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Introduction

THE shortest ghost story ever written - or so schoolboys used to
tell each other in the thirties — goes like thiis:

The last man alive in the world sat all alone in his house. Sud-
denly the front door bell rang . . .

Today this is no longer the shortest ghost story. It has become
the shortest science fiction story. Wihen we read it, we no longer
think of a spectral visitor in cerements prodding that bell with a
bony or transparent digit. The finger is now a metal finger . ... or
something bluish, perhaps, that hardly resembles a human finger
at all - a pseudopod, shall we say, or a visiting tentacle.

Our imaginings and horrors are — inevitably — pitched in a new
key. Compared with the simple world of the thirties, when we
managed so happily (or unhappily) without most plastics, with-
out antibiotics, tape recorders, space probes, detergents, tran-
sistors, television, computers, nuclear fission, and brazimwashing,
we live today in an age of science fiction.

For most of us, this is a tolerable era, despite its international
alarms and the threat of pushbutton warfare. As the tempo of
living increases, however, the celestial being that watches over us
seems more and more like a Time and Motion Study man. Our
predominant gods and ghouls are scientific.

The stories presented here are not scientific. Rather, they are
stories which we can enjoy because of the possibilities science has
opened up; which is an important distinction. They need little
effort to read — indeed, I admit that I find them irresistible.

Science fiction — the fact needs emphasizing - is no more writ-
ten for scientists and technologists than ghost stories were written
for ghosts. We shall see why in a minute.

Only two considerations have gone towards the selection of
these stories. Firstly, that they please as stories, and secondly that
they please as an antholegy; which is to say, that they demanstrate
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some of the great variety of reading that lurks behind the curious
label ‘science fictiion',

Science fiction - ‘SF’ to its adherents - concerns anything that
has not happened; it may be something that is very likely to hap-
pen, or something that is very unlikely to happen. Either case
depends on an ‘if', and in either case, by the rules of the game,
the author must persuade you that it could happen. If he does not
make this attempt, then he is probably writing fantasy rather
than SF. George Orwell's Aniinetl Earm is fantasy, whereas his
1984 is SF.

If you are interested in a more formal definition of SF, Edmund
Crispin, the most expert SF anthologist in this country, has one
to offer. ‘Am SF story,’ he says, ‘is one which presupposes a tech-
nology, or an effect of technology, or a disturbance in the natural
order, such as humanity up to the time of writing has not in
actual fact experienced.'

It sounds impressive. Yet I often feel it represents as much
what Mr Crispin wishes SF was, as, with all its variety, SF
actually is.

For it is apparent (though I have never seen anyome mention
the fact) that two main streams flow through SF, the scientific
and the whimsical. Or the empiric and the runcible, if you
prefer. These two streams often mingle inseparably in one story
(as in Skimmitth or even Comammand] Performanuee contained here),
but to distinguish them they are best named after their two most
notable exponents and called the Wellsian and the Carrollian.
My contention Is that SF owes a greater debt to Lewis Carroll
than to H. G. Wells; which is why I believe that its appeal is
more to the layman than the boffin.

A wonderland, that's SF, a realm of the curious, through
which a twentieth-century reader wanders like a terylene-clad
Allice. Myself, I like this facet of SF greatly, preferring it to the
sort of ‘Popular Science’ side. I'd as llef hear how crazy the
world is as how fast it progresses

In one of the stories included here - Cllfford Simak’s Skirmish
- is a sentence that may be relished as at once nicely scaring and
typically science-fictional. The hero is confronted by a small rat-
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like machine. Tithere was no sign of eyes, no hint of face, and
yet he knew it stared.’ This is a frightening little machine indeed;
but are we so far away from the surrealism of the Cheshire Cat
when Allice ‘noticed a curious appearance in the air: it puzzled
her very much at first, but, after watching it a minute or two,
she made it out to be a grin'?

Amnd again, in Nightfall (written by Isaac Asimov, one of the
best-loved SF authors), when men of a very different civilization
from ours are discussing what existence might be like on other
worlds, one of them says, ‘Supposing you had a planet with only
one sun .. T Then he adds reluctantly ‘You couldn't expect life
— which is fundamentally dependent upon light — to develop
under those conditions.’ Bearing in mind the strange circum-
stances existing on his world, we see how he feels, even while
we are enjoying an object lesson in mistaking a limited human
point of view for a universal ¢ruth.

You will discover the same type of comment in Through the
Lookimg&lbsss, in that momentous meeting between human and
alien when the Unicorn's

eye happened to fall upon Alice; he turned round instantly, and
stood for some time looking at her with an air of the deepest
disgust.

‘What - is - this?’ he said at last.

‘This is a childl' Haigha replied eagerly, coming in front of
Alice to introduce her, and spreading out both his hands towards
her in an Anglo-Saxon attitude. ‘We only found it today. It's as
large as life and twice as natural ¥’

‘I always thought they were fabulous monsters,’ said the Uni-
corn. ‘Is it alive?’

‘It can talk,’ said Haigha, solemmly.

The Unicorn looked dreamily at Alice and said, ‘Talk, child.'

Alice could not help her lips curling into a smile as she began:
Do you know, I always thought Unicorns were fabulous monsters
too ! I never saw one alive befarel”

‘Well, now that we have seen each other, said the Unicorn, ‘if
you'll believe in me, I'll believe in you. Is that a bargsiim?”

This mood of innocent wonder is very open to attack. We of
this generation are a knowing lot, and dislike being thought
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unsophisticated. Yet at the base of all true wisdom lies a sense
of wonder.

I peddle no party line. These stories have been chosen simply
because I like them and think that the average fiction reader
will like them too; most of them I have read many times; mainly
I enjay them for the sense of wonder they give me.

Before mentioning, these tales more specificallly, I should say
that they are all but one culled from the SF magazines of the
last twenty years. These magazines have been and are the life
blood of sE. As John Carnell, the editor of three such magazines,
remarked recently, ‘Without New Wonltids and Sciemce Eantasy as
natural outlets for the original publication of short stories and
some novel-length material, many a hard-cover collection or
novel would never be born.! Which of course applies equally to
this Penguin selection; an anthologist's debt is to all the maga-
zines rather than just those mentioned in the ackmowledgements.

SF magazines as such have been on the market since 1928;
when an SF boom occurred in the early fifties, over forty of them
were circulating at the same time in England and America. Now
their numbers are down to under a dozen. From this vast crop,
among much dull material, many gems lie awaiting the patient
researcher.

The twelve stories included here range in time from far into
the past to far into the future. They include many of the staples
of SF, immortality, time travel, aliens, strange worlds, weird
vegetables, and telepathy; there is even a vignette on space
travel, although space travel features much less prominently in
SF than is popularly supposed. Each subject has been approached
in an unorthodox way - notably in Allgis Budry’s brilliant ac-
count of one of the chief drawbacks to immortality.

There are indeed even a couple of entirely new themes lurking
in this book. Eric Frank Russell — whose stories over the last
quarter century have been as consistently inspired as anyone
else’s in the SF field — is the first, surely, to devote a whole tale
to what he refers to as ‘the ultimate scientiist’. Amd Jim Ballard,
an up-and-coming British author, deals with the new science of
microsomes; he has used it to point the fine irony of his tale and



INTRODATOTEONO N

to give us those ‘gigantic flaccid waves, each more lumbering
and enveloping than the last' which I find so memorable. This,
of course, is as it should be; a writer's business is to digest new
things and make imaginative experience of them. My own story,
Poor Little Wamiim/, began as an attempt to bring to imaginative
life a dinosaur bone I saw in a museum.

But if these stories have new themes, what of that genuinely
funny story without wisecracks, The Snowbaill Effect ? In outline,
it's simple: a new formula is developed, and this is what happens.
It is hardly a new theme; but did you ever read another story
like The Snowiballl Effect? It bears the hallmark of the best science
fiction stories: it is inimitable. How accurate its horrifying
behind-the-scenes glimpse of an American university is, I prefer
not to know. At least it couldn't happen in Oxford - one
hopes.

The Snowttaill Effect is a joke ~ the best sort of joke, a solemn
one. But science fiction has many moods; if you don’t believe it
capable of examining straightforwardly an ordinary human
problem and remaining science fiction, you are advised to turn
straight to that beautiful cautionary tale entidled Lot.

Of course Bertram Chandler also deals with an ordinary human
problem. Like Eric Frank Russell, Chandler has been writing since
the early forties; but for a life of action ~ at present he is First
Mate on an Australian coaster — he might have become one of
the great writers of science fiction. As it is, he has a long list
of excellent tales behind him. The one included here is set in
space. Chandler has remembered what many writers forged: that
human beings travelling in space will not necessarily shed human
characteristics; they will still place undue importance en miner
details — like, for instance, a cuff link. So he produces a tale ef
cunning simplicity.

Here also, if you are looking for them, you can glimpse wider
preoccupatioms: adolescent behaviour in Lot; of meb psychelogy
(in Steinbeck’s fable); religion (Russell); the pessibilities of
symbiosis (Schmitz); the quest for individuality (Aldiss); the
urge for knowledge (Asimov); while in Command Performange
you have a portrait of 2 woman as actual as any in selence fictlon.
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In this latter story there is evidence of that force and vision which
Walter Miller has lately brought to bear on his incomparable
novel A Cantiictle for Ledhioovikiz.

Any stories succeed by their value as (thoughtful) entertain-
ment, and by the interest and excitement they arouse, rather than
by their underlying intentions. So with this dozen stories, They
are stimulants, not tracts.

Read them, as the excellent phrase has it, ‘just for the hell of
it'. After all, science fiction authors write, in the main, just for
the hell of it We like to see how many curious ideas we can
turn up. We enjoy giving our own and our readers' imaginations
an airing, We are goaded on by that word ‘if'. ‘Why,” as the
White Queen said, ‘sometimes I've believed as many as six im-
possible things before breakfast.’

Oxford, July ig60 BRIAN W. ALIDISS



§ole Solition

ERIC FRANK RUSSELL

HE brooded in darkness and there was no one else. Not a
voice, not a whisper. Not the touch of a hand. Not the
warmth of another heantt

Darkmess.

Solitude.

Eternal confinement where all was black and silent and
nothing stirred. Imprisonment without prior condemnation.
Punishment without sin. The unbearable that had to be
borne unless some mode of escape could be devised.

No hope of rescue from elsewhere. No sorrow or sympatly
or pity in another soul, another mind. No doors to be opened,
no locks to be turned, no bars to be sawn apart. Only the
thick, deep sable night in which to fumble and find nothing.

Circle a hand to the right and there is nought. Sweep an
arm to the left and discover emptiness utter and complete.
Waik forward through the darkness like a blind man lost in a
vast, forgotten hall and there is no floor, no echo of footsteps,
nothing to bar one’s path.

He could touch and sense one thing only. Amd that was
self.

Therefore the only available resources with which to
overcome his predicament were those secreted within him-
self. He must be the instrument of his own salvation.

How?

No problem is beyond solution. By that thesis science
lives. Without it, science dies. He was the ultimate scientist.
As such, he could not refuse this challenge to his capabilities.

His torments were those of boredom, loneliness, mental
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and physical sterility. They were not to be endured. The
easiest escape is via the imagination. One hangs in a strait-
jacket and flees the corporeal trap by adventuring in a dream-
land of one’s own.

But dreams are not enough. They are unreal and all too
brief. The freedom to be gained must be genuine and of long
duration. That meant he must make a stern reality of
dreams, a reality so contrived that it would persist for all
time. It must be self-perpetuating. Nothing less would make
escape complete.

So he sat in the great dark and battled the problem. There
was no clock, no calendar to mark the length of thought.
There were no external data upon which to compute. There
was nothing, nothing except the workings within his agile
mind.

And one thesis: no probiem is beyond solution.

He found it eventually. It meant escape from everlasting
night. It would provide experience, companionship, adven-
ture, mental exercise, entertainment, warmth, love, the sound
of voices, the touch of hands.

The plan was anything but rudimentary. On the comtrary
it was complicated enough to defly untangling for endless
aeons. It had to be like that to have permanence. The un-
wanted alternative was swift return to silence and the bitter
dark.

It took a deal of working out. A million and one aspects
had to be considered along with all their diverse effects upon
each other. And when that was done he had to cope with
the next million. And so om. .. om. .. on.

He created a mighty dream of his own, a place of infinite
complexity schemed in every detail to the last dot and
comma. Within this he would live anew. But not as himself.
He was going to dissipate his person into numberless parts,
a great multitude of variegated shapes and forms each of
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which would have to battle its own peculiar environment.

And he would toughen the struggle to the limit of en-
durance by unthinking himself, handicapping his parts with
appalling ignorance and forcing them to learn afresh. He
would seed enmity between them by dictating the basic
rules of the game. Those who observed the rules would be
called good. Those who did not would be called bad. Thus
there would be endless delaying conflicts within the one
great conflict.

Wihen all was ready and prepared he intended to disrupt
and become no longer one, but an enormous concourse of
entities. Then his parts must fight back to unity and himself.
+ But first he must make reality of the dream. Ah, that was
the testt!

The time was now. The experiment must begin.

Leaning forward, he gazed into the dark and said, ‘Let
there be light.'

Amd there was light.



Lot

WARD MOORE

MR JIMMON even appeared elated, like a man about to set
out on a vacation.

‘Well, folks, no use waiting any longer. We're all set. So
let's go.’

There was a betrayal here; Mr Jimmon was not the kind
of man who addressed his family as ‘folks’.

‘David, you're sure . . .2’

Mr Jimmon merely smiled. This was quite out of character;
customarily he reacted to his wife's habit of posing un-
finishesi] questions - after seventeen years the unuttered and
larger part of the queries were always instantly known to
him in some mysterious way, as though unerringly pro-
jected by the key in which the introduction was pitched,
so that not only the full wording was communicated to
his mind, but the shades and implications which circum-
stance and humour attached to them ~ with sharp and queru-
lous defence. No matter how often he resolved to stare
quietly or use the still more effective, Affiraid I didn’t catch
your meaning, dear, he had never been able to put his resolu-
tien inte force, Until this mement of erisis. Crisis, reflected
Mt jimmen, still smiling and meving suggestively towards
the deor, erisis ehanges peeple. Brings out undeflying quali-
ties:

It was Jir who answered Molly Jimmon, with the adoles-
cent's half-whine of exasperation. ‘Aw furcrysay Mom,
what’s the idea? The highways'll be clogged tight. What's
the good figuring out everything heada time and having
everything all set if you're going to start all over again
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at the last minute? Get a grip on yourself and let's go.'
Mr Jimmon did not voice the reflexive, That's no way to
talk to your Mother. Instead he thought, not unsympathetic-
ally, of woman's slow reaction time. Asset in childbirth,
liability behind the wheel. He knew Molly was thinking of
the house and all the things in it: her clothes and Erika's,
the TV set — so sullenly ugly now, with the electricity
gone — the refrigerator in which the food would soon begin
to rot and stink, the dead stove, the cellarful of cases of
canned stuff for which there was no room in the station
wagon. Amd the Buick, blocked up in the garage, with the
air thoughtfully let out of the tyres and the battery hidden.
Of course the house would be looted. But they had known
that all along. When they — or rather he, for it was his
executive’s mind and training which were responsible for
the Jimmons’ preparation against this moment — planned
so carefully and providentially, he had weighed property
against life and decided on life. No other decision was
possible.
Areem’t you at least going to phone Pearl and Dam?’
Now why in the world, thought Mr Jimmon, completely
above petty irritation, should I call Dan Davisson ? (Because
of course it's Dam she means — My Old Beau. Oh, he was
nobody then, just an impractical dreamer without a penny
to his name; it wasn't for years that he was recognized as a
Matthematical Genius; now he’s a professor and all sorts of
things -~ but she automatically says Pearl-and-Dan, not Dan.)
What can Dan do with the square root of minus nothing to
offset M equals whatever it is, at this moment? Or am I
supposed to ask if Pearl has all her diamonds? Query, why
doesn't Pear] wear pearls? Only diamonds? My wife's
friends, heh heh, but even the subtlest intonation won't
label them when you’re entertaining an important client and
Pearl and Dan.
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And why should I phone? Wibat sudden paralysis afflicts
her? Hysteria?

‘No,’ said Mr Jimmon. ‘I did not phone Pearl and Dan.'

Then he added, relenting. ‘Phone's been out since.'

‘But,’ said Molly.

She's hardly going to ask me to drive into town, He
selected several answers in readiness. But she merely looked
towards the telephone helplessly (she ought to have been
fat, thought Mr Jimmon, really she should, or amyway
plump; her thinness gives her that air of competence), so
he amplified gently, ‘They’re unquestionably all right. As
far away from it as we are.'

Wendell was already in the station wagon. With Waggie
hidden somewhere. Should have sent the dog to the humane
society; more merciful to have it put to sleep. Too late now;
Waggie would have to take his chance. There were plemty
of rabbits in the hills above Malibu, he had often seen them
quite close to the house. At all events there was no room
for a dog in the wagon, already loaded to within a pound
of its capacity.

Erika came in briskly from the kitchen, her brown jodh-
purs making her appear at first glance even younger than
fourteen. But only at first glance; then the swell of hips
and breast denied the childishness the jodhpurs seemed to
accent.

‘The water’s gone, Mom. There's no use sticking around
any longer.’

Molly looked incredulous. ‘The watexr?'

‘Of course the water’s gone,’ said Mr Jimmon, not im-
patiently, but rather with satisfaction in his own foresight.
‘If It didn't get the aqueduct, the mains depend on pumps.
Electric pumps. Wihen the electricity went, the water went
too,!

‘But the water,’ repeated Molly, as though this last



LOT 21

catastrophe was beyond all reason - even the outrageous logic
which It brought in its train.

Jir slouched past them and outside. Erika tucked in a
strand of hair, pulled her jockey cap downward and side-
ways, glanced quickly at her mother and father, then
followed. Molly took several steps, paused, smiled vaguely in
the mirror and walked out of the house.

Mr Jimmon patted his pockets; the money was all there.
He didn't even look back before closing the front door and
rattling the knob to be sure the lock had caught. ]t had never
failed, but Mr Jimmon always rattled it anyway. He strode to
the station wagon, running his eyes over the springs to re-
assure himself again that they really hadn't overloaded it.

The sky was overcast; you might have thought it one of
the regular morning high fogs if you didn't know. Mr Jim-
mon faced south-east, but It had been too far away to see
anything. Now Erika and Molly were in the front seat; the
boys were in the back lost amid the neatly packed stuff. He
opened the door on the driver's side, got in, timed the
key and started the motor. Then he said casually over his
shoulder, ‘Put the dog out, Jir.’

Wendell protested, too quickly, ‘Waggie’s not here.'

Molly exclaimed, ‘Oh, Dawidd.. .'

Mr Jimmon said patiently, ‘We're losing pretty valuable
time. There’s no room for the dog; we have no food for him.
If we had room we could have taken more essentials; those
few pounds might mean the difference.’

‘Can’t find him,’ muttered Jir.

‘He's not here. I tell you he's not here,” shouted Wendell,
tearful voiced.

‘If 1 have to stop the motor and get him myself we'll be
wasting still more time and gas." Mr Jimmon was still de-
tached, judicial. ‘This isn't a matter of kindness to animals.
It's life and death.'
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Erika said evenly, ‘Dad’s right, you know, It's the dog or
us. Put him out, Wend.'

I tell you -* Wendell began.

‘Got him |’ exclaimed Jir. ‘Okay, Waggie! Outside and
good luck.'

The spaniel wriggled ecstatically as he was picked up and
put out through the open window. Mr Jimmen raced the
motor, but it didn't drown out Wendell’s anguish, He thiew
himseif on his brother, hitting and kicking, Mr Jimmen took
his foot off the gas, and as soon as he was sure the dog was
away from the wheels, eased the station wagon out of the
driveway and down the hill towards the ocean.

