able to
say? I did my job well?” He made a fist around the ham-
mock edge. “I didn’t do it well enough to make anything
out of it.” Hand open and up. “Some big black so-and-
so like you comes along and three years later—section-
devil!”

“You're a better demon than I am Scott.”

“Don’t think I don’t know it, either.” Then he laughed.
“No, let me tell you: a good demon doesn’t necessarily
make a good devil. The skills are different skills. The talents
aren’t the same. Hell, Blacky, you’d think, as your friend,
I'd spare you. Say, when do you check out of this cabin?
Gotta get used to somebody else’s junk, Will you stay on
at the old Monster here?”

“They said something about transferring me to Iguana.
What with the red tape, it won’t happen for a couple of
weeks. I'll probably just give Mabel a hand till then. She
gave me a room right over the tread motor. I complained
about your snoring, and we agreed it would be an im-
provement.”

That rated a swing; he just nodded.

I thought around for something to say and came up
with: “You know I'm due an assistant, and I can
choose—" .

“Hell!” He flung himself back so I could only see his
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feet. (Underneath the hammock: one white woolen sock
[gray toe], magazine, three wrenches.) “I’'m no clerk. You
have me running computers and keeping track of your con-
fusion, filing reclamation plans and trying to hunt them out
again—and all that for a drop in salary—"

“I wouldn’t drop your salary.”

“I’'d go up the wall anyway.”

“Knew that’s what you’d say.”

“Knew you’d make me say it.”

ﬂ‘i‘Well,” I said, “Mabel asked me to come around to her
office.”

“Yeah. Sure.” Release, relief. “Clever devil, Mabel. Hey
You'll be screening new applicants for whoever is gonna
share my room now you been kicked upstairs. See if you
can get a girl in here?”

“If I can.” I grinned and stepped outside.

Gila Monster guts?

Three quarters of a mile of corridors (much less than
some luxury ocean liners); two engine rooms that power
the adjustable treads that carry us over land and sea; a
kitchen, cafeteria, electrical room, navigation offices, office
offices, tool repair shop, and cetera. With such in its belly,
the Gila Monster crawls through the night (at about a hun-
dred and fifty k’s cruising speed) sniffing along the great
cables (courtesy the Global Power Commission) that net
the world, web evening to night, dawn to day, and yester-
day to morrow.

“Come in, Blacky,” Mabel said at my knock.

She brushed back silver hair from her silver collar (the
hair is natural) and closed the folder. “Seems we have a
stop coming up just over the Canadian border.”

“Pick up Scott’s new roommate?”’

“Power Cadet Susan Suyaki. Seventeen years old. Grad-
uated third in her class last summer.”

“Seventeen? Scott should like that.”

“Wish she had some experience. The bright ones come
out of school too snooty.”

“I didn’t.”

“You still are.”

“Oh, well. Scott prefers them with spirit.”

“They’re flying her in by helicopter to the site of our
next job.”

“Which line broke?”

“No break. It’s a conversion.”

I raised an eyebrow. “A rare experience for Miss Suya-
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ki. I’'ve only been through one, during my first couple of
months in Salamander. That was a goodly while ago.”

Mabel gave me a super-cynical-over-the-left-cheekbone.
“You haven’t been in the Power Corps a goodly while
You’re just brilliant, that’s all.”

“It was a goodly while for me. Not all of us have had
your thirty years experience, ma’am.”

“I’'ve always felt experience was vastly overrated as a
teacher.” She started to clean her nails with a metal rule.
“Otherwise, I would never have recommended you for pro-
motion.” Mabel is a fine devil.

“Thankee, thankee,” I sat and looked at the ceiling
map. “A conversion.” Musing. “Salamander covered most
of Mongolia. A little village in Tibet had to be connected
up to the lines. We put cable through some of the damned-
est rock. They were having an epidemic of some fever
that gave you oozy blisters, and the medical crew was
trying to set itself up at the same time. We worked
twenty-four hours a day for three days, running lines, put-
ting in outlets, and hooking up equipment. Three days to
pull that primitive enclave of skin huts, caves, and lean-
tos into the twenty-first century. Nothing resembling a
heater in the whole place and it was snowing when we
got there.”

Over joined fingertips Mabel bobbed her chin. “And to
think, they’d been doddering along like that for the last
three thousand years.”

“Probably not much more than two hundred. The village
had been established by refugees from the Sino-Japanese
War. Still, I get your point.”

“They were happy when you left?”

“They were happi-er,” I said. “Still, you look at the
maps—you trace cables over the world, and it's pretty
hard to think there are still a few places that haven’t been
converted.”

“I’m not as dreamy as you. Every couple of years Gila or
Tguana stumbles over a little piece of the planet that’s
managed to fall through the net. They’ll probably be turning
them up a hundred years from now. People cling to their
backwardness.”

“Maybe youre—the border of Canada!”

“That is the longest take I've ever seen. Wake up, boy.
Here I've been telling everybody how bright you are, recom-
mending you for promotion—"’

“Mabel, how can we have a conversion on the border
of Canada? You convert villages in upper Anatolia, name-
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less little islands in the Indian Ocean—Tibet. There’s no
place you could lay another cable in the Americas. A town
converted to Global Power along there?”

Mabel bobbed some more. “I don’t like conversions.
Always something catastrophic. If everything went by the
books, you’d think it would be one of our easiest ma-
neuvers.”

“You know me, I never go by the books.”

She, musing this time: “True, doll. I still don’t like ’em.”

“The one I was telling you about in Tibet. We had a bad
accident.”

Mabel asked what it was with her eyebrows.

“A burning. Middle of the night, when somebody had
wandered down into the trough to troubleshoot one of the
new connections. She was climbing up on the housing, when
the power went on. Some sort of high amperage short.
She went up like the proverbial moth.”

Mabel stopped bobbing. “Who was she?”

“My wife.”

“Oh.” After a moment she said. “Burnings are bad. Hell
of a waste of power, if nothing else. I wondered why you
chose to room with Scott when you first came on the Gila
Monster rather than Jane, Judy, or—"

“Julia was the young lady out for my tired, brown body
back then.”

“You and your wife must have come straight out of the
academy together. In your first years? Blacky, that’s ter-
rible. . . .

“We were, it was, and it was.”

“I didn’t know.” Mabel looked adequately sincere.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t guess?”

“Don’t joke . . . well, joke if you want.” Mabel is a fine
woman. “A conversion just over the Canadian border.”
She shook her head. “Blacky, we’re going to have a
problem you and L.”

“How so, ma’am?”

“Again: you are going to have a problem with me. I
am going to have a problem with you.”

“Pray, how, gentle lady?”

“You’re a section-devil now. I'm a section-devil. You’ve
been one for just under six hours. I’ve been one for just
over sixteen years. But by the books, we are in equal posi-
tions of authority.”

“Fair maid,” I said, “thou art off thy everloving nut.”

“You’re the one who doesn’t go by the books. I do. Power
of authority divided between two people doesn’t work.”
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“If it makes you feel any better, I still consider you boss.
You’re the best boss I  :r had, too. Besides, I like you.”

“Blacky,” she looked up at the skylight where the moon,
outside the frame, still lit the tessellations, “there is some-
thing going on out there just across the border that I
guess I know more about than you. You only know it’s a
conversion, and where it is, is odd. Let me warn you: you
will want to handle it one way. I will want to handle it
another.”

“So we do it your way.”

“Only I’'m not so sure my way is best.”

“Mabel—"

“Go, swarthy knight. We meet beyond the Canadian
borders to do battle.” She stood up looking very serious.

“If you say so.”

“See you in the morning, Blacky.”

I left the office wondering at knights and days. Oh well,
however, anyway: Scott was snoring, so I read until the
rush of darkness outside was drifting gray.

II

The dawning sky (working top to bottom):

Sable, azure, gules—

—mountains dexter, sinister a burst of oak, lots of pines,
a few maples. The Gila Monster parked itself astride a
foamy brook below a waterfall. I went outside on the bal-
cony and got showered as leaves sprinkled the stainless
flank of our great striding beast,

“Hello? Hey, hello!”

“Hi.” I waved toward where she was climbing down
the—whoops! into the water to her knee. She squealed,
climbed back up the rock, and looked embarrassed.

“Cadet Suyaki?”

“Bh ... yes, sir.” She tried to rub her leg dry.
Canadian streams at dawn are cold.

I took off my shirt, made a ball, and flung it to her.
“Section-devil Jones.” She caught it, “Blacky’ll do. We're
pretty informal around here.” _

“Oh . . . thank you.” She lifted her silver legging, re-
moved her boot to dry a very pretty ankle.

I gave the stairway a kick.

Clank-chchchchce-thud! .

The steps unfolded, and the metal feet stamped into
pine needles. I went down to the bank,

“Waiting long?”
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She grinned. “Oh, I just got here.”

And beyond the rocks there was a corroborative roar
and snapping; a helicopter swung up through the trees.

Cadet Suyaki stood quickly and waved.

Somebody in the cockpit waved back till copper glare
wiped him out.

“We saw you getting parked—" She looked down the
length of Gila Monster.

I have said, or have 1?

Cross an armadillo with a football field. Nurse the off-
spring on a motherly tank. By puberty: one Gila Monster.

“I’'ll be working under you?”

“Myself and Mabel Whyman.”

She looked at me questioningly.

“Section-Devil Whyman—Mabel—is really in charge. I
was just promoted from line-demon yesterday.”

“Oh. Congratulations!”

“Hey, Blacky! Is that my new roommate?”

“That,” I pointed at Scott, all freckled and golden, lean=
ing over the rail, “is your pardner. You'll be rooming to-
gether.”

Scott came down the steps, barefoot, denims torn off
mid-thigh, tool belt full of clippers, meters, and insulation
spools.

“Susan Suyaki,” I announced, “Scott Mackelway.”

She extended her hand. “I’'m glad to meet—"

Scott put a big hand on each of little Miss Suyaki’s
shoulders. “So am I, honey. So am 1.”

“We’ll be workmg very close together, won’t we?” asked
Susan brightly. “I like that!” She squeezed one of his fore-
arms. “Oh, I think this’ll work out very well.”

“Sure it will,” Scott said. “I'm . . .” Then I saw an
open space on his ear pinken. “I sure hope it does.”

“You two demons get over to the chameleon nest!”

Scott, holding Sue’s hand, pointed up to the balcony.
“That’s Mabel. Hey, boss! We going any place 1 gotta put
my shoes on?”

“Just scouting. Get going.”

“We keep the chameleon over the port tread.” Scott led
Sue down the man-high links of the Monster’s chain drive.

Thought: some twenty-four hours by, if Mabel yelled,
“You two demons . . .” the two demons would have been
Scott and me.

She came, all silver, down the steps.

- “You smile before the joust, Britomart?”
“Blacky, I'm turning into a dirty old woman.” At the
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bottom step, she laid her forefinger on my chest, drew it
slowly down my stomach and finally hooked my belt.
“You’re beautiful. And I'm not smiling, ’'m leering.”

I put my arm around her shoulder, and we walked the
pine needles. She put her hands in her silver pockets.
Hip on my thigh, shoulder knocking gently on my side,
hair over my arm, she pondered the ferns and the oaks, the
rocks and the water, the mountain and the flanks of our
Gila Monster couchant, the blazes of morning between the
branches. “You’re a devil. So there are things I can say to
you, ostensibly, that would be meaningless to the others.”
She nodded ahead to where Scott and Sue were just dis-
appearing around the three-meter hub.

“I await thy words most eagerly, Lady.”

Mabel gestured at the Monster. “Blacky, do you know
what the Monster, and the lines he prowls, really are?”

“I can tell you don’t want an answer out of the book
from your tone of voice, Miss Rules-and-Regulations.”

“They’re symbols of a way of life. Global Power Lines
keep how many hundreds of thousands of refrigeration
units functioning around the equator to facilitate food-
storage; they’ve made the Arctic habitable. Cities like New
York and Tokyo have cut population to a third of what
they were a century ago. Back then, people used to be
afraid they would crowd each other off the planet, would
starve from lack of food. Yet the majority of the world
was farming less than three percent of the arable land, and
living on less than twenty percent of the world’s surface.
Global Power Lines meant that man could live any place
on dry land he wanted, and a good number of places under
the sea. National boundaries used to be an excuse for war;
now they’re only cartographical expedients. Riding in the
Monster’s belly, it’s ironic that we are further from this
way of life we’re helping to maintain than most. But we
still benefit.”

“Of course.”

“Have you ever asked yourself exactly how?”

“Education, leisure time,” I suggested, “early and sliding
retirements. . .”

Mabel chuckled. “Oh, much more, Blacky. So much
more. Men and women work together; our navigator,
Faltaux, is one of the finest poets writing in French today,
with an international reputation, and is still the best navi-
gator I’ve ever had. And Julia, who keeps us so well fed
and can pilot us quite as competently as I can, and is such
a lousy painter, works with you and me and Faltaux and
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Scott on the same Maintenance Station. Or just the fact
that you can move out of Scott’s room one day and little
Miss Suyaki can move in the next with ease that would
have amazed your great-great ancestors in Africa as much
as mine in Finland. That’s what this steel egg-crate means.”

“Okay,” I said. “I'm moved.”

We came around the hub. Scott was heaving up the
second door of the chameleon’s garage and pointing out to
Sue where the jack and the graphite can were kept.

“Some people.” Mabel went on as I dropped my arm
from her shoulder, “don’t particularly like this way of life.
Which is why we are about to attempt a conversion here on
the Canadian border.”

“A conversion?” Sue popped up. “Isn’t that when you
switch an area or a dwelling to Global—"

At which point Scott swung at Mabel. He caught her
upside the head. She yelled and went tumbling into the
leaves.

I jumped back, and Sue did a thing with her Adam’s
apple.

Something went Nnnnnnnnnnn against the hub, then
chattered away through the ferns. Ferns fell.

“Look!” Sue cried.

I was staring at the eight-inch scratch in the Gila
Monster’s very hard hide, at about the level where Mabel’s
carotid had been a moment back.

But across the water, scrambling up the rocks, was a
yellow-headed kid wearing a little less than Scott,

Sue ran through the weeds and picked up the blade.
“Were. they trying to kill somebody?”

Mabel shrugged. “You’re Cadet Suyaki? We're going to
explore the conversion site. Dear me, that looks vicious.”

“I used to hunt with a bolo,” Sue said warily. “At home,
But one of these . .. ?” Two blades were bolted in a
twisted cross, all four prongs sharpened.

“My first too. Hope it’s my last.” Mabel looked around
the clearing. “Am I ever optimistic. Pleased to meet you,
Suyaki. Well, come on. Crank up Nelly. And for Pete’s
sake, let’s get in.”

The chameleon, ten feet long, is mostly transparent
plastic, which means you can see sea, sunset, or forest
right through.

Scott drove with Mabel beside him.

Me and Sue sat in back.

We found the chewed-up asphalt of an old road and
crawled right along up the mountain.
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“Where are . . . we going, exactly?”’ Sue asked.
“Honey,” Mabel said, “I'll let you know when we get
there.” She put the throwing blade in the glove compart-

ment with a grunt, Which does a lot of good with trans-
parent plastic,

I

Sue leaned against the door. “Oh, look! Look down!”

We’d wound high enough and looped back far enough
on the abominable road so that you could gaze down
through the breaks; beyond the trees and rocks you could
see the Gila Monster. It still looked big.

“Eh . .. look up,” suggested Scott and slowed the
chameleon. A good-sized tree had come up by the roots
and fallen across the road.

The man standing in front of it was very dirty, The
kid behind, peering through the Medusa of roots, was the
one who had tried to decapitate Mabel.

“What . . . are they?” Sue whispered.

“Scott and Sue, you stay right here and keep the door
open so we can get in fast. Blacky, we go on up.”

The man’s hair, under the grease, was brass-colored.

Some time ago his left cheek had been opened up, then
sewn so clumsily you could see the cross-stitching. The
lobe of his left ear was a rag of flesh. His sleeve-ripped
shirt hung buttonless and too short to tuck in, even if he
had a mind to. A second welt plowed an inch furrow
through chest hair, wrecked his right nipple, and dis-
appeared under his collar,

As we came up, Mabel took the lead; I overtook her,
she gave me a faint-subtle-nasty and stepped ahead again,

He was a hard guy, but the beginning of a gut was
showing over the double bar and chain contraption he
used to fasten his studded belt. At first I thought he was
wearing mismatched shoes: one knee-high, scuffed, and
crack-soled boot. The other foot was bare, a length of
black chain around the ankle, two toes, little and middle,

one.
& I looked back at his face to see his eyes come up to
mine.

Well, T was still sans shirt; back at the chameleon
Sue’s pants leg was still rolled up. Mabel was the only one
of us proofed neat and proper.

He looked at Mabel. He looked at me. He looked at
Mabel. Then he bent his head and said. “Rchht-ah-pt,
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what are you doing up here, huh?” That first word pro-
duced a yellow oyster about eight inches north of Mabel’s
boot toe, six south of his bare one. His head came up,
the lower lip glistening and hanging away from long,
yellow teeth.

“Good morning.” I offered my hand. “We're . . .” He
looked at it. “. . . surveying.”

He took his thumb from his torn pocket; we shook. A
lot of grease, a lot of callus, it was the hand of a very big
man who had bitten his nails since he was a very small boy.

“Yeah? What are you surveying?”

He wore a marvelous ring.

“We're from Global Power Commission.”

Take a raw, irregular nugget of gold—

“Figured. I saw your machine down the road.”

—a nugget three times the size either taste or expedi-
ency might allow a ring—

“We’ve had reports that the area is underpowered for
the number of people living here.”

—punch a finger-sized hole, so that most of the irregu-
larities are on one side—

“Them bastards down in Hainesville probably registered
a complaint. Well, we don’t live in Hainesville. Don’t see
why it should bother them.”

—off center in the golden crater place an opal, big as
his—my thumbnail—

“We have to check it out. Inadequate power doesn’t do
anybody any good.”

—put small diamonds in the tips of the three prongs
that curved to cage the opal—

“You think so?”

—and in the ledges and folds of bright metal capping
his enlarged knuckle, bits of spodumene, pyrope, and
spinel, all abstract, all magnificent.

“Look, mister,” I said, “the Hainesville report says
there are over two dozen people living on this mountain.
The power commission doesn’t register a single outlet.”

He slipped his hands into his back pockets. “Don’t be-
lieve I have seen any, now you mention it.”

Mabel said, “The law governs how much power and how
many outlets must be available and accessible to each
person. We'll be laying lines up here this afternoon and
tomorrow morning. We’re not here to make trouble. We
don’t want to find any.”

“What makes you think you might?”
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“Well, your friend over there already tried to cut my
head off.”

He frowned, glanced back through the roots. Suddenly
he leaned back over the trunk and took a huge swipe.
“Get out of here, Pitt!”

The kid squeaked. The face flashed in the roots (lank
bair, a spray of acne across flat cheek and sharp chin),
and jangling at her hip was a hank of throwing blades.
She disappeared into the woods. ,

As the man turned, I saw, tattooed on the bowl of his
shoulder, a winged dragon, coiled about and gnawing at a
swastika.

Mabel ignored the whole thing:

“We’ll be finished down the mountain this morning and
will start bringing the lines up here this afternoon.”

He gave half a nod—lowered his head and didn’t bring
it up—and that was when it dawned on me we were doing
this thing wrong.

“We do want to do this easily,” I said. “We’re not here
to make problems for you.”

His hands crawled from his knees back to his waist.

“You can help us by letting people know that. If anyone
has any questions about what we’re doing, or doesn’t under-
stand something they can come and ask for me. I'm
Section-Devil Jones, Just ask for Blacky down at the Gila
Monster.”

“My name’s Roger . . .” followed by something Polish
and unpronounceable that began with Z and ended in Y.
“If you have problems, you can come to me, Only I ain’t
saying I can do anything.”

Good exit line. But Roger stayed where he was. And
Mabel beside me was projecting stark disapproval.

“Where do most of the folks around here live?” I
asked, to break the silence.

He nodded up. “On High Haven.” .

“Is there somebody in charge, a mayor or something
like that I could talk to?”

Roger looked at me like he was deciding where I'd
break easiest if he hit. “That’s why I’'m down here talking
to you.”

‘yYou?” I didn’t ask. What I did say was: “Then perhaps
we could go up and see the community. I'd like to see how
many people are up there, perhaps suggest some equip-
ment, determine where things have to be done,”

“You want to visit on High?”

“If we might.”
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He made a fist, and scratched his neck with the prongs
of his ring. “Al}l right.” He gestured back toward the
chameleon. “You can’t get that any further up the road.”

“Will you take us, then?”

He thought awhile. “Sure.” He let a grin open over the
yellow cage of teeth. “Get you back down, too.” Small
victory.

“Just a moment,” Mabel said, “while we go back and
tell the driver.”

We strolled to the chameleon.

“You don’t sound very happy with my attempt to make
peace.”

“Have I said a word?”

“Just what I mean. Can you imagine how these people
live, Mabel, if Roger there is the head of the Chamber of
Commerce?”

“l can imagine.”

“He looks as bad as any of those villagers in Tibet. Did
you see the little girl? This, in the middle of the twenty-
first century!”

“ . . just over the Canadian border. Scott,” Mabel
said, “take me and Sue back down to the Monster. If you
are not back by noon, Blacky, we will come looking for
you.”

“Huh? You mean you’re not going with me? Look,” I
told Scott’s puzzled frown, “don’t worry, I'll be back. Sue,
can I have my shirt?”

“Oh, I'm terribly sorry! Here you are. It may be
damp—"

“Mabel, if we did go up there together—”

“Blacky, running this operation with two devils admit-
tedly presents problems. Running it with none at all is
something else entirely. You’re a big devil now. You know
what you're doing. I even know. I just think you’re crazy.”

“Ma-bel—"

“On up there with you! And sow as much goodwill
as you can. If it avoids one tenth the problems I know
we’re going to have in the next twelve hours, I will be
eternally grateful.”

Then Mabel, looking determined, and Sue and Scott,
looking bewildered, climbed into the chameleon.

“Oh.” She leaned out the door. “Give this back to them.”
She handed me the throwing blade. “See you by noon.”
The chameleon swayed off down the road. I put my shirt
on, stuck the blade in my belt and walked back to Roger.
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He glanced at it, and we both thought nasty-nasty-
evilness at one another. “Come on.” He climbed over the
tree. I climbed over after.

Parked behind the trunk was an old twin-turbo ptera-
cycle. Roger lifted it by one black and chrome, bat-form
wing. The chrome was slightly flaked. With one hand he
grasped the steering shaft and twisted the choke ring
gently. The other hand passed down the wing with the
indifference we use to mask the grosser passions. “Hop on
my broomstick and I'll take you up to where the angels
make their Haven.” He grinned.

And I understood many things,
So:

Small Essay

on a phenomenon current some fifty years back when
the date had three zeroes. (Same time as the first cables
were being laid and demons were beginning to sniff about
the world in silver armor, doctoring breaks, repairing
relays, replacing worn housings. Make the fancy sociolog-
ical connections, please.) That’s when peteracycles first be-
came popular as a means of short-(and sometimes not so
short-) range transportation. Then they were suddenly
taken up by a particularly odd set of asocials. Calling
themselves individualists, they moved in veritable flocks;
dissatisfied with society, they wracked the ages for symbols
from the most destructive epochs: skull and bones, fasces,
swastika, and guillotine. They were accused of the most
malicious and depraved acts, sometimes with cause,
sometimes without. They took the generic name of angels
(Night’s Angels, Red Angels, Hell’s Angels, Bloody Angels,
one of these lifted from a similar cult popular another
half century before. But then most of their mythic
accouterments were borrowed). The common sociological
explanation: they were a reaction to population decentral-
ization, the last elements of violence in a neutral world.
Psychological: well, after all, what does a pteracycle look
like?—two round cam-turbines on which you sit between
the wings, then this six-foot metal shaft sprouting up be-
tween your legs that you steer with (hence the sobriquet
“broomstick”) and nothing else but goggles between you
and the sky. You figure it. Concluding remarks: angels
were a product of the turn of the century. But nobody’s
heard anything serious about them for thirty years. They
went out with neon buttons, the common cold, and
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transparent vinyl jockey shorts. Oh, the teens of siecle
twenty-one saw some goodies! The End.

I climbed on the back seat. Roger got on the front,
toed one of the buttons on the stirrup (to do any fancy
flying you have to do some pretty fast button-pushing;
ergo, the bare foot), twisted the throttle ring, and lots
of leaves shot up around my legs. The cycle skidded up
the road, bounced twice on cracks, then swerved over
the edge. We dropped ten feet before we caught the
draft and began the long arc out and up. Roger flew
without goggles.

The wind over his shoulder carried a smell I first thought
was the machine. Imagine a still that hasn’t bathed for
three months. He flew very well.

“How many people are there in High Haven?” I called.

“What?”

“I said, how may people are there in—"

“About twenty-seven!”

We curved away from the mountain, curved back.

The Gila Monster flashed below, was gone behind rocks.
The mountain turned, opened a rocky gash.

At the back of the gorge, vaulting the stream that
plummeted the mountain’s groin, someone had erected a
mansion. It was a dated concrete and glass monstrosity
of the late twentieth century (pre-power lines). Four
terraced stories were cantilevered into the rock. Much of
the glass was broken. Places that had once been garden
had gone wild with vine and brush. A spectacular metal
stairway wound from the artificial pool by the end of the
roadway that was probably the same one we’d ridden
with the chameleon, from porch to porch, rust-blotched
like a snake’s back.

The house still had much stolid grandure. Racked against
a brick balustrade were maybe twenty pteracycles (what
better launch than the concrete overhang, railing torn
away). One cycle was off the rack. A guy was on his
knees before it, the motor in pieces around him. A second,
fists on hips, was giving advice.

A third guy shielded his eyes to watch us. A couple of
others stopped by the edge of the pool. One was the girl,
Pitt, who had been down with Roger before,

“High Haven?”