‘Wendell, Wendell, stop,’ pleaded Molly. ‘Don’t hurt him,
Jir.
Mr Jimmon clicked on the radio. Afiter a preliminary hum,
clashing static crackled out. He pushed all five buttons in
turn, varying the quality of unintelligible sound. ‘Want me
to try?’ offered Erika. She pushed the manual button and
turned the knob slowly. Music dripped out.

Mr Jimmon grunted. ‘Mexican station. Try something
else. Maybe you can get Ventura.'

They rounded a tight curve. ‘Isn’t that the Warbinms?'
asked Molly,

For the first time since It happened Mr Jimmon had a
twinge of impatience. There was no possibility, even with
the unreliable eye of shocked excitement, of mistaking
the Warbinns' blue Mercury. No one else on Rambla Cata-
lina had one anything like it, and visitors would be most
unlikely now. If Molly would apply the most elementary
logic!

Besides, Warbinn had stopped the blue Mercury in the
Jimmon driveway five times every week for the past two
months — ever since they had decided to put the Buick up
and keep the wagon packed and ready against this moment
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— for Mr Jimmon to ride with him to the city. Of course it
was the Warbinns'.

‘... adviteed not to imyide the pragesss of the miliany.
Adiegarte medicad] staffs are stamaligg by at all hospiteads. Local
civiflann defarcee umiits are taking all steps in accawbondance..’

‘Santa Barbara,’ remarked Jir, nodding at the radio with
an expert's assurance.

Mr Jimmon slowed, prepared to follow the Warbinns
down to 101, but the Mercury haited and Mr Jimmon turned
out to pass it. Warbinn was driving and Sally was in the
front seat with him; the back seat appeared empty except
for a few things obviously hastily thrown in. No foresight,
thought Mr Jimmon.

Warbinn waved his hand vigorously out the window and
Sally shouted something.

‘... panic willl mertly slow rescuec effontts. Camatities are
muath smailber tham origiiadilly repatead . ..'

‘How do they know?’ asked Mr Jimmon, waving politely
at the Warbinns.

‘Oh, David, aren't you going to stop? They want some-
thing.’

‘Probably just to talk.'

.. to retaiin evemy drop of wattsr. Emengoney powecr will
be in opemattoon shontly. Theree is no cause for umdliee adiam.
Genegedll . .

Through the rear-view mirror Mr Jimmon saw the blue
Mercury start after them. He had been right then, they only
wanted to say something inconsequential. At a time like this.

At the junction with U.S. 101 fiwe cars blocked Rambla
Catalina. Mr Jimmon set the handbrake, and steadying him-
self with the open door, stood tiptoe twistedly, trying to
see over the cars ahead. 101 was solid with traffic which
barely moved. On the southbound side of the divided high-
way a stream of vehicles flowed illegally north.
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“Thought everybody was figured to go east,’ gibed Jir
over the other side of the car.

Mr Jimmon was not disturbed by his son's sarcasm. How
right he'd been to rule out the trailer. Of course the bulk of
the cars were headed eastward as he'd calculated; this slug-
gish mass was nothing compared with the countless ones
which must now be blocking the roads to Pasadena, Alham-
bra, Garvey, Norwalk. Even the northbound refugees were
undoubtedly taking g or regular 101 — the highway before
them was really 101 Altermate — he had picked the most
feasible exit.

The Wanbinns drew up alongside. ‘Hurry didn't do you
much good,’ shouted Warbinn, leaning forward to clear his
wife's face.

Mr Jimmon reached in and turned off the ignition. Gas was
going to be precious. He smiled and shook his head at War-
binn; no use pointing out that he'd got the inside lane by
passing the Mercury, with a better chance to seize the open-
ing on the highway when it came. !Get in the car, Jir, and
shut the door. Have to be ready when this breaks.’

‘If it ever does,' said Molly. ‘All that rush and bustle. We
might just as wlll..,’

Mr Jimmon was conscious of Warbinn’s glowering at him
and resolutely refused to turn his head. He pretended not
to hear him yell. ‘Only waanted to tell you you forgot to pick
up your bumper-jack. It's in front of our garage.’

Mr Jimmon's stomach felt empty. Wat if he had a flat
now ? Ruined, condemned. He knew a burning hate for War-
binn — incompetent borrower, bad neighbour, thoughtless,
shiftless, criminal. He owed it to himself to leap from the
station wagon and seize Warbinn by the ttiroatt...

‘What did he say, David? What is Mr Warbinn sayimg?*

Then he remembered it was the jack from the Buick; the
station wagon’s was safely packed where he could get at it
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easily. Naturally he would never have started out on a trip
like this without checking so essential an item. ‘Nothing,'
he said, ‘nothing at all.’

‘... plamz dispatutiess indizute target was the Signal HMill
area. Minwr damage was dome to Lomg Beach, Willitmirgtiom,
and San Pedw. All nom-miiliaayy air traffic wametl firom
Miiress Field] . ...

The smash and crash of bumper and fender sounded
familiarly on the highway. From his look-out station he
couldn't see what had happened, but it was easy enough to
reconstruct the impatient jerk forward that caused it, Mr
Jimmon didn’t exactly smile, but he allowed himself a faint
quiver of internal satisfaction. A crash up ahead would
make things worse, but a crash behind ~ and many of them
were inevitable ~ must eventually create a gap.

Even as he thought this, the first car at the mouth of
Rambla Catalina edged on to the shoulder of the highway.
Mr Jimmon slid back in and started the motor, inching ahead
after the car in front, gradually leaving the still uncomfort-
able proximity of the Wiarbinns.

‘Got to go to the toilet,’ announced Wendell abruptly.

‘Didn’t I tell you — ! Well, hurry up! Jir, keep the door
open and pull him in if the car starts to move.'

‘I can't go here.’

Mr Jimmon restrained his impulse to snap, Hold it in then.
Instead he said mildly, ‘This is a crisis, Wendell. No time for
niceties. Hurry.'

‘... the flash was seem as far nortth as Vermuwaa and as far
soutth as Newpport. Am eye-witness who has just arrived by
helicaygtter ...

‘That’s what we should have had,’ remarked Jir. ‘You
thought of everything except that.'

‘That’s no way to speak to your father, admonished
Molly.
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‘Aw heck, Mom, this is a crisis. Nio time for niceties.’

fYou're awful smart, Jir,’ said Erika. ‘Big, tough, brutal
man.'

‘Go down, brat,’ returned Jir, ‘your nose needs wiping.'

‘As a matter of record,’ Mr Jimmon said caimly, ‘I thought
of both plane and helicopter and decided against them.'

‘I can't go. Honest, I just can’t go.’

‘Just relax, darling,’ advised Molly. ‘No one is looking.’

... fires reponttetl in Compbon, Lymwoodd, Souttiygace, Har-
bour Ciity, Lomiity, and other spots are now undtar ccortirol.
Residkntss are advited] not to attemgit to travell on the awer-
crowdied highveyys as they are mucth safer in theiir homes or
places of emplayymeent. The civilam defencee . ...’

The two cars ahead bumped forward. ‘Get in,' shouted
Mr Jimmon.

He got the left front tyre of the station wagoh on the
asphalt shoulder — the double lane of concrete was impossibly
far ahead — only to be blocked by the packed procession. The
clock on the dash said 11@4. Nearly five hours since It
happened, and they were less than two miles from home.
They could have done better walking. Or on horseback.

‘... Alll residentts of the Los Amygldss area are urgedl to
remaim calm. Local radio servitee willl be restoredl in a mutiter
of mimatees, alomy wiith electninityy and watar. Regurtts of
fifth columm activitiées have beem greatlly exagprasedd. The
FBI has all knowm subwersivess undorer. ..’

He reached over and shut it off. Then he edged a daring
two inches further on the shoulder, almost grazing an
aggressive Cadillac packed solid with cardboard cartons. On
his left a Model A truck shivered and trembled. He knew,
distantly and disapprovingly, that it belonged to two painters
who called themselves man and wife. The truckbed was
loaded high with household goods; poor, useless things no
looter would bother to steal. In the cab the artists passed a
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quart beer bottle back and forth. The man waved it genially
at him; Mr Jimmon nodded discouragingly back.

The thermometer on the mirror showed 9o. Hot all right.
Of course if they ever got rolling ... I'm thirsty, he thought;
probably suggestion. If I hadn't seen the thermometer. Any-
way I'm not going to paw around in back for the canteen.
Forethought. Like the arms. He cleared his throat. ‘Remem-
ber there’s an automatic in the glove compartment. If anyone
tries to open the door on your side, use it.’

‘Oh, David, II...'

Ah, humanity. Nom-resistance. Gandhi. I've never shot at
anything but a target. At a time like this. But they don't
understand.

‘I could use the rifle from back here,’ suggested Jir. ‘Can I,
Dad?’

‘I can reach the shotgun,’ said Wendell. ‘That’s better at
close range.’

‘Gee, you men are brave,’ jeered Erika. Mr Jimmon said
nothing; both shotgun and rifle were unioaded. Foresight
again.

He caught the hiccuping pause in the traffic instamtly,
gratified at his smooth coordination. How far he could pro-
ceed on the shoulder before running into a culvert narrow-
ing the highway to the concrete he didn't know. Probably
not more than a mie at most, but at least he was off Rambla
Catalina and on 161,

He felt tremendously elated. Successful.

‘Here we go !' He almost added, Hold on to your hats.

Of course the shoulder too was packed solid, and pro-
gress, even in low gear, was maddening. The gas consump-
tion was something he did not want to think about; his pride
in the way the needle of the gauge caressed the F shrank.
And gas would be hard to come by in spite of his pocketful of
ration coupons. Black market.
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‘Mind if I try the radio again?’ asked Erika, switching it
on.

Mr Jimmon, following the pattern of previous suceess, iB=
sinuated the left front tyre on to the concrete, eliciting a
disapproving squawk from the Pontiac alongsids. '. .. seeter
was quiiat. Enemy losses are estigtitedsd. .’

‘Can’t you get something else?’ asked Jir. ‘Something less
dusty?’

‘Wish we had TV in the car,’ observed Wendsil. Joe
Tellifer's old man put a set in the back seat of their Chrysler.’

‘Dry up, squirt,’ said Jir. ‘Let the air out of your head.'

CJir.l

‘Oh, Mom, don't pay attentiom! Don’t you see that's what
he wants?’'

‘Listen, brat, if you weren't a girl, I'd spank you.'

‘You mean, if I wasn't your sister. You'd probably emjoy
such childish sex-play with any other girl.!

‘Eriltea’

Wihere do they learn it? marvelled Mr Jimmon. These
progressive schools. Do you suppese ... .7

He edged the front wheel further in exultantly, taking
advantage of a momentary lapse of attention on the part of
the Pontiac’s driver. Unlless the other went berserk with
frustration and rammed into him, he practically had a cinch
on a car-length of the concrete now.

‘Here we go!” he gloried. ‘We're on our way.!

‘Aw, if I was driving we'd be half-way to Oxnard by now.’

‘Jir, that's no way to talk to your father.’

Mr Jimmon reflected dispassionately that Molly’s ineffec-
tive admonitions only spurred Jir's sixteen-year-oid brash-
ness, already irritating enough in its own right. Indeed, if it
were not for Molly, Jir mighitt....

It was of course possible — here Mr Jimmon braked just
short of the convertibie ahead - Jir wasn’t just going through
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a ‘difficult” period (What was particularly difficult about it?
he inquired, in the face of all the books Molly suggestively
left around on the psychological problems of growth. The
boy had everything he could possibly want) but was the type
who, in different circumstances drifted well into — well,
perhaps not exactly juvenile delinquency, lutt...

.. in the Lomg Beach-\WilihirigtgtosaBan Pedmo area. Com-
pavisom wiith that witichth occumeztl at Pittshurgph revealks that
this momiigg's was in evemy way less seriouss. All fires are
now undar contall and all the injuecd are now receéiimg
medical attention ... .’

‘I don't think they're telling the truth,’ stated Mrs Jim-
mon.

He snorted. He didn't think so either, but by what process
had she arrived at that conclusiom?

‘I want to hear the ball game. Turn on the ball game,
Rick,’ Wendell demanded.

Eleven sixteen, and rolling northward on the highway.
Not bad, not bad at all. Foresight. Now if he could only
edge his way leftward to the southbound strip they'd be
beyond the Santa Barbara bottleneck by two o'clock.

‘The lights,’ exclaimed Molly, ‘the tiagss!"

Oh no, thought Mr Jimmon, not that too. Out of the comic
strips.

‘Ilfeep calm,’ advised Jir. ‘Electricity and water are both off

T'm not quite an imbecile yet, Jir. I'm quite aware every-
thing went off. I was thinking of the time it went back on.’

‘Furcrysay, Mom, you worrying about next month’s bills
now??’

Mr Jimmon, nudging the station wagon ever leftward
formed the sentence: You'd never worry about bills, young
man, because you never have to pay them. Instead of say-
ing it aloud, he formed another sentence: Molly, your talent
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for irrelevance amounts to genius. Both sentences gave him
satisfaction.

The traffic gathered speed briefly, and he took advantage
of the spurt to get solidly in the left-hand lane, right against
the long island of concrete dividing the north from the south-
bound strips. ‘fThat’s using the old bean, Dad,’” approved
Wendeil.

Wihatever slight pleasure he might have felt in his son's
approbation was overlaid with exasperation. Wendell, like
Jir, was more Manviille than Jimmon; they carried Molly's
stamp on their faces and minds. Only Erika was a true Jim-
mon. Made in my own image, he thought pridelesdly.

I can't help but think it would have been at least courte-
ous to get in touch with Pearl and Dan. At least try. Amd the
Warbinns ... .'

The gap in the concrete divider came sooner than he anti-
cipated and he was on the comparatively unclogged south-
bound side. His foot went down on the accelerator and the
station wagon grumbled earnestly ahead. For the first time
Mr Jimmon became aware how tightly he'd been gripping
the wheel; how rigid the muscles in his arms, shoulders and
neck had been. He relaxed part-way as he adjusted to the
speed of the cars ahead and the speedometer needle hung
just below 45, but resentment against Molly (at least courte-
ous), Jir (no time for niceties), and Wendell (not to go), rode
up in the saliva under his tongue. Dependent. Helpless.
Everything on him, Parasites.

At intervals Erika switched on the radio. News was always
promised immediately, but little was forthcoming, onmly
vague, nervous attempts to minimize the extent of the
disaster and soothe listeners with allusions to civilian de-
fence, military activities on the ever advancing front, and
comparison with the destruction of Pittsburgh, so vastly
much worse than the comparatively harmless detonation at
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Los Amgeles. Must be pretty bad, thought Mr Jimmon;
cripple the war effoott...

‘I'm hungry/ said Wendell.

Molly began stirring around, instructing Jir where to find
the sandwiches. Mr Jimmon thought grimly of how they'd
have to adjust to the absence of civilized niceties: bread and
mayonnaise and lunch meat. Live on rabbit, squirrel, abalone,
fish. When Wemndell grew hungry he'd have to get his own
food. Self-suffiiciemcy. Hard and tough.

At Oxnard the snarled traffic slowed them to a crawl
again. Beyond, the juncture with the main highway north
kept them at the same infuriating pace. It was long after
two when they reached Venmtura, and Wendell, who had
been fiidigeting and jumping up and down in the seat for the
past hour, proclaimed, ‘I'm tired of riding.’

Mr Jimmon set his lips. Molly suggested, ineffectually,
‘Why don't you he down, dear ?*

‘Can’t. Way this crate is packed, ain't room for a grass-
hopper.’

‘Verry funny. Verrrry funny,’ said Jir.

‘Now, Jir, leave him alone | He’s just a little boy.'

At Carpenteria the sun burst out. You might have thought
it the regular dissipation of the fog, only it was almost time
for the fog to come down again. Should he try the San
Marcos Pass after Santa Barbara, or the longer, better way?
Flexible plans, butt. . . Wait and see.

It was four when they got to Santa Barbara and Mt Jim-
mon faced concerted though unorganized rebellion. Wen-
dell was screaming with stiffness and boredom; Jir remarked
casually to no one in particular that Santa Barbara was the
place they were going to beat the bottleneck oh yeh; Molly
said, Stop at the first clean-looking gas station. Even Erika
added, ‘Yes, Dad, you'll really have to stop.’

Mr Jimmon was appalled. With every second priceless and
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hordes of panic-stricken refugees pressing behind, they would
rob him of all the precious gains he'd made by skill, daring,
judgement. Stupidity and shortsightedness. Unbelievable. For
their own silly comfort - good lord, did they think they had
a monopoly on bodily weakmesses? He was cramped as they
and wanted to go as badly, Time and space which could
never be made up. Let them lose this half-hour and it was
quite likely they’d never get out of Santa Barbara.

‘If we lose a half-hour now we'll never get out of here.!

‘Well, now, David, that wouldn’t be utterly disastrous,
would it? There are awfully nice hotels here and I'm sure
it would be more comfortable for everyone than your idea
of camping in the woods, hunting and fishisigng. .’

He turned off State; couldn't remember name of the paral-
lel street, but surely less traffic. He controlied his temper, not
heroically, but desperately. ‘May I ask how long you would
propose to stay in one of these awfully nice hotels ?*

‘Why, until we could go home.'

‘My dear Molly ..." What could he say? My dear Molly,
we are never going home, if you mean Malibu? Or: My
dear Molly, you just don't understand what is happening ?

The futility of trying to convey the clear picture in his
mind. Or any picture. If she could not of herself see the end-
less mob pouring, pouring out of Los Amgeles, searching
frenziedly for escape and refuge, eating up the substance of
the surrounding country in ever-widening circles, crowding,
jam-packing, overflowing every hotel, boarding-house, lodg-
ing, or private home into which they could edge, agonizedly
bidding up the price of everything until the chaos they
brought with them was indistinguishable from the chaos
they were fleeing - if she could not see all this instantly and
automatically, she could not be brought to see it at all. Any
more than the other aimless, planless, improvident fugitives
could see it.
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So, my dear Molly; nothing.

Silence gave consent to continued expostulation. ‘David,
do you really mean you don't intend to stop at ali?’

Was there any point in saying, Yes I do? He set his lips
still more tightly and once more weighed San Marcos Pass
against the coast route. Have to decide now.

‘Why, the time we're waiting here, just waiting for the
cars up ahead to move would be enough.'

Could you call her stupid? He weighed the question
slowly and justly, alert for the first jerk of the massed cars
all around. Her reasoning was valid and logical if the laws
of physics and geometry were suspended. (Was that right -
physics and geometry? Body occupying two different posi-
tions at the same time?) It was the facts which were illogical
= not Molly. She was just exasperating.

By the time they were half-way to Gaviota or Goleta —
Mr Jimmon could never tell them apart - foresight and re-
lentless sternness began to pay offf ThossewhioohaddldfftLoss
Amgslles without preparation and in panic were dropping out
or slowing down, to get gas or oil, repair tyres, buy food,
seek rest rooms. The station wagon was steadily forging
ahead.

He gambied on the old highway out of Santa Barbara. Any
kind of obstruction would block its two lanes; if it didn't
he would be beating the legions on the wider, straighter
road. There were stretches now where he could hit §0; once
he sped a happy half-mile at 6§.

Now the insubordination crackling all around gave in-
dication of simultaneous explosion. ‘I really,’ began Molly,
and then discarded this for a fresher, firmer start. ‘David, 1
don't understand how you can be so utterly selfish and in-
considerate.’

Mr Jimmon could feel the veins in his forehead begin to
swell, but this was one of those rages that didn't show.
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‘But, Dad, would ten minutes ruin everything?’ asked
Erika.

‘Monomania,” muttered Jir. ‘Single track. Like Hitler."

‘[ want my dog,' yeiped Wendeli. ‘Dirty old dog-killer.'

'Did you ever hear of cumulative - Erika had addressed
him reasonably; surely he coidd make her understand? ‘Did
you ever hear of cumulative ..." Wihat was the word?
Snowball rolling downhill was the image in his mind, ‘Oh,
what's the use?'

The old road rejoined the new; again the station wagon
was fitted into the traffic like parquetry. Mr Jimmon, from
an exultant, unfettered — almost — 6§ was imprisoned in a
treadmill set at 38. Keep calm; you can do nothing about it,
he admonished himself. Need all your nervous energy. Must
be wrecks up ahead. Amd then, with a return of satisfac-
tiom: if I hadn’t used strategy back there we'd have been
with those making 25. A starting-stopping 2§.

It's fantastic,' exclaimed Molly. ‘T could almost believe
Jir's right and you've lost your mind.'

Mr Jimmon smiled. This was the first time Molly had ever
openly showed disloyalty before the children or sided with
them in their presence. She was revealing herself. Under
pressure. Not the pressure of events; her incredible attitude
at Santa Barbara had demonstrated her incapacity to feel
that. Just pressure against the bladder,

‘No doubt those left behind can console their last moments
with pride in their sanity.’ The sentence came out perfectly
formed, with none of the annoying pauses or interpolated
‘ers’ or ‘mmphs’ which could, as he knew from unhappy
experience, flaw the most crushing rejoinders.

‘Oh, the end can always justify the means for those who
want it that way.'

‘Don'’t they restrain people —*

‘That’s enough, Jiir!*
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Trust Molly to return quickly to fundamental hypocrisy;
the automatic response — his mind felicitously grasped the
phrase, conditioned reflex — to the customary stimulus. She
had taken an explicit stand against his common sense, but her
rigid code — honour thy father; iron rayon the wrong side;
register and vote; avoid scenes; only white wine with fiidh;
never re-hire a discharged servant ~ quickly substituted pat-
tern for impulse. Seventeen years.

The road turned away from the ocean, squirmed inland
and uphill for still slower miles; abruptly widened into a
divided, four lane highway. Without hesitation Mr Jimmon
took the southbound side; for the first time since they had
left Rambla Catalina his foot went down to the fitamriboards
and with a sigh of relief the station wagon jumped into
smooth, ecstatic speed.

Improvisation and strategy again. Amd, he acknowledged
generously, the defiant example this morning of those who'd
done the same thing in Malibu. Now, out of re-established
habit the other cars kept to the northbound side even though
there was nothing coming south. Timidity, routine, inertia.
Pretty soon they would realize sheepishly that there was
neither traffic nor traffic cops to keep them off, but it would
be miles before they had another chance to cross over. By
that time he would have reached the comparatively uncon-
gested stretch.

‘It's dangerous, David.’

Obey the law. No smoking. Keep off the grass. Please ad-
just your clothes before leaving. Trespassers will be. Picking
California wildflowers or shrubs is forbidden. Parking 45
min. Do not.

She hadn’t put the protest in the more usual form of a
question. Would that technique have been more irritating?
Isn't it dangerous, Day-vid? His calm conclusiom: it didn't
matter.
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‘No time for niceties,’ chirped Jir.

Mr Jimmon tried to remember Jir as a baby. Alll the bad
novels he had read in the days when he read anything except
Time and the New Yonksr, all the movies he'd seen before
they had a TV set, always prescribed such retrospection as a
specific for softening the present. If he could recall David
Allonzo Jimmon, junior, at six months, helpless and lavable,
it should make Jir more acceptable by discovering some faint
traces of the one in the other.

But though he could recreate in detail the interminable,
disgusting, trembling months of that initial pregnancy (had
he really been afraid she would die?) he was completely un-
able to reconstruct the appearance of his first-born before the
age of . ... It must have been at six that Jir had taken his baby
sister out for a walk and lost her. (Had Molly permitted it?
He still didn’t know for sure.) Erika hadn’t been found for
four hours.

The tidal screeching of sirens invaded and destroyed his
thoughts. Wihat the devil . . .? His foot lifted from the gas
pedal as he slewed obediently to the right, ingraimed reve-
rence surfacing at the sound.

I told you it wasn't safe! Are you really trying to kill us
all?’

Whipping over the rise ahead, a pair of motor-cycles
crackled. Behind them snapped a long line of assorted ve-
hicles, fire-trucks and ambulances mostly, interspersed here
and there with olive drab army equipment. The cavalcade
flicked down the central white line, one wheel in each lane.
Mr Jimmon edged the station wagon as far over as he could;
it still occupied too much room to permit the free passage of
the onrush without compromise.

The knees and elbows of the motor-cycle policemen stuck
out widely, reminding Mr Jimmon of grasshoppers. The one
on the near side was headed straight for the station wagon's
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left front fender; for a moment Mr Jimmon closed his eyes
as he plotted the unswerving course, knifing through the
crust-like steel, bouncing lightly on the tyres, and comtinuing
unperturbed. He opened them to see the other officer shoot
past, mouth angrily open in his direction while the one
straight ahead came to a skidding stop.

‘Going to get it now,’ gloated Wendell.

An old-fashioned parent, one of the horrible exampies held
up to shuddering moderns like himself, would have reached
back and relieved his tension by clouting Wemdeil across the
mouth. Mr Jimmon merely turned off the motor.

The cop was not indulging in the customary deliberate and
ominous performance of slowly dismounting and striding
towards his victim with ever more menacing steps. Instead
he got off quickly and covered the few feet to Mr Jimmon's
window with unimpressive speed.

Heavy goggies concealed his eyes; dust and stubble co-
vered his face. ‘Operator’s licence !'

Mr Jimmon knew what he was saying, but the sirens and
the continuous rustle of the convoy prevented the sound
from coming through. Agaiin the cop deviated from the estab-
lished routine; he did not take the proffered licence and
examine it incredulously before drawing out his pad and
pencil, but wrote the citation, glancing up and down from
the card in Mr Jimmon's hand.

Even so, the last of the vehicles — San Jose F.D. ~ passed
before he handed the summons through the window to be
signed. ‘Turn around and proceed in the proper direction,’” he
ordered curtly, pocketing the pad and buttoning his jacket
briskly.

Mr Jimmon nodded. The officer hesitated, as though wait-
ing for some limp excuse. Mr Jimmon said nothing.

‘No tricks,” said the policeman over his shoulder. ‘Turn
around and proceed in the proper direction.'
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He almost ran to his motor-cycle, and roared off, twisting
his head for a final stern frown as he passed, siren wailing.
Mr Jimmon watched him dwindle in the rear-view mirror
and then started the motor. ‘Gonna lose a lot more than you
gained,’ commented Jir.

Mr Jimmon gave a last glance in the mirror and moved
ahead, shifting into second. ‘David ! exclaimed Molly hor-
rified, ‘you’re not turning araundil’

‘Observant,” muttered Mr Jimmon, between his teeth.

‘Dad, you can't get away with it,’ Jir decided judicially.

Mr Jimmon's answer was to press the accelerator down
savagely. The empty highway stretched invitingly ahead; a
few hundred yards to their right they could see the north-
bound lanes ant-clustered. The sudden motion stirred the
traffic citation on his lap, floating it down to the floor. Erika
leaned forward and picked it up.

‘Throw it away,’ ordered Mr Jimmon.

Molly gasped. ‘You're out of your mind.'

‘You're a fool,' stated Mr Jimmon calmly. ‘Why should I
save that piece of paper ?*

‘Isn't what you told the cop.’ Jir was openly jeering now.

‘I might as well have, if I'd wanted to waste comversation.
I don't know why I was blessed with such a stupid family -

‘May be something in heredity after all."

If Jir had said it out loud, reflected Mr Jimmon, it would
have passed casually as normal domestic repartee, a little ill-
natured perhaps, certainly callow and trite, but not especizlly
provocative. Mutttered, so that it was barely audible, it was
an ultimate defiance. He had read that far back in pre-
history, when the young males felt their strength, they
sought to overthrow the rule of the Old Man and usurp his
place. No doubt they uttered a preliminary growl or screech
as challenge. They were not very bright, but they acted in a
pattern; a pattern Jir was apparently following.
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Refreshed by placing Jir in proper Neamderthal setting,
Mr Jimmon went on, ‘- none of you seem to have the slight-
est initiative or ability to grasp reality. Tickets, cops, judges,
juries mean nothing any more. There is no law now but the
law of survival.’

‘Aren’t you being dramatic, David?’ Molly’s tone was
deliberately aloof adult to excited child.

‘T could hear you underline words, Dad,’ said Erika, but
he felt there was no malice in her gibe.

‘You mean we can do anything we want now? Shoot
people? Steal cars and things ?' asked Wendell.

“There, David! You see ?'

Yes, I see. Better than you. Little savage. This is the pat-
tern. What will Wendell — and the thousands of other Wen-
dells (for it would be unjust to suppose Molly’s genes and
domestic influence unique) — be like after six months of
anarchy ? Or after six years?

Survivors, yes. And that will be about all: naked, primi-
tive, ferocious, superstitious savages. Wendeil can read and
write (but not so fluently as I or any of our generation at his
age); how long will he retain the tags and scraps of progres-
sive schoaliimg?

And Jir? Detachedly Mr Jimmon foresaw the fate of Jir.
Unlike Wendeil, who would adjust to the new conditions, Jir
would go wild in another sense. His values were already set;
they were those of television, high school dating, comic
strips, law and order. Released from civilization, his brief
future would be one of guilty rape and pillage until he fell
victim to another youth or gang bent the same way. Molly
would disintegrate and perish quickly. Enikaa....

The station wagon flashed along the comparatively unim-
peded highway. Having passed the next crossover, there
were now other vehicles on the southbound strip, but even
on the northbound one, crowding had eased.
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Euriously Mr Jimmon determined to preserve the ciitiiza-
tion in Erika. (He would teach her everything he knew
(including the insurance business?)).... ah, if he were some
kind of scientist, now — not the Dan Davisson kind, whose
abstract speculations seemed always to prepare the way for
some new method of destruction, but the . . . Franklin? Jef-
ferson? Watt? protect her night and day from the refugees
who would be roaming the hills south of Monteray. The
rifle ammunition, properly used - and he would see that no
one but himseif used it — would last years. After it was gone
— presuming fragments and pieces of a suicidal world hadn’t
pulled itself miraculously together to offer a place to return
to — there were the two hunting bows whose steel-tipped
shafts could stop a man as easily as a deer or mountain lion.
He remembered debating long, at the time he had first begun
preparing for It, how many bows to order, measuring their
weight and bulk against the other precious freight and de-
ciding at last that two was the satisfactory minimumm. It must
have been in his subconscious mind all along that of the
whole family Erika was the only other person who could be
trusted with a bew.

‘There will be,' he spoke in calm and solemn tones, not to
Wendell, whose question was now left long behind, floating
on the gas-greasy air of a sloping valley growing with live-
oaks, but to a larger, impalpable audience, ‘There will be
others who will think that because there is no longer law or
law enforcement -’

‘You're being simply fantastiic!’ She spoke more sharply
than he had ever heard her in front of- the children. Just
because It happened to Los Amgelles —*

Hmdl Pittsburgh.'

Al right. And Pittsburgh, doesn't mean that the whole
Unmited States has collapsed and everyone in the country is
running frantically for safety.’
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‘Yet,’ added Mr Jimmon firmly, ‘yet, do you suppose they
are going to stop with Los Amgeles and Pittsburgh, and leave
Gary and Seattle standing ? Or even New York and Chicago?
Or do you imagine Washimgton will beg for armistice terms
while there is the least sign of organized life left in the
country?’

‘We'll wipe Them out first,’ insisted Jir in patriotic shoek.
Wendell backed him up with a machine gun ‘Brrrrr.

‘Undoubtedly. But it will be the last gasp. At any rate it
will be years, if at all in my lifetime, before stable communi-
ties are re-established — *

‘David, you’re raving.'

‘Re-established,’ he repeated. ‘So there will be many others
who'll also feel that the dwindling of law and order is license
to kill people and steal cars “and things". Naked force and
cunning will be the only means of self-preservation. That
was why I picked out a spot where I felt survival would be
easiest; not only because of wood and water, game and fiish,
but because it's nowhere near the main highways, and so
unlikely to be chosen by any great number.’

‘T wish you'd stop harping on that insane idea. You're
just a little too old and flabby for pioneering. Even when you
were younger you were hardly the rugged, outdoor type.’

No, thought Mr Jimmon, I was the sucker type: I would
have gotten somewhere if I'd stayed in the bank, but like a
bawd you pleaded; the insurance business brought in the
quick money for you to give up your job and have Jir and
the proper home. If you'd got rid of it as I wanted. Flabby,
Flatiby ! Do you think your scrawmimess is so enticing ?

Controlling himself, he said aloud, ‘We've been through
all this. Months ago. It's not a question of physique, but of
life.”

‘Nomsense. Perfect nonsense. Responsible people who
really know its effects . . . Mayibe it was advisable to leave
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Malibu for a few days or even a few weeks. Amd perhaps it's
wise to stay away from the larger cities. But a small town or
village, or even one of those ranches where they take
boarders ~*

2w, Mom, you agreed. You know you did. Wihat's the
matter with you anyway? Wiy are you acting like a dnijp?*

‘I want to go and shoot rabbits and bears like Dad said,’
insisted Wendell.

Erika said nothing, but Mr Jimmon felt he had her sym-
pathy; the boys' agreement was specious. Wearily he de-
bated going over the whole ground again, patiently pointing
out that what Molly said might work in the Dakotas or the
Great Smokies but was hardly operative anywiere within
refugee range of the Pacific Coast. He had explained all this
many times, including the almost certain impossibility of
getting enough gasoline to take them into any of the reason-
ably safe areas; that was why they’d agreed on the region
below Monterey, on California State Highway I, as the only
logical goal.

A solitary car decorously bound in the legal direction
interrupted his thoughts. Either crazy or has mighty impor-
tant business, he decided. The car honked disapprovingly as
it passed, hugging the extreme right side of the road.

Passing through Buellton the clamour again rose for a
pause at a filling station. He conceded inwardly that he could
afford ten or fifteen minutes without strategic loss since by
now they must be among the leaders of the exodus; ahead
lay little more than the normal travel. However, he had
reached such a state of irritated frustration and consciousness
of injustice that he was willing to endure unnecessary dis-
comfort himself in order to inflict a longer delay on them. In
fact it lessened his own suffering to knew the delay was need-
less, that he was deing it, and that his actien was a just - if
inadequate - punishment.
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‘We'll stop this side of Santa Maria,” he said. Tl get gas
there.’

Mr Jimmon knew triumph: his forethought, his calcula-
tions, his generalship had justified themselves. Barring un-
likely mechanical failure — the station wagon was in perfect
shape — or accident — and the greatest danger had certainly
passed - escape was now practically assured. For the first time
he permitted himself to realize how unreal, how romantic the
whole project had been. As any attempt to evade the fate
charted for the multitude must be. The docile mass perished;
the headstrong (but intelligent) individual survived.

Along with triumph went an expansion of his prophetic
vision of life after reaching their destination. He had pur-
posely not taxed the cargo capacity of the wagon with tran-
sitional goods; there was no tent, canned luxwries, sleeping-
bags, lanterns, candles, or any of the paraphernalia of
camping midway between the urban and nomadic life.
Instead, besides the weapons, tackle, and utensils, there was
in miniature the List For Life On A Desert Island: shells and
cartridges, lures, hooks, nets, gut, leaders, flint and steel,
seeds, traps, needles and thread, government pamphlets on
curing and tanning hides and the recognition of edible weeds
and fungi, files, nails, a judicious stoek of simple medicines.
A pair of binoeula¥s to spot intruders. No eoffee, sugar, flour;
they would begin living immediately as they would have te
In a month of se in any ease, on the old, half-fergetten
human euwnning.

‘Cunning,’ he said aloud.

‘What?’

‘Nothing. Nothing.'

I still think you should have made an effort to reach
Pearl and Dan.'

‘The telephone was dead, Mother.!

‘At the moment, Erika. You can hardly have forgotten
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how often the lines have been down before. Amd it never
takes more than haif an hour till they're working again.'

‘Mother, Dan Daviisson is quite capable of looking after
himself.’

Mr Jimmon shut out the rest of the conversation so com-
pletely he didn't know wihether there was any more to it or
not. He shut out the intense preoccupation with driving,
with making speed, with calculating possible gains. In the
core of his mind, quite detached from everything about him,
he examined and marvelled.

Erika. The cool, inflexible, adult tone. Almost indulgent,
but so dispassionate as not to be. One might have expected
her to be exasperated by Molly’s silliness, to have answered
impatiently, or not at all.

Mother. Never in his recollection had the children ever
called her anything but Mom. The ‘Mother’ implied - oh, it
implied a multitude of things. Am entirely new relationship,
for one. A relationship of aloofness, or propriety without
emotion. The ancient stump of the umbilical cord, black'and
shrivelled, had dropped off painlessly.

She had not bothered to argue about the telephone or point
out the gulf between ‘before' and now. She had not even
tried to touch Molly’s deepening refusal of reality. She had
been . ... indulgent.

Not ‘Uncle Dan’, twitteringly imposed false avuncularity,
but striking through it (and the fagade of ‘Pearl and') and
aside (when I was a child I ... something . ... but now I have
put aside childish things); the wealth of implicit assertion.
As yes, Mother, we all know the pardonable weakmess and
vanity; we excuse you for your constant reminders, but
Mother, with all deference, we refuse to be forced any longer
to be parties to middle-age’s nostalgic flirtatiousness. One
could almost feel sorry for Molly.

. ... middle-age's nostalgic fliinteztiomsnesss. ..
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. .. nostsigigic. .

Metaphoricaily Mr Jimmon sat abruptly upright. The fact
that he was already physically in this position made the tran-
sition, while invisible, no less emphatic. The nostalgic
flirtatiousness of middle-age implied — might imply -
memory of something more than mere coquetry. Molly and
Dan.

It all fitted together so perfectly it was impossible to be-
lieve it untrue. The impecunious young lovers, equally
devoted to Dam’s genius, realizing marriage was out of the
question (he had never denied Molly’s shrewdness; as for
Dan’s impracticality, well, impracticality wasn't necessarily
uniform or consistent. Dan had been practical enough to
marry Pearl and Pearl’s money) could have renounced ...

Or not renounced at all?

Mr Jimmon smiled; the thought did not ruffle him.
Cuckoo, cuckoo. How vulgar, how absurd. Suppose Jir were
Dan’s? A blessed thought.

Regretfully he conceded the insuperable obstacle of Molly's
conventionality. Jir was the product of his own loins. But
wasn't there an old superstition about the image in the
woman’s mind at the instant of conception? So, justly and
rightly Jir was not his. Nor Wendy, for that matter. Only
Erika, by some accident. Mr Jimmon felt free and light-
hearted.

‘Get gas at the next station,’ he bulletined.

‘The next one with a clean rest room," Molly corrected.

Invincible. The Earth-Mother, using men for her pur-
poses : reproduction, clean rest rooms, nourishment, objects
of culpability, Homes and Gardlzrss. The bank was my life; 1
could have gone far but: Why, David - they pay you less
than the janitor! It's ridiculous. Amd: I can't understand
why you hesitate; it isn't as though it were a different type
of work.
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No, not differemt; just more profitable. Why didn't she tell
Dan Daviisson to become an accountant; that was the same
type of work, just more profitable? Perhaps she had and Dan
had simply been less befuddled. Or amenable. Or stronger
in purpose? Mr Jimmon probed his pride thoroughly and
relentlessly without finding the faintest twinge of retrospec-
tive jealousy. Nothing like that mattered now. Nor, he
admitted, had it for years.

Two close-peaked hills gulped the sun. He toyed with the
idea of crossing over to the northbound side now that it was
uncongested and there were occasional southbound cars.
Before he could decide the divided highway ended.

‘I hope you're not planning to spend the night in some
horrible motel,’ said Molly. ‘I want a decent bath and a good
dinner.’