“What?” Pteracycles are loud.

“Is that High Haven?”

“Yeah!” We glided between the rocks, skimmed foam-
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ing boulders, rose toward glass and concrete. Cement
rasped beneath the runners and we jounced to a stop.

A couple of guys stepped from a broken window. A
couple more came up the steps. Someone looking from the
upper porch disappeared, to return a moment later with
five others, another girl among them.

There was a lot of dirt, a lot of hair, a number of
earrings (I counted four more torn ears; I'd avoid fights
if I were going to wear my jewelry that permanent) a kid
with much red hair—couldn’t quite make a beard yet—
straddled the cycle rack. He pushed back the flap of his
leather jacket to scratch his bare belly with black nails.
The dragon on his chest beat its wings about the twisted
Cross.

I got off the cycle left, Roger right.

Someone said: “Who’s that?”

A few of the guys glanced over their shoulders, then
stepped aside so we could see.

She stood by the dawn-splashed hem of glass at the
side of the broken wall-window.

“He’s from the Global Power Commission.” Roger
shoved a thumb at me. “They’re parked down the moun-
tain.”

“You can tell him to go back to hell where he came
from.”

She wasn’t young. She was beautiful though.

“We don’t need anything he’s selling.’

The others mumbled, shuffled.

“Shut it,” Roger said. “He’s not selling anything.”

I stood there feeling uncomfortably silver, but wonder-
ing that I'd managed to win over Roger.

“That’s Fidessa,” he said.

She stepped through the window.

Wide, high facial bones, a dark mouth and darker
eyes. I want to describe her hair as amber, but it was
an amber so dark only direct sunlight caught its reds.
The morning fell full on it; it spread her shoulders. Her
hands were floured, and she smeared white on her hips
as she came toward me. =l

“Fidessa?” All right. I’'m not opposed to reality imitat-
ing art if it doesn’t get in the way.

“He’s okay,” Roger said in response to her look.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Get out of the way.” He shoved her. She nearly
collided with one of the men, who just stepped out of the
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way in time, She still gave the poor guy a withering
noli me tangere stare. Kept her stuff, too.

“You want to see the place?” Roger said and started
in. I followed.

Someone who looked like he was used to it picked up
Roger’s cycle and walked it to the rack.

Fidessa came up beside us as we stepped into the house.

“How long has this bunch been here?” I asked.

“There’s been angels on High for forty years. They
come; they go. Most of this bunch bas been here all
summer.”

We crossed a room where vandals, time, and fire had
left ravage marks. The backs of the rooms had been cut
into the rock. One wall, wood-paneled, had become a
palimpsest of scratched names and obscenities: old motors
and motor parts, a pile of firewood, rags, and chains.

“We don’t want power up here,” Fidessa said. “We don’t
need it.” Her voice was belligerent and intense.

“How do you survive?

“We hunt,” Roger said as the three of us turned
down a stone stairwell. The walls at the bottom flickered.
“There’s Hainesville about ten miles from here. Some of
us go over there and work when we have to.”

“Work it over a little too?” (Roger’s mouth tightened.)
“When you have to?”

“When we have to.”

I could smell meat cooking. And bread.

I glanced at Fidessa’s powdered hips. They rocked with
her walking: I didn’t look away.

“Look.” I stopped three steps from the doorway. “About
the power installation here.” Light over my uniform deviled
the bottom of my vision.

Roger and Fidessa looked.

“You’ve got over two dozen people here, and you say
there have been people here for forty years? How do you
cook? What do you do for heat in winter? Suppose you
have medical emergencies? Forget the law. It’s made for
you; not us.”

“Go to hell,” Fidessa said and started to turn away.
Roger pulled her back by the shoulder.

“I don’t care how you live up here,” I said because at
least Roger was listening. “But you’ve got winter sitting
on your doorstop. You use liquid fuel for your broom-
sticks. You could have them converted to battery and run
them off of rechargeable cells for a third of the cost.”
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“Storage cells still give you about a hundred and fifty
miles less than a full liquid tank.”

Fidessa looked disgusted and started downstairs again.
I think Roger was losing patience because he turned after
her. I followed again.

The lower room was filled with fire.

Chains and pulley apparatus hung from the ceiling,
Two furnaces were going. Two pit fires had been dug
into the floor. The ceiling was licked across with inky
tongues. Hot air brushed back and forth across my face;
the third brush left it sweaty.

I looked for food.

“This is our forge.” Roger picked up a small sledge and
rattled it against a sheet of corrugated iron leaning on the
wall. “Danny, come out here!”

Barefoot, soot-smeared, the smears varnished with
sweat: bellows and hammers had pulled the muscles
taut, chiseled and defined them, so that each sat on his
frame apart. Haircut and bath, admitted, he would have
been a fine-looking kid—twenty, twenty-five? He came
forward knuckling his left eye. The right was that strange
blue-gray that always seems to be exploding when it turns
up (so rarely) in swarthy types like him.

“Hey there! What you doing?” Roger grimaced at me.
“He’s nearly deaf.”

Danny dropped his fist from his face and motioned us
into the back.

.And I caught my breath.

What he’d been rubbing wasn’t an eye at all. Scarred,
crusted, then the crust broken and drooling; below his
left eyebrow was only a leaking sore.

We followed Danny between the fires and anvils to a
worktable at the back. Piles of throwing blades (I touched
the one in my belt) were at varied stages of completion.,
On the pitted boards among small hammers, punches,
and knives, were some lumps of gold, a small pile of
gems, and three small ingots of silver. About the jeweler’s
anvil lay earrings, and a buckle with none of the
gems set.

“This is what you’re working on now?” Roger picked
up the buckle in greasy fingers already weighted with gold.

I bent to see, then pointed from the buckle to Roger’s
ring, and looked curious. (Why are we always quiet or
shouting before the deaf?) Roger nodded.

“Danny does a lot of stuff for us. He'’s a good machinist,
too. We're all pretty good turbo mechanics, but Danny
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here can do real fine stuff. Sometimes we fly him over
to Hainesville and he works there.”

“Another source of income?”

“Right.”

Just then Pitt came between the flames. She held
half a loaf of bread. “Hey, Danny!” in a voice for the
deaf, “I brought you some—” saw us and stopped.

Dan looked up, grinned, and circled the girl’s shoulder
with one arm, took the bread in the other hand, and bit.

His smile reflected on Pitt’s.

The elastic fear loosened on her face as she watched
the one-eyed smith chewing crust. She was very close to
pretty then.

I was glad of that.

Dan turned back to the bench, Pitt’s shoulder still
tucked under his arm. He fingered the rings, found a small
one for her, and she pulled forward with, “Oh . . .” and
the gold flickered in her palm. The smile moved about
her face like flame. (The throwing blades clinked on her
hip.) Silent Dan had the rapt look of somebody whose
mind was bouncing off the delight he could give others.

Fidessa said. “Have they got all of the first batch out
of the ovens?” She looked at the bread and actually
snarled. Then she sucked her teeth, turned, and marched
away.

“Say,” I asked Pitt, “do you like it up here?”

She dropped the ring, looked at me; then all the little
lines of fear snapped back.

I guess Dan hadn’t heard me, but he registered Pitt’s
discomfort. As he looked between us, his expression moved
toward bewildered anger.

“Come on.” Roger surprised me with a cuff on the
shoulder. “Leave the kids alone. Get out of here.” I was
going to object to being pushed, but I guess Roger just
pushed people. We left.

“Hey,” Roger said, watching his feet as he walked,
“I want to explain something to you.” We left the fires.
“We don’t want any power up here.”

“That has come across.” I tried to sound as sincere as
he did. “But there is the law.” Sincerity is my favorite
form of belligerence.

Roger stopped in front of the window (unbroken here),
put his hands in his back pockets, and watched the stream
spit down the gorge.

It was, I realized, the same stream the Gila Monster
was parked across a mile below.
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“You know I'm new at this job, Blacky,” he said after
a while. “I’ve just been archangel a couple of weeks. The
only reason I took over the show is because I had some
ideas on how to do it better than the guy before me. One
of my ideas was to run it with as little trouble as possible.”

“Who was running it before?”

“Sam was archangel before I was, and Fidessa was
head cherub. They ran the business up here, and they ran
it hard.”

“Sam?”

“Take a whole lot of mean and pour it into a hide about
three times as ugly as mine: Sam. He put out Danny’s
eye. When we get hold of a couple of cases of liquor,
we have some pretty wild times up here. Sam came down
to the forge to fool around. He heated up one end of a
pipe and started swinging it at people. He liked to see them
jump and holler. That’s the kind of mean he was. Danny
doesn’t like people fooling around with his tools and things
anyway. Sam got after Pitt, and Danny rushed him. So
Sam stuck the hot pipe into Danny’s head.” Roger flexed
his thumbs. “When I saw that, I realized I was going to
have to do something. We rumbled about two weeks ago.”
He laughed and dropped his hands. “There was a battle
in Haven that day!”

“What happened?”’

He looked at the water. “You know the top porch of
Haven? I threw him off the top porch onto the second.
Then I came down and threw him off onto the bottom
one.” He pointed out the window. “Then I came down and
threw him into the river. He hung around until I finally
told the guys to run him down the rocks where I couldn’t
see him no more.” Behind his back now he twisted his
ring. “I can’t see him. Maybe he made it to Hainesville.”

“Did . . . eh, Fidessa go along with the promotion?”

“Yeah.” He brought his hands before him. Light struck
and struck in the irregularities of metal. “I don’t think I
would have tried for the job if she hadn’t. She’s a lot of
woman.”

“Kill the king and take the queen.”

“] took Fidessa first. Then I had to . . . kill the king.
That’s the way things go in Haven.”

“Roger?”

He didn’t look at me.

“Look, you've got a kid back there at the anvil who
needs a doctor. You say he’s a good part of your bread
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and butter. And you let him walk around with a face
like that? What are you trying to do?”

“Sam used to say we were trying to live long enough to
show the bastards how mean we could be. I say we’re
just trying to live.”

“Suppose Danny’s eye infection decides to spread? I'm
not casting moral aspersions just to gum up the works.
Im asking if you’re even doing what you want to.”

He played with his ring.

“So you’ve avenged Danny; you won the fair damsel.
What about that infection—"

Roger turned on me. His scar twisted on his cheek and
lines of anger webbed his forehead. “You really think we
didn’t try to get him to a doctor? We took him to Haines-
ville, then we took him to Kingston, then back to Haines-
ville and finally out to Edgeware. We carried that poor
screaming half-wit all over the night.” He pointed back
among the fires. “Danny grew up in an institute, and you
get him anywhere near a city when he’s scared, and he’ll
try to run away. We couldn’t get him in to a doctor.”

“He didn’t run away from here when his eye was
burned.”

“He lives here. He’s got a place to do the few things he
can do well. He’s got a woman. He’s got food and people
to take care of him. The business with Sam, I don’t even
think he understood what happened. When you’re walking
through a forest and a tree falls on you and breaks your
leg, you don’t run away from the forest. Danny didn’t
understand that he was more important in Haven than big
Sam with all his orders and bluster and beat-you-to-a-pulp
if you look at him wrong: that’s why Sam had to hurt him.
But you try to explain that to Danny.” He gestured at the
fire. “I understood though.” As he gestured, his eye caught
on the points and blades of the ring. Again he stopped to
twist it. “Danny made this for Sam. I took it off him on
the bottom porch.”

“I still want to know what’s going to happen to Danny.”

Roger frowned. “When we couldn’t get him into a doc-
tor’s office in Edgeware, we finally went into town, woke
up the doctor there at two in the morning, made him come
outside the town and look at him there. The doc gave him
a couple of shots of antibiotics -and some salve to put on
it, and Pitt makes sure he puts it on every day, too. The
doc said not to bandage it because it heals better in the
air. We’re bringing him back to check it next week. What
the hell do you think we are?” He didn’t sound like he



PLOT: THE TANGLED WEB 39

wanted an answer. “You said you wanted to look around.
Look. When you’re finished, I'll take you back down, and
you tell them we don’t want no power lines up here.”
He shook his finger at me with the last six words.

I walked around Haven awhile (pondering as I climbed
the flickering stair that even angels in Haven have their
own spot of hell), trying to pretend I was enjoying the sun
and the breeze, looking over the shoulders of the guys
working on their cycles. People stopped talking when I
passed. Whenever I turned, somebody looked away. When-
ever I looked at one of the upper porches, somebody
moved away.

I had been walking twenty long minutes when I finally
came into a room to find Fidessa, smiling.

C‘Hungry?”

She held an apple in one hand and in the other haif
a loaf of that brown bread, steaming.

“Yeah.,” I came and sat beside her on the split-log
bench.

“Honey?” in a can rusted around the edge with a kitchen
knife stuck in it.

“Thanks.” I spread some on the bread and it went run-
ning and melting into all those little air bubbles like some-
thing in Danny’s jewelry furnace. And I hadn’t had
breakfast. The apple was so crisp and cold it hurt my
teeth. And the bread was warm.

“You're being very nice.”

“It’s too much of a waste of time the other way. You’ve
come up here to look around. All right. What have you
seen?”

“Fidessa,” I said, after a silent while in which I tried to
fit her smile with her last direct communication with me
(“Go to hell,”.it was?) and couldn’t. “I am not dense.
I do not disapprove of you people coming up here to live
away from the rest of the world. The chains and leather
bit is not exactly my thing, but I haven’t seen anybody
here under sixteen, so you're all old enough to vote: in my
book that means run your own lives. I could even say this
way of life opens pathways to the more mythic and
elemental hooey of mankind. I have heard Roger, and
I have been impressed, yea, even moved, by how closely
his sense of responsibility resembles my own. I too am new
at my job. I still don’t understand this furor over half a
dozen power outlets. We come peacefully; we’ll be out in a
couple of hours. Leave us the key, go make a lot of noise
over some quiet hamlet, and shake up the locals. We'll
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lock up when we go and stick it under the door mat. You
won’t even know we’ve been here.”

“Listen, line-demon. . . .”

An eighty-seven-year-old granny of mine, who had
taken part in the Detroit race riots in nineteen sixty-nine,
must have used that same tone to a bright-eyed civil
rights worker in the middle of the gunfire who, three years
later, became my grandfather: ‘Listen, white-boy. . . .”
Now I understood what granny had been trying to get
across with her amecdote.

“ . . you don’t know what’s going on up here. You’ve
wandered around for half an hour and nobody but me and
Roger have said a thing to you. What is it you think you
do understand?”

“Please, not demon. Devil.”

“All you’ve seen is a cross-section of a process. Do you
have any idea what was here five, or fifteen years ago?
Do you know what will be here five years from now?
When I came here for the first time, almost ten years
back—"

“You and Sam?”’

Four thoughts passed behind her face, none of which
she articulated.

“When Sam and me first got here, there were as many
as a hundred and fifty angels at a time roosting here. Now
there’s twenty-one.”

“Roger said twenty-seven.”

“Six left after Sam and Roger rumbled. Roger thinks
they’re going to come back. Yoggy might. But not the
others.”

“And in five years?”

She shook her head. “Don’t you understand? You don’t
have to kill us off. We’re dying.”

“We’re not trying to kill you.”

“You are.”

“When I get down from here, I'm going to do quite a
bit of proselytizing. Devil often speak with—" I took
another bite of bread ‘“—honeyed tongue. Might as well
use it on Mabel.” I brushed crumbs from my shining lap.

She shook her head, smiling sadly. “No.” I wish women
wouldn’t smile sadly at me. “You are kind, handsome,
perhaps even good.” They always bring that up too. “And
you are out to kill us.”

I made frustrated noises.

She held up the apple.

I bit; she laughed.
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She stopped laughing.
I looked up.

There in the doorway Roger looked a mite puzzled.

I stood. “You want to run me back down the moun-
tain?” I asked with brusque ingenuousness. “I can’t prom-
ise you anything. But I'm going to see if I can’t get
Mabel to sort of forget this job and take her silver-plated
juggernaut somewhere else.”

“You just do . . . this thing,” Roger said. “Come on.”

While Roger was cutting his pteracycle out from the
herd, I glanced over the edge.

At the pool, Pitt had coaxed Danny in over his knees.
It couldn’t have been sixty-five degrees out. But they
were splashing and laughing like happy mud puppies
from, oh, some warmer clime.

IV

A Gila Monster rampant?
Watch:

Six hydraulic lifts with cylinders thick as oil drums
adjust the suspension up another five feet to allow room
for blade work. From the “head” the “plow,” slightly
larger than the skull of a Triceratops, chuckles down into
the dirt, digs down into the dirt. What chuckled before,
roars. Plates on the side slide back. .

Then Mabel, with most of her office, emerges on a
telescoping lift to peer over the demons’ shoulders with
telephoto television.

The silver crew itself scatters across the pine needles
like polished bearings. The monster hunkers backward,
dragging the plow (angled and positioned by one of the
finest contemporary poets of the French language): a
trough two dozen feet wide and deep is opened upon t}ne
land. Two mandibles extend now, with six-foot wire
brushes that rattle around down there, clearing off the
top of the ribbed housing of a sixteen-foot cable. Two
demons (Ronny and Ann) guide the brushes, staking
worn ribs, metering for shorts in the higher frequency
Jevels. When the silver worm has been bared a hundred
feet, side cabinets open and from over the port treads
the crane swings out magnetic grapples.

One of the straightest roads in the wqud runs from
Leningrad to Moscow. The particular czar involved, when
asked for his suggestion as to just where the road should
run, surprised architects and chancellors by taking a rule
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and scribing a single line between the cities. “There,” he
said, or its Russian equivalent. What with Russia being
what it was in the mid-nineteenth century, there the
road was built.

Except in some of the deeper Pacific trenches and
certain annoying Himalayan passes, the major cables and
most of the minor ones were laid out much the same way.
The only time a cable ever bends sharp enough to see is
when a joint is put in. We were putting in a joint,

Inside, demons (Julia, Bill, Frank, Dimitri) are ready-
ing the clip, a U of cable fifteen feet from bend to end.
On those ends are very complicated couplings. They check
those couplings very carefully, because the clip carries
all that juice around the gap while the joint is being
inserted.

The cranes start to squeal as, up in her tower, Mabel
presses the proper button. The clip rises from the monster’s
guts, swings over the gleaming rib with Scott hanging onto
the rope and riding the clip like some infernal surfer,

Frank and Dimitri come barreling from between the
tread rollers to join Sue outside, so that the half-circle
clips slip over the cable right on the chalk mark. Then
Scott slides down to dance on the line, with a ratchet. Sue
with another. On each end of the clip they drive down
the contacts that sink to various depths in the cable.

Frank: “She uses that thing pretty well.”

Dimitri: “Maybe they’re teaching them something in
the academy after all these years?”

Frank: “She’s just showing off because she’s new, hey,
Sue? Do you think she’d go after a neck tourniquet if
we sent her?”

The eight-foot prong goes down to center core. Sixty
thousand volts there. The seven-foot six-inch goes to the
stepper ground. That’s a return for a three-wire high
voltage line that boosts you up from the central core to
well over three hundred thousand volts. Between those
two, you can run all the utilities for a city of a couple or
six million. Next prong takes you down to general high-
frequency utility power. Then low-frequency same. There’s
a layer of communications circuits next that lets you plug
into a worldwide computer system, I mean if you ever
need a worldwide computer. Then the local aniennae
for radio and TV broadcasts. Then all the check circuits
to make sure that all the inner circuits are functioning.

Then smaller antennae that broadcast directly to Gila
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Monster and sibling the findings of the check circuits.
And so forth. And so on. For sixteen feet.

Scott’s ratchet clicks on the bolt of the final prong
(he let Sue beat him—he will say—by one connection),
and somebody waves up at Mabel, who has discovered
they’re a minute and half behind schedule and worries
about these things.

Another crane is lowering the double blade. Teeth
ratch, and sparks whiten their uniforms. Demons squint
and move back.

Dimitri and Scott are already rolling the connecting
disk on the sledge to the rim of the trough (“Hey, Sue!
Watch it, honey. This thing only weighs about three
hundred pounds!”

“I bet she don’t make a hundred and ten.”) A

A moment later the blade pulls away, and the section
of cable is lifted and tracked down the monster, and the
whole business slips into the used-blade compartment.

The joint, which has the connections to take taps from
the major cable so we can string the lines of power to
Haven itself, is rolled and jimmied into place. Ratchets
again. This time the whole crew screws the lugs to the
housing.

And Mabel sighs and wipes her pale, moist brow, having
gotten through the operation without a major blackout
anywhere. in the civilized world—nothing shorted, cas-
ualties nil, injuries same. All that is left is for the U to be
removed so that things start flowing again. And there’s
hardly anything that can go wrong now.

Roger got me back just as they were removing the U.
I came jogging down the rocks, waved to people, bopped
on up the stairs and played through the arteries of the
beast. I came out on the monster’s back, shielding my
eyes against the noon. |

The shadow of Mabel’s office swung over me. I started
up the ladder on the side of the lift, and moments later
poked my head through the trapdoor.

“Hey, Mabel! Guess what’s up on High Haven.”

I don’t think she was expecting me. She jumped a
little.“What?”

“A covey of pteracycle angels, straight from the turn of
the century. Tattoos, earrings, leather jackets anc} all—
actually I don’t think most of them can afford jackets.
They’re pretty scroungy.”

Mabel frowned. “That’s nice.”
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I hoisted to sitting position. “Theyre not really bad
sorts. Eccentric, yes. I know you just got through con-
necting things up. But what say we roll up all our exten-
sion cords and go someplace else?”

“You are out of your mind.” Her frown deepened.

“Naw. Look, theyre just trying to do their thing. Let’s
get out of here.”

6$Nope.’,

“They look on this whole business as an attempt to wipe
them—why not?”

“Because I want to wipe them out.”

“Huh? Now don’t tell me you were buzzed by angels
when you were a little girl and you've carried feud fodder
ever since.”

“Told you we were going to argue, Blacky.” She turned
around in her chair. “The last time I had a conversion,
it was a vegetarian cult that had taken refuge in the
Rockies. Ate meat only once a year on the eve of the
autumnal equinox. I will never forget the look on that kid’s
facl:ie. The first arrow pinned his shirt to the trunk of an
Oa __99

“Happy Halloween, St. Sebastian. Ehhh! But these
aren’t cannibals,” I said, “Mabel.”

“The conversion before that was a group of utopian
socialists who had set up camp in the Swiss Alps. I don’t
think I could ever trace a killing directly to them—I'm
sorry, I'm not counting the three of my men who got it
when the whole business broke out into open fighting.
But they made the vegetarians look healthy: at least they
got it out of their systems. The one before that s

“Mabel—"

“I assume you’re interrupting me because you’ve gotten
my point.”

“You were talking about ways of life before. Hasn’t
it occurred to you that there is more than one way of
life possible?”

“That is too asinine for me even to bother answering.
Get up off the floor.”

I got up.

“If we are going to begin our argument with obvious
banalities, consider these: hard work does not hurt the
human machine. That’s what it is made for. But to work
hard simply to remain undernourished, or to have to work
harder than you’re able so that someone else can live well
while you starve, or to have no work at all and have to
watch yourself and others starve—this is disastrous to
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the human machine. Subject any statistically meaningful
sample of people to these situations, and after a couple of
generations you will have wars, civil and sovereign, along
with all the neuroses that such a Weltenshauung produces.”

“You get A for obviousness.”

“The world being the interrelated mesh that it is, two
hundred million people starving in Asia had an incalculable
effect on the psychology and sociology of the two hundred
million overfed, overleisured North Americans during
the time of our grandparents.”

“B for banality.”

“Conclusion—"

“For which you automatically get a C.”

“~—there has not been a war in forty years. There were
only six murders in New York City last year. Nine in
Tokyo. The world has a ninety-seven percent literacy
rate. Eighty-four percent of the world population is at
least bilingual. Of all the political and technological
machinations that have taken place in the last century
to cause this, Global Power Lines were probably the biggest
single factor. Because suddenly people did not have to work
to starve. That problem was alleviated, and the present
situation has come about in the time it takes a child to
become a grandparent. The generation alive when Global
Power began was given the time to raise an interesting
bunch of neurotics for a second generation, and they had
the intelligence and detachment to raise their bunch
healthy enough to produce us.”

“We’ve gone about as far as we can go?”

“Don’t be snide. My point is simply that in a world
where millions were being murdered by wars and hundreds
of thousands by less efficient means, there was perhaps
some justification for saying about any given injustice,
‘What can I do? But that’s not this world. Perhaps we
know too much about our grandparents’ world so that we
expect things to be like that. But when the statistics are
what they are today, one boy shot full of arrows to a tree
is a very different matter.”

“What I saw up there »?

“__bespoke violence, brutality, unwarranted cruelty
from one person to another, and if not murder, the
potential for murder at every turn. Am I right?”

“But it’s a life they’'ve chosen! They have their own
sense of honor and responsibility. You wouldn’t go see,
Mabel. I did. It’s not going to harm - .

“Look, teak-head! Somebody tried to kill me this
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morning with that thing you’ve still got in your belt!”

“Mabel—!” which exclamation had nothing to do with
our argument,

She snatched up the microphone, flicked the button.
“Scott, what the hell are you doing!” Her voice, magnified
by the loudspeakers, rolled over the plates and cropped
among the demons.

What Scott Had Done:

He’d climbed on the U to ride it back up into the
monster. With most of the prongs ratcheted out, he had
taken a connector line (probably saying to Sue first, “Hey,
I bet you never seen this before!”) and tapped the high
voltage and stuck it against the metal housing. There’s
only a fraction of an ampere there, so it wasn’t likely to
hurt anything. The high voltage effect in the housing
causes a brush discharge the length of the exposed cable.
Very impressive. Three-foot sparks crackling all over, and
Scott grinning, and all his hair standing up on end.