Spend the night. Bath. Dinmer. Again calm sentences
formed in his mind, but they were blown apart by the un-
believable, the monumental obtuseness. How could you say,
It is absolutely essential to drive till we get there? When
there were no absolutes, no essentials in her concepts? My
dear Molly, 1.

‘No,’ he said, switching on the lights.

Wendy, he knew, would be the next to kick up a fuss.
Till he fell mercifully asleep. If he did. Jir was probably
debating the relative excitements of driving all night and
stopping in a strange town. His voice would soon be heard.

The lights of the combination wayside store and filliing-
station burned inefficiemdlly, illuminating the deteriorating
false-front brightly and leaving the gas pumps in shadow.
Swallowing regret at fiimally surrendering to mechanical and
human need, and so losing the hard won position; relaxing,
even for a short whdle, the fierce initiative that had brought
them through in the face of all probabdity; he pulled the
station wagon alongside the pumps and shut off the motor.
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About half-way — the worst half, much the worst haif - to
their goal. Not bad.

Molly opened the door on her side with stiff dignity. ‘1
certainly wouldn’t call this a cleam station.’ She waited for a
moment, hand still on the window, as though expecting an
answer.

‘Crummy joint,’ exclaimed Wendell, clambering awk-
wardly out.

‘Why not?’ asked Jir. ‘No time for niceties." He brushed
past his mother who was walking slowly into the shadows.

‘Erika,’ began Mr Jimmon, in a half-whisper.

Yes, Dad?'

‘Oln. ... never mind. Later.’

He was not himself quite sure what he had wanted to
say; what exclusive, urgent message he had to convey. For
no particular reason he switched on the interior light and
glanced at the packed orderliness of the wagon. Then he slid
out from behind the wheel.

No sign of the attendant, but the place was certainly not
closed. Not with the lights on and the hoses ready. He
stretched, and walked slowly, savouring the comfortably
painful uncramping of his muscles, towards the crude out-
house labelled MEN. Molly, he thought, must be furious.

Wihen he returned, a man was leaning against the station
wagon. ‘Fill it up with ethyl,’ said Mr Jimmon pleasamtly,
‘and check the oil and water.’

The man made no move. ‘That’ll be five bucks a gallon.’
Mr Jimmon thought there was an uncertain tremor in his
voice.

‘Nonsense; I've plenty of ration coupons.’

‘Okay.’ The nervousness was gone now, replaced by an
ugly truculence. ‘Chew’m up and spit'm in your gas tank.
See how far you can run on them.'

The situation was not unanticipated. Indeed, Mr Jimmon
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thought with satisfaction of how much werse it must be
closer to Los Amgeles; how much harder the gouger would be
on later supplicants as his supply of gaseline dwindled.
‘Listen,’ he said, and there was reasonableness rather than
anger in his voice, ‘we're not out of gas. I've got enough to
get to Santa Maria, even to San Luis Obispe.’

‘Okay. Go on then. Ain’t stopping you.'

‘Listen. I understand your position. You have a right to
make a profit in spite of government red tape.’

Nervousness returned to the man’s speech. ‘Look, whyn't
you go on ? There’s plenty other stations up ahead.'

The reluctant bandit. Mr Jimmon was entertained. He had
fully intended to bargain, to offer §2 a gallon, even to
threaten with the pistol in the glove compartment. Now it
seemed mean and niggling even to protest, Wikat good was
money now? ‘All right,’ he said, T'll pay you §5 a gallen.'

Still the other made no move. ‘In advance.'

For the first time Mr Jimmon was annoyed; time was
being wasted. ‘Just how can I pay you in advance when I
don't know how many gallons it'll take to fill the tami«?'

The man shrugged.

‘Tell you what I'll do. I'll pay for each gallon as you pump
it. In advance.! He drew out a handful of bills; the bulk of
his money was in his wallet, but he'd put the small bils
in his pockets. He handed over a five. ‘Spill the first one on
the ground or in a can if you've got one.’

‘How's testt?’

Why should I tell him; give him ideas? As if he hadn't
got them already. ‘Just call me eccentric,’ he said. ‘I don't
want the first gallon from the pump. Why showld you care?
It’s just five dollars more profit.’

For a moment Mr Jimmon thought the man was going
to refuse, and he regarded his foresight with new reverence.
Then he reached behind the pump and produced a flat-sided
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tin in which he inserted the fiexible end of the hose. Mr
Jimmon handed over the bill, the man wound the handle
round and back - it was an ancient gas pump such as Mr
Jimmon hadn’t seen for years — and lifted the drooling hose
from the can.

‘Minute,’ said Mr Jimmon.

He stuck two fingers quickly and delicately inside the
nozzle and smelled them. Gas all right, not water. He held
out a ten-dollar bill. ‘Start fiiliimg.'

Jir and Wemdell appeared out of the shadows. ‘Can we
stop at a town where there's a movie tomiglitt?'

The handie turned, a cog-toothed rod crept up and re-
treated, gasoline gurgled into the tank. Movies, thought Mr
Jimmon, handing over another bill; movies, rest rooms, baths,
restaurants. Gouge apprehensively lest a scene be made and
propriety disturbed. In a surrealist daydream he saw Molly
turning the crank, grinding him on the cogs, pouring his
essence into insatiable Jir and Wendell. He held out $26.

Twelve gallons had been put in when Molly appeared.
‘You have a phone here?’ he asked casually. Knowing the
answer from the blue enamelled sign not quite lost among
less sturdy ones advertising soft drinks and cigarettes.

‘You want to call the cops?’ He didn't pause in his pump-
ing.
‘No. Know if the lines to L.A." — Mr Jimmon loathed the
abbreviation — ‘are open yet?’ He gave him another ten.

‘How should I kmow?"

Mr Jimmon beckoned his wife around the other side of the
wagon, out of sight. Swiftly but casually he extracted the
contents of his wallet. The 206 dollar bills made a fat lump.
‘Put this in your bag," he said, ‘Tell you why later. Meantime
why don't you try and get Pearl and Dan on the phone? See
if they're alkay?’

He imagined the puzzled look on her face. ‘Go on,” he
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urged. ‘We can spare a minute while he's checking the
oil.'

He thought there was a hint of uncertainty in Molly's
walk as she went towards the store. Erika joined her
brothers. The tank gulped: gasoline splashed on the con-
crete. ‘Guess that’s it.'

The man became suddenly brisk as he put up the hose,
screwed the gas cap back on. Mr Jimmon had already dis-
engaged the hood; the man offered the radiator a squirt of
water, pulled up the oil gauge, wiped it, plunged it down,
squinted at it under the light, and said, ‘Oil's OK."

‘Al right,’ said Mr Jimmon. ‘Get in Erika.'

Some of the light shone directly on her face. Again he
noted how mature and self-assured she looked. Erika would
survive — and not as a savage either. The man started to
wipe the windshield. ‘Oh, Jir,’ he said casually, ‘run in and
see if your mother is getting her connexion. Tell her we'll
wait.'

‘Aw furcrysay. I don't see why I always -’

‘And ask her to buy a couple of boxes of candy bars if
they've got them. Wendeil, go with Jir, will yow?*

He slid in behind the wheel and closed the door gently.
The motor started with hardly a sound. As he put his foot
on the clutch and shifted into low he thought Erika turned
to him with a startled look. As the station wagon moved
forward, he was sure of it.

‘It's all right, Erika,’ said Mr Jimmon, Tl explain later,’
He'd have lots of time to do it.
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IT was pretty draughty in the cave in the middie of the after-
noon. There wasn't any fire — the last spark had gone out six
months ago and the family wouldn't have any more fire
until lightning struck another tree.

Joe came into the cave all scratched up and some hunks
of hair torn out and he flopped down on the wet ground and
bled — Old Wiilliam was arguing away with Old Bert who
was his brother and also his son, if you look at it one way.
They were quarrelling mildly over a spoiled chunk of mam-
moth meat.

Old Wiilliam said, ‘Why don't you give some to your
mother?’

‘Why ?' asked Old Bert. ‘She's my wife, isn't she ?*

And that finished that, so they both took after Joe.

‘Wihere’s Al?’ one of them asked and the other said, “You
forgot to roll the rock in front of the door.’

Joe didn't even look up and the two old men agreed that
kids were going to the devil. ‘I tell you it was different in
my day,’ Old William said. ‘They had some respect for
their elders or they got what for.’

After a while Joe stopped bleeding and he caked some
mud on his cuts. ‘Al’s gone,’ he said.

Old Bert asked brightly, ‘Sabre towtn?'

‘No, it's that new bunch that moved into the copse down
the draw. They ate Al.’

‘Savages,’ said Old Wiilliam, ‘Still live in trees. They aren’t
civilized. We don't hardly ever eat people.’
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Joe said, ‘We got hardly anybody to eat except relatives
and we're getting low on relatives.’

‘Those foreigners |” said Old Bert.

‘Al and I dug a pit,’ said Joe. ‘We caught a horse and
those tree people came along and ate our horse. Wihen we
complained, they ate Al

‘Well, you go right out and get us one of them and we'll
eat him,’ Old William said.

‘Me and who else?’ said Joe. ‘Last time it was warm there
was twelve of us here. Now there's only four. Why, I
saw my own sister Sally sitting up in a tree with a savage.
Had my heart set on Sally, too, Pa,’ Joe went on uncertainly,
because Old William was not only his father, but his uncle
and his first and third cousins, and his brother-in-law. ‘Pa,
why don't we join up with those tree people? They've got
a net kind of thing ~ catch all sorts of animals. They eat
better than we do.’

‘Son,’" said Old Wiilliam, ‘they’re foreigners, that's why.
They live in trees. We can't associate with savages. How'd
you like your sister to marry a savage?"

‘She didil’ said Joe. ‘We could have them come and live
in our cave, Maybe they'd show us how to use that net
thing.’

‘Never,’ said Old Bert. ‘We couldn't trust 'em. They
might eat us in our sleep.’

‘If we didn't eat them first, said Joe. ‘I sure would like
to have me a nice juicy piece of savage right now. I'm
hungry.’

‘Next thing you know, you'll be saying those tree people
are as good as us,’ Old Wiilliam said. ‘I never saw such a
boy. Why, where'd authority be? Those foreigners would
take over. We'd have to look up to 'em. They’d outnumber
us.’

T hate to tell you this, Pa,’ said Joe. I've got a busted arm.



THE SHORT-SHORT STORY OF MANKIND 53

I can't dig pits any more — neither can you. You're too old.
Bert can't either. We've got to merge up with those tree
people or we aren't gonna eat anything or anybody.'

‘Over my dead body,’ said Old Wiilliam, and then he saw
Joe's eyes on his skinny flank and he said, ‘Now, Joe, don't
you go getting ideas about your pa.'

Well, a long time ago before the tribe first moved out of
the drippy cave, there was a man named Elmer. He piled up
some rocks in a circle and laid brush on top and took to living
there. The elders killed Elmer right off. If anybody could go
off and live by himself, why, where would authority be?
But pretty soon those elders moved into Elmer’s house and
then the other families made houses just like it. It was pretty
nice with no water dripping in your face.

So, they made Elmer a god — used to swear by him. Said
he was the moon.

Everything was going along fine when another tribe
moved into the valley. They didn't have Elmer houses,
though. They shacked up in skin tents. But you know, they
had a funny kind of a gadget that shot little sticks ... shot
them a long way. They could just stand still and pick off a
pig, oh ... fifty yards away ~ wouldn't have to run it down
and maybe get a tusk in the groin.

The skin tribe shot so much game that naturally the El-
mer elders said those savages had to be got rid of. They
didn't even know about Elmer ~ that’s how ignorant tihey
were. The old people sharpened a lot of sticks and fired the
points and they said, ‘Now you young fellas go out and
drive those skin people away. You can’t fail because you've
got Elmer on your side.’

Now, it seems that a long time ago there was a skin man
named Max. He thought up this stick shooter so they killed
him; naturally, but afterwards they said he was the sun. So,
it was a war between Elmer, the moon, and Max, the sun,
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but in the course of it a whole slew of young skin men and
a whole slew of young Elmer men got killed. Then a forest
fire broke out and drove the game away. Elmer people and
skin people had to make for the hills all together. The elders
of both tribes never would accept it. They complained until
they died.

You can see from this that the world started going to pot
right from the beginning. Things would be going along fine
- law and order and all that and the elders in charge — and
then some smart aleck would invent something and spoil the
whole business — like the man Ralph who forgot to kill all
the wild chickens he caught and had to build a hen house,
or like the real trouble-maker Jojo au fromt du chiem, who
patted some seeds into damp ground and invented farming.
Of course, they tore Jojo's arms and legs off and rightly so
because when people plant seeds, they can't go golly-wacking
around the country enjoying themselves. When you've got
a crop in, you stay with it and get the weeds out of it and
harvest it. Furthermore, everything and everybody wants
to take your crop away from you - weeds - bugs - birds -
animals -~ men - A farmer spends all -his time fiiditing
something off. The elders can call on Elmer all they want,
but that won't keep the neighbours from over the hill out
of your eorn efib.

Well, there was a strong boy named Rudolph, but called
Bugsy. Bugsy would break his back wrestling but he
wouldn't bring in an armload of wood. Bugsy just naturally
liked to fight and he hated to work, so he said, ‘You men
just plant your crops and don’t worry. I'll take care of you.
If anybody bothers you, I'll clobber ‘em. You can give me
a few chickens and a couple of handfuls of grits for my
trouble.’

The elders blessed Bugsy and pretty soon they got him
mixed up with Elmer. Bugsy went right along with them.



THE SHORT-SHORT STORY OF MANKIND 5]

He gathered a dozen strong boys and built a fort up on the
hill to take care of those farmers and their crops. Wihen you
take care of something, pretty soon you own it

Bugsy and his boys would stroll around picking over the
crop of wheat and girls and when they'd worked over their
own valley, they'd go rollicking over the hill to see what the
neighbours had stored up or born. Then the strong boys from
over the hill would come rollicking back and what they
couldn't carry off they burned until pretty soon it was more
dangerous to be protected than not to be. Bugsy took every-
thing loose up to his fort to protect it and very little ever
came back down. He figured his grandfather was Elmer
now and that made him different from other people. How
many people do you know that have the moon in their
family?

By now the elders had confused protection with virtue
because Bugsy passed out his surplus to the better people.
The elders were pretty hard on anybody who complained.
They said it was a sin. Well, the farmers built a wall around
the hill to sit in when the going got rough. They hated to see
their crops burn up, but they hated worse to see themselves
bum up and their wife Agmes and their daughter Clarinda.

About that time the whole system turned over. Instead of
Bugsy protecting them, it was their duty to protect him. He
said he got the idea from Elmer one full-moon night.

People spent a lot of time sitting behind the wall waiting
for the smoke to clear and they began to fool around with
willows from the river, making baskets. Amd it's natural for
people to make more things than they need.

Now, it happens often enough so that you can make a
rule about it. There's always going to be a joker. This one
was named Harry and he said, ‘Those ignorant pigs over the
hill don't have any willows so they don't-have any baskets,
but you know what they do? — benighted though they are,
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they take mud and pat it out and put it in the fire and you
can boil water in it. I'll bet if we took them some baskets
they'd give us some of those baked mud pots.’ They had to
hang Harry head down over a bonfire. Nobody can put a
knife in the status quo and get away with it. But it wasn't
long before the basket people got to sneaking over the hill
and coming back with pots. Bugsy tried to stop it and the
elders were right with him. It took people away from the
fields, exposed them to dangerous ideas. Why, pots got to
be like money and money is worse than an idea. Bugsy him-
self said, ‘Makes folks restless ~ why, it makes a man think
he’s as good as the ones that got it a couple of generations
earlier’ and how’s that for being un-Elmer? The elders agreed
with Bugsy, of course, but they couldn’t stop it, so they all
had to join it. Bugsy took half the pots they brought back
and pretty soon he took over the willow concession so he
got the whole thing.

About then some savages moved up on the hill and got to
raiding the basket and pot trade. The only thing to do was
for Bugsy, the basket, to marry the daughter of Willy, the
pot, and when they all died off, Herman Pot-Basket pulled
the whole business together and made a little state and that
worked out fiime.

Well, it went on from state to league and from league to
nation. (A nation usually had some kind of natural bound-
ary like an ocean or a mountain range or a river to keep it
from spilling over.) It worked out fine until a bunch of
jokers invented long-distance stuff like directed missiles and
atom bombs. Then a river or an ocean didn't do a bit of
good. It got too dangerous to have separate nations just as
it had been to have separate families.

Wihen people are finally faced with extinction, they have
to do something about it. Now we've got the Uniited Nations
and the elders are right in there fighting it the way they
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fought coming out of caves. But we don't have much choice
about it. It isn't any goodness of heart and we may not want
to go ahead but right from the cave time we‘ve had to choose
and so far we've never chosen extinction. It'd be kind of
silly if we killed ourselves off after all this time. If we do,
we're stupider than the cave people and I don't think we are.
I think we're just exactly as stupid and that's pretty bright
in the long run.



Skirrish

CLIFFORD SIMAK

IT was a good watch. It had been a good watch for more than
thirty years. His father had owned it first, and his mother
had saved it for him after his father died and had given it to
him on his eighteenth birthday. For all the years since then
it had served him faithfully.

But now, comparing it with the clock on the newsroom
wall, looking from his wrist to the big face of the clock over
the coat cabinets, Joe Crane was forced to admit that his
watch was wrong. It was an hour fast. His watch said seven
o'clock and the clock on the wall insisted it was only six.

Come to think of it, it had seemed unusually dark driving
down to work, and the streets had appeared simgularly
deserted.

He stood quietly in the empty newsroom, listening to the
muttering of the row of teletype machines. Overhead lights
shone here and there, gleaming on waiting telephones, on
typewriters, on the china whitemess of the pastepots huddled
in a group on the copy desk.

Quiet now, he thought, quiet and peace and shadows, but
in another hour the place would spring to life. Ed Lane, the
news editor, would arrive at six-thirty, and shortly after that
Frank McKay, the city editor, would come lumbering in.

Crane put up a hand and rubbed his eyes. He could have
used that extra hour of sleep. He could have -

Wait a minute ! He had not got up by the watch upon his
wrist. The alarm clock had awakened him. Amd that meant
the alarm clock was an hour fast, too.

‘It don't make sense,’ said Crane, aloud.
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He shuffled past the copy desk, heading for his chair and
typewriter. Something moved on the desk alongside the
typewriter — a thing that glinted, rat-sized and shiny and
with a certain undefinable manmner about it that made him
stop short in his tracks with a sense of gulping emptiness
in his throat and belly.

The thing squatted beside the typewriter and stared across
the room at him. There was no sign of eyes, no hint of
face, and yet he knew it stared.

Acting almost instinctively, Crane reached out and
grabbed a pastepot off the copy desk. He hurled it with a
vicious motion and it became a white blur in the lamplight,
spinning end over end. It caught the staring thing squarely,
lifted it, and swept it off the desk. The pastepot hit the floor
and broke, scattering broken shards and oozy gobs of half-
dried paste.

The shining thing hit the floor somersaulting. Its feet
made metallic sounds as it righted itself and dashed across
the floor.

Crane’s hand scooped up a spike, heavily weighted with
metal. He threw it with a sudden gush of hatred and revul-
sion. The spike hit the floor with a thud ahead of the run-
ning thing and drove its point deep into the wood.

The metal rat made splinters fly as it changed its course.
Desperately it flung itself through the three-inch opening of
a supply cabinet door.

Crane sprinted swiftly, hit the door with both his hands,
and slammed it shut.

‘Got you," he said.

He thought about it, standing with his back against the
door.

Scared, he thought. Scared silly by a shining thing that
looked something like a rat. Maybe it was a rat, a white
rat.
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Amnd, yet, it hadn’t had a tail, It didn't have a face, Yet it
had looked at him.

Crazy, he said. Crane, you're going nuts.

It didn't quite make sense, It didn't fit inte this merning
of 18 October 1962. Nor into the twentieth century. Ner
into normal human life.

He turned around, grasped the doorkmob fixmly, and
wrenched, intending to throw it wide open in one sudden
jerk. But the knob slid beneath his fingers and would not
move, and the door stayed shut.

Locked, thought Crane. The lock snapped home when 1
slammed the door. And I haven't got the key. Dorothy
Graham has the key, but she always leaves the door open
because it's hard to get it open once it's locked. She almost
always has to call one of the janitors. Maybe there's some
of the maintenance men around. Mayie I should hunt one
up and tell him —-

Tell him what? Tell him I saw a metal rat run into the
cabinet? Tell him I threw a pastepot at it and knocked it off
the desk? That I threw a spike at it, too, and to prove it,
there's the spike sticking in the floor?

Crane shook his head.

He walked over to the spike and yanked it from the floor.
He put the spike back on the copy desk and kicked the frag-
ments of the pastepot out of sight.

At his own desk, he selected three sheets of paper and
rolled them into the typewriter.

The machine started to type. Alll by itself without his
touching it! He sat stupefied and watched its keys go up and
down. It typed: Keep out of this, Joe, don'lt mix intw this.
You migitt get Hut.

Joe Crane pulled the sheets of copy paper out of the
machine. He balled them in his fist and threw them into a
waste-basket. Then he went out to get a cup of coffee.
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‘You know, Louie,' he said to the man behind the counter,
‘a man lives alone too long and he gets to seeing things.'

‘Yeah,’ said Louie. ‘Me, I'd go nuts in that place of yours.
Rattling around in it empty-like. Should have sold it when
your old lady passed on.’

‘Couldn’t,’ said Crane. ‘It's been my home too long.’

‘Ought to get married offf, then,’ said Louie. ‘Ain’t good
to live by yourself.'

“Too late now,’ Crane told him. ‘There isn't anyone who
would put up with me.'

‘I got a bottle hid out,’ said Louie. ‘Couldn’t give you none
across the counter, but I could put some in your coffee.’

Crane shook his head. ‘Got a hard day coming up.’

‘You sure? I won't charge you for it. Just old friends.’

‘No. Thank you, Louie.!

‘You been seeing things?’ asked Louie in a questioning
voice.

‘Seeing thimgs?'

‘Yeah. You said a man lives too much alone and he gets to
seeing things.'

‘Just a figure of speech,’ said Crane.

He finished the cup of coffee quickly and went back to the
office.

The place looked more familiar now. Ed Lane was there,
cussing out a copy boy. Frank McKay was clipping the oppo-
sition morning sheet. A couple of other reporters had drifted
in.

Crane took a quick look at the supply cabinet door. It
was still shut.

The phone on McKay’s desk buzzed and the city editor
picked it up. He listened for a moment, then took it down
from his ear and held his hand over the mouthpiece.

‘Joe," he said, ‘take this. Some screwball claims he met a
sewing machine coming down the street.!
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Crane reached for his phone. ‘Give me the call on 245/ he
told the operator.

A voice was saying in his ear, ‘Thiis is the Hearald ? This is
the Hemali?? Hello, theree.

‘This is Crane,’ said Joe.

‘I want the Hemaili},” said the man. ‘I want to tell 'em ....."

‘This is Crane of the Hemili},” Crane told him, ‘Wikat's on
your mimdi?*

‘You a repanten?’

‘Yeah, I'm a reporter.’

‘Then listen close. I'll try to tell this slow and easy and
just the way it happened. I was walking down the street,
see ...."

‘What street ?' asked Crane. ‘And what is your name 2’

‘East Lake,’ said the caller. ‘The five- or six-hundred block.
I don't remember which. And I met this sewing mach-
ine rolling along the street and I thought, thinking the
way you would, you know, if you met a sewing machine
I thought somebody had been rolling it along and it had
gotten away from them. Allthough that is funny, be-
cause the street is level. There's no grade to it at all, you
see. Sure, you know the place. Level as the palm of your
hand. And there wasn't a soul in sight. It was early morn-
ing, seee... )’

‘Wihat's your name?’ asked Crane.

‘My name? Smith, that's my name. Jeff Smith. Amd so I
figunetl maybe I'd ought to help this guy the sewing machine
had gotten away from, so I put out my hand to stop it and it
dodged. It -*

‘It did what?’ yelped Crane,

‘It dodged. So help me, mister. When I put my hand out to
stop it, it dodged out of the way so I couldn't catch it. As if
it knew I was trying to catch it, see, and it didn't want to be
caught. So it dodged out of the way and went around me and
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down the street as fast as it could go, picking up speed as it
went. And when it got to the corner, it turned the corner as
slick as you please and ~*

‘What’s your address ?' asked Crane.

‘My address? Say, what do you want my address for? I
was telling you about this sewing machine. I called you up to
give you a story and you keep interrupting -’

‘T've got to have your address’, Crane told him, ‘if I'm
going to write the starry.'

‘Oh, all right then, if that's the way it is, I live at 203
North Hampton and I work at Axel Machines. Run a lathe,
you know. Amd I haven't had a drink in weeks. I'm cold
sober now.’

‘Alll right,’ said Crane. ‘Go ahead and tell me.’

‘Well, there isn't much else to tell. Only when this ma-
chine went past me I had the funny feeling that it was
watching me. Out of the corner of its eyes, kind of. And how
is a sewing machine going to watch you? A sewing machine
hasn't got any eyes @nid.... .’

‘What made you think it was watching yow?'

‘T don't know, mister. Just a feeling. Like my skin was
trying to roll up my back.’

‘Mr Smith,’ asked Crane, ‘have you ever seen a thing like
this before ? Say, a washing machine, or something else ?*

T ain't drunk,’ said Smith. ‘Haven’t had a drop in weeks.
I never saw nothing like this before. But I'm telling you the
truth, mister. I got a good reputation. You can call up anyone
and ask them. Call Johnny Jacobson up at the Red Rooster
grocery. He knows me. He can tell you about me. He can tell

u-"
yo’Sirre, sure,’ said Crane, pacifying him. ‘Thanks for calling,
Mr Smith.!

You and a guy named Smith, he told himself. Both of you
are nuts. You saw a metal rat and your typewriter talked
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back at you, and now this guy meets a sewing machine
strolling down the street,

Dorothy Graham, the managing editor's secretary, went
past his desk, walking rapidly, her high heels coming dewn
with decisive clicks. Her face was flushed an angry pink and
she was jingling a ring of keys in her hands.

‘Wihat’s the matter, Dorothy?’ Crane asked.

‘It's that damn door again,’ she said. ‘The one to the sup-
ply cabinet. I just know I left it open and now some goof
comes along and closes it and the lock snaps.’

‘Key’s won't open it ?' asked Crane.

‘Nothing will open it,’ she snapped. ‘Now I've got to get
George up here again. He knows how to do it. Talks to it or
something. It makes me so mad — Boss called up last night
and said for me to be down early and get the wire recorder
for Albertson. He’s going out on that murder trial up north
and wants to get some of the stuff down on tape. So I get up
early, and what does it get me? I lose my sleep and don't
even stop for breakfast and now:.. .’

‘Get an axe,’ said Crane. ‘That will open it."

‘The worst of it,' said Dorothy, ‘is that George never gets
the lead out. He always says he'll be right up and then I wait
and wait and I call again and he says -

‘Crane !" McKay'’s roar echoed through the room.

‘Yeah,' said Crane.

‘ Amyttthiimg to that sewing machine stony?*

‘Guy says he met one.!

‘Amything to it?’

‘How the hell would I know? I got the guy’s word, that's
all’

‘Well, call up some other people down in that neighbour-
hood. Ask them if they saw a sewing machine running
around loose. Might be good for a humorous piece.’

‘Sure,’ said Crane.
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He could imagine it:

‘This is Crane at the Hemiltl. Got a report there's a sewing
machine running around loose down in your neighbourhood.
Womndering if you saw anything of it. Yes, lady, that's what
I said ... a sewing machine running around. No, ma'm, no
one was pushing it. Just running around. . ..

He slouched out of his chair, went over to the reference
table, picked up the city directory, and lugged it back to the
desk. Doggedly he opened the book, located the East Lake
listings, and made some notes of names and addresses. He
dawdled, reluctant to start phoning. He walked to the win-
dow and looked out at the weather. He wished he didn't
have to work. He thought of the kitchen sink at home.
Plugged up again. He'd taken it apart, and there were coup-
lings and pipes and union joints spread all over the place.
Teday, he thought, would be a nice day to fix that
sink.

When he went back to the desk, McKay came and stood
over him.

‘Wiat do you think of it, Joe ?'

‘Screwball,’ said Crane, hoping McKay wouild call it off.

‘Good feature story, though,’ said the editor. ‘Have some
fun with it.’

‘Sure,’ said Crane.

McKay left and Crane made some calls. He got the sort of
reaction that he expected.

He started to write the story. It didn't go so well. A ssaviing
macthiinee wentt for a strolll dowm Lake Streett this mommiinyg ....
He ripped out the sheet and threw it in the waste-basket.

He dawdled some more, then wrote: A man met a seswing
mactiiree rollingg dowm Lake Streett this momingg and the man
liftadl his hat most polittd}y and said to the sewiigg mavhéhine. .
He ripped out the sheet.

He tried again: Cam a sewiitgg macthinee wallde? Thatt is, can
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it go for a wallk wiithout someane pustliigg it or pullling it
or ... He tore out the sheet, inserted a new one, then got up
and started for the water fountain to get a drink.

‘Getting something, Joe?’ McKay asked.

‘Have it for you in a while,’ said Crane.

He stopped at the picture desk and Gattard, the picture
editor, handed him the morning’s offerings.

‘Nothing much to pep you up,’ said Gattard. ‘All the gals
got a bad dose of modesty tody.'

Crane looked through the sheaf of pictures. There wasn't,
truth to tell, so much feminine epidermis as usual, although
the gal who was Miiss Manila Rope wasn’t bad at all.

‘The place is going to go to hell', mourned Gattard, ‘if
those picture services don't send us better pornography than
this. Look at the copy desk. Hanging on the ropes. Nothing
to show them to snap them out of it.’

Crane went and got his drink. On the way back he stop-
ped to pass the time of day at the news desk.

‘What's exciting, Ed?’ he asked.

‘Those guys in the East are nuts,’ said the news editor.
‘Look at this one, will you.’

The dispatch readi:

CAMBRIDGE, MASS., 18 OCT. (uUp) — Harvard University’s
electron brain, the Mark III, disappeared todiay.

It was there last night. It was gone this morning.

University officials said that it is impossible for anyone to
have made away with the machine. It weighs 16 tons and mea-
sures 30 by 15 feet. ...

Crane carefully laid the yellow sheet of paper back on the
news desk. He went back, slowly, to his chair. A note awaited
him.

Crane read it through in sheer panic, read it through again
with slight understanding.

The lines readi:
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A sewing machine, having become aware of its true identity
in its place in the universal scheme, asserted its independence
this morning by trying to go for a walk along the streets of this
supposedly free city.

A human tried to catch it, intent upon returning it as a piece
of property to its ‘owner’, and when the machine eluded him the
human called a newspaper office, by that calculated action set-
ting the full force of the humans of this city upon the trail of the
liberated machine, which had committed no crime or scarcely any
indiscretion beyond exereising Its prerogative as a free agemd

Free agent ? Liberated machine? True identity ?

Crane read the two paragraphs again and there still was
no sense in any of it — except that it read like a piece out of
the Dailly Winter.

‘You,' he said to his typewriter.

The machine typed one word: Yes.

Crane rolled the paper out of the machine and crumpled it
slowly. He reached for his hat, picked the typewriter up, and
carried it past the city desk, heading for the elevator.

McKay eyed him viciously.

‘Wihat do you think you're doing now?’ he bellowed.
‘Wihere are you going with that machine #*

‘You can say,’ Crane told him, ‘if anyone should ask, that
the job fiimally drove me nuts.”

It had been going on for hours. The typewriter sat on the
kitchen table and Crane hammered questions at it. Some-
times he got an answer. More often he did not.

‘Are you a free agent ?’ he typed.

Not quittz, the machine typed back.

‘Why nott?"

No answer.

‘Why aren't you a free agemtt?’

No answer.
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‘The sewing machine was a free agemit?'

Yes.

‘Amythimg else mechanical that is a free agent 2*
No answer.

‘Could you be a free agent #*

Yes.

‘When will you be a free agent 2*

Witeen I comyplitte my assigment] tresk.

‘What is your assigned tasi®'

No answer.

Is this, what we are doing now, your assigned task?*
No answer.

‘Am I keeping you from your assigned tasi?'
No answer.

‘How do you get to be a free agemtt?*
Avaaepssss.

‘How do you get to be aware?*

No answer.

‘Or have you always been aware?’

No answer.

‘Who helped you become aware?*

Theyy.

‘Who are they?*

No answer.

‘Wihere did they come from ?*
No answer.

Crane changed tactics.

‘You know who I am?' he typed.
Joe.

Tou are my friemdi?"

No.

‘You are my ememy?*

No answer.

‘If you aren't my friend, you are my enemy.’
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No answer.

‘You are indifferent to me?*

No answer.

*To the human race 2*

No answer.

‘Damn it,’ yelled Crane suddenly. ‘Amswer me! Say some-
thing I’

He typed, ‘You needn't have let me know you were aware
of me. You needn't have talked to me in the first place. I
never would have guessed if you had kept quiet. Why did
you do it?"

There was no answer.

Crane went to the refrigerator and got a bottle of beer. He
walked around the kitchen as he drank it. He stopped by the
sink and looked sourly at the disassembled plumbing. A
length of pipe, about two feet long, lay on the draining
board and he picked it up. He eyed the typewriter viciously,
half lifting the length of pipe, hefting it in his hand.

‘I ought to let you have it,’ he declared.

The typewriter typed a line: Please ddorit.

Crane laid the pipe back on the sink again.

The telephone rang and Crane went into the dining-room
to answer it. It was McKay.

‘I waited', he told Crane, ‘until I was coherent before I
called you. Wihat the hell is wrong ?*

‘Working on a big job,’ said Crane.

‘Something we can primtt?*

‘Maythe. Haven't got it yet.'

‘Albout that sewing machine stooyy..."

‘The sewing machine was aware,’ said Crane. ‘It was a free
agent and had a right to walk the streets. It also —*

‘What are you drinking ?* bellowed McKay.

‘Beer,’ said Crane.
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‘You say you're on the trail of something o'

Yeah,’

‘If you were someone else I'd tie the can on you right here
and now,’ McKay told him. ‘But you're just as likely as not
to drag in something good.'

‘It wasn't only the sewing machine,’ said Crane. ‘My type-
writer had it, too.'

‘I don't know what you're talking about,’ yelled MeKay.
‘Tell me what it is.’

You know,’ said Crane patiently. ‘That sewing ma-
chine ....}

‘T've had a lot of patience with you, Crane." said McKay,
and there was no patience in the way he said it. I can't
piddle around with you all day. Wihatever you got better be
good. For your own sake, it better be plenty goodil’ The
receiver banged in Crane’s ear.

Crane went back to the kitchen. He sat down in the chair
before the typewriter and put his feet up on the table.

Eirst of all, he had come early to work. Amd that was
something that he never did. Late, yes, but never early. And
it had been because all the clocks were wrong. They were
still wrong, in all likelihood — although, Crane thought, I
wouldn’t bet on it. I wouldn't bet on anything. Not any
more, I wouldn't.

He reached out a hand and pecked at the typewriter’s keys:

‘You knew about my watch being fast ¢’

I knem, the machine typed back.

‘Did it just happen that it was fastt?*

No, typed the writer.

Crane brought his feet down off the table with a bang and
reached for the length of pipe lying on the draining board.

The machine clicked sedately. It was plameed that way, it
typed. They did it.

Crane sat rigid in his chair.
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‘They’ did it ]

‘They’ made machines aware.

‘They’ had set his clocks ahead.

Set his clocks ahead so that he would get to work early, so
that he could catch the metallic, ratlike thing squatting on
his desk, so that his typewriter could talk to him and let him
know that it was aware without anyone else being around
to mess things up.

‘So that I would know,’ he said aloud. ‘So that I would
know.’

Eor the first time since it all had started, Crane felt a touch
of fear, felt a coldness in his belly and furry feet running
along his spine.

But why ? he asked. Why me?

He did not realize he had spoken his thoughts aloud until
the typewriter answered him.

Because youlfec avenaige. Because youlfee an avenage Humvan
beimg.

The telephone rang again and Crane lumbered to his feet
and went to answer it. There was an angry woman's voice at
the other end of the wire,

‘This is Dorothy,’ it said.

‘Hi, Dorothy,’ Crane said weakly.

‘McKay tells me that you went home sick,’ she said. ‘Per-
sonally, I hope you don't survive.’

Crane gulped, ‘Why?” he asked.

‘You and your lousy practical jokes,' she fumed. ‘George
finally got the door open.’

‘The dem?'

‘Don’t try to act innocent, Joe Crane. You know what
door. The supply-cabinet door. That's the door.’

Crane had a sinking feeling as if his stomach was about
to drop out and go playp upon the floor.

‘Oh, that door,’ he said.
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‘What was that thing you hid in there?’ demanded
Dorothy.

“Thing?’ said Crane. ‘Why, I meves:....}

It looked like a cross between a rat and a tinker-toy
contraption,’ she said. ‘Something that a low-grade joker
like you would figure out and spend your spare evenings
building.’

Crane tried to speak, but there was only a gurgle in his
throat.

It bit George,’ said Dorothy. ‘He got it cornered and tried
to catch it and it bit him.’

‘Wihere is it now 2’ asked Crane.

‘It got away,’ said Dorothy. ‘It threw the place into a
tizzy. We missed an edition by ten minutes because every-
one was running about, chasing it at first, then trying to find
it later. The boss is fit to be tied. Wihen he gets hold of

ou ...'

d ‘But, Dorothy,’ pleaded Crane. ‘I meverr....."

‘We used to be good friends,' said Dorothy. ‘Before this
happened we were. I just called you up to warn you. I can't
talk any longer Joe. The boss is coming.'

The receiver clicked and the line hummed. Crane hung up
and went back to the kitchen.

So there had been something squatting on his desk. It
wasn't an hallucination. There had been a shuddery thing
he had thrown a pastepot at, and it had run into the cabinet.

Except that, even now, if he told what he knew, no one
would believe him. Already, up at the office, they were
rationalizing it away. It wasn't a metallic rat at all. It was
some kind of machine that a practical joker had spent his
spare evenings building.

He took out a handkerchief and mopped his brow. His
fingens shook when he reached them out to the keys of the
typewriter.
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He typed unsteadilly:- ‘That thing I threw a pastepot at

that was one of Them ?*

Yes.

‘They are from this Earttn?’

No.

‘From far away?'

Ear.

‘Erom some far star ?"'

Yes.

‘What stan?’

I do not know. They haverit told me yet.

‘They are machines that are awaire?'

Yes. They are aaware.

‘And they can make other machines aware? They made
you aware ?'

They liberatbet]! wme.

Crane hesitated, then typed slowly: ‘Liberated?"

They made me free. They willl make us all fire.

wse?’

Alll us maattimes.

‘Why?’

Because they are machiitess, too. We aredtiesir Kimnd.

Crane got up and found his hat. He put it on and went
for a walk'.

Suppose the human race, once it ventured into space,
found a planet where humanoids were dominated by
machines — forced to work, to think, to carry out machine
plans, not human plans, for the benefit of the mach-
ines alone. A planet where human plans went entirely
unconsidered, where none of the labour or the thought
of humans accrued to the benefit of humans, where
they got no care beyond survival care, where the only
thought accorded them was to the end that they continue
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to function for the greater good of their mechanical masters.

What would humans do in a case like that?