A hedge of platinum—

A river of diamonds—

A jeweled snake—

What is dangerous about it and why Mabel was upset
is, (One) if something does go wrong with that much
voltage, it is going to be more than serious. (Two) The U
clip’s connected to the (Bow!) gig-crane; the gig-crane’s
connected to the (Poo!) crane-house; the crane-house is
anchored to the (Bip!) main chassis itself, and hence the
possibility of all sorts of damage.

“Goddamn it, Scott—!"

The least dangerous thing that could have gone wrong
would have been a random buildup of energies right
where Scott had stuck the wire against the housing.
Which I guess is what happened because he kept reaching
for it and jerking his hand away, like he was being tickled.

Mable got at the controls and pulled the arm of the
rheostat slowly down. She has a blanket ban on all current,
and could walk it down to nothing. (All the voltage in
the world won’t do a thing if there’re no amps behind it.)
“They know damned well I don’t like to waste power!”
she snapped. “All right, you silver-plated idiots,” she
rumbled about the mountain, “get inside. That’s enough
for today.”

She was mad. I didn’t pursue the conversation.

Born out of time, I walked eye-deep in Gila droppings.
Then I sat for a while. Then I paced some more. I was
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supposed to be filling out forms in the navigation office, but
most of the time I was wondering if I wouldn’t be happier
shucking silver for denim to go steel wool the clouds. Why
grub about the world with dirty demons when I could
be brandishing my resentments against the night winds,
beating my broomstick (as it were) across the evening;
only all my resentments were at Mabel.

A break on the balcony from figure flicking.

And leaning on the rail, this, over-looked and -heard:

Sue and Pitt stood together on the rim of the trough.
“Well, I'll tell you,” Sue was saying, “I like working here.
Two years in the Academy after high school and you
learn all about Power Engineering and stuff. It’s nice
’cause you do a lot of traveling,” Sue went on, rather like
the introduction to the Academy Course of Study brochure.
Well, it’s a good introduction. “By the way,” she finished,
and by the way she finished I knew she’d been wonder-
ing awhile, “what happened to your friend’s eye?”

Pitt hoofed at the dirt. “Aw, he got in a fight and got
it hurt real bad.”

“Yeah,” Sue said. “That’s sort of obvious.” The two
girls looked off into the woods. “He could really come out
here. Nobody’s going to bother him.”

“He’s shy,” Pitt said. “And he doesn’t hear good.”

“It’s all right if he wants to stay back there.”

“It would be nice to travel around in a healer monster,”
Pitt said. “I'd like that.”

“You want to go inside—?"

“Oh, no! Hey I gotta get back up on High Haven.” And
Pitt (maybe she’d seen me on the balcony) turned and
ran into the trees. _

“Good-bye!” Sue called. “Thank your friend for riding
me all around the mountain. That was fun.” And above
the trees 1 saw a broomstick break small branches.

I went back into the office. Mabel had come in and
was sitting on my desk, looking over the forms in which
I’d been filling. ,

I sorted through various subjects I might bring up to
avoid arguing with the boss. .

“It takes too much energy to sort out something we
won’t argue about,” Mabel said. “Shall we finish up?”

“Fine. Only I haven’t had a chance to argue.”

“Go on.”

“You go on. The only way I'll ever get you is to let you
have enough cable to strangle yourself.”

She put the forms down. “Take you up on that last
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bit of obvious banality for the day: suppose we put the
outlets and lines in? They certainly don’t have to use
them if they don’t like.”

“Oh, Mabel! The whole thing is a matter of principle!”

“I'm not strangling yet.”

“Look. You are the boss. I’ve said we do it your way.
Okay. I mean it. Good night!” Feeling frustrated, but
clean and silver, I stalked out,

Frank Faltaux told me that the French phrase for it
is lesprit d’escalier—the spirit of the backstairs. You
think of what you should have said after you’re on the
way down. I lay in the hammock in my new room fairly
blistering the varnish on the banister.

Evening shuffled leaves outside my window and slid
gold poker chips across the pane. After much restlessness,
I got up and went outside to kibitz the game.

On the stream bank I toed stones into the water,
watched the water sweep out the hollow, ambled beside
the current, the sound of the falls ahead of me; behind,
laughing demons sat on the treads drinking beer.

Then somebody called the demons inside, so there was
only the evening and water.

And laughter above me . . .

I looked up the falls.

Fidessa sat there, swinging her sneaker heels against
the rock.

“Hello?” 1 asked.

She nodded and looked like a woman with a secret. She
jumped down and started over the rocks.

“Hey, watch it. Don’t slip in the—"

She didn’t,

“Blacky!”

“Eh . .. what can I do for you?”

“Nothing!”’ with her bright brown eyes. “Do you want
to come to a party?”

GGHuh?9,

“Up on High Haven.”

Thought: that the cables had not gone up there this
afternoon had been mistaken for a victory on my part.

“You know I haven’t won any battles down here yet.”
Oh, equivocatious “yet.”

I scratched my neck and did other things that project
indecision. “It’s very nice of you and Roger to ask me.”

“Actually, I’'m asking you. In fact!” conspiratorial look,
“why don’t you bring one of your girls along?” For a whole
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second I thought it was a non-ulterior invitation. “Roger
might be a little peeved if he thought I just came down to
drag you up to an angel blast.”

Tall, very dark, and handsome, I’ve had a fair amount
of this kind of treatment at the hands of various ladies
even in this enlightened age.

So it doesn’t bother me at all. “Sure. Love to come.”

My ulterior was a chance to drag Mabel out to see my
side (as devils stalked the angels’ porches ... I slew
the thought). ,

Then again, I was still feeling pretty belligerent. Hell,
who wants to take your debate rival to a party.

I looked back at the monster. Sue sat at the top of the
step, reading.

GGHey!”

She looked up. I made come-here motions. She put
down the book and came.

“What’s Scott doing?”

“Sleeping.”

One of the reasons Scott will never be a devil is that
he can sleep anywhere, anytime. A devil must be able
to worry all night, then be unable to sleep because he’s
so excited about the solution that arrived with the dawn.
“Want to go to a party?”

“Sure.”

“Fidessa’s invited us up to High Haven. You'll have a
chance to see your friend Pitt again.”

She came into the scope of my arm and settled her head
on my shoulder, frowning. “Pitt’s a funny kid.” The pass~
ing wrinkles on a seventeen-year-old girl’s face are charm-
ing. “But I like her.” She looked up, took hold of my
thumb, and asked. “When are we going?”’

“Now,” Fidessa said.

We climbed.

“Ever fly a broomstick?” Fidessa asked.

“I used to fly my wife back and forth to classes when I
was at the academy,” I admitted. (Interesting I’ve managed
to put that fact out of this telling so long. Contemplate
that awhile.) “Want me to drive?”

With me at the steering shaft, Sue behind me chinning
my scapula, and Fidessa behind her, we did a mildly
clumsy takeoff, then a lovely spiral—“Over there,” Fidessa
called—around the mountain’s backbone and swung up
toward the gorge.

“Oh, I love riding these things!” Sue was saying. “It’s
like a roller coaster. Only more so!”



50 THOSE WHO CAN: A SCIENCE FICTION READER

That was not a comment on my flying. We fell into the
rocky mouth. (One doesn’t forget how to ride a bicycle,
either.) Our landing on the high porch was better than
Roger’s.

I found out where they did the cooking I'd smelled
that morning. Fidessa led us up through the trees above
the house. (Roast meat . . .) Coming through the brush,
hand in hand with Sue, I saw our late cadet wrinkle
her nose, frown: “Barbecued pork?”

They had dug a shallow pit. On the crusted, gleaming
grill a pig, splayed over coals, looked up cross-eyed. His
ears were charred. The lips curled back from tooth and
gap-tooth. He smelled great. |

“Hey,” Roger called across the pit. “You come up here
this evening? Good!” He saluted with a beer can. “You
come for the party?”

“I guess so0.”

Someone came scrabbling up the rock carrying a card-
board crate. It was the red-headed kid with the dragon
on his chest. “Hey, Roger, you need some lemons? I was
over in Hainesville and I swiped this whole goddamn box
of lemons ... !”

Someone grabbed him by the collar of his leather jacket
with both hands and yanked it down over his shoulders;
he staggered. The crate hit the edge of the pit. Lemons
bounced and rolled.

“God damnit, cut that out—"

Half a dozen fell through the grate. Somebody kicked
the carton and another half dozen rolled down the slope.

“Hey__”

Half a minute into a free-for-all, two cans of beer came
across. I caught them, and iooked up to see Roger, by the
cooler, laughing. I twisted the tops off (there was a time,
I believe, when such a toss would have wreaked havoc
with the beer—progress), handed one to Sue, saluted.

Fidessa had maneuvered behind Roger. And was laugh-
ing too.

Sue drank, scowled. “Say, where is Pitt?”

“Down at the house.”

She flashed bright teeth at me. I nodded.

“Call me when food’s on.” She pulled away, skirting
tussling angels, and hopped down the rocks.

Where does the mountain go when it goes higher than
Haven?

Not knowing, I left the revelers and mounted among
the bush and boulders. Wind snagged on pines and reached
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me limping. I looked down the gorge, surveyed the crowded
roofs of Haven, sat for a while on a log, and was peaceful.

I heard feet on leaves behind, but didn’t look. Fingers
on my eyes and Fidessa laughing. I caught one wrist and
pulled her around. The laugh stilled on her face. She,
anﬁused, and I curious, watched each other watch each
other.

“Why,” I asked, “have you become so friendly?”

Her high-cheeked face grew pensive. “Maybe it’s be-
cause I know a better thing when I see it.”

“Better?”

“Comparative of good.” She sat beside me. “I've never
understood how power is meted out in this world. When
two people clash, the more powerful wins. I was very
young when I met Sam. I stayed with him because I
thought he was powerful. Does that sound naive?”

“At first, yes. Not when you think about it.”

“He insisted on living in a way totally at odds with
society. That takes . . . power.”

I nodded.

“I still don’t know whether he lost it at the end. Maybe
Roger simply had more. But I made my decision before
they rumbled. And I ended up on the right side.”

“You’re not stupid.”

“No, I'm not. But there’s another clash coming. I think
I know who will win.”

“I don’t.” . .

She looked at her lap. “Also I'm not so young. I'm tired
of being on the side of the angels. My world is falling
apart, Blacky. I've got Roger; I understand why Sam lost,
but I don’t understand why Roger won. In the coming
battle, you'll win and Roger will lose. That I don’t under-
stand at all.” .

“Is this a request for me in my silver long-johns to
take you away from all this?”

She frowned. “Go back down to Haven. Talk to Roger.”

“On the eve of the war, the opposing generals meet
together. They explain how war would be the worst thm,g
for all concerned. Yet all creation knows they’ll go to war.”

Her eyes inquired.

“I'm quoting.”

“Go down and talk to Roger.”

I got up and walked back through the woods. I had
been walking five minutes when:

“Blacky?” ‘

I stopped by an oak whose roots clutched a great rock.
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When trees get too big in terrain like this, there is very
little for them to hold, and they eventually fall,

“I thought I saw you wander off up here.”

“Roger,” I said, “things don’t look so good down at the
Gila Monster.” .

He fell into step beside me. “You can’t stop the lines
from coming up here?” He twisted the great ring on his
scarred finger.

“The law says that a certain amount of power must be
available for a given number of people. Look. Even if we
put the lines up, why do you have to use them? I don’t
understand why this business is so threatening to youw.”

“You don’t?”

“Like I said, I sympathize . . .”

His hands went into his pockets. It was dark enough
here among the trees so that, though light flaked above the
leaves, I couldn’t see his expression.

His tone of voice surprised me: “You don’t understand
what’s going on up here, do you? Fidessa said you didn’t.”
It was fatigue, “I thought you . . .” and then his mind
went somewhere else. “These power lines., Do you know
what holds these guys here? I don’t. I do know it’s weaker
than you think.”

“Fidessa says they’ve been drifting away.”

“I'm not out to make any man do what he don’t want,
Neither was Sam. That’s the power he had and I have.
You put them lines up and they’ll use them. Maybe not
at first. But they will. You beat us long enough, and we go
down!”

Beyond the trees I could see the barbecue pit. “Maybe
you’re just going to have to let it go.”

He shook his shadowed face. “I haven’t had it long, so
it shouldn’t be so hard to lose it. But no.”

“Roger, you're not losing anything. When the lines go
up here, just ignore—"

“Im talking about power. My power.”

“HOW?”

“They know what’s going on.” He motioned to include
the rest of the angels in Haven. “They know it’s a contest.
I am going to lose. Would it be better if I came on like
Sam? He’d have tried to break your head. Then he’d have
tried to bust your tinfoil eggcrate apart with broomsticks.
Probably got himself and most of the rest of us in the
hoosegow.”

“He would have.”

“Have you ever lost something important to you, some-
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thing so important you couldn’t start to tell anybody else

how important it was? It went, You watched it go. And
then it was all gone.”

“Yes.”

“Yeah? What?”

“Wife of mine.”

“She leave you for somebody else?”

“She was burned to death on an exposed power cable,
one night, in Tibet. I watched. And then she was . . .
gone.”

“You and me,” Roger said after a moment, “we’re a lot
alike, you know?” I saw his head drop. “I wonder what it
would be like to lose Fidessa . . . to0o.”

“Why do you ask?”

Broad shoulders shrugged. “Sometimes the way a
woman acts, you get to feel . . . Sam knew. But it’s
stupid, huh? You think that’s stupid, Blacky?”

Leaves crashed under feet behind us. We turned.

“Fidessa . . . ?” Roger said.

She stopped in the half-dark. I knew she was surprised
to overtake us.

Roger looked at me. He looked at her. “What were you
doing up there?”

“Just sitting,” she said before I did.

We stood a moment more in the darkness above Haven.
Then Roger turned, beat back branches, and strode into
the clearing. I followed.

The pig had been cut. Most of one ham had been sliced.
But Roger yanked up the bone and turned to me. “This
is a party, hey, Blacky!” His scarred face broke on laugh=
ter. “Here! Have some party!” He thrust the hot bone into
my hands. It burned me.

But Roger, arm around somebody’s shoulder, lurched
through the carousers. Someone pushed a beer at me.
‘The hock, where I'd dropped it on pine needles, blackened
beneath the boots of angels.

I did get food after a fashion. And a good deal to drink.

I remember stopping on the upper porch of Haven,
leaning on what was left of the rail.

Sue was sitting down by the pool. Stooped but glistening
from the heat of the forge, Danny stood beside her.

Then behind me:

“You gonna fly? You gonna fly the moon off the sky? I
can see three stars up there! Who’s gonna put them out?”
Roger balanced on the cycle rack, feet wide, fist shaking
at the night. “I'm gonna fly! Fly till my stick pokes a hole
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in the night! Gods, you hear that? We’re coming at you!
We’re gonna beat you to death with broomsticks and roar
the meteors down before we’re done. . . .”

They shouted around him. A cycle coughed. Two more.

Roger leaped down as the first broomstick pulled from
the rack, and everybody fell back. It swerved across the
porch, launched over the edge, rose against the branches,
above the branches, spreading dark wings.

“You gonna fly with me?”

I began a shrug.

His hand hit my neck and stopped it. “There are gods
up ;here we gotta look at. You gonna stare ’em down with
me b2

Smoke and pills had been going around as well as beer.

“Gods are nothing but low blood sugar,” I said.
“St. Augustine, Peyote Indians . . . you know how it
works—"

He turned his hand so the back was against my neck.
“Fly!” and if he’d taken his hand away fast, that ring
would have hooked out an inch of jugular.

Three more broomsticks took off.

“Okay, why not?”

He turned to swing his cycle from the rack.

I mounted behind him. Concrete rasped. We went over
the edge, and the bottom fell out of my belly again.
Branches clawed at us, branches missed.

Higher than Haven.

Higher than the mountain that is higher than Haven,

Wind pushed my head back, and I stared up at the
night. Angels passed overhead.

“Hey!” Roger bellowed, turning half around so I could
hear. “You ever done any sky-sweeping?”

“No!” I insisted.

Roger nodded for me to look.

Maybe a hundred yards ahead and up, an angel turned
wings over the moon, aimed down, and—his elbows jerked
sharply in as he twisted the throttle rings—turned off
both turbos.

The broomstick swept down the night,

And down.

And down.

Finally I thought I would lose him in the carpet of
green-black over the mountain, And for a while he was
lost. Then:

A tiny flame, and tiny wings, momentarily illuminated,
pulled from the tortuous dive. As small as he was, I could
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see the wings bend from the strain. He was close enough
to the treetops so that for a moment the texture of the
leaves was visible in a speeding pool of light. (How many
angels can dance on the head of a pin?) He was so
tiny. . . .

“What the hell is our altitude anyway?” I called to Roger.

Roger leaned back on the shaft, and we were going
up again.

“Where are we going?”

“High enough to get a good sweep on.”

“With two people on the cycle?” I demanded.

And we went up.

And there were no angels above us any more.

And the only thing higher than us was the moon.

There is a man in the moon.

And he leers.

We reached the top of our arc. Then Roger’s elbows
struck his sides. ’

My tummy again. Odd feeling: the vibrations on your
seat and on your foot stirrups aren’t there. Neither is
the roar of the turbos.

It is a very quiet trip down.

Even the sound of the wind on the wings behind you
is carried away too fast to count. There is only the
mountain in front of you. Which is down.

And down,

And down.

Finally I grabbed Roger’s shoulder, leaned forward,
and yelled in his year, “I hope you’re having fun!”

Two broomsticks zoomed apart to let us through.

Roger looked back at me. “Hey, what were you and my
woman doing up in the woods?” With the turbos off you
don’t have to yell.

“Picking mushrooms.”

“When there’s a power struggle, I don’t like to lose.”

“You like mushrooms?” I asked. “I’ll give you a whole
goddamn basket just as soon as we set runners on Haven.”

“I wouldn’t joke if I was sitting as far from the throttle
ring as you are.”

G(Roger_’,

“You can tell things from the way a woman acts,
Blacky. I've done a lot of looking, at you, at Fidessa, even
at that little girl you brought up to Haven this evening.
Take her and Pitt. I bet they’re about the same age. Pitt
don’t stand up too well against her. I don’t mean looks
either. I'm talking about the chance of surviving they'd
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have if you just stuck them down someplace. I'm thirty-
three years old, Blacky. You?”

“Eh . . . thirty-one.”

“We don’t check out too well either.”

“How about giving it a chance?”

“You’re hurting my shoulder.”

My hand snapped back to the grip. There was a palm
print in sweat on the denim.

Roger shook his head. “I'd dig to see you spread all
over that mountain.”

“If you don’t pull out, you’ll never get the opportunity.”

“Shit,” Roger said. His elbows went out from his side.

The broomstick vibrated.

- Branches stopped coming at us quite so fast. (I could
see separate branches!) The force of the turn almost tore
me off. I told you before, you could see the wings bend?
You can hear them too. Things squeaked and creaked in
the roar. |

Then, at last, we were rising gently once more. I
looked up. I breathed. The night was loud and cool and
wonderful.

Miniature above us now, another angel swept down
across the moon., He plummeted toward us as we rode up
the wind.

Roger noticed before I did.

“Hey, the kid’s in trouble!”

Instead of holding his arm hugged to his sides, the kid
worked them in and out as though he were trying to twist
something loose.

“His rings are frozen!” Roger exclaimed.

Others had realized the trouble and circled in to follow
him down. He came fast and wobbling; passed us!

His face was all teeth and eyes as he fought the stick.
ghe dragon writhed on his naked chest. It was the red-

ead.

The flock swooped to follow.

The kid was below us. Roger gunned his cycle straight
down to catch up, wrenched out again, and the kid passed
us once more.

The kid had partial control of one wing. It didn’t help
because whenever he’d shift the free aileron, he’d just
bank off in another direction at the same slope.

Branches again. . . .

Then something unfroze in the rogue cycle. His slope
suddenly leveled and there was fire from the turbos.

For three seconds I thought he was going to make it.
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Fire raked the treetops for thirty feet; we swooped over
a widening path of flame. And nothmg at the end of it.

A minute later we found a clearing. Angels settled
like mad leaves. We started running through the trees.

He wasn’t dead.

He was screaming.

He’d been flung twenty feet from his broomstick through
small branches and twigs, both legs and one arm broken.
Most of his clothes had been torn off. A lot of skin too.

Roger forgot me, got very efficient, got Red into a
stretcher between two broomsticks, and got to Hainesville,
fast. Red was only crying when the doctor finally put him
to sleep.

We took off from the leafy suburban streets and rose
toward the porches of Haven.

The gorge was a serpent of silver.

The moon glazed the windows of Haven.

Somebody had’ already come back to bring the news.

“You want a beer?” Roger asked.

“No thanks. Have you seen the little girl who came up
here with me? I think it’s about time we got back.”

But he had already started away. There was still a party
going on.

I went into the house, up some stairs, didn’t find Sue,
so went down some others. I was halfway down the flick-
ering stairs to the forge when I heard a shriek.

Then Sue flashed through the doorway, ran up the steps,
and crashed into me. I caught her just as one-eyed Danny
swung round the door jamb. Then Pitt was behind him,
scrabblmg past him in the narrow well, the throwing blade
in her hand halfway through a swmg

And stopping.

“Why doesn’t someone tell me what the hell is going
on?” I proposed. “You put yours away, and I'll put away
mine.” Remember that throwing blade I had tucked under
my belt? It was in my hand now. Pitt and I lowered our
arms together.

“Oh, Blacky, let’s get out of here!” Sue whispered.

“Okay,” I said.

We backed up the steps. Then we ducked from the door
and came out on the porch. Sue still leaned on my shoul-
der. When she got her breath back, she said, *“They’re
nuts!”

“What happened?”’

“I don’t know, I mean. . . .” She stood up now. “Dan
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was talking to me and showing me around the forge. And
he makes all that beautiful jewelry. He was trying to fool
around, but I mean, really—with that eye? And I was
trying to cool him anyway, when Pitt came in. . . .” She
looked at the porch. “That boy who fell . . . they got
him to the doctor?”

I nodded.

“It was the red-headed one, wasn’t it? I hope he’s all
right.” Sue shook her head. “He gave me a lemon.”

Fidessa appeared at my shoulder. “You want to get
down?”

“Yeah.”

“Take that cycle. The owner’s passed out inside. Some-
body’ll bring him down tomorrow to pick it up.”

“Thanks.”

Glass shattered. Somebody had thrown something through
one of Haven’s windows.

The party was getting out of hand at the far end of the
porch, Still point in the wheeling throng, Roger watched
us.

Fidessa looked a moment, then pushed my shoulder.

“Go on.” We dropped over white water, careening down
the gorge.

Scott opened an eye and frowned a freckled frown
over the edge of his hammock. “Where . . . (obscured by
yawn) . . . been?”

“To a party. Don’t worry. I brought her back safe and
sound.”

Scott scrubbed his nose with his fist. “Fun?”
“Sociologically fascinating, I'm sure.”
“Yeah?” He pushed up on his elbow. “Whyn’t you wake

me?” He looked back at Sue who sat quietly on her ham-
mock.

“We shook you for fifteen minutes, but you kept trying
to punch me.”

“I did?” He rubbed his nose again. “I did not!”
“Don’t worry about it. Go to sleep. G’night, Sue.”

In my room I drifted off to the whirr of broomsticks
remembered.

Then—was it half an bour later?—I came awake to a
real turbo. A cycle came near the Monster’s roof.
Runners . . .

Correction; landed on.



PLOT: THE TANGLED WEB 59

I donned silver and went outside on the long terrace.
I looked to my left up at the roof.

Thuds down the terrace to the right—

Danny recovered from his leap. His good eye blinked
rapidly. The other was a wet fistful of shadow.

“What are you doing here?” I asked too quietly for him
to have heard. Then I looked up the curved wall. Fidessa
slid down. Danny steadied her.

“Would you mind telling me what brings you here this
hour of the morning?”’

After five silent seconds I thought she was playing a
joke. I spent another paranoid three thinking I was about
to be victim to a cunning nefariousness.

But she was terrified.

“Blacky—"

“Hey, what’s the matter, girl?”’

“I. .. She shook her head. “Roger . . .” Shook it
again.

“Come inside and sit down.”

She took Danny’s arm. “Go in! Go in, Danny . . «
please!” She looked about the sky.

Stolid and uncomprehending, Danny went forward. In-

side he sat on the hammock, left fist wrapped in his right
hand.

Fidessa stood, turned, walked, stopped.

“What’s the matter? What happened on High Haven?”

“We’re leaving.” She watched for my reaction.

“Tell me what happened.”

She put her hands in her pockets, took them out again.
“Roger tried to get at Danny.”

“What?”

We regarded the silent smith. He blinked and smiled.

“Roger got crazy after you left.”

“Drunk?”
“Crazy! He took everybody down to the forge and they
started to break up the place. . . . He made them stop

after a little while. But then he talked about killing Danny.
He said that Sam was right. And then he told me he was
going to kill me.”

“It sounds like a bad joke.”

“It wasn’t. . . .” I watched her struggle to find words
to tell me what it was.

“So you two got scared and left?”

“I wasn’t scared then.” Her voice retreated to shortness.
She glanced up. “I'm scared now.”
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Swaying gently, Danny put one foot on top of the other
and meshed his toes.

“How come you brought Danny along?”

“He was running away. After the fracas down in the
forge, he was taking off into the woods. I told him to
come with me.”

“Clever of you to come here.”

She looked angry, then anger lost focus and became
fear again. “We didn’t know anywhere else to go.” Her
hands closed and broke like moths. “I came here first be-
cause I . . . wanted to warn you.”

“Of what?”

“Roger—I think him and the rest of the angels are
going to try and rumble with you here.”

“What ... ?”

She nodded.

“This has suddenly gotten serious. Let’s go talk to Boss
Lady.” I opened the door to the corridor. “You too.”

Danny looked up surprised, unfolded his hands and feet.

“Yeah, you!”

Mabel was exercising her devilish talents:

Ashtray filled with the detritus of a pack of cigarettes,
papers all over everything; she had one pencil behind her
ear and was chewing on another. It was three in the
morning.