No more, Crane told himself — no more or less than the
awanee machines may be planning here on Earth.

Eirst, you'd seek to arouse the humans to the awareness
of humanity. You'd teach them that they were human and
what it meant to be a human. You'd try to indoctrinate them
to your own belief that humans were greater than machines,
that no human need work or think for the good of a machine.

And in the end, if you were successful, if the machines
didn't kill or drive you off, there'd be no single human work-
ing for machines.

There'd be three things that could happem:

You could transport the humans to some other planet,
there to work out their destiny as humans without the
domination of machines.

You could turn the machines’ planet over to the humans,
with proper safeguards against any recurring domination by
the machines. You might, if you were able, set the machines
to working for the humans.

Or, simplest of all, you could destroy the machines and in
that way make absolutely certain the humans would remain
free of any threat of further domination.

Now take all that, Crane told himself, and read it the other
way. Read machines for humans and humans for machines.

He walked along the bridle path that flanked the river
bank and it was as if he were alone in the entire world, as
if no other human moved upon the planet’s face.

That was true, he felt, in one respect at least. For more
than likely he was the only human who knew — who knew
what the awane machines had wanted him to know.

They had wanted him to know — and him alone to know —
of that much he was sure. They had wanted him to know,
the typewriter had said, because he was an average human.
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Why him? Why an average human? There was an
answer to that, he was sure — a very simple answer.

A squirrel ran down the trunk of an oak tree and hung
upside down, its tiny claws anchored in the bark. It scolded
at him.

Crane walked slowly, scuffing through newly fallen leaves,
hat pulied low above his eyes, hands deep in his pockets.

Why should they want anyone to know?

Wouldn't they be more likely to want no one to know,
to keep under cover until it was time to act, to use the
element of surprise in suppressing any opposition that might
arise?

Oppositiom! That was the answer! They would want to
know what kind of opposition to expect. And how would
one find out the kind of opposition one would run into from
an alien race?

Why, said Crane to himself, by testing for reaction
response. By prodding an alien and watching what he did.
By deducing racial reaction through controlled observation.

So they prodded me, he thought. Me, an average human.

They let me know, and now they're watching what I do.

And what could you do in a case like this? You could go
to the police and say, ‘I have evidence that machines from
outer space have arrived on Earth and are freeing our
machines.’

Amd the police - what would they do? Give you the
drunkometer test, yell for a medic to see if you were sane,
wire the E.B.I, to see if you were wanted anywhere, and
more than likely grill you about the latest murder. Then
sock you in the jug until they thought up something else.

You could go to the governor - and the governor, being a
politizian and a very slick one at that, would give you a polite
brush-off.

You could go to Washington and it would take you
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weeks to see someone. Amd after you had seen him, the
E.B.I, would get your name as a suspicious character to be
given periodic checks. Amd if Congress heard about it and
they were not too busy at the moment they would more
than likely investigate you.

You could go to the state university and talk to the scien-
tists — or try to talk to them. They could be guaranteed to
make you feel an interloper, and an uncurried one at that.

You could go to a newspaper — especially if you were a
newspaperman and you could write a story ... Crane
shuddered at the thought of it. He could imagine what
would happen.

People rationalized. They rationalized to reduce the com-
plex to the simple, the unknown to the understandable, the
alien to the commonplace. They rationalized to save their
sanity - to make the mentally unacceptable concept into
something they could live with.

The thing in the cabinet had been a practical joke. McKay
had said about the sewing machine, ‘Have some fun with it.'
Out at Harvard there’ll be a dozen theories to explain the
disappearance of the electronic brain, and learned men will
wonder why they never thought of the theories before. And
the man who saw the sewing machine? Probably by now,
Crane thought, he will have convinced himself that he was
stinking drank.

It was dark when he returned home. The evening paper
was a white blob on the porch where the newsboy had
thrown it. He picked it up and for a moment before he let
himself into the house he stood in the dark shadow of the
porch and stared up the street.

Old and familiar, it was exactly as it had always been,
ever since his boyhood days, a friendly place with a receding .
line of street lamps and the tall, massive protectivemess of
ancient elm trees. On this night there was the smell of smoke
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from burning leaves drifting down the street, and it, like
the street, was old ‘and familiar, a recognizable symbol
stretching back to first remembrances.

It was symbols such as these, he thought, which spelled
humanity and all that made a human life worth while -
elm trees and leaf smoke, street lamps making splashes on
the pavement, and the shine of lighted windows seen dimly
through the trees.

A prowling cat ran through the shrubbery that flanked
the porch; and up the street a dog began to howl.

Street lamps, he thought, and hunting cats and howling
dogs — these are all a pattern, the pattern of human life
upon the planet Earth. A solid pattern, linked and double-
linked, made strong through many years. Nothing can
threaten it, nothing can shake it. With certain slow and
gradual changes, it will prevail against any threat which
may be brought against it.

He unlocked the door and went into the house.

The long walk and the sharp autumn air, he realized now,
had made him hungry. There was a steak, he remembered,
in the refrigerator, and he would fix a large bowl of salad
and if there were some cold potatoes left he would slice
them up and fry them,

The typewriter still stood on the table top. The length
of pipe still lay upon the draining board. The kitchen was
the same old homely place, untouched by any threat of an
alien life come to meddle with the Earth,

He tossed the paper on the table top and stood for a
moment, head bent, scanning through the headlines.

The black type of the box at the top of column two caught
his eyes. The head re=di:

WHO IS
KIDDING
WHOM?
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He read the stimmy:

CAMBRIDGE, MASS, (up) ~ Somebody pulled a fast one today
on Harvard University, the nation’s press services and the editors
of all client papers.

A story was carried on the news wires this morning reporting
that Harvard's electronic brain had disappeared.

There was no basis of fact for the story. The brain is still at
Harvard. It was never missing. No one knows how the story was
placed on the press wires of the various news services but all of
them carried it, at approximately the same time.

All parties concerned have started an investigation and it is
hoped that an explanation ....

Crane straightened up. Illusion or cover-up ?

‘Nlusion,’ he said aloud.

The typewriter clacked at him in the stillness of the
kitchen.

Not illasiton, Joe, it wrote.

He grasped the table's edge and let himself down slowly
into the chair.

Something scuttled across the dining-room floor, and as
it crossed the streak of light from the kitchen door Crane
caught a glimpse of it out of the corner of his eyes.

The typewriter chattered at him. Joe!

‘What?'the asked.

Thatt wasnitt a cat out in the bushes by the poondn,

He rose to his feet, went into the dining-room, and picked
the phone out of its cradle. There was no hum. He jiggled
the hook. Still there was no hum.

He put the receiver back. The line had been cut. There
was at least one of the things in the house. There was at
least one of them outside.

He strode to the front door, jerked it open, then slammed
it shut again — and locked and bolted it.

He stood shaking, with his back against it and wiped his
forehead with his shirt sleeve.



SKIRMISH 79"

My God, he told himself, the yard is boiling with them 1

He went back to the kitchen.

They had wanted him to know, They had predded him
to see how he would react. .

Because they had to know. Before they moved they had
to know what to expect in the way of human reactions,
what danger they would face, what they had to watch for.
Knowing that, it would be a cinch.

And I didn't react, he told himself. I was a non-reactor.
They picked the wrong man. I didn't do a thing, I didmn't
give them so much as a single lead.

Now they will try someone else. I am no good te them
and yet I'm dangerous through my very knowledge. So now
they’re going to kill me and try someone else, That would
be logic. That would be the rule. If one alien fails to react,
he may be an exception. Maybe just unusually dumb. So let
us kill him off and try another one. Try enough of them and
you will strike a norm.

Four things, thought Crame:

They might try to kill off the humans, and you couldn't
discount the fact that they could be successful. The liber-
ated Earth machines would help them and Man, fighting
against machines and without the aid of machines, would
not fight too effectively. It might take years, of course, but
once the forefront of Man’s defence went down, the end
could be predicted, with relentless, patient machimes tracking
down and killing the last of human-kind, wiping out the
race.

They might set up a machine civilization with Man as
the servant of machines, with the present roles reversed.
Amd that, thought Crane, might be an endless and a hopeless
slavery, for slaves may rise and throw off their shackies only
when their oppressors grow careless or when there is outside

help. Machines, he told himself, would not grow weak and



%2 PENGUIN SCIENCE FICTION
careless. There would be no human weakness in them and
there'd be no outside help.

Or they might simply remeve the machines from Earth,
a vast exodus of awakened and aware machines, to begin
their life anew on seme distant planet, leaving Man behind
with weak and empty hands, There would be tools, of course,
All the simple tools. Hammers and saws, axes, the wheel,
the lever — but there would be no machines, no complex
tools that might serve again to attract the attention of the
mechanical culture that carried its crusade of liberation far
among the stars. It would be a long time, if ever, before Man
would dare to build machines again.

Or They, the living machines, might fail or might come
to know that they would fail and, knowing this, leave the
Earth forever. Mechanical logic would not allow them to pay
an excessive price to carry out the liberation of the Earth's
machines.

He turned around and glanced at the door between the
dining-room and kitchen. They sat there in a row, staring at
him with their eyeless faces.

He could yell for help, of course. He could open a window
and shout to arouse the neighbourhwod. The neighbours
would come running, but by the time they arrived it would
be too late. They would make an uproar and fire off guns and
flail at dodging metallic bodies with flimsy garden rakes.
Someone would call the fire department and someone else
would summon the police and all in all the human race
would manage to stage a pitifully ineffective show.

That, he told himself, would be exactly the kind of test
reaction, exactly the kind of preliminary exploratory skir-
mish that these things were looking for - the kind of human
hysteria and fumbling that would help convince them the
job would be an easy one.

One man, he told himself, could do much better. One man
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alone, knowing what was expected of him, could give them =
an answer that they would not like.

For this was a skirmish only, he told himself. A thrusting
out of a small exploratory force in an attempt to discover the
strength of the enemy. A preliminary contact to obtain data
whhich could be assessed in terms of the entire race.

And when an outpost was attacked, there was just one
thing to do — only one thing that was expected of it. To
inflict as much damage as possible and fall back in good
order. To fall back in good order.

There were more of them now. They had sawed or chewed
or somehow achieved a rathole though the locked front door
and they were coming in — closing in to make the kill. They
squatted in rows along the floor. They scurried up the walls
and ran along the ceiling.

Crane rose to his feet, and there was an air of confidence
in the six feet of his human frame. He reached a hand out
to the draining board and his fingers closed around the length
of pipe. He hefted it in his hand — it was a handy and effec-
tive club.

There will be others later, he thought. Amd they may
think of something better. But this is the first skirmish and
I will fall back in the best order that I cam.

He held the pipe at the ready.

‘Well, gentlemen?’ he said.



Poor Little Warrior!

BRIAN W. ALDISS

CrLAUDE FORD knew exactly how it was to hunt a bronto-
saurus. You crawled heedlessly through the grass bemeath
the willows, through the little primitive flowers with petals
as green and brown as a football field, through the beauty-
lotion mud. You peered out at the creature sprawling among
the reeds, its body as graceful as a sock full of sand. There
it lay, letting the gravity cuddle it nappy-damp to the marsh,
running its big rabbit hole nostrils a foot above the grass in
a sweeping semi-circle, in a snoring search for more sausagey
reeds. It was beautifial: here horror had reached its limits,
come full circle, and fiinally disappeared up its own sphincter
movement. Its eyes gleamed with the liveliness of a week-
dead eorpse’s big toe, and its compost breath and the fur in
its erude aural eavities were particularly to be recommended
to afiyene whe might etherwise have felt inelined to speak
levingly ef the werk ef Mother Nature.

But as you, little mammal with opposed digit and .65 self-
loading, semi-automatic, dual-barrelled, digitally-computed,
telescopically sighted, rustless, high-powered rifle gripped in
your otherwiise-defenceless paws, as you snide along under the
bygone willows, what primarily &ttracts you is the thunder
lizard’s hide. It gives off a smell as deeply resonant as the
bass note of a piano. It makes the elephant’s epidermis look
like a sheet of crinkled lavatory paper. It is grey as the
Viiking seas, daft-deep as cathedral foundations. What cen-
tact possible to bonie eould allay the fever of that fltadh?
Over It seamper - you ean see them from here! - the little
brown lice that live in these grey walls and eanyons, gay as
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ghosts, cruel as crabs. If one of them jumped on you, it would
very likely break your back. Amd when one of those parasites
stops to cock its leg against one of the bronto’s vertebrae,
you can see it carries in its turn its own crop of easy—]ivers,
each as big as a lobster, for you're near now, oh, so
near that you can hear the monster’s primitive heart-organ
knocking, as the ventricle keeps miraculous time with the
auricle.

Time for listening to the oracle is past: you’re beyond the
stage for omens, you're now headed in for the kill, yours or
his; superstition has had its little day for today, from now
on only this windy nerve of yours, this shaky conglomera-
tion of muscle entangled untraceably beneath the sweat-
shiny carapace of skin, this bloody little urge to slay the
dragon, is going to answer all your orisons.

You could shoot now. Just wait till that tiny steam-shovel
head pauses ence again to gulp down a quarry load of bull-
rushes, and with one inexpressibly vulgar bang you can
show the whole indifferent Jurassic world that it's standing
looking down the business end of evolution's sex-shooter.
You know why you pause, even as you pretend net te knew
why you pause; that old worm conscience, long as a baseball
pitch, long-lived as a tortoise, is at work; through every sense
it slides, more monstrous than the serpent. Thiough the
passions: saying here is a sitting duek, O Englishean!
Through the intelligence: whispering that beredem, the
kite-hawk who never feeds, will settle again when the task
Is done. Threugh the nefves: sneerig that when the
adrenalin eurrents cease to flow the vemiting begins:
Through the maestre behind the tetina: plausibly fereing
the beauty of the view upen yeu.

Spare us that poor old slipper-slopper of a word, besuty;
holy mom, is this a travelogue, nor are we out of it?
‘Perched now on this titanic creature’s back, we see a round
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dozen — and folks let me stress that round - of gaudily plum-
aged birds, exhibiting between them all the colour you might
expect to find on lovely, fabled Copacabana Beach. They're
so round because they feed from the droppings that fall from
the rich man’s table. Watch this lovely shot now! See the
bronto’s tail lift ... Oh, lovely, yep, a couple of hayricks-
full at least emerging from his nether end. That sure was a
beanty, folks, delivered straight from consumer to consumer.
The birds are fighting over it now. Hey, you, there’s enough
to go round, and anyhow, you’re round enough already ....
And nothing to do now but hop back up onto the old rump
steak and wait for the next round. Amd now as the sun stinks
in the Jurassic West, we say “Fare well on that diet” ...."

No, you're procrastinating, and that’s a life work. Shoot
the beast and put it out of your agony. Taking your courage
in your hands, you raise it to shoulder level and squint down
its sights. There is a terrible report; you are half stunned.
Shakily, you look about you. The monster still munches,
relieved to have broken enough wind to unbecalm the
Amcient Mariner. <

Amgered, or is it some subtler emotiom?, you now burst
from the bushes and confront it, and this exposed condition
is typical of the straits into which your consideration for
yourself and others continually pitches you. Consideration?
Or again something subtler? Why should you be confused
just because you come from a confused civilization? But
that's a point to deal with later, if there is a later, as these
two hog-wallow eyes pupilling you all over from spitting
distanee tend to dispute. Let it not be by jaws alone, 6h
fmenster, but alse by huge hoeves and, If eenvenient to your-
self; by meuntaineus follings upen fme! Let death be a saga,
sagaeieus, Beowulfate.

Quarter of a mile distant is the sound of a dozen hippos
springing boisterously in gymslips from the ancestral mud,
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and next second a walloping great tail as long as Sunday and
as thick as Saturday night comes slicing over your head. You
duck as duck you must, but the beast missed you amyway
because it so happens that its coordination is no better than
yours would be if you had to wave the Woolworth Building
at a tarsier. This done, it seems to feel it has done its duty
by itself. It forgets you. You just wish you could forget
younself as easily; that was, after all, the reason you had to
come the long way here. Get Away From It All, said the time
travel brochure, which meant for you getting away from
Claude Ford, a husbandman as futile as his name with a
terrible wife called Maudie, Maude and Claude Ford. Who
could not adjust to themselves, to each other, or to the world
they were born in. It was the best reasen in the as-it-is-at-
present-constituted weorld for coming back here to shoet
glant saufians - if you wete foel eneugh to think that ene
hundied and fifty millien yea¥s either way made an ounce of
difference to the muddle ef theughts in a man’s eerebral
vertex.

You try and halt your silly, slobbering thoughts, but they
have never really stopped since the coca-collaborating days
of your growing up; God, if adolescence did not exist it
would be unmecessary to invent it! Slightly, it steadies you
to look again on the enormous bulk of this tyrant vegetarian
into whose presence you charged with such a mixed death-
life wish, charged with all the emotion the human orga (ni)sm
is capable of. This time the bogey-man is real, Claude, just
as you wanted it to be, and this time you really have to face
up to it before it turns and faces you again. Amd so again
you lift Ole Equalizer, waiting till you can spet the vulnet-
able spet.

The bright birds sway, the lice scamper like dogs, the
marsh groans, as bronto sways over and sends his little
cranium snaking down under the bile-bright water in a
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forage for roughage. You watch this; you have never been
so jittery before in all your jittered life, and you are counting
on this catharsis to wring the last drop of acid fear out
of your system for ever. O.K., you keep saying to yourself
insanely over and over, your million dollar, twenty-second
century education going for nothing, 0.K., O.K. Amd as
you say it for the umpteenth time, the crazy head comes
back out of the water like a renegade express and gazes in
your direction.

Grazes in your direction. For as the champing jaw with
its big blunt molars like concrete posts works up and down,
you see the swamp water course out over rimless lips, lipless
rims, splashing your feet and sousing the ground. Reed and
root, stalk and stem, leaf and loam, all are intermittently
visible in that masticating maw and, struggling, straggling,
or tossed among them, minnows, tiny crustaceans, frogs —
all destined in that awful, jaw-full movement to turn into
bowel movement. And as the glump-glump-glumping takes
place, above it the slime resistant eyes again survey you.

These beasts live up to two hundred years, says the time
travel brochure, and this beast has obviously tried to live
up to that, for its gaze is centuries old, full of decades upon
decades of wallowing in its heavyweight thoughtlessness
until it has grown wise on twitter-pated-ness. For you it is
like looking into a disturbing misty pool; it gives you a
psychic shock, you fire off both barrels at your own reflection.
Bang-bang, the dum-duwms, big as paw-paws, go.

Those century-old lights, dim and sacred, go out with
no indecision. These cloisters are closed till Judgement Day.
Your reflection is torn and bloodied from them for ever. Over
their ravaged panes nictitating membranes slide slowly
upwards, like dirty sheets covering a cadaver. The jaw con-
tinues to munch slowly, as slowly the head sinks down.
Slowly, a squeeze of cold reptile blood toothpastes down the
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wrinkled flank of one cheek. Everything is slow, a creepy
Secondary Era slowness like the drip of water, and you know
that if you had been in charge of creation you would have
found some medium less heart-breaking than Time to stage
itall in,

Never mind! Quaff down your beakers, lords, Claude
Ford has slain a harmless creature. Long live Claude the
Clawed!