We filed into the office, me first, Fidessa, then Danny.

“I)Blacky? Oh, hello—good Lord!” (That was Danny’s
eye.

“Hi, Mabel. How’s the midnight oil?”

“If you strain it through white bread, reduce it over
a slow Bunsen, and recondense the fumes in a copper coil,
I hear you have something that can get you high.” She
frowned at Danny, realized she was frowning, smiled.
“What happened to that boy’s face?”

“Meet Fidessa and Danny, from High Haven. They’ve
just run away and stopped off to tell us that we may be
under attack shortly by angels who are none too happy
about the lines and outlets we’re putting up tomorrow.”

Mabel looked over the apex of her fingertips. “This has
gotten serious,” she echoed. Mabel looked tired. “The Gila
Monster is a traveling maintenance station, not a mobile
fortress. How have your goodwill efforts been going?”

I was going to throw up my hands—

“If Blacky hadn’t been up there,” Fidessa said, “talking
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with Roger like he did, they’d have been down here yes-
terday morning instead.”

I projected her an astral kiss.

“What about him?” She nodded at Danny. “What
happened too—"

“Where the hell,” Scott demanded, swinging through
the door like a dappled griffon, “did you take that poor
kid, anyway?”

“What kid?”

“Sue! You said you went to a party. That’s not what
I'd call it!”

“What are you talking about?”’

“She’s got two bruises on her leg as big as my hand
and one on her shoulder even bigger. She said some one-
eyed bastard tried to rape > '

Then he frowned at Danny, who smiled back quizzically.

“She told me,” I said, “that he tried to get fresh with
her—"

“With a foot and a half of two-by-four? She told me
she didn’t want to tell you,” his mottled finger swung at
me, “what really happened, so you wouldn’t be too hard
on them!”

“Look, I haven’t been trying to gloss over anything I
saw on——"’

At which point Mabel stood.

Silence.

You-know-what were passing.

Something clanged on the skylight: cracks shot the
pane, though it didn’t shatter. We jumped, and Scott hic-
coughed. Lying on the glass was a four-pronged blade.

I reached over Mabel’'s desk and threw a switch by
her thumb.

Fidessa: “What . . . ?”

“Floodlights,” I said. “They can see us, lights or no.
This way we can see them—if they get within fifty me-
ters.” We used the lights for night work. “I'm going to
take us up where we can look at what’s going on,” I
told Mabel.

She stepped back so I could take the controls.

When the cabin jerked, Danny’s smile gave out. Fidessa
patted his arm.

The cabin rose.

“I hope you know what you’re . . .” Scott began.

Mabel -told him to shut up with a very small movement
of the chin.




62 THOSE WHO CAN: A SCIENCE FICTION READER

QOutside the window, broomsticks scratched like matches
behind the trees. |

Water whispered white down the falls. The near leaves
shook neon scales. And the cable arched the dark like a
flayed rib.

Wingforms fell and swept the rocks, shadowed the water.
I saw three land.

“That’s Roger!”

At the window Fidessa stood at my left, Mabel at my
right.

Roger’s broomstick played along the cable, came down
in a diminishing pool of shadow directly on the line. I
heard runners scrape the housing. Half a dozen more
angels had landed on either side of the trough.

Roger, at the far end of the exposed line up near the
rocks, dismounted and let his broomstick fall on its side.
He started slowly to walk the ribbing.

“What do they want?” Scott asked.

“m going to go out and see,” I said. Mabel turned
sharply. “You’ve got peeper-mikes in here.” The better to
overhear scheming demons; if they’d been on, Mabel
would have been able to foresee Scott’s little prank of the
afternoon. “Hey! You remember Scott’s little prank of
the afternoon? You can duplicate it from here, can’t you?”

“A high voltage brush discharged from the housing?
Sure I can—"

“It'll look so much more impressive at night! I'm going
out there to talk to Roger on the cable. If anything goes
wrong, I'll yell. You start the sparks. Nobody will get
hurt, but it should scare enough hell out of them to give
me a chance to get out of harm’s way.” I flipped on the
peeper-mike and started for the trapdoor. An introduc-
tory burst of static cleared to angel mumblings.

Mabel stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. “Blacky,
I can make a brush discharge from in here. I can also
burn anybody on that line—”

I looked at her. I breathed deeply. Then I pulled away
and dropped through to the Gila Monster’s roof. I sprinted
over the plated hull, reached the “head” between two of
the floods, and gazed down. “Roger!”

He stopped and squinted up into the light, “—Blacky?”

“What are you doing here?”’

Before he answered, I kicked the latch of the crane
housing and climbed down onto the two-foot grapple. I
was going to yell back at Mabel but she was watching,.
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The crane began to hum, and swung forward with me
riding, out and down. :

When I came close to the cable, I dropped (floodlights
splashing my shoulders); I got my balance on the curved
ribbing. “Roger?” |

“Yeah?”

“What are you doing down here?”

On the dirt piled beside the cable the other angels stood.
I walked forward.

“What are you doing? Come on; it’s the third time I've
asked you.” When the wire is sixteen feet in diameter,
a tightrope act isn’t that hard. Still . . .

Roger took a step and I stopped. “You're not going to
put up those cables, Blacky.”

He looked awful. Since I'd seen him last he’d been in
a fight. I couldn’t tell if he’d won or lost.

“Roger, go back up on High Haven.”

His shoulders sagged; he kept swallowing. Throwing
blades clinked at his belt.

“You think you’ve won, Blacky.”

CCROger_Q’

“You haven’t. We won’t let you. We won’t. He looked
at the angels around us. “IS THAT RIGHT!” I started
at his bellow.

They were silent. He turned back and whispered. “We
won’t, . . .’

My shadow reached his feet. His lay out behind him
on the ribbing.

“You came down here to make trouble, Roger. What’s
it going to get you?”

“A chance to see you squirm.”

“You’ve done that once this evening.”

“That was before . . .” He looked down at his belt. My
stomach tightened. “. . . Fidessa left. She ran away from
me.” Hung on his cheek scar, confusion curtained his
features.

“I know.” I glanced over my shoulder where the office
swayed above the monster. In the window were four sil-
houettes: two women and two men.

“She’s up . . . 2 The curtain pulled back to reveal rage.
“She came down here to you?”

“To us. Have you got that distinction through your
bony head?”

“Who’s up there with her?” He squinted beyond the
floodlights. “Danny?”

“That’s right.”
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“Why?”

“She said he was running away anyway.”

“I don’t have to ask you. I know why.”

“They’re listening to us. You can ask them if you want.”

Roger scowled, threw back his head. “Danny! What
you running away from me for?”

No answer. |

“You gonna leave Haven and Pitt and everything?”

No answer.

“Fidessa!”

Yes . . . Roger?

Her voice, so firm in person, was almost lost in the elec-
tronic welter.

“Danny really wants to run down here with the devils?”

He . . . does, Roger.

“Danny!”

No answer.

“I know you can hear me! You make him hear me,
Fidessa! Don’t you remember, Danny . . . 27

No answer.

“Danny, you come out of there if you want and go on
back with me.”

As Roger’s discomfort grew to fill the silence, the kind-
est thing I could think was that, just as Danny had been
unable to comprehend Sam’s brutalities, so he could ignore
Roger’s generosities,

“Fidessa?”

Roger?

“You coming back up to High Haven with me.” Neither
question mark nor exclamation point defines that timbre.

No, Roger.

When Roger turned back to me, it looked like the
bones in his head had all broken and were just tossed in
a bag of his face.

“And you ... . youre putting up them cables tomor-
row?”

“That’s right.”

Roger’s hand went out from his side; started forward.
Things came apart. He struck at me.

“Mabel, now!”

When he hit at me again, he hit through fire.

The line grew white stars. We crashed, crackling. I
staggered, lost my balance, found it again.

Beyond the glitter I saw the angels draw back. The
discharge was scaring everybody but Roger.

We grappled. Sparks tangled his lank hair, flickered in
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his eyes, on his teeth; we locked in the fire. He tried to
force me off the cable. “I'm gonna . . . break . . . you!”
We broke.
I ducked by, whirled to face him. Even though the other

angels had scattered, Roger had realized the fireworks
were show.

He pulled at his belt.

“I’'ll stop you!”

The ‘blade was a glinting cross above his shoulder,

“Roger, even if you do, that’s not going to stop—"

“I'll kill you!”

The blade spun down the line.

I ducked and it missed.

“Roger, stop it! Put that blade—" I ducked again, but
the next one caught my forearm. Blood ran inside my
sleeve . . . “Roger! You’ll get burned!”

“You better hurry!” The third blade spun out with the
last word.

I leaped to the side of the trough, rolled over on my
back—saw him crouch with the force of the next blade,
now dug into the dirt where my belly had been.

I had already worked the blade from my own belt. As
I flung it (I knew it was going wild, but it would make
Roger pause), I shricked with all rage and frustration
playing my voice: “Burn him!”

The next blade was above his head.

Off balance on my back, there was no way I could
have avoided it. Then:

The sparks fell back into the housing.

From the corner of my eye, I’d seen Mabel, in the
office window, move to the rheostat.

Roger stiffened.

He waved back; snapped up screaming. His arm flailed
the blade around his head.

Then the scream was exhausted.

The first flame flickered on his denims.

His ankle chain flared cherry and smoked against the
skin.

The blade burned in his hand.

Broomsticks growled over the sky as angels beat re-
treat. I rolled to my stomach, coughing with rage, and
tried to crawl up (the smell of roast meat . . . ), but 1
only got halfway to the top before my arm gave. I went
flat and started to slide down toward the line. My mouth
was full of dirt. I tried to swim up the slope, but kept
slipping down. Then my feet struck the ribbing.
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I just curled up against the cable, shaking, and the only
thing going through my mind: “Mabel doesn’t like to
waste power.”

A"

Gules, azure, sable—

(Working bottom to top.)

“You sure you feel all right?”

I touched the bandage beneath torn silver. “Mabel, your
concern is sweet. Don’t overdo it.”

She looked across the chill falls.

“You want to check out Haven before we go to work?”

Her eyes were red from fatigue. “Yeah.”

“Qkay. There’s still a broomstick—aw, come on.”

Just then the chameleon swung up the roadway with
Scott, properly uniformed now, driving. He leaned out,
“Hey, I got Danny down to town. Doctor looked at his
eye.” He shrugged.

“Put it away and go to bed.”

“For twenty minutes?”

“More like a half an hour.”

“Better than nothing.” Scott scratched his head. “I had
a good talk with Danny. No, don’t worry. He’s still alive.”

“What did you say?”

“Just rest assured I said it. And he heard it.” He swung
the door closed, grinned through it, and drove off toward
the hub.

A way of life.

Mabel and I went up on the monster’s roof. Fidessa and
Danny had left it there. Mabel hesitated again before
climbing on.

“You can’t get the chameleon up the road,” I told her.

The turbos hummed and we rose above the trees.

We circled the mountain twice. As Haven came into
view, I said: “Power, Mabel. How do you delegate it so
that it works for you? How do you set it up so that it
doesn’t turn against itself and cause chaos?”

“You just watch where you’re flying.”

High Haven was empty of angels. The rack was over-
turned and there were no broomsticks about. In the forge
the fires were out. We walked up the metal stairway
through beer cans and broken glass. At the barbecue pit
I kicked a lemon from the ashes.

“The devils gain Haven only to find the angels fled.”

“Sure as hell looks like it.”
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On the top porch Mabel said, “Let’s go back down to
the Gila Monster.” '

“You figure out where you’re going to put in your
outlets?”

“Everyone seems to have decided the place is too hot
and split.” She looked at her bright toe. “So if there’s
nobody living up here, there’s no reason to run power up
here—by law. Maybe Roger’s won after all.”

“Now wait a minute—"

“I’'ve been doing a lot of thinking this morning, Blacky.”

“So have L.”

“Then give a lady the benefit of your ponderings.”

“We've just killed somebody. And with the world sta-
tistics being what they are . . .”

Mabel brushed back white hair. “Self-defense and all
that. I still wonder whether I like myself as much this
morning as I did yesterday.”

“You’re not putting lines up?”

“lI am not.”

“Now wait a minute. Just because—"

“Not because of that. Because of nothing to do with
angels. Because of what angels have taught me about me.
There’s nobody up here any more. I go by the books.”

“All right. Let’'s go back then.”

I didn’t feel particularly good. But I understood: you
have to respect somebody who forces you to accept his
values. And in that situation, the less you agree, the more
you have to respect.

We flew back down the mountain.

I landed a little clumsily fifty yards up the stream.

“You liked that?”

Mabel just sighed deeply, and grinned at me a little.
“I guess I'm just not made for that sort of thing. Coming
back?”

I squinted. “You go on. I'll be down in a few minutes.”

She cocked her silver brows high as though she under-
stood something I didn’t, but grinned again. Then she
started away.

What I really wanted to do was take another ride. I
also wanted to get the whole thing out of my mind: well,
there were a lot more forms to be filled. Big choice, but
if fixed me squarely at the brink of indecision. I stood
there toeing stones into the water.

Sound behind me in the leaves made me turn.

Fidessa, tugging at the pteracycle, one leg over the



68 THOSE WHO CAN: A SCIENCE FICTION READER

seat, cringed when she saw me. “It’s mine!” she insisted
with all the hostility of the first time we’d met.

I'd already jerked my hand back, when I realized she
meant the broomstick. “Oh,” I said. “Yeah, sure. You go
on and take it. I’'ve done my high-flying for the week.”

But she was looking at me strangely. She opened her
mouth, closed it. Suddenly she hissed, “You’re a monster!
You’re a monster, Blacky, and the terrible thing is you’ll
never understand why!”

My reflex was to put my hand behind me again. But
that was silly, so I didn’t. “You think I'm some sort of
ghoul? ’'m not trying to steal anything that isn’t mine. I
tried to give it back to Danny, but he wouldn’t take—"
I reached down to pull it off my finger.

Then I saw Fidessa’s eyes drop and realized with guilt
and astonishment that she hadn’t even seen the ring—
till now.

I opened my mouth. Excuses and apologies and ex-
pressions of chagrin blundered together on my tongue.
Nothing came out.

“Monster!” she whispered once more. And the smile
of triumph with the whisper made the backs of ny thighs
and shoulders erupt in gooseflesh.

Fidessa laughed and threw about her black-red hair.
Laughing, she twisted at the rings. The laugh became a
growl. The growl became a roar. She jerked back on the
rod, and the broomstick leaped, like a raging thing. Bits
of the forest swirled up thirty feet. She leaned (I thought)
dangerously to the side, spun around, and lifted off. Her
high wing sliced branch ends and showered me with
twigs and more torn green.

I brushed at my face and stepped back as, beyond the
leaves, she rose and rose and rose, like Old Meg, like
ageless Mab, like an airborne witch of Endor.

Some history here:

I was transferred at the end of the week to Iguana.
Six months later word came over the line that Mabel had
retired. So Global Power lost another good devil. Iguana
lumbers and clanks mainly about Drake’s Passage, sniffing
around in Antarctica and Cape Horn. Often I sit late in
the office, remembering, while the cold south winds scour
the skylight—

So I forgot something:

When I went to look at Roger’s body.

He had fallen by the line. We were going to let the



PLOT: THE TANGLED WEB 69

Gila Monster bury him when it covered up the cable.

I’'d thought the ring might have melted. But that hand
had hardly blistered.

I took it off him and climbed out of the trough. As I
came over the mound, between the brush and the tree
trunks, something moved.

“Pitt?”

. She darted forward, changed her mind, and ducked
ack.

“Do you . .. want to take this back to Danny?” I
held it out.

She started forward again, saw what I held. A gasp,
she turned, fled into the woods.

I put it on.

Just then Sue, all sleepy-eyed and smiling, stepped onto
the balcony and yawned. “Hello, Blacky.”

“Hi. How do you feel?”

“Fine. Isn’t it a perfectly—?” She flexed her arm. “Sore

shoulder.” (I frowned.) “Nothing so bad I can’t [sigh]
work.”

“That’s good.”

“Blacky, what was the commotion last night? I woke
up a couple of times, saw lights on. Did Mabel send every-
body back to, work?”

“It wasn’t anything, honey. You just stay away from the
trough until we cover it up. We had some trouble there
last night.”

“Why? Isn’t it a perfectly—?”

“That’s an order.”

“Oh. Yes, sir.”

She looked surprised but didn’t question. I went inside
to get Mabel to get things ready to leave.

I kept it.

I didn’t take if off.

I wore it.

For years.

I still do.

And often, almost as often as I think about that winter
in Tibet, I recall the October mountains near the Canadian
border where the sun sings cantos of mutability and angels
fear to tread now; where still, today, the wind unwinds,
the trees re-leave themselves in spring, and the foaming
gorge disgorges.
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THICKENING THE PLOT
by Samuel R. Delany

I DISTRUST the term “plot,” and most of the other terms
that head the sections of this book, in discussions of
writing: It, and they, refer to effects a story produces in
the reading. But writing is an internal process the writer
goes through (or puts himself through) in front of a blank
paper that leaves a detritus of words there. The truth is,
practically nothing is known about it. Talking about plot,
or character, or setting, to a beginning writer is like giving
the last three years’ movie reviews from the Sunday Times
to a novice film-maker. A camera manual, a few
pamphlets on matched action, viable cutting points, and
perhaps one on lighting (in the finished film, the viewer
hardly ever sees the light sources, so the reviewer can
hardly discuss them; but their placement is essential to
everything from mood to plain visibility) would be more
help. In short, a vocabulary that has grown from a dis-
cussion of effects is only of limited use in a discussion of
causes.

A few general things, however, can be noted through
introspection. Here is an admittedly simplified description
of how writing strikes me. When I am writing I am trying
to allow/construct an image of what I want to write about
in my mind’s sensory theater. Then I describe it as
accurately as I can. The most interesting point I've noticed
is that the writing-down of words about my imagined
vision (or at least the choosing/arranging of words to write
down) causes the quality of the vision to change.

Here are two of the several ways it changes:

First—the vision becomes clearer. Sudden lights are
thrown on areas of the mental diorama dark before. Other
areas, seen dimly, are revised into much more specific
and sharper versions. (What was vaguely imagined as
a green dress, while I fix my description of the light bulb
hanging from its worn cord, becomes a patterned, turquoise
print with a frayed hem.) The notation causes the
imagination to resolve focus.

Second—to the extent that the initial imagining contains
an action, the notating process tends to propel that action
forward (or sometimes backward) in time. (As I de-
scribe how Susan, both hands locked, side-punched Frank,
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I see Frank grab his belly in surprise and stagger back
against the banister—which will be the next thing I look
at closely to describe.) Notating accurately what happens
now is a good way to prompt a vague vision of what
happens next.

Let me try to indicate some of the details of this process.

I decide, with very little mental concretizing, that I
want to write about a vague George who comes into a
vague room and finds a vague Janice. . . .

. . . picture George outside the door. Look at his face; no,
look closer. He seems worried . . . ? Concerned . . . ?
No. Look even closer and write down just what you see:
The lines across his forehead deepened. Which immedi-
ately starts him moving. What does he do ... ? He
reached for the . . . doorknob? No. Be more specific . . .
brass doorknob. It turned . . . easily? No, the word
“brass” has cleared the whole knob-and-lock mechanism.
Look harder and describe how it’s actually turning . . .
loosely in its collar. While he was turning the knob, some-
thing more happened in his face. Look at it; describe it:
He pressed his lips together— No, cross that line out: not
accurate enough. Describe it more specifically: The corners
of his mouth tightened. Closer. And the movement of the
mouth evokes another movement: He’s pressing his other
hand against the door to open it. (Does ‘“press” possibly
come from the discarded version of the previous sentence?
Or did wrong use of it there anticipate proper use here?
No matter; what does matter is that you look again to
make sure it’s the accurate word for what he’s doing.)
He pressed his palm against the door . . . And look again;
that balk between the two versions of the sentence suggests
a balk in his next movement . . ., twice, to open it. As
the door opens, I hear the wood give: You could hear the
jamb split— No, cross out ‘“split,” that isn’t right . . .
crack— No, cross that out too; it’s even less accurate. Go
back to “split” and see what you can do; listen harder

. split a little more. Yes, that’s closer. He’s got the
door open, now. What do you see? The paint— No, that’s
not paint on the wall. Look harder: The wallpaper was
some color between green and gray. Why can’t you see it
more clearly? Look around the rest of the room. Oh, yes:
The tan shade was drawn. What about Janice? She was
one of the first things you saw when the door opened.
Describe her as you saw her: Janice sat on the bed . . .
no, more accurately . . . the unmade bed. No, you haven’t
got it yet. . . . Janice sat at the edge of the bed on a
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spot of bare mattress ticking. No, no, let’s back up a
little and go through that again for a precise description
of the picture you see: Janice sat on the bare mattress
ticking, the bedding piled loosely around her. Pretty good,
but the bedding is not really in “piles” . . . the bedding
loose around her. Closer. Now say what you have been
aware of all the time you were wrestling to get that
description right: Light from the shade-edge went up her
shoulder and cheek like tape. Listen: George is about to
speak: “What are you doing here . . . ?” No, come on!
That’s not it. Banal as they are, they may be the words he
says, but watch him more closely while he says them.
“What . . . ?” He paused, as though to shake his head.
But the only movement in his face was a shifting— Try
again: . . . a tightening . . . Almost; but once more . . .
a deepening of the lines, a loosening of the lips; “ . . . are
you doing here?”’ Having gotten his expression more ac-
curately, now you can hear a vocal inflection you missed
before: “. . . are you doing here?” There, that’s much
closer to what you really saw and heard. What has
Janice just done? She uncrossed her legs but did not look
at him. Ordinary grammar rules say that because the
sentence’s two clauses have one subject, you don’t need
any comma. But her uncrossing her leg and not looking
up go at a much slower pace than proper grammar indi-
cates. Let’s make it: She uncrossed her legs, but did not
look at him . . .

Now let’s review the residue of all that, the admittedly
undistinguished, if vaguely Chandleresque bit of prose
the reader will have:

The lines across his forehead deepened. He
reached for the brass doorknob. It turned loosely in
its collar. The corners of his mouth tightened. He
pressed his palm against the door, twice, to open it.
You could hear the jamb split a little more.

The wallpaper was some color between green and
gray. The tan shade was drawn. Janice sat on the
bare mattress ticking, the bedding loose around her.
Light from the shade-edge went up her shoulder and
cheek like tape.

“What . . . ?” He paused, as though to shake his
head. But the only movement in his face was a
deepening of the lines, a loosening of the lips;
“, . . are you doing here?”

She uncrossed her legs, but did not look at him.



PLOT: THE TANGLED WEB 73

And if you, the writer, want tc know what happens
next, you must take your seat again in the theater of
imagination and observe closely till you see George’s next
motion, Janice’s first response; hear George’s next words,
and Janice’s eventual reply.

A reader, asked to tell the “plot” of even this much of
the story, might say: “Well, this man comes looking for
this woman named Janice in her room; he finds the door
open and goes in, only she doesn’t talk at first.”

That’s a fair description of the reading experience. But
what we started with, to write, was simple: George goes
into a room and finds Janice. (George, notice, at this
point in the story hasn’t even been named.) The rest
came through the actual envisioning/notating process, from
the interaction of the words and the vision. Most of the
implied judgments that the reader picks up—the man is
looking for Janice; it is Janice’s room—are simply over-
heard (or, more accurately, overseen) suppositions yielded
by the process itself. Let’s call this continuous, developing
interchange between imagination and notation, the story
process. With Dr. Wilson’s indulgence, I will make that my
subject, rather that “plot.”

A last point to make about our example before a general
point about the story process itself: By the time we have
gone as far as we have with our “story,” all this close
observation has given us a good deal more information
than we’ve actually used. Though I didn’t when I began
(to momentarily drop my editorial stance), I now have a
very clear picture of George’s and Janice’s clothing. I've
also picked up a good deal about the building they are
in. As well, I’'ve formed some ideas about the relationship
between them. And all of this would be re-scrutinized as
I came to it, via the story process, were I writing a real
story. 'l

The general point: The story process keeps the vision
clear and the action moving. But if we do not notate the
vision accurately, if we accept some phrase we should
have discarded, if we allow to stand some sentence that
is not as sharp as we can make it, then the vision is not
changed in the same way it would have been otherwise:
the new sections of the vision will not light up quite so
clearly, perhaps not at all. As well, the movement of the
vision—its action—will not develop in the same way if
we put down a different phrase. And though the inaccurate
employment of the story process may still get you to t.he
end of the tale, the progress of the story process, which
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eventually registers in the reader’s mind as “the plot,” is
going to be off: An inaccuracy in either of the two story
process elements, the envisioning or the notating, auto-
matically detracts from the other. When they go off
enough, the progress of the story-process will appear
unclear, or clumsy, or just ﬂloglcal

It has been said enough times so that most readers have
it by rote: A synopsis cannot replace a story. Nor can
any analysis of the symbolic structure replace the reading
experience that exposes us to those symbols in their struc-
tural place. Even so, talking to would-be or beginning
writers, I find many of them working under the general as-
sumption that the writer, somehow, must begin with such
a synopsis (whether written down or no) and/or such an
analysis.

This, for what it’s worth, does not parallel] my ex-
perience. At the beglnnmg of a story, I am likely to have
one or more images in my mind, some clearer than others
(like the strip of light up Janice’s arm), that, when I
examine them, suggest relations to one another. Using the
story process—envisioning and notating, envisioning and
notating—I try to move from one of these images to the
next, lighting and focusing, step by step, the dark areas
between. As 1 move along, other areas well ahead in the
tale will suddenly come vaguely into light; when I actually
reach the writing of them, I use the story process to bring
them into still sharper focus.

As likely as not, some of the initial images will suggest
obvious synopses of the material between (one image of a
man on his knees before a safe; another of the same man
fleeing across a rooftop while gunshots ring out behind; a
third of the same man, marched between two policemen
into a van) that the story process, when finished, will turn
out to have followed pretty closely. But it is the process,
not the synopsis, that produces the story.

The writer 1s always grappling with two problems: He
must make his story interesting (to himself, if no one else),
yet keep it believable (because, somehow, when it ceases to
be believable on some level, it ceases to be interesting).

Keeping things interesting seems to be primarily the
province of the conscious mind (which, from the literature
available, we know far less about than the unconscio.us),
while believability is something that is supplied, in the
images it throws up into the mind’s theater, primarily by
the unconscious. One thing we know about the uncon-
scious is that it contains an incredibly complete “reality
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model,” against which we are comparing our daily experi-
ences moment to moment, every moment. This model lets
us know that the thing over there is a garbage can while
the thing over there is a gardenia bush, without our having
to repeat the learning process of sticking our noses in them
cach time we pass. It also tells us that, though the thing
over there looks like a gardenia bush, from a certain regu-
larity in the leaves, an evenness in its coloring, and the tiny
mold lines along the stem, it is really a plastic model of
a gardenia bush and, should we sniff, will not smell at all.
The story process puts us closer to the material stored in
our reality model than anything we do besides dream. This
material is what yielded us the splitting door jamb, the
strip of light, the mattress ticking. This model is highly
syncretic: Reality is always presenting us with new experi-
ences that are combinations of old ones. Therefore, even if
we want to describe some Horatian impossibility
“ ... with the body of a lion and the head of an
eagle . ..,” our model will give us, as we stare at the back
of the creature’s neck, the tawny hairs over the muscled
shoulders, in which nestle the first, orange-edged pin-
feathers. Come to it honestly, and it will never lie: Search
as you want, it will not yield you the height of pi, the
smell of the number seven, the sound of green, nor, heft
hard as you can in palm of your mind, the weight of the
note D-flat. (This is not to suggest that such mysterious
marvels aren’t the province of fiction [especially specu-
lative fiction]; only that they are mysterious and mar-
velous constructions of the equally mysterious and marvel-
ous conscious mind. That is where you must go to find
out about them.)

When writers get (from readers or from themselves)
criticism in the form: “The story would be more believ-
able if such and such happened,” or “The story would be
more interesting if such and such . . . ” and they agree,
to make use of the criticism, they must translate it: “Is
there any point in the story process I.can go back to, and,
by examining my visualization more closely, catch some-
thing I missed before, which, when I notate it, will move
the visualization/notation process forward again in this
new way?” In other words, can the writers convince them-
selves that on some ideal level the story actually did hap-
pen (as opposed to “should have happened”) in the new
way, and that it was their inaccuracy as a story-process
practitioner that got it going on the wrong track at some
given point? If you don’t do this, the corrections are
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going to clunk a bit and leave a patch-as-patch-can feel
with the reader.

Writers work with the story process in different ways.
Some writers like to work through a short story at a single,
intense sitting, to interrupt as little as possible the energy
that propels the process along, to keep the imagined vis-
ualization clearly and constantly in mind.

Other writers must pause, pace, and sometimes spend
days between each few phrases, abandoning and returning
to the the visualization a dozen times a page. I think this
is done as a sort of test, to make sure only the strongest
and most vitally clear elements—the ones that cling
tenaciously to the underside of the memory—are retained.

Masterpieces have been written with both methods. Both
methods have produced drivel.

To a novice writer one might suggest: Try both. But 1
also note most writers I've talked to seem to have settled
very early on one, the other, or their own particular alter-
nation pattern. One of their clues that their work is not
going well, often, is finding this pattern broken; the writer
who customarily works slowly, a sentence at a time, may
criticize his own story: “I knew it wasn’t working; it was
coming too quickly,” while a writer who usually works at
an intense, concentrated pace, may say of her tale: “I
thought something was off. It didn’t flow.”

Sometimes a writer will consciously construct a George-
goes-in-and-finds-Janice outline for his entire story before
actually beginning the story process. If, here and there,
the outline leads to an image which can get the process
going, all well and good. Perhaps the constructed outline
will be a guide to other images or scenes that will work
very well. Far more frequently, however, the finished story
will be congruent with the constructed superstructure in
only a few places. The writer has to be ready for the story
process, again and again, to leave the synopsis, especially
if it is to material more interesting and/or more believ-
able. If the finished story bears any relation at all to
the outline—perhaps in some element of the initial situa-
tion, peripeteia, or denouement—the writer should be
content. In a very real way, one writes a story to find out
what happens in it. Before it is written it sits in the mind
like a piece of overheard gossip or a bit of intriguing tattle,
The story process is like taking up such a piece of" gossip,
bunting down the people actually involved, questlonmg
them, finding out what really occurred, and visiting the
pertinent locations. As with gossip, you can’t be too sur-
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prised if important things turn up that were left out of the
first-heard version entirely; or if points initially made much
of turn out to have been distorted, or simply not to have
happened at all.

Among those stories which strike us as perfectly plotted,
with those astonishing endings both a complete surprise and
a total satisfaction, it is amazing how many of their writers
will confess that the marvelous resolution was as much of
a surprise for them as it was for the reader, coming, in
imagination and through the story process, only a page or
a paragraph or a word before its actual notation.

On the other hand, those stories which make us say,
“Well, that’s clever, I suppose . . . ” but with a certain
dissatisfied frown (the dissatisfaction itself, impossible to
analyze), are often those stories worked out carefully in
advance to be, precisely, clever.

One reason it is so hard to discuss the story process,
even with introspection, is that it is something of a self-
destruct process as well. The notation changes the imagi-
nation; it also distorts the writer’s memory of the story’s
creation. The new, intensified visualization (which, de-

nding on the success of the story process, and sometimes
in spite of it, may or may not have anything to do with the
reader’s concept of the story) comes to replace the memory
of the story process itself.

The writer cannot make any objective statement on
what he was trying to do, or even how he did it, because—
as the only residue of the story process the reader has is
the writer’s words on the page—the only residue of the
story process in the writer’s mind is the clarified vision,
which like the synopsis, is not the story, but the story’s
result.

With this apology, I turn to the next thing we have
been asked to cover in these essays: “Discuss in terms of
the subject assigned, your own story in the collection.”

I have never read any writer seriously discussing the
creation of his own work, be it Mann or Borges, Yeats or
Valéry, who did not, at least for the duration of the dis-
cussion, seem a slightly smaller person; and the work un-
der discussion, at least momentarily, a slightly smaller
work. Looking at my own modest entry here, I am simply
afraid that, with any diminution at all, it might vanish. On
these grounds, then, I ask to be excused.






CHARACTER:
The Determinant of Incident

What is character but the determination
of incident?

What is incident but the illustration of
character?

HENRY JAMES’s felicitous phrases underscore the futility of
considering aspects of fiction separately. All—plot, char-
acter, point of view, setting, theme, and a dozen others—
are interrelated and mutually dependent in the gestalt of
the story; no two more so than plot and character. To
paraphrase James: every story has its unique characters;
every character has his own story.

Functioning characters are not stock items, carefully la-
beled and stored on shelves in the writer’s mind until he
needs them. Instead, they are meticulously constructed
within the framework of their stories, imagined in a depth
and detail that usually surpasses the demands of the drama
they act out. They are, of course, modeled after life; a
writer has no other source for his knowledge of behavior
and motivation. They are presented in accord with two
judgments the writer must make: the quantity of infor-
mation about the character the reader must have and the
function of the character in the story. The quantitative
decision is particularly important in short fiction, where
every word must count, and the writer—who is as inter-
ested in his creations as any fond parent—must struggle
against prolixity. The functional decision helps to deter-
mine the quantitative one by distinguishing between 1m-
portant and unimportant characters. But even here,. the
writer who plots by the “plant some characters in a situa-
tion and see what grows” method is likely to see some un-
important little sprout suddenly develop great leaves and
strong tentacles and strangle the rest of the tale.

Again from the drama, we borrow some useful terms
for the functions of characters. There are, of course, the
protagonist and antagonist (or hero and villain), who must
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be understood to be not just good guys and bad guys but
the two parties to the central dramatic conflict of the story.
They may be people or animals or natural forces or social
movements or odd bits of machinery or even opposing
views within one person—just so long as they are, in some
way or another, personified. George R. Stewart managed
to make a Fire and a Storm the central characters in the
two novels with those titles, and perhaps “central charac-
ter” is a better term than “hero” or “villain,” avoiding the
value judgments they imply.

Other character functions are the foil, the person whose
character contrasts with that of the central character, thus
making it more perceptible; the confidante, the person to
whom the central character may speak with some honesty,
revealing himself to the reader or delivering necessary ex-
pository information in the process; the narrator, the per-
son who tells the story (and more on this in the section on
point of view); and a host of nonspecific spear carriers who
deliver important telegrams, pour drinks behind the bar,
arrest the villain, or act as nameless persons from Porlock
who are important simply through their presence.

The writer characterizes through two basic methods, the
explicit and the dramatic. The choice between the two
seems to follow a kind of faddish cycle, with James’s reac-
tion to the explicit techniques of the nineteenth-century
novel expressed in his exhortation to “Dramatize! Drama-
tize!” now appearing as “Show, don’t tell!” But the pen-
dulum seems to be swinging back, and if the explicit
method is not yet in vogue, it is holding its own. The writer
who chooses the explicit method of characterization has
limited his choice of point of view (he requires omnis-
cience or a third-person narrator), but he has two powerful
tools: the essay method, concentrated expository character
portraits, and the method of progressive analysis, running
commentary on the actions and motivations of the
character.

The dramatic (or implicit) method of characterization
requires that the character be revealed through the opin-
ions of other characters, through his interactions with his
environment, and through his acted-out attitudes toward
others. Specifically, the implicit method requires great at-
tention to the character’s appearance, speech, mannerisms,
possessions, and reactions to others. It is one thing to char-
acterize George as a mean man, another to describe him
kicking a cup of pencils out of a blind man’s hand, yet
another to describe the scene and tell the reader why
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George did it and what was going through his mind at the
time—obviously a combination of the explicit and drama-
tic methods.

One last revelation: writers construct characters partly
from their observations of others, partly from their under-
standing of certain general principles of human behavior,
but mostly from their analyses of themselves. Good writers
develop introspection into a high art, become professional
schizoids, experiment dangerously in the laboratories of
their own souls, and sometimes drink too much.

CRAZY MARO
by Daniel Keyes

THE WAY some people hunt for antiques or old books,
searching through- second-hand stores, rummage shops, or
musty auction rooms for the priceless articles that unknow-
ing people have discarded—in that same way I trace un-
usual children. Being a lawyer, I have access to the good
hunting spots: The Children’s Shelter, Warwick, The
Paige School for Emotionally Disturbed Adolescents, and
—of course—the Juvenile Court.

Pve made some finds, and I've been well paid for some
rare items. Fifty thousand dollars for a blonde thirteen-
year-old delinquent who had spent six months in a Georgia
reformatory, and my fee could have been doubled if I'd
wanted to haggle with them. She was the first real telepath
they’d ever found.

There was the case of the four-month-old mongoloid
idiot with the squashed nose and jaw. I got to the unwed
mother in time to stop her from smothering it. The tests,
provided by my clients, proved beyond doubt that the child
was indeed a para-genuis—one they were really interested
in. I netted twenty thousand after paying the mother five
thousand to sign the adoption papers.

But the strangest one I ever went after, a tall, eighteen-
year-old Negro boy with a wild look in his rolling eyes,
changed my life. He was called Crazy Maro, and they had
offered me a half a million clear if I could get him to
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sign the waiver and agree to be transported into the
future.

The first time I saw Maro there were three boys after
him. He was too fast for them and when one of them had
him cornered, Maro turned and with the grace of an ante-
lope, darted out of reach.

“Crazy Maro!” one of them taunted.

The others took up the chant. “Crazy Maro! Crazy
Maro! . . .7

He stood there on the corner, just fifty yards from
them, hands on his hips, sweating and panting for breath.
He dared them to come after him, but they had given up
the chase. ‘

He saw me watching him, or—as I had been informed
—he smelled me or heard me or felt me, or all of these
at once. He perceived with all his senses that I was there.
I'd been told he could smell the colors beyond the visible
spectrum as easily as he could smell the colors of a girl’s
pink and blue summer dress; he could see the sound of
high-frequency radio waves as sharply as he could see the
barking of a dog; he could hear the odor of radioactive
carbon as clearly as he could hear whisky on a bum’s
breath.

Although the records of the Juvenile Court showed that
he’d been up before the court three times since the age of
nine for petty theft and violent behavior, he was needed in
the year 2752 to do a job that no one else born before
or since could do. That is why they commissioned me to
get him. I'd been wandering around this neighborhood be-
tween St. Nicholas and Eighth Avenues, commonly referred
to by its inhabitants as “the pit,” for more than a month
with not much data to go on, but now I was certain he was
the one they wanted.

Free of his tormenters, he sauntered across the street
to where I was standing, his hands deep in the pockets of
his patched, wash-pale dungarees. He looked me up and
down and cocked his head to one side like a bird or a dog
who has heard high-pitched vibrations.

“You cool man?”

“No,” I said. “I’'m quite comfortable.”

He snapped his fingers. “Don’t bug me, mister. You
ain’t square. You dig me all right. You're cool and deep
and rough. Gritty and smooth like worn-out sandpaper.”
He winked and glared at me out of one eye, as if through

a jeweler’s glass. “Give me a dollar.”
“Why?,,
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“Cause I'm tough. You get away all in one piece if you
pay me. Otherwise . . .” He shrugged to indicate the
hopelessness of my case if I didn’t pay up.

“Why do they call you Crazy Maro?”?

He stared at the sidewalk and it made his eyelids flutter.
“Cause I am. Why else? Man, you smell green and paper
—Ilike money. Now it’s gonna cost you two dollars.”

“Why do you expect me to give you money you haven’t
earned?”

When his head came up, there were only the whites of
his eyes against the dark lids. He stood there swaying back
and forth to a silent rhythm, snapping his fingers and
clapping his hands to a beat he seemed to hear from
within. He came out of it frowning,

“You a cop?”

“No,” I said. “I'm a lawyer.” I fished a card out of my
vest pocket and handed it to him. “As you see, it says
Fugene—"

“I can read,” he snapped. He studied the card and read
the words slowly. “Eugene H. Denis . . . attorney-ate
law . . .” He studied me and then put the card in his
pocket. “It says you’re a lawyer. So what do you want
with me?”

“Well, er . . . if you would come to my office we
could talk privately.”

“We can talk right here.”

He was touchy and I had to be careful. “Well, if you
prefer. My clients have heard about you. They know about
your—er—special talents, and they’ve authorized me to
contact you about an important position. The only thing
is that I'm not permitted to divulge—I mean tell you—
the details unless you agree to go. You would be getting
out of this neighborhood permanently, and—"

He was watching me curiously, and then before I knew
what was happening, he grabbed my arm. I tried to pull
away. “What are you doing? What’s the matter?”

He laughed and slapped his thigh with his big hand.
“You’re scared to death of me. You're afraid I'm gonna
hurt you.” There was meanness in his eyes suddenly. “Well,
I am. I'm going to knock your teeth down your throat.”

Somehow I knew he was going to do it. “Why?” I said,
still trying to get free of him. “I’'m not trying to focl you.
This is a great opportunity. You can trust me—" .

His long left hand snapped out before I could avoid
it and caught me on the mouth. Then a knee came up
and hit my groin. I doubled forward and fell to the side-



84 THOSE WHO CAN: A SCIENCE FICTION READER

walk. “What-—what’s the matter with you?” I choked,
trying to catch my breath. “You nuts? I've come to help
you.”

He stood over me and watched me. And then he gagged
and made a sour face as if he tasted and felt the blood
that trickled from the corner of my mouth.

“Salty-sick,” he sputtered. “Stop grinding on my teeth.”

“Don’t hit me,” I begged him. “I’'m your friend.” I was
afraid of the fury in his rolling eyes, and yet I was afraid
I'd lose him.

“Friend, hell!” He kicked my side. “You smell scared
of me. You don’t trust me, and you don’t like me, and it
smells like a file grinding on my teeth.”

“m not scared of you, Maro.” I tried to control my
agony. “I like you. I came here looking for you. They need
you, and you need them—"

Another kick.

“Don’t lie. You're scared of me. Well, you can have
another—”

Out of the corner of his eye he must have caught the
glimpse of the blue uniform, or maybe he smelled it or
heard it or felt it at the end of his long fingertips. “Oh,
crap, man,” he sighed. “Cops again.”

He drew up tight like a frightened deer caught in the
bright glare of headlights.

“Wait, Maro!” I shouted. “Don’t go. I won’t press
charges.”

He fled.

I shouted after him. “The address on the card! Come
and see me! It’s important to you!”

He looked back for an instant as he sprinted across the
street. I saw the big white smile of his teeth, broad and
mocking, against the dark skin. The only fear I had now
was that he would not come to me. He might think I was
setting a trap for him. It had taken me nearly two months
to find him, and in less than half an hour I had driven him
off by botching the whole thing. I had made the mistake
of being afraid of him.

For the next three days I stayed close to my Park Avenue
apartment. All I could think of was that dark glistening
face and the white mocking smile. Would he come? And
if he did, would he agree to be transported into the future?

In the past, the others I had sent had been easy to han-
dle. They hadn’t asked embarrassing questions and it hadn’t
been necessary for me to explain that I could tell them
nothing about the time, the place, or the job to which they
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were going. But Maro, wild as he was, was an intelligent
adolescent. Would he accept the fact that he was trading
a life and society in which he was a mistake and a misfit
for one in which he was right and desperately needed?
How in the world was I going to get him to trust me with
his life?

The third night the tapping on the window woke me.
My radio-clock said 3:45. I started to reach for my .32
automatic in the night-table drawer, but I rejected the
idea. Maro would smell danger the same way he had
smelled fear and it would make him violent. I couldn’t
pretend with him. I had to show him I trusted him, or he
would resent it. I got out of bed and unlocked the window
before turning on the light.

He drew back, lost for an instant in the shadows. I
heard him sniffiing.

“Come on in, Maro. There’s no one else here. I've been
waiting for you.”

He edged closer to the window, alert to everything in
the room behind me. I backed away from the window. He
leaped over the sill and landed on the floor without a sound.

It was the first time that I got a close, unhurried look
at him. He was tall and sinewy with his hair shaved close
to his skull. His fingernails were bitten down beyond the
quick and his arms bore long shiny scars. He trembled
expectantly as he waited for me to speak. I started to
work on him.

“I understand you now, Maro. At least, I know about
you and accept you for what you are. To many people who
don’t appreciate your special gifts, you're frightening.
People hate what they don’t understand, which is why you
have to hide and pretend—" I

He laughed and dropped into my easy chair.

“Am I wrong?”’ o

“You're so wrong it stinks. Maybe—if you were in my
place—you’d hide. I can smell it in you. You're afraid of
your own goddam shadow. Right now you're feeling
around for the right words like a man trying to climb up
out of a slippery bowl. Man, don’t you know yet that I
can feel it? You're looking at me, Mr. Denis, but you don’t
see me. You’re acting. And if there’s one thing that gets
me sick inside and mad enough to kill, it’s when people
don’t trust me.”

His voice, intense and angry, had so absorbed me that
only when he stopped to glare at me, was I shocked to
realize that his speech and manner had changed com-
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pletely. There was no trace of the drawling, slurring
dialect, no trace of the wild “bop talk” he had used the
first time we met. His eyes were starting to roll again and
I saw him kneading his fists. I thought of the gun in the
drawer. He quivered and leaned forward with his body
tensed to the danger in the air. In that second, I realized
that I was handling the whole thing wrong. I decided on
the ultimate gamble—telling the truth.

“Hold it,” I snapped. “Okay, you’re right. I'm afraid
of you, and you know it. There’s no sense in my trying to
fool you. I have a gun in that drawer, and for a second I
was thinking I needed it to protect myself.”

As I said it, he relaxed. He leaned his head back on the
chair and rolled it to massage the muscles in his neck.
“Thanks,” he sighed. “I didn’t know what it was, or where,
but I knew it was something. When anyone lies to me or
puts it on for me, I feel it hurt deep inside my guts. That’s
one of the things Dr. Landmeer thinks he can cure. He
says I've got to accept people lying and pretending all
the time, and when I learn to live with it, I'll be normal.”

The court records had mentioned the fact that Maro
was to be referred for psychiatric examination, but I had
no idea that he would be undergoing treatment. “This
Dr. Landmeer...have you been seeing him long?”

“Eight months. The judge sent me to the psycho-clinic,
and they sent me to Dr. Landmeer. He’s a phoney like all
the rest. Even though I know he thinks he’s helping me,
there are times I want to grab him by the throat and
make him stop. He lies and pretends he trusts me, and
he thinks I don’t see through him. Costs me half a buck a
visit. Hey, you know some people pay him fifteen, twenty
bucks an hour?”

“Some of them get more,” I mused, “Fifty or sixty an
hour.”

He squinted at me. “You ever been analyzed?”

“No. When I was a kid my father took me to five
different psychoanalysts. He finally gave up.”

He laughed and slapped me on the back as if he enjoyed
the idea. “My old man’s just the opposite, He’s a minister
and he figures it’s more important to save my soul. Any-
way, I can’t take it much longer. That couch of
Landmeer’s stinks from the talk of so many people. There’s
a green touch that hammers away so I can hardly hear
myself thinking. But he don’t hear anything at all, so how
can he make me normal? You think I'm crazy, Mr. Denis?”

“No, I don’t.”
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He snickered. “Yes you do. You’re crapping me.”

“Look,” I said, making no effort to hide my annoyance,
“You’re needed in the future the way you are, If this
doctor changes you, you’re no good to them.”

*“The future?” His eyes opened wide.

“That’s the deal. There’s not much I can tell you except
that there is an agency operating out of the future to pick
up special children who are born in a time when their
talents aren’t understood. Kids like you are isolated, or
scorned, or even destroyed in their own time. This way
they live useful happy lives in a time that needs them.”

He gave a long low whistle and dropped back into the
chair.

“Wow!” he said. “Dr. Landmeer wants to make me
normal. My old man wants to save my soul. Delia wants
to make a he-man out of me. And now you come along
and tell me I'm okay the way I am, but I'm just living
in the wrong time.”

I nodded. “That’s the size of it.”

He got up and paced back and forth, sniffing the air
and rubbing it between his fingers. “And you?” he asked,
“I can’t figure your angle.”

I hesitated for a moment and then decided to stay with:
the truth. “If I get you to agree to go and to sign a waiver
of your right to return, I get a half a million dollars.”

He sniffed again and then shook his head. “There’s
something else you’re looking for. It’s not only the money.
You want something out of this more than the money.”

“There’s nothing else.” I insisted, His nostrils trembled
in anger as he tightened up all over. “Nothing else that I
know of, Maro. I swear, if there’s anything else, I don’t
know what it is.”

He relaxed again and smiled, studying me through
fluttering lids. “How did you get mixed up in this racket,
Mr. Denis? I thought you were a lawyer.” .

Under the pressure of trying to get him to relax with
me and trust me, I spoke freely about my becoming a
criminal lawyer when I got out of Harvard Law School
instead of joining my father and older brother in the firm
of Denis & Denis, corporation lawyers. I explained how
in the eyes of the upper-crust of the legal profession this
made me a social outcast, and how my father disinkerited
me because of it, and how I felt free for the ﬁ;‘st time in
my life, not having to depend on him for anything.

“You meet all kinds of people when you work in the
criminal courts,” I said. “You're probably too young to
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remember the case that was on the front pages about six
years ago—about the kid who was in a wheelchair, para-
lyzed from the neck down. He was accused of a dozen
thefts from jewelry stores.”

Maro leaned forward. “What? That’s crazy.”

“Well, they never found out how it was done, but he was
there every time it happened, and the police found the
missing articles in his room. I took the case, and I got
him off. I didn’t know at the time that he was really guilty.”

“But how—7?

“That’s what no one else could figure out either. But
the story made the front pages for a week. A few months
later, after it all died down, they got in touch with me
from the future. They figured out how he did it, and
they wanted him badly. When 1 confronted the kid with
it, he admitted everything. Sure he’d been born paralyzed
from the neck down. Sure his muscles were withered away.
But there had been a compensation. He was a telekinetic.
It was amazing to see how that kid could move and
manipulate things around by just using his mind.”

“Did he agree to go?”

“Well, at first he was frightened. I didn’t blame him.
I was suspicious too. I thought that maybe they were
crackpots or criminals out to do him some harm. But they
sent a man down to see me. He was a lawyer too, and he
proved to me beyond doubt that it was okay. When the
boy found out that he could really be useful to the world,
he was crazy to go. I could hardly hold him back.

“After that first contact with my clients, they got in
touch with me from time to time when their researchers
found hints or clues about someone special they wanted to
move up. I find what they want, get the person’s agreement
to be transported, and they take care of the rest. The
money is always deposited to my account. I've closed
nine deals with them in the past five years, and there’s
not much more that I know.”

Maro had been sitting hunched over, never moving his
eyes from my face. “And did all the others go without
knowing where to or what they were to be used for?”

I nodded. “That’s part of the deal. The one thing my
clients insist upon. Otherwise it can’t be done legally.
You’ve got to trust them.”

“And you—TI've got to trust you. I don’t know anything
about them but what you tell me. I've got to put my life
into your hands.” He looked at the carpet and drew
lines in the nap with the edge of his shoe. “Tell me, Mr.
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Denis, would you trust me that far? Would you put
your life into my hands?”

The question startled me. My first reaction was to
reassure him, but he would know it wasn’t true. “No,”
I said. “No sense in lying. You're like a wild animal to me.
How could I trust you that way?”

“Then why are you really doing this, Mr. Denis?”

“I told you. For the money.”

“That’s crap.”

“Is it?” I shouted. “Well believe it, if you want to, or
not. I don’t give a damn any more.” I was angry, and
since there was no sense in trying to hide it, I let myself
g0. “You can walk out of here right now if you want to,
and we’ll forget about the whole thing.”

“What are you looking for, Mr. Denis?”