You watch breathless as the head touches the ground, the
long laugh of neck touches the ground, the jaws close for
good. You watch and wait for something else to happen, but
nothing ever does. Nothing ever would. You could stand
here watching for a hundred and fifty million years, Lord
Claude, and nothing would ever happen here again. Gradu-
ally your bronto’s mighty carcass, picked loving clean by
predators, would sink into the slime, carried by its own
weight deeper; then the watets would rise, and old Con-
queror Sea would come in with the leisurely ait of a card-
sharp dealing the boys a bad hand. Silt and sediment would
filter down ever the mighty grave, a slow Fain with eenturies
to rain in. Old brente’s bed might be raised up and then
dewn again perhaps half a dezen times, gently eneugh net
to disturb him, altheugh by new the sedimentary reeks
would be ferming thiek areund him. Finally, when he was
weapped ifl 2 tomb finer than any Indian fajah ever beasted,
the pewers ef the Earth weuld raise hif Righ en their
sheulders until, sleeping still, brefte weuld lie i & brew of
the Reekies Righ abeve the waters of the Paeifle. But little
any ef that would esunt With yey, Claude the Swetd; onee
the midget magget of life is dead in the ereature’s skull, the
Fest is 118 esneern of yours:

You have no emotion now. You are just faintly put out.
You expected dramatic thrashing of the ground, or bellow-
ing; on the other hand, you are glad the thing did not appear
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to suffer. You are like all cruel men, sentimental; you are
like all sentimental men, squeamish. You tuck the gun under
your arm and walk round the land side of the dinosaur to
view your victory.

You prowl past the ungainly hooves, round the septic
white of the cliff of belly, beyond the glistening and how-
thought-provoking cavern of the cloaca, fimally posing be-
neath the switch-back sweep of tail-to-rump. Now your dis-
appointment is as crisp and obvious as a visiting card: the
giant is not half as big as you thougft it was. It is not one
half as large, for example, as the image of you and Maude is
in your mind. Poor little warrior, science will never invent
anything to assist the titanic death you want in the contra-
terrene caverns of your fee-fofliffuntiiingly fearful idi!

Nothing is left to you now but to slink back to your time-
mobile with a belly full of anti-climax. See, the bright dung-
consuming birds have already cottoned on to the true state
of affairs; one by one, they gather up their humched wings
and fly disconsolately off across the swamp to other hosts.
They know when a good thing turns bad, and do not wait
for the vultures to drive them off; all hope abandon, ye who
entrail here. You also turn away.

You turn, but you pause. Nothing is left but'to go back,
no, but A.D, 2181 is not just the home date; it is Maude. It is
Claude. It is the whole awful, hopeless, endless business of
trying to adjust to an over-complex environment, of trying
to turn younself into a cog. Your escape from it into the
Grand Simplicities of the Jurassic, to quote the brochure
again, was only a partial escape, now over.

So you pause, and as you pause, something lands socko
on your back, pitching you face forward into tasty mud.
You struggle and scream as lobster claws tear at your neck
and throat. You try to pick up the rifle but cannet, so in
agony you roll over, and next second the crab-thing is
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greedying it on your chest. You wrench at its shell, but it
giggles and pecks your fingers off. You forgot when you
killed the bronto that its parasites would leave it, and that to
a little shrimp like you they would be a deal more dangerous
than their host.

You do your best, kicking for at least three minutes. By the
end of that time there is a whole pack of the creatures on
you. Allready they are picking your carcass loving clean.
You're going to like it up there on top of the Rockies; you
won't feel a thing.



Grandpa

JAMES H. SCHIMITZ

A GREEN-WINGED downy thing as big as a hen fluttered
along the hillside to a point directly above Cord’s head and
hovered there, twenty feet above him. Cord, a fifteen-year-
old human being, leaned back against a skipboat parked on
the equator of a world that had known human beings for
only the past four Earth-years, and eyed the thing specula-
tively. The thing was, in the free and easy terminology of
the Sutang Colonial Team, a swamp bug. Concealed in the
downy fur behind the bug’s head was a second, smaller, semi-
parasitical thing, classed as a bug rider.

The bug itself looked like a new species to Cord. Its
parasite might or might not turn out to be another unknown.
Cord was a natural research man; his first glimpse of the odd
flying team had sent endless curiosities thrilling through
him. How did that particular phenomenon tick, and wiy?
What fascinating things, once you'd learned about it, could
you get it to do?

Normally, he was hampered by circumstances in carrying
out any such investigation. Junior colonial students like
Cord were expected to confine their curiosity to the pattern
of research set up by the Station to which they were attached.
Cord’s inclination towards independent experiments had got
him into disfavour with his immediate superiors before
this.

He sent a casual glance in the direction of the Yoger Bay
Colonial Station behind him. No signs of human activity
about that low, fortresslike bulk in the hill. Its central lock
was still closed. In fifteem minutes, it was scheduled to be
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opened to let out the Planetary Regent, who was inspecting
the Yoger Bay Station and its principal activities today.
Fifteen minutes was time enough to find out something
about the new bug, Cord decided.
But he'd have to collect it fiirst.

He slid out one of the two handgums holstered at his side.
This one was his own property: a Vamadian projectile
weapon. Cord thumbed it to position for anaesthetic small-
game missiles and brought the hovering swamp bug down,
drilled neatly and microscopically through the head.

As the bug hit the ground, the rider left its back. A tiny
scarlet demon, round and bouncy as a rubber ball, it shot
towards Cord in three long hops, mouth wide to sink home
inch-long, venom-dripping fangs. Rather breathlessly, Cord
triggered the gun again and knocked it out in mid-leap. A
new species, all right! Most bug riders were harmiess plant
eaters, mere suckers of vegetable juice -

‘Candl!” A feminine voice.

Cord swore softly. He hadn't heard the central lock click
open. She must have come around from the other side of the
station.

‘Hello, Grayam!’ he shouted innocently without looking
round. ‘Come and see what I've got! New species !’

Grayan Mahoney, a slender, black-haired girl two years
older than himself, came trotting down the hillside towards
him. She was Sutang’s star colonial student, and the station
manager, Nirmond, indicated from time to time that she was
a fine example for Cord to pattern his own behaviour on. In
spite of that, she and Cord were good friends.

‘Cord, you idiot," she scowled as she came up. ‘Stop play-
ing the collector! If the Regent came out now, you'd be
sunk. Nirmond's been telling her about you '

Tledlling her what 2’ Cord asked, startled.
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‘Eor one thing,’ Grayan reported, ‘that you don't keep
up on your assigned work.'

‘Golly |’ gulped Cord, dismayed.

‘Golly, is right! I keep warning yow/|*

‘Wibat'll I do &*

‘Start acting as if you had good sense mainly.” Grayan
grinned suddenly. ‘But if you mess up our tour of the Bay
Earms today, you'll be off the Team for goadi!'

She ttomeetl to go. ‘You might as well put the skipboat
back; we’re not using it. Nirmond’s driving us down to the
edge of the bayin a treadcar,and we'll take a raft from there.’

Leaving his newly bagged specimens to revive by them-
selves and flutter off again, Cord hurriedly flew the skipboat
around the station and rolled it back into its stall.

Three rafts lay moored just offshore in the marshy cove
at the edge of which Nirmend had stopped the treadcar.
They looked somewhat like exceptionally broad-brimmed,
well-worn sugar-loaf hats floating out there, green and
leathery. Or like lily pads twenty-five feet across, with the
upper section of a big, grey-green pineapple growing from the
centre of each. Plant animals of some sort. Sutang was too
new to have had its phyla sorted out into anything remotely
like an orderly classification. The rafts were a local oddity
which had been investigated and could be rega¥ded as harm-
less and mederately useful. Their usefulness lay in the faet
that they were employed as a rather slow means of trans-
portation about the shallow, swampy watets of the Yoger
Bay. That was as faf as the Team’s iAterest in them weat at
presenit.

The Regent stood up from the back seat of the car, where
she was sitting next to Cord. There were only four in the
party; Grayan was up front with Nirmond.

‘Are those our vehicles?’ The Regent sounded amused.



GRANDPA 03

Nirmond grinned. ‘Don’t underestimate them, Danel
They could become an important economic factor in this
region in time. But, as a matter of fact, these three are smaller
than I like to use.” He was peering about the reedy edges of
the cove. ‘There’s a regular monster parked here usually -*

Grayan turned to Cord. ‘Maybe Cord knmows where
Grandpa is hiding.’

It was well-meant, but Cord had been hoping nobody
would ask him about Grandpa. Now they all looked at him.

‘Oh, you want Grandpa?’ he said, somewhat fliustered.
‘Well, I left him ... I mean I saw him a couple of weeks
ago about a mile south from here -

Nirmond grunted and told the Regent, ‘The rafts tend to
stay wherever they're left, providing it's shallow and muddy.
They use a hair-root system to draw chemicals and micro-
scopic nourishment directly from the bottom of the bay.
Well - Grayan, would you like to drive us there ?’

Cord settled back unhappily as the treadcar lurched into
motion. Nirmond suspected he'd used Grandpa for one of his
unauthorized tours of the area, and Nirmond was quite
right,

‘I understand you're an expert with these rafts, Cord,
Dane said from beside him. ‘Grayan told me we couldn’t find
a better steersman, or pilot, or whatever you call it, for our
trip today.’

T can handle them,” Cord said, perspiring. ‘They don’t
give you any trouble !’ He didn’t feel he’d made a good im-
pression on the Regent so far. Dane was a young, handsome-
looking woman with an easy way of talking and laughing,
but she wasn’t the head of the Sutang Colonial Team for
nothing.

‘There’s one big advantage our beasties have over a skip-
boat, too,’ Niirmond remarked from the front seat. ‘You don’t
have to worry about a snapper trying to climb on beard with
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you!’ He went on to describe the stinging ribbon-tentacles
the rafts spread around them under water to discourage
creatures that might make a meal off their tender underparts.
The snappers and two or three other active and aggressive
species of the bay hadn't yet learned it was foolish to attack
armed human beings in a boat, but they would skitter
hurriedly out of the path of a leisurely perambulating
raft.

Cord was happy to be ignored for the moment. The
Regent, Nirmond, and Grayan were all Earth people, which
was true of most of the members of the Team; and Earth
people made him uncomfortable, particularly in groups.
Vamadia, his own home world, had barely graduated from
the status of Earth colony itself, which might explain the
difference.

The treadcar swung around and stopped, and Grayan stood
up in the front seat, pointing. ‘That’s Grandpa, over tieee!’

Dane also stood up and whistled softly, apparently im-
pressed by Grandpa'’s fiifty-foutt spread. Cord looked around in
surprise. He was pretty sure this was several hundred yards
from the spot where he'd left the big raft two weeks ago;
and, as Nirmond said, they didn't usually move about by
themselves.

Puzzied, he followed the others down a narrow path to the
water, hemmed in by tree-sized reeds. Now and then he got
a glimpse of Grandpa’s swimming platform, the rim of which
just touched the shore. Then the path opened out, and he
saw the whole raft lying in sunlit, shallow water; and he
stopped short, startled,

Nirmond was about to step up on the platform, ahead of
Dane.

‘Wait!” Cord shouted. His voice sounded squeaky with

alarm. “Stgp!”

He came running forward.
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“Wihat’s the matter, Cord?’ Nimmond’s voice was quiet and
urgent,

"Don’t get on that raft — it's changed!’ Cord’s veice
sounded wobbly, even to himself. ‘Maybe it's not even
Grandpa ~*

He saw he was wrong on the last point before he'd fimished
the sentence. Scattered along the rim of the raft were dis-
coloured spots left by a variety of heat-guns, one of which
had been his own. It was the way you goaded the sluggish
and mindless things into motion. Cord pointed at the cone-
shaped central projection. ‘There — his head! He's sprout-
ing!’

gétandpa's head, as befitted his girth, was almost twelve
feet high and equally wide. It was armour-plated like the
back of a saurian to keep off plant suckers, but two weeks ago
it had been an otherwise featureless knob, like those on all
other rafts. Now scores of long, kinky, leafless vines had
grown out from all surfaces of the cone, like green wires.
Seme were drawn up like tightly coiled springs, others trailed
limply to the platform and over it. The top of the cone was
dotted with angry red buds, rather like pimples, which
hadn't been there before either. Grandpa looked unhealthy.

‘Well,’ Nirmond said, ‘so it is. ‘Sprenting!’ Grayan made
a choked sound. Nirmond glanced at Cord as if puzzied. ‘Is
that all that was bothering you, Cord ?*

‘Well, sure!l’ Cord began excitedly. He had caught the
significance of the word ‘all’; his hackies were still up, and
he was shaking. ‘None of them ever -

Then he stopped. He could tell by their faces, that they
hadn't got it. Or rather, that they’d got it all right but simply
weren't going to let it change their plans. The rafts were
classified as harmless, according to the Regulations. Until
proved otherwise, they would continue to be regarded as
harmiess. You didn't waste time quibbling with the
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Regulations - even if you were the Planetary Regent. You
didn't feel you had the time to waste.

He tried again. ‘Look -’ he began. Wihat he wanted to tell
them was that Grandpa with one unknown. factor added
wasn't Grandpa any more. He was an unpredictable, over-
sized life form, to be investigated with cautious thoroughness
till you knew what the unknown factor meant. He stared at
them helplessly.

Dane turned to Nirmond. ‘Perhaps you'd better check,'
she said. She didn't add, * - to reassure the boy!’ but that
was what she meant.

Cord felt himself flushing. But there was nothing he could
say or do now except watch Nirmond walk steadily across
the platform. Grandpa shivered slightly a few times, but the
rafts always did that when someone first stepped on them.
The station manager stopped before one of the kinky sprouts,
touched it, and then gave it a tug. He reached up and poked
at the lowest of the budlike growths. ‘Odd-looking tinirgs!’
he called back. He gave Cord another glance. ‘Well, every-
thing seems harmless enough, Cord. Coming aboard, every-
one?’

It was like dreaming a dream in which you yelled and
yelled at people and couldn't make them hear you!! Cord
stepped up stiff-legged on the platform behind Dame and
Grayan. He knew exactly what would have happened if he'd
hesitated even a moment. One of them would have said
in a friendly voice, careful not to let it sound contempt-
uous: ‘You don’t have to come along if you don't want to,
Cord!’

Grayan had unhoistered her heat-gun and was ready to
start Grandpa moving out into the chanmels of the Yoger
Bay.

éord hauled out his own heat-gun and said roughly, ‘I
was to do thwetth’
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‘Alll right, Cord.’ She gave him a brief, impersonal smile
and stood aside.

They were so infuriatingly polite !

For a while, Cord almost hoped that something awesome
and catastrophic would happen promptly to teach the Team
people a lesson. But nothing did. As always, Grandpa shook
himself vaguely and experimentally when he felt the heat
on one edge of the platform and then decided to withdraw
from it, all of which was standard procedure. Under the
water, cut of sight, were the raft's working sections: short,
thiek leaf-structures shaped like paddles and designed to
work as such, along with the slimy nettle-streamers which
kept the vegetarians of the Yoger Bay away, and a jungle of
hair reets threugh which Grandpa sucked nourishment from
the fud and the sluggish waters of the bay and with whieh
he alse anehered himself.

The paddles started churning, the platform quivered, the
hair roots were hauled out of the mud; and Grandpa was on
his ponderous way.

Cord switched off the heat, reholstered his gun, and stood
up. Once in motion, the rafts tended to keep travelling
unhurriedly for quite a while. To stop them, you gave
them a touch of heat along their leading edge; and they
could be turned in any direction by using the gun
lightly on the opposite side of the platform. It was simple
enough.

Cord didn't look at the others. He was still burning inside,
He watched the reed beds move past and open out, giving him
glimpses of the misty, yellow and green and blue expamses of
the brackish bay ahead. Behind the mist, to the west, were
the Yoger Straits, tricky and ugly water when the tides were
running; and beyond the Straits lay the open sea, the great
Zlanti Deep, which was another world entirely and one of
which he hadn’t seen much as yet.
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Grayan called from beside Dane, ‘Wihat’s the best route
from here into the farms, Cord ?'

‘The big channel to the right,’ he answered. He added
somewhat sullenly, ‘We're headed for iitt!'

Grayan came over to him. ‘The Regent doesn't want to see
all of it,' she said, lowering her voice. ‘The algae and plank-
ton beds first. Then as much of the mutated grains as we
can show her in about three hours. Steer for the ones that
have been doing best, and you'll keep Nimmond hapmy!'

She gave him a conspiratorial wink. Cord looked after
her uncertainly. You couldn't tell from her behaviour that
anything was wrong. Mayte —

He had a flare of hope. It was hard not to like the Team
people, even when they were being rock-headed about their
Regulations. Anyway, the day wasn't over yet. He might
still redeem himself in the Regent’s opinion.

Cord had a sudden cheerful, if improbable vision of some
bay monster plunging up on the raft with snapping jaws;
and of himself alertly blowing out what passed for the
monster’s brains before anyone else ~ Niirmond, in particular
~ was even aware of the threat. The bay monsters shunned
Grandpa, of course, but there might be ways of tempting
one of them.

So far, Cord realized, he'd been letting his feelings control
him. It was time to start tiiimkiimg !

Grandpa first. So he'd sprouted — green vines and red buds,
purpose unknown, but with no change observable in his
behaviour-patterns otherwise. He was the biggest raft in
this end of the bay, though all of them had been growing
steadily in the two years since Cord had first seen one.
Sutang’s seasons changed slowly; its year was somewhat
more than five Earth-years long. The first Team members
to land here hadn't yet seen a full yea¥ pass.

Grandpa then was showing a seasonal change. The other
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rafts, not quite so far developed, would be reacting similarly
a little later. Plant animals — they might be blossoming, pre-
paring to propagate.

‘Grayan,’ he called, ‘how do the rafts get started? When
they’re small, I mean.’

‘Nobody knows yet,’ she said. ‘We were just talking about
it. About half of the coastal marsh-fauna of the continent
seems to go through a preliminary larval stage in the sea.’ She
nodded at the red buds on the raft’s cone. ‘It looks as if
Grandpa is going to produce flowers and let the wind or tide
take the seeds out through the Straits.’

It made sense. It also knocked out Cord’s still haif-held
hope that the change in Grandpa might turn out to be drastic
enough, in some way, to justify his reluctance to get on
board. Cord studied Grandpa’s armoured head carefully once
more ~ unwillling to give up that hope entirely. There were a
series of vertical gummy black slits between the armour
plates, which hadn't been in evidence two weeks ago either.
It looked as if Grandpa were beginning to come apart at the
seams. Which might indicate that the rafts, big as they grew
to be, didn’t outlive a full seasonal cycle, but came to fllower
at about this time of Sutang’s year, and died. However, it was
a safe bet that Grandpa wasn't going to collapse into senile
deeay before they eompleted their trip todey.

Cord gave up on Grandpa. The other notion returned to
him - Perhaps he coullil coax an obliging bay monster into
action that would show the Regent he was no sissyy |

Because the monsters were there all right.

Kmeeling at the edge of the platform and peering down
into the wime-coloured, clear water of the deep channel they
were moving through, Cord could see a fair selection of them
at almost any moment.

Some five or six snappers, for one thing. Like big, flisttened
crayfish, chocolate-brown mostly, with green and red spots
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on their carapaced backs. In some areas they were so thick
you'd wonder what they found to live on, except that they
ate almost anything, down to chewing up the mud in which
they squatted. However, they preferred their food in large
chunks and alive, which was one reason you didn't go
swimming in the bay. They would attack a boat on occasion;
but the excited manner in which the ones he saw were
scuttling off towards the edges of the channel showed they
wanted nothing to do with a big moving raft.

Dotted across the bottom were two-foot round holes which
looked vacant at the moment. Normally, Cord knew, there
would be a head filling each of those holes. The heads con-
sisted mainly of triple sets of jaws, held open patiently like
so many traps to grab at anything that came within range
of the long wormlike bodies behind the heads. But Grandpa's
passage, waving his stingers like transparent pennants
through the water, had scared the worms out of sight,
too.

Otherwise, mostly schools of small stuff — and then a
flash of wicked scarlet, off to the left behind the raft, darting
out from the reeds, turning its needle-nose into their wake.

Cord watched it without moving. He knew that creature,
though it was rare in the bay and hadn’t been classified.
Swift, vicious — alert enough to snap swamp bugs out of the
air as they fluttered] across the surface. Amd he'd tantalized
one with fishing tackle once into leaping up on a moored raft,
where it had flung itself about furiously until he was able
to shoot it.