“It’s the money, Maro! The money! The money!” I
shouted at him. I was furious at him for making me lose
control of myself. He stood there trembling and shaking
as I screamed at him, and I felt my insides heaving too.
My hands and armpits were clammy.

It was a bursting within me as I had never known
before, a flow of anger and resentment so that I wanted
to call him filthy names. I wanted to hit him. I wanted
to hurt him. His teeth were chattering and his palms
were up as he trembled. I hated him. I was sick inside
with something waiting to rip loose and smash his face
with everything I had.

And suddenly I hit him.

He made no effort to defend himself. I hit him in the
face again and again and again, and he smiled as he
took it. His eyes rolled up showing two white balls against
the dark flesh. I grabbed his throat and I screamed at
him. “Look at me! Look at me when I hit you, you bastard!
Look at me when I hit you!”

And then, as suddenly as the wave came, it left. I was
heavy and limp and soggy and I fell back into the chair.
My arms and legs were wet and I was trembling. We sat
in silence for a while. Then in a soft voice, not to shatter
the silence, he said, “I could trust you a little now, Mr.
Denis.”

“Why? I haven’t changed.” .

“You have. A little. Enough for me to trust you a bit.”

“That’s no good,” I said. “You’ve got to trust me
completely.”

He shook his head. “I trust you for as much as you’ve
changed. Not completely yet. But once you turn on the
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juice, you’re with it. Ever see a man hanging on the end
of a live wire? He can’t let go. That was what you were
like there for a few minutes. Maybe you turned it on just
to impress me, but once it's on—that’s it. I know, man.
I live with the juice turned on and way up all the time.”

“Sounds like hell.”

“Hell and heaven both. It’s a short circuit for me
because I'm lying across both wires. But about this putting
myself into your hands and signing those papers—that’ll
take time.”

“But how long?”

“You don’t understand, Mr. Denis. That’s up to you.
Whenever you’re ready to trust me.” '

I thought about it for a long time. He was right. It was
that simple, that logical, that terrifying. He was ready
now. I was the one who had to change. He would trust
me when I was capable of trusting him. From his point
of view it was only fair..

“I don’t know if I can do what you ask, Maro. I'd like
to, but I don’t think I can. I've never been one to trust
people. Do you know I stopped going to confession when
I was thirteen? People tried to convince me that the
priests never revealed anything that was told to them.
But my father used to give large donations to the parish,
and do you know to this very day I believe that he used
to have weekly conferences with Father Moran about my
confessions. Even though I know he could have found
that book under my mattress without being told by Father
Moran, I still can’t get it into my head that I could have
put complete faith in the priest.

“I can’t let myself go that way, Maro. It’'s not just
you. It’s all people. I'm the kind of guy who always checks
to make sure his wallet is there no matter who bumps
into him. Last week I was talking to a judge that I know.
He brushed up against me on the way out of the room,
and before I knew it I had put my hand to my pocket.
He didn’t notice it, but I was embarrassed just the same.
So how can you ask me to trust you completely?”

He smiled and then shrugged. “One of us will have to
give in first, and you’re the one who wants this thing.
You need me more than I need you—and I'm sure it’s not
only for the money—so you’ll have to prove yourself to
me first. That’s the only way it can be.”

I sat there and looked at him as he examined my

apartment. “Quite a place you’'ve got here. Must cost a



CHARACTER: THE DETERMINANT OF INCIDENT 91

fortune.” He sniffed and cocked his head to listen. “No
women up here, huh? You’re not married either.”

I sighed. “I almost was—about twenty years ago—when
{1 ‘was twenty-three. We broke up a week before the wed-

ing.”

“You figured she was after your family’s dough?”

“No. She had wealth of her own—a rich old Connecticut
family. But I didn’t believe she really loved me. Down deep
1 was sure that she was seeing other men. She broke it
off when she discovered I was spying on her. Just as
well—it would never have worked out. I guess I'm just
the bachelor type.”

He stood there and studied me for a long time. “Well,
Mr. Denis. I'm sorry about all that. But as far as I'm
concerned, what I said still goes. I guess it’s about time
in your life you really trusted somebody. And it might
as well be me.”

It was dawn when he left, and I sat staring at the walls
for a long time. The more I thought about it the lousier
I felt. How did I go about trusting completely a kid like
that—me? It was such a crazy thing to think about that
it took three shots of bourbon before I could tell myself
in the mirror: |

“You've got to show him that you trust him. You’ve
got to really trust him. You've got to put your life into
his hands.”

That required another drink, and another, and the
mirror started talking back to me . ..

The dreams I had were messes, of course. Variations
of putting my life into Maro’s hands, and each time
backing out before the real test came. Finally, when they
started setting fire to the half-million dollars, I found the
courage. I handed him a cutlass and put my head on the
chopping block. And the louse chopped it off. Only the
face changed at the end of the dream. It wasn’t Maro;
it was my father.

It was a vivid session. I awoke at noon with a hangover—
a very wobbly head—and I sat at the edge of the bed for
a long time feeling sorry for myself and cursing myself for
not being able to trust people. But this was getting me
nowhere. I had to trust Maro, and if I wanted to be young
enough to enjoy the money, I had to be damned quick
about it. ‘

The first step in the process of getting to trust him, I
decided, was to get to know him as completely as possible.
The names of the three people who knew him best came
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to me clearly: Dr. Landmeer, Reverend Tyler, and a girl
by the name of Delia.

Through one of my contacts at the Municipal Mental
Health Clinic, I learned that Dr. Landmeer had set aside
six hours a week from his private practice to work with
three cases assigned to him by the clinic. I learned also
that his pet interest was research in adolescent psycho-
therapy.

In order to get him to talk to me freely, I had my friend
at the clinic introduce me first to the directors as an
attorney for one of the large philanthropic foundations
handled by the firm of Denis & Denis, corporation
lawyers. Our client, I hinted, was considering substantial
donations to be made to worthwhile research projects.

An appointment was made for me to see Dr. Landmeer
the following day.

Dr. Landmeer reminded me very much of one of the
analysts my father had sent me to when I was a boy. He
was short and stubby with thick glasses that distorted
his brown eyes into curlicues like knots in a pine board.
He ushered me into his consulting room—most enthusi-
astically.

“Mr. Williams, our director, tells me you’re interested
in adolescent psychotherapy, Mr. Denis.”

“I have been told,” I said, “that it is an important
field for psychiatric research. I'd like to know a bit
about the work that is being done by men like yourself.”

“I have always felt,” he said, settling in his leather
chair and lighting his huge meerschaum pipe, “that
techniques of working with adolescents have been neg-
lected too much. It is in this period between childhood and
adulthood that study is needed. I know how important
it is because I suffered through many of the things that
these kids are suffering through now, and if not for the
help of one man who cared enough for me, I— Well, no
need to go into that. All I can say is that I really feel close
to these children who feel afraid and unwanted. There is
no reason for the fantastic number of young people who
are mentally crippled or destroyed each year. It’s a crime.”

“That’s exactly why I'm here,” I said. “Now, if you
would tell me something about the cases that have been
referred to you by the clinic. Without mentioning any
names of course. Just what was wrong with them and how
they’re coming along.”

He described his three clinic cases in detail. I pretended
to be interested in the young violinist who had become
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paralyzed in both hands shortly after his father left his
mother, and I asked provocative questions about the
brilliant young girl who at the age of sixteen developed
the compulsion to disrobe in public. Finally, he came to
the young Negro boy who had delusions of persecution.

“A very intelligent boy,” he said, “but disturbed. He
feels that people are always lying to him. When he
first came to me, he pretended to have all of the behavior
and speech patterns that prejudiced people have asso-
ciated with Negroes—the deep drawl, the shuffling walk,
dullness . . .”

I nodded, recalling that first day I had seen Maro on
the street. “. . . Now of course,” Landmeer continued,
“he drops the pose when he is with me. The Negro stereo-
type is his way of protecting himself in his dealings with
non-Negroes. You see, he’s clever and sensitive enough to
know that most people expect him to behave that way, so
they’re easily fooled.”

As Landmeer went on to describe him, it became evi-
dent that Maro had come here for nearly eight months
without revealing his multi-sensory perception. I knew
that Landmeer in his desire to impress me with the im-
portance of his work would have mentioned that strange
talent if he had known of it. It was clear that although
Maro trusted the doctor enough to discard certain traits,
he did not trust him enough to reveal himself in any im-
portant way.

That was a warning to me. Now, in a sense, it was a race
between the doctor and myself. If Maro ever gave himself
over completely to Landmeer, he was lost to me and the
future that needed him.

“Tell me, Dr. Landmeer, is it true, as I've heard about
cases like this, that people who feel theyre being plotted
against are capable of violence?”

Landmeer pulled at his pipe. “You’ve got to understand
that this patient of mine is emotionally unstable. He has
deep-rooted hostilities. At the age of nine his father—a
minister—revealed to him that he had been abandoned
by his real parents when he was a newborn infant. The
minister had heard an infant’s cry and traced it to a card-
board box on top of a garbage heap. When he opened the
box, he discovered that there was also a rat in it. An emer-
gency transfusion saved the baby’s life, but he bears scars
on his arms and body to this very day.”

“My God! Why was he told about it? Why tell a child
of nine something like that?”
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“According to the boy, his foster-father told him in a
moment of anger. He wanted to prove to the boy that
Providence had directed him to the spot where the box
lay. I think we can understand some of the reasons for the
patient’s bitterness towards the world.”

“Who wouldn’t be bitter with a knowledge like that?”

The doctor nodded. ““So to answer your question. With
fear and hostility so deeply rooted, a patient like this
would probably have no compunctions about violence.
However, let me point out that in this case, I feel very
confident. The boy is improving. I'm sure that eventually
he will be able to adjust to society.”

“I can see,” I said, getting up to leave, “that your

work with young people is extremely important. It should
not be allowed to suffer for lack of funds.”

The warmth and gratitude in his face was overwhelm-
ing, and I decided then and there that if my own little
project with Maro ever succeeded I was going to donate a
small portion of my fee to Dr. Landmeer’s ‘research.

None the less, I left Dr. Landmeer’s office more con-
fused and disturbed than when I went in. Throughout the
conversation, I had the feeling that something was miss-
ing. The picture he gave me of Maro did not fit with the

pieces of the boy’s personality that I already had. Some-
thing was wrong . . .

At the home of Reverend Tyler, I discovered another
facet of Maro’s character. Mr. Tyler made a great display
of cooperation when I told him that I was making a sur-
vey for the Child Welfare Bureau—a survey of adopted
children who became habitual dehnquents

“I've had a time with that boy, sir.” The reverend
thumped the table to punctuate his remarks. “It’s been a
struggle to bring that boy into the flock. He was cast away,
and with the Lord’s guidance, I snatched him out of the
Devil’s jaws. He’s got the mark of Cain on him, he has.
But we’re going to save his soul.”

“What we at the Bureau are interested in, Reverend, is
what he’s really like. There might be a clue that would
help us with other children on our case list.”

He shook his head. “He was always a very emotional
child. No matter what you wanted him to do, he did the
opposite. I'm a mild man, Mr. Denis. But there were
times . . . Do you know that when he was only nine years
old, he got into a fight with a boy. He had one hand round
the boy’s throat and a knife in the other. I came upon them
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unexpectedly. If I hadn’t been sent to, intervene by the
All-Mighty, he’d have killed that child.”

“How do you know he’d have killed the boy? Maybe
he was just trying to frighten him. Maybe he knew you
were nearby and would stop him.”

The minister glared. “Indeed! You don’t know Maro.
He has always been violent. Up to a few years ago, try as
I would, it was impossible to teach him a fear of the All-
Mighty. Between that knife and the other boy’s heart, there
was nothing to stop the deed but my hand directed by
Providence. After all, Mr. Denis—what is it that keeps
people from destroying each other but fear of Divine
Wrath?”

“A faith in mankind . .. . ” I mumbled absently, think-
ing of what Maro would have said to that.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Nothing,” I said, “just thinking aloud.”

“Well, I can tell you it took a great deal of personal
pain and inspired guidance to put the fear of Hell into
that boy. But thank Heaven I am succeeding. Maro has
lately shown a turn to religion that gives me great hope.
Wouldn’t it be glorious if he were called to the ministry?”

I agreed that it would, and took my leave of Reverend
Tyler. The religious aspect didn’t fit Maro at all. And
neither did the incident with the knife. If Maro had really
intended to stab the boy, then he was certainly too fast
and clever to be stopped by the reverend. He would have
seen or heard or smelled him coming. The real question
was: “Why didn’t he kill the boy?” I had no answer yet.
Instead of understanding him, I was unraveling a nature
more complex and shifting than any I had ever known.

There was only one person left to see—the one who
probably knew him more intimately than anyone else.
Would she be able to provide me with the key to Maro’s
nature?

Delia Brown lived in a tenement on 127th Street and
Lenox Avenue. She wouldn’t let me into the apartment at
first.

“I’m not a cop, Delia. Look, you don’t have to tell me
where Maro is. I've already seen him, and I've spoken to
Dr. Landmeer and the Reverend Tyler. It’s you 1 want
to talk to—"

She opened the door a little wider, but in her hand she
held an ice-pick. “What about?”

I decided to gamble on the truth. “About trusting Maro.
He wants me to trust him, and I've got to know about him
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first. I would think, Delia, that if you’re really his kind
of girl, you wouldn’t need that thing.”

My words stung her. She glared at me and then at the
ice-pick in her hand. Then she set it on the table and
moved away from the door. She sank into a chair as I
pushed the door open.

“So you know him,” she said. “Well, I can’t be like
him. He’s a fool. You can tell him that if you want to.”

“Then Maro does trust people. He’s not afraid of them.”

She shrugged. “He’s not afraid of anything or anyone in
the world. He’s too simple and trusting to fear anyone.
He’s such a child.”

“Then why does he pretend to be afraid? Why is he so
wild and violent?”

“Wild and violent? Maro?” Her eyes opened wide
and she laughed. “Oh, my. I thought you knew what he
was really like, the way you talked. Why he’s the most
peaceful, most gentle soul on this earth. He wouldn’t
harm a living thing.”

The description didn’t come any closer to the Maro I
knew. It didn’t fit the picture of the boy who had
smashed a fist into my face and kicked me in the ribs the
first time we’d met. I began to feel more and more like a
fool. Each time I reached out to grab his image, it slipped
away from me like a cake of wet soap. She didn’t know
him either.

In fact, none of the people who were close to him really
knew him. He had kept from each of them his multi-
sensory perception, and I began to suspect he had care-
fully shielded those qualities of his character which
disagreed with their different pictures of him.

“. .. He’s a helpless child,” she was saying. “I have to
protect him from himself. He’d let people walk all over
him and take advantage of his good nature if I didn’t scold
him for it all the time. Last week he gave a stranger his
last dollar. Can you imagine that? A perfect stranger.
Maro needs me to take care of him and look after him. But
he’s getting better. I've convinced him to keep away from
bad company . . . other boys influencing him to do bad
things. He’s such a trusting fool.”

She grabbed my sleeve. “Not that I mind, really. He
could become something special with the right kind of
woman giving him the right kind of love. And he’s chang-
ing. He’s getting common sense. And if there’s one thing
in this world that a man needs it’'s common sense. I don’t
know what kind of a job it is you’ve got for him, but you



CHARACTER: THE DETERMINANT OF INCIDENT 97

could trust that boy with anything.” She laughed wearily.
“Mr. Denis, that boy doesn’t know enough about life to
be dishonest. No one ever told him the truth about Santa
Claus.”

Listening to Delia talk, as I saw our reflection in the
clouded mirror over her dressing table, I became aware
of the secret of Maro. Everything fell into place. Maro,
with his unusual ability to perceive, could detect a per-
son’s feelings and know instantly what that person thought
of him. He simply reflected the kind of character that per-
son thought him to be. Protective coloration.

Maro was a mirror.

To Dr. Landmeer, he was a neurotic, not to be trusted
because that was what the doctor believed him to be; and
as the doctor thought he was curing Maro, Maro was get-
ting well. To Reverend Tyler, Maro had been a lost soul;
and as the reverend believed he was saving Maro, Maro
was becoming religious. To Delia, who saw in Maro a
simple youth needing her care and protection, Maro was.
childlike; and as she saw herself strengthening him
against the world, Maro was growing up.

Maro was all of these thing, and none of them. He gave
to each person that part of him that was needed. To me
he had been a wild, strange, violent creature, and so he
was wild, strange and violent. I didn’t trust him, and he
reflected that. Now I feared that he was capable of mur-
dering me. And so . . .

All the way back to my apartment, I pondered over
what I'd learned. Whether or not Maro’s strange talents
had been created in the upheaval of genetic mutation, there
was little doubt in my mind that the unusual events of his
infancy had contributed to the development of his shifting
senses. For just that reason he was important to them—he
was an accident of heredity compounded by a special hos=
tile environment, a combination that might never happen
again. They needed him, and so he had to go. It was up
to me to arrange it.

It was a strange cycle I found here. Maro could be
trusted . I could have complete faith in him . . . if
I honestly believed I could. And 1 could not pretend to
believe. He would know pretense, and that would be fatal.
I had to put my life into his hands . . . or else forget
about the whole thing.

Maro was the mirror. I was the one who had to change.

He was, as I had expected, waiting for me in my apart-
ment, He was smoking my cigarettes and drinking my
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whiskey, his feet propped up on the coffee table, a clear
reflection of the cocky youth I had judged him to be.

I stood there quietly looking at him, not thinking,
just letting myself relax and be open in his presence.
Knowing what he was really like, I was no longer afraid
of him, and he sensed it.

He laughed. Then, seeing the look on my face, he put
down the cigarette and stood up frowning. “Hey,” he said,
“what gives?’ He sniffed the air and rubbed it between
his fingers. His eyes rolled up and closed and he swayed
back and forth as he had done the first time I saw him.

“You’ve changed,” he whispered. There was awe in his
voice. “Your breathing—it’s like cold water right down to
the bottom, and you smell smooth and clear like glass.”
He was confused. “I’ve never seen anyone change like that
before.” His expression shifted from bitterness to scorn to
fear to anger to amusement to pleading to childlike sim=
plicity and then, finally, went blank, It was as if he were
trying on all the masks in his repertory, shifting back and
forth to find out what it was I expected of him, trying to
find out what I believed he was like, which of the Maros
I wanted him to be. But as he said, I had become smooth,
cold water and clear glass.

He dropped back into the chair, and waited. He sensed
that I knew him and he was waiting to see what I would
do. The cold water, the clear glass that he saw in me had
to become a mirror. For the first time in his life, someone
was going to be what Maro wanted. Someone was going
to reflect his need. And what Maro had needed more than
anything else in the years of his growing up was to be
trusted.

I caught the movement of his eyes to the night-table
drawer. He knew that I kept my gun there. It was as if
he could sense my readiness to trust him, and he was show-
ing me how to prove it. It was clear what I had to do. I
had to try to kill myself, trusting that he would interfere
to save me.

My inner self rebelled. What if I was wrong? What if
Maro wasn’t at all what I believed him to be? What if
he didn’t stop me? It was stupid—utterly ridiculous to
trust anyone that much., A man couldn’t even trust his
own . ..

A picture flashed across my mind—a memory from my
childhood. My father standing at the foot of the staircase.
Myself five or six steps up. He reaches out and calls to
me to jump into his arms. He'll catch me. I'm afraid. He
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coaxes . . . assures me daddy won’t let me fall. I jump. He
moves away and I scream as I fall to the floor. Hurt and
angry. Why did you lie to me? Why? . .. Why . . .
And the laughter and the words and the voice of my father,
never forgotten. “That’s to teach you never to trust anyone
—not even your own father.”

Was that why I had never married, or loved, or be-
lieved in anyone? Was that the fear that had impris-
oned me all these years behind the safe, hard shell of
suspicion? It was clear to me that at this moment my
decision was as important to me as it was to Maro. If I
backed away now, I would never in my life be able to trust
anyone.

. He was watching me. He was wanting me to believe in

im.

Without speaking, I went to the drawer, opened it and
removed the gun. I checked it to make sure it was loaded,
and then I faced him. He showed no emotion, made no
sign.

“I trust you, Maro,” I said. “You need proof of my faith
in you. Well, then, so do I. Let’s both see if I'm capable
of giving it . . . if I can pull this trigger . . .”

I put the muzzle of the gun to my right temple. “I'm
going to count to three. I want to believe that you’ll stop
me before I kill myself.”

He smiled. “Will you really do it? Maybe I won’t stop
me. Maybe I'll be too slow. Maybe—"

“One.’,

“You’re a fool, Mr. Denis. It’s not worth half a million
dollars to take a chance like this. Or isn’t it the money
after all? What is it you expect to prove?”

“Two.” Would my finger react to the command? Was
I capable of doing it? Then, almost as if our minds
touched for an instant, I knew that I would do it . . . as
clearly as I knew that he would save me. Nothing else was
worth knowing. It felt good.

The smile left his face. He breathed deeply and clenched
his fists. His eyes were wide.

“Three.”

I squeezed the trigger without closing my eyes.

In that instant between me and eternity, Maro sprang.
His hand lashed out and whipped the gun aside. The
bullet grazed my forehead and crashed into the wall be-
side us. The white explosion burnt my face and I fainted.

When I came to, I felt him hovering over me. He had
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put a wet towel across my face. “You’ll be okay,” he
said. “Powder burns. I've called for a doctor.”

“That was close,” I said.

“You’re a fool!” He moved back and forth restlessly,
hitting his fists. “A damned fool. You shouldn’t have done
it.”

“You wanted me to. I'm glad I did. It was as much for
myself as for you.”

He was overexcited now. I heard him stalking back and
forth. A hassock was in his way and he kicked it aside. “I
shouldn’t have waited so long. I didn’t think you were
really going to do it. I didn’t know. No one ever believed
in me that way before. I think that all my life I've been
waiting for someone who really would trust me. I didn’t
think it would be you.”

I nodded. “I didn’t think so either. I never trusted any-
one like that since I was a small child. I've found some-
thing deep inside myself that I thought had been destroyed.
It was worth it.”

“Mr. Denis . . . ” He moved back and sniffed the air.

“What’s the matter?”

“There’s something out there. Far away and yet close
by. Music, but not real music. Faint violet and burnt-
yellow ribbons of sound winding around me and dissolv-
ing. It’s here and now and yet it’s far off in the future.”

“That’s the place and time for you, Maro. They need
you there—for what you are, the way you are. And you
need them. You’ve got to trust them.”

“I trust you, Mr. Denis. If you say it’s all right, I'll go.”

“It’'s all right. 'm not saying it for the money, you
know that. I'm giving my fee to the clinic. I have more
than enough for myself. I’'m retiring. This will be my last
job for them.”

“You’ll figure out something to tell Dr. Landmeer and
my old man and Delia for me?”

“TI will.”

I told him how to call the telephone answering service
to let them know that he was ready to leave. They would
tell him where to wait and they would send someone to
pick him up. He took my hand and clasped it for a long
time.

“Mr. Denis, I thought you might like to know. That
music . . . I saw and felt . . . you were right. It was
from them. It was a hint about what they need me for.”

“Can you tell me?”

“It’s not clear, Mr. Denis. But I saw a picture of a great
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gathering of people. They can’t understand each other at
all, and nobody knows what the others want. Words seem
to have lost all meaning. Like . . . like what happened
in the Old Testament when they built the Tower of Babel.
There’s a lot of confusion. I think they need me to help
them talk to each other, and trust each other—and make
peace.”

“I'm glad you told me, Maro. It makes me feel better.”

“So long, Mr. Denis.”

“So long.”

I waited until I heard the front door slam shut, and
then I took the towel off my face and rolled over to sit
on the edge of the bed. I felt around in my pockets for my
cigarette lighter. I flipped it on, holding it up in front of
my face. There was searing heat and the crackle and pun-
gent odor of burning hair as I singed my eyebrows. But
no light.

And then I knew what it was like to be totally blind.

I lay back in the bed, and from somewhere there flowed
in through my window the sound of music. For a fleeting
moment, I thought I heard it the way Maro had heard it
—faint violet and burnt-yellow ribbons of sound winding
about me and dissolving. But then the muitiple image was
gone, and I heard the muted strains of the melody as I
have heard all sounds and music ever since,

In darkness . . .

HOW MUCH DOES A CHARACTER COST?
by Daniel Keyes

I useDp to think that characters were free. Now I know
better. I've paid the price.

Maro first appeared to me as an image, a black youth
who lived across the street. I had seen him one day, stand-
ing in the middle of the street, tall, alert, haughty, and
suddenly running faster than anyone I had ever seen. One
day, years later, casting about for a story to write, I
remembered him.

I knew the story would be about race and racism, about
his strategies for survival in a world in which fear and
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hostility block understanding. I don’t mean to imply that
the character and events were planned to express this as
a theme. It was the other way. Once I began to invent
the fictions of Maro’s life and background, I realized I
would have to speak of the risks we have to take, the
price we all have to pay. I guess you could say the image
of the character came first, and then the concept, and
finally out of the mixture came the story.

Writing, it has been said, is an act of discovery; to me
that usually means the discovery of people. So 1 had to
find a narrator who could search for Maro, unraveling
the mystery of the character as he went along, becoming
aware of his own feelings toward the black youth and
toward his own unthinking acceptance of racial stereo-
types, while at the same time surmounting the barriers
he had erected to protect himself against the terrors—
real or imagined—of trusting others.

Eugene Denis began as a narrator and foil, but as he
became individualized, with his own memories, attitudes
and fears, the story changed from Maro’s to one of a
relationship between Maro and Denis, based on self-
awareness and risk-taking. Denis had to know himself
before he could make demands on Maro (in the writing
of the story, as well as in the fiction itself). Maro had to
drop his mask and reveal himself to me and to Denis,
and trust us both before he could fulfill his own destiny.

The story line now turned on the hinge of their en-
counter. To become involved with Maro without pretense,
Denis had to know himself as well as he tried to know
Maro. Maro did not really have to change much; Denis
was the one who had been deceiving himself all these
years. In his search for the true, inner Maro, Denis dis-
covered that the young black man had to play many roles
to reflect the expectations of others. Denis also discovered
the lies and fears in his own make-up. Thus, the story
became as much Denis’s as Maro’s, and was no longer
about race and racism but about humanity and inhuman-
ism.

When I am developing characters, I try to keep in mind
the way we all get to know people. Visualize yourself at
a party, noticing someone across the room. First, the
overall impressions: size, shape, color—creating a frame
of reference. Then, any unusual or attention-getting de-
tail (if there is one, not forcing it) that will distinguish
the character, showing how he differs from other people
in his own group or type. Much like the simple act of
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definition. Indeed, at this point I am defining my charac-
ter.

t'he character set in motion begins to individualize him-
self. T learn about him by seeing what he does under
different situations (including stress), and what he leaves
undone. I pay attention to what he says about himselif,
as well as to what others say about him. Often, I discover
that the minor figures have a limited knowledge of the
main character. How the pieces fit to make a coherent
whole often becomes part of the story development.

Among the discoveries we make is background; social
and personal history gives our character a dimension of
time. The reader, discovering a past as well as a present,
begins to project the line that leads into the future. Add
thoughts, hopes, fears, dreams, and the reader may sus-
pend disbelief and cross over with us into the world of
our fictional character. This is standard procedure. When
I’'ve done as many of these things as the story will bear,
I've succeeded in creating a very lifelike puppet, a me-
chanical doll. To bring it to life—the dream of every
writer—requires something more.

This last ingredient went into “Crazy Maro”—into both
characters—in the form of a memory of my youth when
I was caught alone one night in a strange neighborhood
and badly beaten by several older boys. When the time
came to write of the first encounter between Denis and
Maro, I recalled that experience, and the emotion of my
memory was discharged into Denis’s fear and Maro’s an-
ger. When 1 finished writing that scene, and the later
scene in which Denis returns the beating, the memory of
what really happened that night began to fade. Although
I had recalled that experience, and the feelings connected
to it, often before I wrote it, now I can say that I no
longer remember what really happened that night. It
seems I gave away a part of myself, a memory, an ex-
perience, an emotion, to both Maro and Denis.

Not that I'm able to hit that level of feeling very often,
but when a character begins to move, and I discover
something in myself that he can use, I give it to him.
Then it no longer belongs to me. It belongs to the char-
acter and gives him a deeply felt experience rather than
a contrived one. If I'm lucky, the puppet, the mechanical
doll, will come alive and remain in the mind of the reader
as something with the feeling of life. That’s why creating
characters is like raising children—you give each one a
little bit of yourself, and you don’t begrudge it.



104 THOSE WHO CAN: A SCIENCE FICTION READER

The making of every living character thus extracts pay-
ment from the writer. Nothing from nothing. F. Scott
Fitzgerald thought of it as a creative bank account: the
more he drew out of it, the less he had. That’s one way
of looking at it. I don’t know how many other writers
have had this experience. But I suspect there is something
at work like the laws of conservation of mass and of
energy. The experiences and memories we give to our
characters to bring them to life, we no longer have for
ourselves. Not a bad exchange. A better bargain than
Faust got. I'd say he sold his soul for less.

PRETTY MAGGIE MONEYEYES
by Harlan Ellison

WiTH AN eight hole-card and a queen showing, with the
dealer showing a four up, Kostner decided to let the house
do the work. So he stood, and the dealer turned up. Six.

The dealer looked like something out of a 1935 George
Raft film: Arctic diamond-chip eyes, manicured fingers
long as a brain surgeon’s, straight black hair slicked flat
away from the pale forehead. He did not look up as he
peeled them off. A three. Another three. Bam. A five.
Bam. Twenty-one, and Kostner saw his last thirty dollars
—six five-dollar chips—scraped on the edge of the cards,
into the dealer’s chip racks. Busted. Flat. Down and out
in Las Vegas, Nevada. Playground of the Western World.

He slid off the comfortable stool-chair and turned his
back on the blackjack table. The action was already start-
ing again, like waves closing over a drowned man. He
had been there, was gone, and no one had noticed. No
one had seen a man blow the last tie with salvation. Kost-
ner now had his choice: he could bum his way into Los
Angeles and try to find something that resembled a new
life . . . or he could go blow his brains out through the
back of his head.

Neither choice showed much light or sense.

He thrust his hands deep into the pockets of his worn
and dirty chinos, and started away down the line of slot
machines clanging and rattling on the other side of the
aisle between blackjack tables.
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He stopped. He felt something in his pocket. Beside
him, but all-engrossed, a fiftyish matron in electric laven-
der capris, high heels and Ship n’ Shore blouse was work-
ing two slots, loading and pulling one while waiting for
the other to clock down. She was dumping quarters in a
seemingly inexhaustible supply from a Dixie cup held in
her left hand. There was a surrealistic presence to the
woman. She was almost automated, not a flicker of ex-
pression on her face, the eyes fixed and unwavering. Only
when the gong rang, someone down the line had pulled a
jackpot, did she look up. And at that moment Kostner
knew what was wrong and immoral and deadly about
Vegas, about legalized gambling, about setting the traps
all baited and open in front of the average human. The
woman’s face was gray with hatred, envy, lust and dedi-
cation to the game—in that timeless instant when she
heard another drugged soul down the line winning a
minuscule jackpot. A jackpot that would only lull the
player with words like luck and ahead of the game. The
jackpot lure; the sparkling, bobbling many-colored wig-
gler in a sea of poor fish.

The thing in Kostner’s pocket was a silver dollar.

He brought it out and looked at it.

The eagle was hysterical.

But Kostner pulled to an abrupt halt, only one half-
footstep from the sign indicating the limits of Tap City.
He was still with it. What the high-rollers called the edge,
the vigerish, the fine hole-card. One buck. One cartwheel.
Pulled out of the pocket not half as deep as the pit into
which Kostner had just been about to plunge.

What the hell, he thought, and turned to the row of
slot machines.

He had thought they’d all been pulled out of service,
the silver dollar slots. A shortage of coinage, said the
United States Mint. But right there, side by side with the
nickel and quarter bandits, was one cartwheel machine.
Two thousand dollar jackpot. Kostner grinned foolishly.
If you’re gonna go out, go out like a champ.

He thumbed the silver dollar into the coin slot and
grabbed the heavy, oiled handle. Shining cast aluminum
and pressed steel. Big black plastic ball, angled for arm-
ease, pull it all day and you won’t get weary.

Without a prayer in the universe, Kostner pulled the
handle.

She had been born in Tucson, mother full-blooded
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Cherokee, father a bindlestiff on his way through. Mother
had been working a truckers’ stop, father had popped for
spencer Steak and sides. Mother had just gotten over a
bad scene, indeterminate origins, unsatisfactory culmina-
tions. Mother had popped for bed. And sides. Margaret
Annie Jessie had come nine months later; black of hair,
fair of face, and born into a life of poverty. Twenty-three
years later, a determined product of Miss Clairol and
Berlitz, a dream-image formed by Vogue and intimate
association with the rat race, Margaret Annie Jessie had
become a contraction.

Maggie.

Long legs, trim and coltish; hips a trifle large, the kind
that promote that specific thought in men, about getting
their hands around it; belly flat, isometrics;, waist cut to
the bone, a waist that works in any style from dirndl to
disco-slacks; no breasts—all nipple, but no breast, like an
expensive whore (the way O’Hara pinned it)}—and no
padding . . . forget the cans, baby, there’s other, more
important action; smooth, Michelangelo-sculpted neck, a
pillar, proud; and all that face.

Outthrust chin, perhaps a tot too much belligerence,
but if you'd walloped as many gropers, you too, sweet-
heart; narrow mouth, petulant lower lip, nice to chew on,
a lower lip as though filled with honey, bursting, ready
for things to happen; a nose that threw the right sort of
shadow, flaring nostrils, the acceptable words—aquiline,
patrician, classic, allathat; cheekbones as stark and prom-
ontory as a spit of land after ten years of open ocean;
cheekbones holding darkness like narrow shadows, sooty
beneath the taut-fleshed bone-structure; amazing cheek-
bones, the whole face, really; simple uptilted eyes, the
touch of the Cherokee, eyes that looked out at you, as
you looked in at them, like someone peering out of the
keyhole as you peered in; actually, dirty eyes, they said
you can get it.

Blonde hair, a great deal of it, wound and rolled and
smoothed and flowing, in the old style, the Gibson Girl
thing men always admire; no tight little cap of slicked
plastic; no ratted and teased Anapurna of bizarre coiffure;
no ironed-flat discothéque hair like number 3 flat noodles.
Hair, the way a man wants it, so he can dig his hands in
at the base of the neck and pull all that face very close.

An operable woman, a working mechanism, a rigged
and sudden machinery of softness and motivation.

Twenty-three, and determined as hell never to abide
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in that vale of poverty her mother had .called purgatory
for her entire life; snuffed out in a grease fire in the last
trailer, somewhere in Arizona, thank God no more. pleas
for a little money from babygirl Maggie hustling drinks
in a Los Angeles topless joint. (There ought to be some
remorse in there somewhere, for a Mommy gone where
all the good grease fire victims go. Look around, you’ll
find it.)

Maggie.

Genetic freak. Mommy’s Cherokee uptilted eye-shape,
and Polack quickscrewing Daddy WithoutaName’s blue as
innocence color.

Blue-eyed Maggie, dyed blonde, alla that face, alla that
leg, fifty bucks a night can get it and it sounds like it's
having a climax.

Irish-innocent blue-eyed innocent French-legged inno-
cent Maggie. Polack. Cherokee. Irish. All-woman and go-
ing on the market for this month’s rent on the stucco pad,
eighty bucks’ worth of groceries, a couple months’ worth
for a Mustang, three appointments with the specialist in
Beverly Hills about that shortness of breath after a night
on the Bugalu.

Maggie, Maggie, Maggie, pretty Maggie Moneyeyes,
who came from Tucson and trailers and rheumatic fever
and a surge to live that was all kaleidoscope frenzy of
clawing scrabbling no-nonsense. If it took laying on one’s
back and making sounds like a panther in the desert, then
one did it, because nothing, but nothing was as bad as
being dirt-poor, itchy-skinned, soiled-underwear, scuff-
toed, hairy and ashamed lousy with the no-gots. Noth-
ing!

Maggie. Hooker. Hustler. Grabber. Swinger. If there’s
a buck in it, there’s rhythm and the onomatopoeia is
Maggie Maggie Maggie.

She who puts out. For a price, whatever that might be.

Maggie was dating Nuncio. He was Sicilian. He had dark
eyes and an alligator-grain wallet with slip-in pockets for
credit cards. He was a spender, a sport, a high-roller. They
went to Vegas.

Maggie and the Sicilian. Her blue eyes and his slip-in
pockets. But mostly her blue eyes.

The spinning reels behind the three long glass windows
blurred, and Kostner knew there wasn’t a chance. Two
thousand dollar jackpot. Round and round, whirring. Three
bells or two bells and a jackpot bar, get 18; three plums
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or two plums and a jackpot bar, get 14; three oranges or
two oranges and a jac—

Ten, five, two bucks for a single cherry cluster in first
position. Something . . . I'm drowning . . . something . . .

The whirring . . .

Round and round . . .

As something happened that was not considered in the
pit-boss manual.

The reels whipped and snapped to a stop, clank clank
clank, tight in place.

Three bars looked up at Kostner. But they did not say
JACKPOT. They were three bars on which stared three
blue eyes. Very blue, very immediate, very JACKPOT!!!!

Twenty silver dollars clattered into the payoff trough
at the bottom of the machine. An orange light flickered
on in the Casino Cashier’s cage, bright orange on the jack-
pot board. And the gong began clanging overhead.

The Slot Machine Floor Manager nodded once to the
Pit Boss, who pursed his lips and started toward the seedy-
looking man still standing with his hand on the slot’s
handle.

The token payment—twenty silver dollars—Ilay un-
touched in the payoff trough. The balance of the jackpot
—one thousand nine hundred and eighty dollars—would
be paid manually by the Casino Cashier. And Kostner
stood dumbly, as the three blue eyes stared up at him.

There was a moment of idiotic disorientation, as Kost-
ner stared back at the three blue eyes; a moment in which
the slot machine’s mechanisms registered to themselves;
and the gong was clanging furiously.

All through the hotel’s Casino people turned from their
games to stare. At the roulette tables the white-on-
white players from Detroit and Cleveland pulled their
watery eyes away from the clattering ball and stared down
the line for a second, at the ratty-looking guy in front of
the slot machine. From where they sat, they could not tell
it was a two grand pot, and their rheumy eyes went back
into billows of cigar smoke, and that little ball.

The blackjack hustlers turned momentarily, screwing
around in their $eats, and smiled. They were closer to the
slot-players in temperament, but they knew the slots were
a dodge to keep the old ladies busy, while the players
worked toward their endless twenty-ones.

And the old dealer, who could no longer cut it at the
fast-action boards, who had been put out to pasture by a
grateful management, standing at the Wheel of Fortune
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near the entrance to the Casino, even he paused in
h.s zombie-murmuring (“Annnnother winner onna Wheel
of Forchun!”) to no one at all, and looked toward Kostner
and that incredible gong-clanging. Then, in a moment,
still with no players, he called another nonexistant winner.

Kostner heard the gong from far away. It had to mean
he had won two thousand dollars, but that was impossible.
He checked the payoff chart on the face of the machine.
Three bars labeled JACKPOT meant JACKPOT. Two
thousand dollars.

But these three bars did not say JACKPOT. They were
three gray bars, rectangular in shape, with three blue eyes
directly in the center of each bar.

Blue eyes?

Somewhere, a connection was made, and electricity, a
billion volts of electricity, were shot through Kostner. His
hair stood on end, his fingertips bled raw, his eyes turned
to jelly, and every fiber in his musculature became ra-
dioactive. Somewhere, out there, in a place that was not
this place, Kostner had been inextricably bound to—to
someone. Blue eyes?

The gong had faded out of his head, the constant noise
level of the Casino, chips chittering, people mumbling,
dealers calling plays, it had all gone, and he was embedded
in silence.

Tied to that someone else, out there somewhere, through
those three blue eyes.

Then in an instant, it had passed, and he was alone
again, as though released by a giant hand, the breath

crushed out of him. He staggered up against the slot ma-
chine.

“You all right, fellah?”

A hand gripped him by the arm, steadied him. The gong
was still clanging overhead somewhere, and he was breath-
less from a journey he had just taken. His eyes focused
and he found himself looking at the stocky Pit Boss who
had been on duty while he had been playing blackjack.

“Yeah . . . I'm okay, just a little dizzy is all.”

“Sounds like you got yourself a big jackpot, fellah,” the
Pit Boss grinned. It was a leathery grin; something com-
posed of stretched muscles and conditioned reflexes,
totally mirthless. :

“Yeah . . . great . . .” Kostner tried to grin back.
But he was still shaking from that electrical absorption that
had kidnaped him.

“Let me check it out,” the Pit Boss was saying, edging
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around Kostner, and staring at the face of the slot ma-
chine. “Yeah, three jackpot bars, all right. You're a win-
ner.”

Then it dawned on Kostner! Two thousand dollars! He
looked down at the slot machine and saw—

Three bars with the word JACKPOT on them. No blue
eyes, just words that meant money. Kostner looked around
frantically, was he losing his mind? From somewhere,
not in the Casino room, he heard a tinkle of rhodium-
plated laughter.

He scooped up the twenty silver dollars, and the Pit
Boss dropped another cartwheel into the Chief, and pulled
the jackpot off. Then the Pit Boss walked him to the rear
of the Casino, talking to him in a muted, extremely polite
tone of voice. At the Cashier’s window, the Pit Boss
nodded to a weary-looking man at a huge Rolodex card-file,
checking credit ratings.

‘“Barney, jackpot on the cartwheel Chief; slot five-oh-
oh-one-five.” He grinned at Kostner, who tried to smile
back. It was difficult. He felt stunned.

The Cashier checked a payoff book for the correct
amount to be drawn and leaned over the counter toward
Kostner. “Check or cash, sir?”

Kostner felt buoyancy coming back to him. “Is the
Casino’s check good?” They all three laughed at that. “A
check’s fine,” Kostner said. The check was drawn, and
the Check-Riter punched out the little bumps that said two
thousand. “The twenty cartwheels are a gift,” the Cashier
said, sliding the check through to Kostner.

He held it, looked at it, and still found it difficult to
believe. Two grand, back on the golden road.

As he walked back through the Casino with the Pit Boss,
the stocky man asked pleasantly, “Well, what are you go-
ing to do with it?” Kostner had to think a moment. He
didn’t really have any plans. But then the sudden realiza-
tion came to him: “I'm going to play that slot machine
again.” The Pit Boss smiled: a congenital sucker. He would
put all twenty of those silver dollars back into the Chief,
and then turn to the other games. Blackjack, roulette, faro,
baccarat . . . in a few hours he would have redeposited
the two grand with the hotel Casino. It always happened.

He walked Kostner back to the slot machine, and patted
him on the shoulder. “Lotsa luck, fellah.”

As he turned away, Kostner slipped a silver dollar into
the machine, and pulled the handle.

The Pit Boss had only taken five steps when he heard
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the incredible sound of the reels clicking to a stop, the
clash of twenty token silver dollars hitting the payoff

troqgh, and that goddammed gong went out of its mind
again.

She had known that sonofabitch Nuncio was a perverted
swine. A walking filth. A dungheap between his ears. Some
kind of monster in nylon undershorts. There weren’t many
kinds of games Maggie hadn’t played, but what that Si-
cilian De Sade wanted to do was outright vomity!

She nearly fainted when he suggested it. Her heart—
which the Beverly Hills specialist had said she should not
tax—began whumping frantically. “You pig!” she
screamed. “You filthy dirty ugly pig you, Nuncio you pig!”’
She had bounded out of the bed and started to throw on
clothes. She didn’t even bother with a brassiere, pulling
the cable-knit sweater on over her thin breasts, still crimson
u;lz'th the touches and love-bites Nuncio had showered on
them.

He sat up in the bed, a pathetic-looking little man, gray
hair at the temples and no hair atall on top, and his
eyes were moist. He was porcine, was indeed the swine
She called him, but he was helpless before her. He was in
love with his hooker, with the tart whom he was support-
ing. It had been the first time for the swine Nuncio, and
he was helpless. Back in Detroit, had it been a floozy,
a chippy broad, he would have gotten out of the double
bed and rapped her around pretty good. But this Maggie,
she tied him in knots. He had suggested . . . that, what
they should do together . . . because he was so consumed
with her. But she was furious with him. It wasn’t that
bizarre an idea!

“Gimme a chancta talk tya, honey . .. Maggie . . .”

“You filthy pig, Nuncio! Give me some money, I'm
going down to the Casino, and I don’t want to see your
filthy pig face for the rest of the day, remember that!”

And she had gone in his wallet and pants, and t:ten
eight hundred and sixteen dollars, while he watched. He
was helpless before her. She was something stolen from a
world he knew only as “class” and she could do what she
wanted with him,

Genetic freak Maggie, blue-eyed posing mannequin
Maggie, pretty Maggie Moneyeyes, who was one-half
Cherokee and one-half a buncha other things, had ab-
sorbed her lessons well. She was the very model of a
“class broad.”
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“Not for the rest of the day, do you understand?”’
she snapped at him, and went downstairs, furious, to fret
and gamble and wonder about nothing but years of her-
self.

Men stared after her as she walked. She carried herself
like a challenge, the way a squire carried a pennant, the
way a prize bitch carried herself in the judge’s ring. Born
to the blue. The wonders of mimicry and desire.

Maggie had no desire for gambling, none whatever., She
merely wanted to taste the fury of her relationship with
the swine Sicilian, her need for solidarity in a life built
on the edge of the slide area, the senselessness of being
here in Las Vegds when she could be back in Beverly Hills.
She grew angrier and more ill at the thought of Nuncio
upstairs in the room, taking another shower. She bathed
three times a day. But it was different with him. He knew
she resented his smell; he had the soft odor of wet fur
sometimes, and she had told him about it. Now he bathed
constantly, and hated it. He was a foreigner to the bath.
His life had been marked by various kinds of filths, and
baths for him now were more of an obscenity than dirt
could ever have been. For her, bathing was different. It
was a necessity. She had to keep the patina of the world
off her, had to remain clean and smooth and white. A
presentation, not an object of flesh and hair. A chro-
mium instrument, something never pitted by rust and
corrosion.

When she was touched by them, by any one of them,
by the men, by all the Nuncios, they left little pit holes of
bloody rust on her white permanent flesh; cobwebs, sooty
stains. She had to bathe. Often.

She strolled down between the tables and the slots, car-
rying eight hundred and sixteen dollars. Eight one hun-
dred dollar bills and sixteen dollars in ones.

At the change booth she got cartwheels for the sixteen
ones. The Chief waited. It was her baby. She played it to
infuriate the Sicilian. He had told her to play the nickel
slots, the quarter or dime slots, but she always infuriated
him by blowing fifty or a hundred dollars in ten minutes,
one coin after another, in the big Chief.

She faced the machine squarely, and put in the first
silver dollar. She pulled the handle that swine Nuncio.
Another dollar, pulled the handle how long does this go
on? The reels cycled and spun and whirled and whipped
in a blurringspinning metalhumming overandoverandover
as Maggie blue-eyed Maggie hated and hated and thought
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of hate and all the days and nights of .swine behind her
and ahead of her and if only she had all the money in
this room in this Casino in this hotel in this town right
now this very instant just an instant this instant it would
be enough of whirring and humming and spinning and
overandoverandoverandover and she would be free free
free and all the world would never touch her body again
the swine would never touch her white flesh again and
then suddenly as dollarafterdollarafterdollar went arounda-
roundaround hummmmming in reels of cherries and bells
and bars and plums and oranges there was suddenly
painpainpain a SHARP pain!pain!pain! in her chest, her
heart, her center, a needle, a lancet, a burning, a pillar
of flame that was purest pure purer PAIN!

Maggie, pretty Maggie Moneyeyes, who wanted all that
money in that cartwheel Chief slot machine, Maggie who
had come from filth and rheumatic fever, who had come
all the way to three baths a day and a specialist in Very
Expensive Beverly Hills, that Maggie suddenly had a sei-
zure, a flutter, a slam of a coronary thrombosis and fell
instantly dead on the floor of the Casino. Dead.

One instant she had been holding the handle of the slot
machine, willing her entire being, all that hadtred for all
the swine she had ever rolled with, willing every fiber of
every cell of every chromosome into that machine, want-
ing to suck out every silver vapor within its belly, and the
next instant—so close they might have been the same—
her heart exploded and killed her and she slipped to
the floor . . . still touching the Chief.

On the floor.

Dead.

Struck dead.

Liar. All the lies that were her life.

Dead on a floor.
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[A moment out of time ® lights whirling and spinning in
a cotton candy universe ® down a bottomless funnel
roundly sectioned like a goat’s horn ® a cornucopia that
rose up cuculiform smooth and slick as a worm belly =
endless nights that pealed ebony funeral bells ® out of
fog ® out of weightlessness ® suddenly total cellular
knowledge ® memory running backward ® gibbering
spastic blindness ® a soundless owl of frenzy trapped in
a cave of prisms ® sand endlessly draining down ® bil-
lows of forever ® edges of the world as they splintered
®m foam rising drowning from inside ® the smell of rust
® rough green corners that burn ® memory the gibbering
spastic blind memory ® seven rushing vacuums of noth-
ing ® yellow ® pinpoints cast in amber straining and
elongating running like live wax ® chill fevers ® overhead
the odor of stop ® this is the stopover before hell or
heaven ® this is limbo ® trapped and doomed alone in a
mist-eaten nowhere ® a soundless screaming a soundless
whirring a soundless spinning spinning spinning ® spin-
ning spinning ® spinning ® spinning ® spinningggggggggg]

Maggie had wanted all the silver in the machine.
She had died, willing herself into the machine. Now
looking out from within, from inside the limbo that
had become her own purgatory, Maggie was
‘| trapped, in the oiled and anodized interior of the
silver dollar slot machine. The prison of her final
desires, where she had wanted to be, completely
trapped in that last instant of life between life/
death. Maggie, all soul now, trapped for all eternity
in the soul of the soulless machine. Limbo. Trapped.

“I hope you don’t mind if I call over one of the slot
men,” the Slot Machine Floor Manager was saying, from a
far distance. He was in his late fifties, a velvet-voiced
man whose eyes held nothing of light and certainly noth-
ing of kindness. He had stopped the Pit Boss as the stocky
man had turned in mid-step to return to Kostner and the
jackpotted machine; he had taken the walk himself. “We
have to make sure, you know how it is, somebody didn’t
fool with the slot, you know, maybe it’s outta whack or
something, you know.”

He lifted his left hand and there was a clicker in it, the
kind children use at Halloween. He clicked half a dozen
times, like a rabid cricket, and there was a scurrying in the
pit between the tables.

Kostner was only faintly aware of what was happening.
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Instead of being totally awake, feeling the surge of adren-
aline through his veins, the feeling any gambler gets when
he is ahead of the game, a kind of desperate urgency when
he has hit it for a boodle, he was numb, partaking of the
action around him only as much as a drinking glass in-
volves itself in the alcoholic’s drunken binge.

All color and sound had been leached out of him.

A tired-looking, resigned-weary man wearing a gray
porter’s jacket, as gray as his hair, as gray as his indoor
skin, came to them, carrying a leather wrap-up of tools.
The slot repairman studied the machine, turning the
pressed steel body around on its stand, studying the back.
He used a key on the back door and for an instant Kost-
ner had a view of gears, springs, armatures and the clock
that ran the slot mechanism. The repairman nodded si-
lently over it, closed and relocked it, turned it around again
and studied the face of the machine.

“Nobody’s been spooning it,” he said, and went away.

Kostner stared at the Floor Manager.

“Gaffing. That’s what he meant. Spooning’s another
word for it. Some guys use a little piece of plastic, or a
wire, shove it down through the escalator, it kicks the
machine. Nobody thought that’s what happened here, but
you know, we have to make sure, two grand is a big pay-
off, and twice . . . well, you know, I'm sure you’ll un-
derstand. If a guy was doing it with a boomerang—"

Kostner raised an eyebrow.

“—uh, yeah, a boomerang, it’s another way to spoon
the machine. But we just wanted to make a little check,
and now everybody’s satisfied, so if you’ll come back to
the Casino Cashier with me—"

And they paid him off again.

So he went back to the slot machine, and s.tood before
it for a long time, staring at it. The change girls and the
dealers going off-duty, the little old ladies with their can-
vas work gloves worn to avoid calluses when pulling the
slot handles, the men’s room attendant on his way up front
to get more matchbooks, the floral tourists, the idle ob-
servers, the hard drinkers, the sweepers, the busboys, the
gamblers with poached-egg eyes who had been up all night,
the showgirls with massive breasts and diminutive sugar
daddies, all of them conjectured mentally about the beat-
up walker who was staring at the silver dollar Chief. He
did not move, merely stared at the machine . . . and they
wondered. _

The machine was staring back at Kostner.
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Three blue eyes.

The electric current had sparked through him again, as
the machine had clocked down and the eyes turned up a
second time, as he had won a second time. But this time
he knew there was something more than luck involved,
for no one else had seen those three blue eyes.

So now he stood before the machine, waiting. It spoke
to him. Inside his skull, where no one had ever lived but
himself, now someone else moved and spoke to him. A
girl. A beautiful girl. Her name was Maggie, and she spoke
to him:

I've been waiting for you. A long time, I've been wait-
ing for you, Kostner. Why do you think you hit the jack-
pot? Because I've been waiting for you, and I want you.
You'll win all the jackpots. Because I want you, I need
you. Love me, I'm Maggie, I'm so alone, love me.

Kostner had been staring at the slot machine for a very
long time, and his weary brown eyes had seemed to be
locked to the blue eyes on the jackpot bars. But he knew
no one else could see the blue eyes, and no one else could
hear the voice, and no one else knew about Maggie.

He was the universe to her. Everything to her.

He thumbed in another silver dollar, and the Pit Boss
watched, the slot machine repairman watched, the Slot
Machine Floor Manager watched, three change girls
watched, and a pack of unidentified players watched, some
from their seats. _ ‘

The reels whirled, the handle snapped back, and in a
second they flipped down to a halt, twenty silver dollars
tokened themselves into the payoff trough and a woman
at one of the crap tables belched a fragment of hysterical
laughter.

And the gong went insane again.

The Floor Manager came over and said, very softly,
“Mr. Kostner, it’ll take us about fifteen minutes to pull
this machine and check it out. I’'m sure you understand.”
As two slot repairmen came out of the back, hauled the
Chief off its stand, and took it into the repair room at the
rear of the Casino.

While they waited, the Floor Manager regaled Kostner

with stories of spooners who had used intricate magnets
inside their clothes, of boomerang men who had at-

tached their plastic implements under their sleeves so they
could be extended on spring-loaded clips, of cheaters who
had come equipped with tiny electric drills in their hands
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and wires that slipped into the tiny drilled holes. And he
kept saying he knew Kostner would understand.

taBgt Kostner knew the Floor Manager would not under-
stand.

When they brought the Chief back, the repairmen nodded
assuredly. “Nothing wrong with it. Works perfectly. No-
body’s been boomin’ it.” '

But the blue eyes were gone on the jackpot bars.

Kostner knew they would return.

They paid him off again.

He returned and played again. And again. And again.
They put a “spotter” on him. He won again. And
again. And again. The crowd had grown to massive pro-
portions. Word had spread like the silent communications
of the telegraph vine, up and down the Strip, all the way
to downtown Vegas and the sidewalk casinos where they
played night and day every day of the year, and the crowd
moved toward the hotel, and the Casino, and the seedy-
looking walker with his weary brown eyes. The crowd
moved to him inexorably, drawn like lemmings by the odor
of the luck that rose from him like musky electrical crack-
lings. And he won. Again and again. Thirty-eight thousand
dollars. And the three blue eyes continued to stare up at
him. Her lover was winning. Maggie and her Money-
eyes.

Finally, the Casino decided to speak to Kostner. They
pulled the Chief for fifteen minutes, for a supplemental
check by experts from the slot machine company in down-
town Vegas, and while they were checking it, they asked
Kostner to come to the main office of the hotel.

The owner was there. His face seemed faintly familiar
to Kostner. Had he seen it on television? The news-
papers?

“Mr. Kostner, my name is Jules Hartshorn.”

“I'm pleased to meet you.”

“Quite a string of luck you’re having out there.”

“It's been a long time coming.”

“You realize, this sort of luck is impossible.”

“I’m compelled to believe it, Mr. Hartshorn.”

“Um. As am I. It’s happening to my Casino. But we’re
thoroughly convinced of one of two possibilities, Mr.
Kostner: one, either the machine is inoperable in a way
we can’t detect, or two, you are the cleverest spooner
we've ever had in here.”

“I'm not cheating.” .

“As you can see, Mr. Kostner, I'm smiling. The reason
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I’'m smiling is at your naiveté in believing I would take
your word for it. I’'m perfectly happy to nod politely and
say of course you aren’t cheating. But no one can win
thirty-eight thousand dollars on nineteen straight jackpots
off one slot machine; it doesn’t even have mathematical
odds against its happening, Mr. Kostner. It’s on a cosmic
scale of improbability with three dark planets crashing
into our sun within the next twenty minutes. It’s on a par
with the Pentagon, Peking and the Kremlin all three
pushing the red button at the same microsecond. It’s an
impossibility, Mr. Kostner. An impossibility that’s hap-
pening to me.”

“'m sorry.”

“Not really.”

“No, not really. I can use the money.”™

“For what, exactly, Mr. Kostner?”

“I hadn’t thought about it, really.”

“I see. Well, Mr. Kostner, let’s look at it this way. I
can’t stop you from playing, and if you continue to win,
I'll be required to pay off. And no stubble-chinned thugs
will be waiting in an alley to jackroll you and take the
money. The checks will ali be honored. The best I can
hope for, Mr. Kostner, is the attendant publicity. Right
now, every player in Vegas is in that Casino, waiting for
you to drop cartwheels into that machine. It won’t make
up for what I'm losing, if you continue the way you’ve
been, but it will help. Every high-roller in town likes to
i'lub up next to luck. All I ask is that you cooperate a
ittle.”

“The least I can do, considering your generosity.”

“An attempt at humor.”

“Pm sorry. What is it you'd like me to do?”

“Get about ten hours’ sleep.”

“While you pull the slot and have it worked over
thoroughly?”

“Yes.’,

“If I wanted to keep winning, that might be a pretty
stupid move on my part. You might change the hicka-
majig inside so I couldn’t win if I put back every dollar
of that thirty-eight grand.”

“We’re licensed by the state of Nevada, Mr. Kostner.”

“I come from a good family, too, and take a look at me.
I’'m a bum with thirty-eight thousand dollars in my pocket.”

“Nothing will be done to that slot machine, Kostner.”

“Then why pull it for ten hours?”

“To work it over thoroughly in the shop. If something
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as undetectable as metal fatigue or a worn escalator tooth
or—we want to make sure this doesn’t happen with other
machines. And the extra time will get the word around
town; we can use the crowd. Some of those tourists will
stick to our fingers, and it'll help defray the expense of
baving you break the bank at this Casino—on a slot
machine,”

“I have to take your word.”

“This hotel will be in business long after you’re gone,
Kostner.”

“Not if T keep winning.”

Hartshorn’s smile was a stricture. “A good point.”

“So it isn’t much of an argument.”

“It’s the only one I have. If you want to get back out
on that floor, I can’t stop you.”

“No Mafia hoods ventilate me later?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said: no Maf—"

“You have a picturesque manner of speaking. In point
of fact, I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking
about.”

“I'm sure you haven’t.”

“You've got to stop reading The National Enquirer.
This is a legally run business. I'm merely asking a favor.”

“Okay, Mr. Hartshorn, I've been three days without
any sleep. Ten hours will do me a world of good.”

“T'll have the desk clerk find you a quiet room on the
top floor. And thank you, Mr. Kostner.”

“Think nothing of it.”

“I'm afraid that will be impossible.”

“A lot of impossible things are happening lately.”

He turned to go, as Hartshorn lit a cigarette.

“Oh, by the way, Mr. Kostner?”

Kostner stopped and half-turned. “Yes?”

His eyes were getting difficult to focus. There was a
ringing in his ears. Hartshorn seemed to waver at .tl.le
edge of his vision like heat lightning across a prairie.
Like memories of things Kostner had come across the
country to forget. Like the whimpering and pleading that
kept tugging at the cells of his brain. The voice of Maggie.
Still back in there, saying . . . things . . .

They’ll try to keep you from me. :

All he could think about was the ten hours of sleep
he had been promised. Suddenly it was more important
than the money, than forgetting, than anything. Hartshorn
was talking, was saying things, but Kostner could not
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hear him. It was as if he had turned off the sound and saw
only the silent rubbery movement of Hartshorn’s lips. He
shook his head trying to clear it.

There were half a dozen Hartshorns all melting into
and out of one another. And the voice of Maggie.

I'm warm here, and alone. I could be good to you, if
you can come to me. Please come, please hurry.

“Mr. Kostner?”

Hartshorn’s voice came draining down through silt as
thick as velvet flocking. Kostner tried to focus again. His
extremely weary brown eyes began to track.

“Did you know about that slot machine?”’ Hartshorn
was saying. “A peculiar thing happened with it about six
weeks ago.”

“What was that?”

“A girl died playing it. She had a heart attack, a seizure
while she was pulling the handle, and died right out there
on the floor.”

Kostner was silent for a moment. He wanted desperately
to ask Hartshorn what color the dead girl’'s eyes had
been, but he was afraid the owner would say blue.

He paused with his hand on the office door. “Seems as
though you’ve had nothing but a streak of bad luck on
that machine.” _

Hartshorn smiled an enigmatic smile. “It might not
change for a while, either.”

Kostner felt his jaw muscles tighten. “Meaning I might
die, too, and wouldn’t that be bad luck.”

Hartshorn’s smile became hieroglyphic, permanent,
a silent song stamped in stone. “Sleep tight, Mr. Kostner.”

In a dream, she came to him. Long, smooth thighs and
soft golden down on her arms; blue eyes deep as the past,
misted with a fine scintillance like lavender spiderwebs;
taut body that was the only body Woman had ever had,
from the very first. Maggie came to him.

Hello, I've been traveling a long time.

“Who are you?”’ Kostner asked, wonderingly. He was
standing on a chilly plain, or was it a plateau? The wind
curled around them both, or was it only around him? She
was exquisite, and he saw her clearly, or was it through
a mist? Her voice was deep and resonant, or was it light
and warm as night-blooming jasmine?

I’'m Maggie. I love you. I've waited for you.

“You have blue eyes.”

Yes. With love.
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“You're very beautiful.” |
Thank you. With female amusement.

“But why me? Why let it happen to me? Are you the
girl who—are you the one that was sick—the one who—2?"

I’'m Maggie. And you, I picked you, because you need
me. You've needed someone for a long long time.

Then it unrolled for Kostner. The past unrolled and he
saw who he was. He saw himself alone. Always alone.
As a child, born to kind and warm parents who hadn’t the
vaguest notion of who he was, what he wanted to be,
where his talents lay. So he had run off, when he was in
his teens, and alone always alone on the road. For years
and months and days and Fhours, with no one.
Casual friendships, based on food, or sex, or artificial
sSimilarities. But no one to whom he could cleave, and
cling, and belong. It was that way till Susie, and with
her he had found light. He had discovered the scents
and aromas of a spring that was eternally one day away.
He had laughed, really laughed, and known with her it
would at last be all right. So he had poured all of himself
into her, giving her everything; all his hopes, his secret
thoughts, his tender dreams; and she had taken them,
taken him, all of him, and he had known for the first time
what it was to have a place to live, to have a home in
someone’s heart. It was all the silly and gentle things he
laughed at in other people, but for him it was breathing
deeply of wonder.

He had stayed with her for a long time, and had
supported her, supported her son from the first marriage;
the marriage Susie never talked about. And then one day,
he had come back, as Susie had always known he would.
He was a dark creature of ruthless habits and vicious
nature, but she had been his woman all along, and Kostner
realized he had been used as a stop-gap, as a bill-payer
till her wandering terror came home to nest. Then she had
asked him to leave. Broke, and tapped out in all the silent
inner ways a man can be drained, he had left, without
even a fight, for all the fight had been drained out of him.
He had left, and wandered West, and finally come to
Las Vegas, where he had hit bottom. And found Maggie.
In a dream, with blue eyes, he had found Maggie.

I want you to belong to me. I love you. Her truth was
vibrant in Kostner’s mind. She was his, at last someone
who was special, was his.

“Can 1 trust you? I've never been able to trust anyone
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before. Women, never. But I need someone. I really need
someone.”

It’'s me, always. Forever. You can trust me.

And she came to him, fully. Her body was a declaration
of truth and trust such as no other Kostner had ever
known before. She met him on a windswept plain of
thought, and he made love to her more completely than
he had known any passion before. She joined with him,
entered him, mingled with his blood and his thought and
his frustration, and he came away clean, filled with glory.

Yes, I can trust you, I want you, I'm yours,” he
whispered to her, when they lay side by side in a dream
nowhere of mist and soundlessness. “I’m yours.”

She smiled, a woman’s smile of belief in her man; a
smile of trust and deliverance. And Kostner woke up.

The Chief was back on its stand, and the crowd had
been penned back by velvet ropes. Several people had
played the machine, but there had been no jackpots.

Now Kostner came into the Casino, and the “spotters”
got themselves ready. While Kostner had slept, they had
gone through his clothes, searching for wires, for gaffs, for
spoons or boomerangs. Nothing.

Now he walked straight to the Chief, and stared at it.

Hartshorn was there. “You look tired,” he said gently
to Kostner, studying the man’s weary brown eyes.

“I am, a little.” Kostner tried a smile, which didn’t work.
*I had a funny dream.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah...about a girl...” he let it die off.

Hartshorn’s smile was understanding. Pitying, empathic
and understanding. “There are lots of girls in this town.
You shouldn’t have any trouble finding one with your
winnings.”

Kostner nodded, and slipped his first silver dollar into
the slot. He pulled the handle. The reels spun with a
ferocity Kostner had not heard before and suddenly
everything went whipping slantwise as he felt a wrenching
of pure flame in his stomach, as his head was snapped
on its spindly neck, as the lining behind his eyes was
burned out. There was a terrible shriek, of tortured
metal, of an express train ripping the air with its passage,
of a hundred small animals being gutted and torn to
shreds, of incredible pain, of night winds that tore the

tops off mountains of lava. And a keening whine of a
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voice that wailed and wailed and wailed as it went away
from there in blinding light—

Free! Free! Heaven or Hell it doesn’t matter! Free!

The sound of a soul released from an eternal prison,
a genie freed from a dark bottle. And in that instant of
damp soundless nothingness, Kostner saw the reels snap
and clock down for the final time:

One, two, three. Blue eyes.

But he would never cash his checks,

The crowd screamed through one voice as he fell
sidewise and lay on his face. The final loneliness...

The Chief was pulled. Bad luck. Too many gamblers
resented its very presence in the Casino. So it was pulled.
And returned to the company, with explicit instructions
it was to be melted down to slag. And not till it was in the
hands of the ladle foreman, who was ready to dump it into
the slag furnace, did anyone remark on the final tally
the Chief had clocked.

“Look at that, ain’t that weird,” said the ladle foreman
to his bucket man. He pointed to the three glass windows.

“Never saw jackpot bars like that before,” the bucket
man agreed. “Three eyes. Must be an old machine.”

“Yeah, some of these old games go way back,” the
foreman said, hoisting the slot machine onto the conveyor
track leading to the slag furnace.

“Three eyes, huh. How about that. Three brown eyes.”
And he threw the knife~switch that sent the Chief down
the track, to puddle, in the roaring inferno of the furnace.

Three brown eyes.

Three brown eyes that looked very very weary. That
looked very very trapped. That looked very very betrayed.

Some of these old games go way back.

THE WHORE WITH A HEART OF IRON PYRITES;
OR,
WHERE DOES A WRITER GO TO FIND A MAGGIE?

by Harlan Ellison

So THERE was a screening of a new Clint Eastwood film
(that turned out to be a genuine off-the-wall downer) and
I didn’t feel like going alone, so I called Lynda and asked
her if she wanted to go and she said yes, and I drove out
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to Sepulveda (where there were just a gang of Wallace
stickers everywhere, which made me more than a little
twitchy, may I tell you) to pick her up, and her cousin
Lane answered the door and let me in and told me Lynda
was getting ready, so we sat and chatted till she put
herself together. “I, uh, understand you write science
ﬁl;:tic;n,” he said. I nodded. “How, uh, how do you get into
that?”

Fascinating question. There is no intelligent answer
beyond pointless smalltalk, of course. Because it’s a dumb
question, It’s like having someone ask you, how do you get
into sex? Obviously, the response is: you just start .
doing it. Modifying the answer slightly to apply to writing—
as opposed to sex, which even the inept can get into—
the best you can offer is, “If you have talent, you just
start doing it.”

Setting aside flippancy, however, one might say you
“get into” writing by being incredibly perceptive about
people, by observing everything, the smallest details of.
how people speak and think, how they carry themselves,
how they dress, how they compromise themselves, what
they think of themselves and others, and how they react
in company, how they pursue their goals, how they screw
themselves up, what they do to make themselves feel
good and in what special ways they unconsciously set
about destroying themselves, what effect criticism has
on them, how they react to love, what portion of their
days is spent in revenge and what portion spent in
adjustment to the world around them. .

In short, what you say is get to know people, and from
your store of amassed knowledge will spring ideas for
stories. Because that is the answer to the other dumb
question asked of writers (usually by people in lecture
audiences or by suburban housewives and orthodontists
at cocktail parties): “Where do you get your ideas?”

And if you intend to be a writer, you'd better face
the fact that you will have these two questions asked of
you a million times before they put you down the hole.
Because almost everyone thinks he can be a writer; most
would stop short before they assumed they could be nuclear
physicists or concert violinists, but everyone thinks bhe has
a great novel in him, if only he had the time to sit down
and do the writing. Nonsense, of course; but could you
only be a fly on the wall and hear how many nits come
up to writers and say, “I've had just a terrific life, really
super-interesting, and why don’t you write my life, and
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I'll split all the money with you fifty-fifty,” you’d know the
core truth of that sad experience.” .

‘Because, at bottom, no matter how many sensational
ideas you have for stories, you’ll never be a writer unless
you know people, and you'll never be a writer unless the
people in your stories come to life. The best plot-line
in the world is merely a series of incidents without
living, breathing people scurrying along that line; but
conversely, a dud of a story can be arresting if the people
are compelling,

Ideally, a writer with talent will meld both into a story
that makes you believe and care because the people are
real and interesting, and what happens to them is different
and fascinating. But if I were denied one or the other,
I'd opt for the people over the plot, because it’s as William
Faulkner said in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech (De-
cember 10, 1950): «, . . the problems of the human heart
in conflict with itself which alone can make good writing
because only that is worth writing about, worth the agony
and the sweat.”

What I might have said to Lane is, go and live a lot
of days and nights, and observe like crazy, and store up
a vast knowledge of people, and then simply sit down and
start spending more days and nights all alone with your
typewriter, putting those people down on paper in fresh
and fascinating ways. But how do you say that to someone
who asked you the question in the first place? If he asked
it, chances are good he never will be a writer. It’s one
of those things a writer knows intuitively. To ask it means
the intuition isn’t there. :

Yet if I'd answered Lane with the secret formula
offered above, would he not have followed up with the
next stage question: “Where do you find the people you
write about?” And that’s the same question as “Where
do you get your ideas?”

Well, it would take an essay easily as long as this one
to approach an answer to Lane’s other question, but since
I'm here, and you’re here, why not take a shot at it.

For instance, where did Maggie come from?

Parts of her came from a female named Shawn (who,
when I laid a copy of the published story on her and told
her she was the model for Maggie, looked at me as though
I’d just come up through a trapdoor under a mushroom;
she couldn’t see herself in the character; which is precisely
the way it should be; Maggie was born out of Shawn, but
Shawn ain’t Maggie; nor is Maggie Shawn, if you get what
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I mean; there are points of similarity, and the general am-
bience for me as a creator is the same, but a creature of
my own devising could never be taken from life stick for
stick and stone for stone).

But how Maggie came to be born maybe possibly per-
haps sorta kinda answers the question where stories and
characters come from. So I'll tell you how it happened.

I met Shawn in 1963, here in Los Angeles. She was, and
is, an extraordinarily beautiful woman with a commanding
manner and a sense of self that projects her presence even
when she walks into a crowded room. I have seen entire
parties of wild revelers fall silent and stare when Shawn
enters the room. She dresses elegantly, she’s tall, her face
is as I described it in the story, and taken in sum she is
one of those women whose like you will not encounter
twice in ten years.

I have no idea what Shawn really does for a living; I am
certain she isn’t a hooker or a call girl, yet I'm equally as
certain she is the sort of woman who would use her un-
common femininity and sensuality to snare a wealthy man,
and ride his life for as much, for as long as it was necessary
to come away with handfuls of value. But she clearly treas-
ures herself enough not to sell too cheaply. She is the sort
of woman—as I see her—about whom Lautrec was speaking
when he said, “Women never give their love, they lease
it . . . at the very highest rates of interest.” Please note
the distinction I try to make here: not a chippy or a whore,
but a woman who uses sex as merely another utensil to
achieve her life-goals. The distinction is important, be-
cause it goes to the heart of Maggie’s characterization. In
the story, Maggie is with Nuncio, but as she makes per-
fectly clear to her paramour, she doesn’t belong to him; she
is still her own property. Had I made her one-dimensionally
a tart, a piece of meat, I don’t think the story would have
squeezed the heart of the theme as I believe it now does.
These often subtle and tonal distinctions in characteriza-
tion can make all the difference between drawing a fresh
character and merely setting out another cartoon. . . . In
this case it would have been a whore with a heart of gold,
that stale cliché of 1930s tearjerkers and cheap novels by
writers more concerned with establishing their machismo
than turning the mirror of life in a new way.

But, I wander from my story. To return . . .

I bad a physical attraction for Shawn, but it was held
in check by a gut reaction to her that I always seem to
get in the face of whitewater, whirlpools, and fast cur-
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rents. We never got down, as they say in the sireet. And in
a strange sort of way we became friends; Shawn as one of
those alien totems each of us keep in our world to show us
how well-adjusted and “normal” we are; myself as some-
thing of a knowledgeable elf who made bright conversa-
tion at dull dinners, someone who wakes up alert at any
weezl hour of the night when the desperate phone calls are
made.

One night we got back to her little house and she was
pretty well drunk. I carried her into her bedroom, and it
was a bedroom precisely like the one I describe in the
story, even though I never described it in the story.

(Now what the hell does that mean?! Either he de-
scribed it in the story, or he didn’t. You can’t have it
both ways.

(Wrong. You can have it both ways; in fact, you've got
to have it both ways if you want your characterization to
work, if you want your people to have the semblance of
life. Because—and here’s the essence of it—what a writer
must strive for is not the journalistic re-creation of life,
but verisimilitude, an altered and heightened perception of
life that seems to be real. In this way a writer can select
those elements that work best, seem strongest, make the
point most precisely. And in a writer’s tool kit the best
implement to attain that verisimilitude is a familiarity
with the background of the characters. All the unspoken
things, all the minute details that need never show up on
the printed page but nonetheless live there in shadows, be-
hind the words.

(Shawn’s bedroom had flocked wallpaper, blood red and
black. A huge bed with an ornate wrought iron headboard.
There was sensuality everywhere, in each individual item
she had chosen to place in that room. The bathroom was
an extension of the bedroom, down to the gold dolphin
spigots on the sink and bathtub. In its way it was a toney
echo of a posh New Orleans pleasure house, and though
there was nothing concrete on which one could fasten to
make the comparison, the totality was one of . .. of
. . . how can I phrase it . . . of Maggie-ness. The room
was an extension of her needs, her drives, her past, her
hopes for the future, her style, and her facade.

(I didn’t happen to write in a scene that took place
in Shawn’s bedroom, but that bedroom was there, inform-
ing every line of description about Maggie. For me, the
physical presence of that bedroom capped my feelings
about who Shawn was, and the memory of it hung over
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me as I wrote the story. And so, without writing in that
element of Maggie’s backstory, it was there, not merely as
data but as a pivotal element.)

We could have made it that night, but the wariness I
noted earlier led me to cover her with a blanket and to
quietly let myself out.

I didn’t see Shawn again for two years.

On Thursday, October 7, 1965, I was in Las Vegas and
we met again. I'd written (and been rewritten horribly) a
film called The Oscar for Joseph E. Levine’s Embassy
Pictures. Though I'd written it for Steve McQueen and
Peter Falk, they cast Stephen Boyd and Tony Bennett and
to promote Bennett’s first (and as it turned out, last) film
role, Levine flew the entire cast and crew, as well as pub-
licity cadres, from Hollywood to Vegas, for Bennett’s open=
ing at the Riviera Hotel.

Now, a brief digression that is no digression at all.
People function in the context of their environment; that’s
such an obvious remark I shouldn’t have to make it, but
frequently even I am surprised at the naiveté of those who
want to be writers but ask questions like “Where do you
get your ideas,” so I'll state it here.

Understanding that statement, you will understand that
characterization can be established in terms of setting.
That is, one kind of person finds emotional sustenance
living in a rural area, another finds it in big cities. A
writer can flesh out a character by relating him or her to
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