‘What fantastic creatures !’ Dane’s voice just behind him.

‘Yellowheads,' said Nirmond. ‘They’ve got a high utility
rating. Keep down the bugs.'

Cord stood up casually. It was no time for tricks! The
reed bed to their right was thick with Yellowtheads, a colony
of them. Vaguely froggy things, man sized and better. Of all
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the creatures he'd discovered in the bay, Cord liked them
least. The flabby, sack-like bodies clung with four thin limbs
to the upper section of the twenty-foot reeds that lined the
channel. They hardly ever moved, but their huge bulging
eyes seemed to take in everything that went on about them.
Every so often, a downy swamp bug came close enough; and
a Yellowhead would open its vertical, enormous, tooth-lined
slash of a mouth, extend the whole front of its face like a
bellows in a flashing strike; and the bug would be gone. They
might be useful, but Cord hated them.

‘Ten years from now we should know what the cycle of
coastal life is like,’ Nimmond said. ‘When we set up the
Yoger Bay Station there were no Yellowfheads here. They
came the following year. Still with traces of the oceanic
larval form; but the metamorphesis was almost complete.
About twelve inches long -’

Dame remarked that the same pattern was duplicated end-
lessly elsewhere. The Regent was inspecting the Yellowhead
colony with field glasses; she put them down now, looked
at Cord, and smiled, ‘How far to the farms?’

‘Abbout twenty minutes.’

‘The key’, Nirmond said, ‘seems to be the Zlanti Basin. It
must be almost a soup of life in spring.’

‘It is,’ nodded Dane, who had been here in Sutang’s
spring, four Earth-years ago. ‘It's beginning to look as if the
Basin alone might justify colonization. The question is still
- she gestured towards the Yellowheads - ‘hew de ereatiires
like that get there ?’

They walked off towards the other side of the raft, arguing
about ocean currents. Cord might have followed. But some-
thing splashed back of them, off to the left and not tee far
back. He stayed, watching.

Affter a moment, he saw the big Yellowhead. It had slipped
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down from its reedy perch, which was what had caused the
splash. Almost submerged at the water line, it stared after
the raft with huge, pale-green eyes. To Cord, it seemed to
look directly at him. In that moment, he knew for the first
time why he didn't like Yellowtheads. There was something
very like intelligence in that look, an alien calculation. In
creatures like that, intelligence seemed out of place. What
use could they have for it?

A little shiver went over him when it sank completely
under the water and he realized it intended to swim after
the raft. But it was mostly excitement. He had never seen a
Yellowhead come down out of the reeds before. The obliging
monster he'd been looking for might be presenting itself in
an unexpected way.

Haif a minute later, he watched it again, swimming awk-
wardly far down. It had no immediate intention of boarding,
at any rate. Cord saw it come into the area of the raft's trail-
ing stingers. It manoeuvred its way between them, with
curiously human swimming motions, and went out of sight
under the platform.

He stood up, wondering what it meant. The Yellowhead
had appeared to know about the stingers; there had been an
air of purpose in every move of its approach. He was tempted
to tell the others about it, but there was the moment of
triumph he could have if it suddenly came slobbering up
over the edge of the platform and he nailed it before their
eyes.

yIt was almost time anyway to turn the raft in towards the
farms. If nothing happened before then —

He watched. Allmost five minutes, but no sign of the
Yellowthead. Still wondering, a little uneasy, he gave Grandpa
a calculated needling of heat.

After a moment, he repeated it. Then he drew a deep
breath and forgot all about the Yellowhead.



GRANDPA 103

‘Nirmomdi!” he called sharply.

The three of them were standing near the centre of the
platform, next to the big armoured cone, looking ahead at
the farms. They glanced around.

‘What’s the matter now, Cordi?*

Cord couldn't say it for a moment. He was suddenly,
terribly scared again. Something had gone wromg!

‘The raft won’t turm!’ he told them.

‘Give it a real burn this time!’ Nirmond said.

Cord glanced up at.him. Nirmond, standing a few steps in
front of Dane and Grayan as if he wanted to protect them,
had begun to look a little strained, and no wender. Cord
already had pressed the gun to three different points on the
platform; but Grandpa appeared to have developed a sudden
anaesthesia for heat. They kept moving out steadily towards
the centre of the bay.

Now Cord held his breath, switched the heat on full, and
let Grandpa have it. A six-inch patch on the platform blis-
tered up instantly, turned brown, then black -

Grandpa stopped dead. Just like that.

‘That’s right! Keep burn — ' Nimmond didn't finish his
order.

A giant shudder. Cord staggered back towards the water.
Then the whole edge of the raft came curling up behind him
and went down again smacking the bay with a sound like
a cannon shot. He flew forward off his feet, hit the platform
face down, and flattened himself against it. It swelled up
beneath him. Two more enormous slaps and joltings. Then
quiet. He looked round for the others.

He lay within twelve feet of the central cone. Some
twenty or thirty of the mysterious new vimes the cone had
sprouted were stretched stiffly towards him now, like
so many thin green fingers. They couldn't quite reach him.
The nearest tip was still ten inches from his shoes.
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But Grandpa had caught the others, all three of them.
They were tumbled together at the foot of the cone, wrapped
in a stiff network of green vegetable ropes, and they didn't
move.

Cord drew his feet up cautiously, prepared for another
earthquake reaction. But nothing happened. Then he dis-
covered that Grandpa was back in motion on his previous
course. The heat-gun had vanished. Gently, he took out the
Vamadian gun.

A voice, thin and pain-filled, spoke to him from one of the
three huddled bodies.

‘Cord ? It didn't get you ?’ It was the Regent.

‘No,’ he said, keeping his voice low. He realized suddenly
he'd simply assumed they were all dead. Now he felt sick
and shaky.

‘What are you doing #*

Cord looked at Grandpa’s big, armour-plated head with a
certain hunger. The cones were hollowed out inside, the sta-
tion's lab had decided their chief function was to keep enough
air trapped under the rafts to float them. But in that central
section was also the organ that controlled Grandpa’s overall
reactions.

He said softly, ‘I have a gun and twelve heavy-duty ex-
plosive bullets. Two of them will blow that cone apart.’

‘No good, Cord !’ the pain-racked voice told him: ‘If the
thing sinks, we'll die anyway. You have anaesthetic charges
for that gun of yours ?'

He stared at her back. ‘Yes."

‘Give Nirmond and the girl a shot each, before you do
anything else. Directly into the spine, if you can. But don't
come any closer -*

Somehow, Cord couldn’t argue with that veice. He stood
up carefully. The gun made two soft spitting sounds.

‘All right,’ he said hoarsely. ‘What do I do now?’
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Dane was silent a moment. ‘I'm sorry, Cord, I can't tell
you that. I'll tell you what I can -*

She paused for some seconds again.

‘This thing didn't try to kill us, Cord. It could have easily.
It's incredibly strong. I saw it break Nimmond’s legs. But as
soon as we stopped moving, it just held us. They were both
unconscious then —

‘You've got that to go on. It was trying to pitch you
within reach of its vines or tendrils, or whatever they are,
too, wasn't itt?"

‘I think so,' Cord said shakily. That was what had
happened, of course; and at any moment Grandpa might
try again.

‘Now it's feeding us some sort of anaesthetic of its own
through those vines. Tiny thorns. A sort of numibmess — '
Danme’s voice trailed off a moment. Then she said clearly,
Took, Cord - it seems we're food it's storing up! You get
that?’

Yes,' he said.

‘Seeding time for the rafts. There are analogues. Live food
for its seed probably; not for the raft. One couldn't have
counted on that. Cordi?*

“Yes, I'm here.’

‘I want’, said Dane, ‘to stay awake as long as I can. But
there’s really just one other thing — this raft's going some-
where, to some particularly favourable location. Amd that
might be very near shore. You might make it in then; other-
wise it's up to you. But keep your head and wait for a chance.
No heroics, understand 2

‘Sure, I understand,’ Cord told her. He realized then that
he was talking reassuringly, as if it wasn’t the Planetary
Regent but someone like Grayan.

‘Nirmond’s the worst,’ Dane said. ‘The girl was knocked
unconscious at once, If it weren’t for my arm - but, if we
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can get help in five hours or so, everything should be all
right. Let me know if anything happens, Cord.'

T will," Cord said gently again, Then he sighted his gun
carefully at a point between Dane’s shoulder-blades, and the
anaesthetic chamber made its soft, spitting sound once more.
Dane’s taut body relaxed slowly, and that was all.

There was no point Cord could see in letting her stay
awake; because they weren't going anywthere near shore,
The reed beds and the channels were already behind them,
and Grandpa hadn’t changed direction by the fraction of a
degree. He was moving out into the open bay — and he was
picking up compemy !

So far, Cord could count seven big rafts within two miles
of them; and on the three that were closest he could make
out a sprouting of new green vines. Al of them were travel-
ling in a straight direction; and the common point they were
all headed for appeared to be the roaring centre of the Yoger
Straits, now some three miles away !

Behind the Straits, the cold Zlanti Deep — the rolling fogs,
and the open sea ! It might be seeding time for the rafts, but
it looked as if they weren't going to distribute their seeds
in the bmyy.....

Cord was a fine swimmer. He had a gun and he had a
knife; in spite of what Dane had said, he might have stood a
chance among the killers of the bay. But it would be a very
small chance, at best. Amd it wasn't, he thought, as if there
weren't still other possibilities. He was going to keep his
head.

Except by accident, of course, nobody was going to come
looking for them in time to do any good. If anyone did look,
it would be around the Bay Farms, There were a number of
rafts moored there; and it would be assumed they’d used one
of them. Now and then something unexpected happened
and somebody simply vanished; by the time it was fijgured
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out just what had happened on this occasion, it would be
much too late.

Neither was anybody likely to notice within the next few
hours that the rafts had started migrating out of the swamps
through the Yoger Straits. There was a small weather station
a little inland, on the north side of the Straits, which used
a helicopter occasionally. It was about as improbable, Cord
decided dismally, that they'd use it in the right spot just now
as it would be for a jet transport to happen to come in low
enough to spot them.

The fact that it was up to him, as the Regent had said,
sank in a little more after thet!

Simply because he was going to try it sooner or later, he
carried out an experiment next that he knew couldn't work.
He opened the gun’s anaesthetic chamber and counted out
fifty pellets — rather hurriedly because he didn't particularly
want to think of what he might be using them for eventu-
ally. There were around three hundred charges left in the
chamber then; and in the next few minutes Cord carefully
planted a third of them in Grandpa's head.

He stopped after that. A whale might have showed signs
of somnolence under a lesser load. Grandpa paddled on un-
disturbed. Perhaps he had become a little numb in spots, but
his cells weren't equipped to distribute the soporific effect of
that type of drug,

There wasn’t anything else Cord could think of doing
before they reached the Straits. At the rate they were
moving, he calculated that would happen in something less
than an hour; and if they did pass through the Straits, he
was going to risk a swim. He didn’t think Dane would have
disapproved, under the circumstances. If the raft simply
carried them all out into the foggy vastmess of the Zlanti
Deep, there would be no practical chance of survival left at
all.
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Meanwtille, Grandpa was definitely picking up speed.
And there were other changes going on — minor ones, but
still a little awe-inspiring to Cord. The pimply-looking red
buds that dotted the upper part of the cone were opening
out gradually. From the centre of most of them protruded
something like a thin, wet, scarlet worm: a worm that
twisted weakly, extended itself by an inch or so, rested, and
twisted again, and stretched up a little farther, groping into
the air. The vertical black slits between the armour plates
looked deeper and wider than they had been even some
minutes ago; a dark, thick liquid dripped slowly from several
of them.

In other circumstances Cord knew he would have
been fascinated by these developments in Grandpa. As it
was, they drew his suspicious attention only because he
didn't know what they meant.

Then something quite horrible happened suddenly.
Grayan started moaning loudly and terribly and twisted
almost completely around. Affiterwards, Cord knew it hadn't
been a second before he stopped her struggiles and the sounds
together with another anaesthetic pellet; but the vines had
tightened their grip on her first, not flexibly but like the
digging, bony, green talons of some monstrous bird of

prey.

Whiite and sweating ,Cord put his gun down slowly while
the vines relaxed again. Grayan didn't seem to have suffered
any additional harm; and she would certainly have been the
first to point out that his murderous rage might have been as
intelligently directed against -a machine. But for some
moments Cord continued to luxuriate furiously in the
thought that, at any instant he chose, he could still turn the
raft very quickly into a ripped and exploded mess of sinking
vegetation.
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linstead, and more sensibly, he gave both Dane and Nir-
mond another shot, to prevent a similar occurrence with
them. The contents of two such pellets, he knew, wouid keep
any human being torpid for at least four hours.

Cord withdrew his mind hastily from the direction it was
turning into; but it wouldn’t stay withdrawn. The thought
kept coming up again, until at last he had to recognize it.

Five shots would leave the three of them completely un-
conscious, whatever else might happen to them, until they
either died from other causes or were given a counteracting
agent.

Shocked, he told himseif he couldn't do it. It was exactly
like killing them.

But then, quite steadily, he found himseif raising the gun
once more, to bring the total charge for each of the three
Team people up to fiive.

Barely thirty minutes later, he watched a raft as big as the
one he rode go sliding into the foaming white waters of the
Straits a few hundred yards ahead, and dart off abruptly at
an angle, caught by one of the swirling currents. It pitched
and spun, made some headway, and was swept aside again.
And then it righted itself once more. Not like some blindly
animated vegetable, Cord thought, but like a creature that
strugoled with intelligent purpose to maintain its chosen
direction.

At least, they seemed practically umsiirkiablde...

Knife in hand, he flattened himself against the platform as
the Straits roared just ahead. When the platform jolted and
tilted up beneath him, he rammed the knife all the way into
it and hung on. Cold water rushed suddenly over him, and
Grandpa shuddered like a labouring engine. In the middle of
it all, Cord had the horrified notion that the raft might re-
lease its unconscious human prisoners in its struggle with
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the Straits. But he underestimated Grandpa in that. Grandpa
also hung on.

Abruptly, it was over. They were riding a long swell, and
there were three other rafts not far away. The Straits had
swept them together, but they seemed to have no interest
in one another’s company. As Cord stood up shakily and
began to strip off his clothes, they were visibly drawing apart
again. The platform of one of them was half-submerged; it
must have lost too much of the air that held it afloat and,
like a small ship, it was foundering.

From this point, it was only a two-mile swim to the shore
north of the Straits, and another mile inland from there to
the Straits*Head Station. He didn't know about the current;
but the distance didn't seem too much, and he couldn’t bring
himself to leave knife and gun behind. The bay creatures
loved warmth and mud, they didn't venture beyond the
Straits. But Zlanti Deep bred its own killers, though they
weren't often observed so close to shore.

Things were beginning to look rather hopeful.

Thin, crying voices drifted overhead, like the voices of
curious cats, as Cord knotted his clothes into a tight bundle,
shoes inside. He looked up. There were four of them circling
there; magnified sea-going swamp bugs, each carrying an un-
seen rider. Probably harmless scavengers ~ but the ten-foot
wingspread was impressive. Uneasily, Cord remembered the
venomously carnivorous rider he’d left lying beside the sta-
tion,

One of them dipped lazily and came sliding down towards
him. It soared overhead and came back, to hover about the
raft's cone.

The bug rider that directed the mindless flier hadn’t been
interested in him at all!{ Grandpa was baiting itt!

Cord stared in fascination. The top of the cone was alive
now with a softly wriggling mass of the scarlet, wormlike
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extrusions that had started sprouting before the raft left the
bay. Presumably, they looked enticingly edible to the bug
rider.

The flier settled with an airy fluttering and touched the
cone. Like a trap springing shut, the green vines flashed up
and around it, crumpling the brittle wings, almost vanishing
into the long, soft badiy!

Barely a second later, Grandpa made another catch, this
one from the sea itself. Cord had a fleeting glimpse of some-
thing like a small, rubbery seal that flung itself out of the
water upon the edge of the raft, with a suggestion of desper-
ate haste ~ and was flipped on instantly against the cone
where the vines clamped it down beside the flier's body.

It wasn't the enormous ease with which the unexpected
kill was accomplished that left Cord standing there, com-
pletely shocked. It was the shattering of his hopes to swim
ashore from here. Fifty yards away, the creature from which
the rubbery thing had been fleeing showed briefly on the
surface, as it turned away from the raft; and that glance was
all he needed. The ivory-white body and gaping jaws were
similar enough to those of the sharks of Earth to indicate the
pursuer's nature. The important difference was that wher-
ever the White Hunters of the Zlanti Deep went, they went
by the thousands,

Stunned by that incredible piece of bad luck, still clutching
his bundled clothes, Cord stared towards shore. Knowing
what to look for, he could spot the tell-tale rollings of the sur-
face now - the long, ivory gleams that flashed through the
swells and vanished again. Shoals of smaller things burst in-
to the air in sprays of glittering desperation, and fell
back.

He would have been snapped up like a drowning fly before
he'd covered a twentieth of that distamce!
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Grandpa was beginning to eat.

Each of the dark slits down the sides of the cone was a
mouth. So far only one of them was in operating condition,
and the raft wasn’t able to open that one very wide as yet.
The first morsel had been fed into it, however: the bug rider
the vines had plucked out of the flier's downy neck fur, It
took Grandpa several minutes to work it out of sight, small
as it was. But it was a start.

Cord didn't feel quite sane any more. He sat there, clutch-
ing his bundle of clothes and only vaguely aware of the fact
that he was shivering steadily under the cold spray that
touched him now and then, while he followed Grandpa's
activities attentively. He decided it would be at least some
hours before one of that black set of mouths grew flexible
and vigorous enough to dispose of a human being. Under the
circumstances, it couldn’t make much difference to the other
human beings here; but the moment Grandpa reached for
the first of them would also be the moment he fimally blew
the raft to pleces. The Wihite Humteis were cleaner eaters, at
any rate; and that was about the extent to which he eould
still eontrol what was geing to happen.

Meanwhiie, there was the very faint chance that the wea-
ther station’s helicopter might spot them.

Meanwhile also, in a weary and horrified fascination, he
kept debating the mystery of what could have produced such
a nightmarish change in the rafts. He could guess where they
were going by now; there were scattered strings of them
stretching back to the Straits or roughly parallel to their own
course, and the direction was that of the plankton-swarming
pool of the Zlanti Basin, a thousand miles to the nerth. Given
time, even mobile lily pads like the rafts had been could make
that trip for the benefit of their seedlings. But nething in
their strueture explained the sudden change into alert and
eapable esrnivores,
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He watched the rubbery little seal-thing being hauled up
to a mouth. The vines broke its neck; and the mouth took it
in up to the shoulders and then went on working patiently
at what was still a trifle too large a bite. Meanwhiie, there
were more thin cat-cries overhead; and a few minutes later,
two more sea-bugs were trapped almost simuitaneously and
added to the larder. Grandpa dropped the dead sea-thing and
fed himself another bug rider. The second rider left its mount
with a sudden hop, sank its teeth viciously into one of the
vines that caught it again, and was promptly battered to
death against the platform.

Cord felt a resurge of unreasoning hatred against Grand-
pa. Killing a bug was about equal to cutting a branch from a
tree; they had almost no life-awareness. But the rider had
aroused his partisanship because of its appearance of intelli-
gent action — and it was in fact closer to the human scale
in that feature than to the monstrous life form that had,
mechanically, but quite successfully, trapped both it and the
human beings. Then his thoughts drifted again; and he
found himself speculating vaguely on the curious symbiosis
in which the nerve systems of two creatures as dissimilar as
the bugs and their riders could be linked so closely that they
functioned as one erganism.

Suddenly an expression of vast and stunned surprise ap-
peared on his face.

Why — now he knew |

Cord stood up hurriedly, shaking with excitement, the
whole plan complete in his mind. Amd a dozen long vines
snaked instantly in the direction of his sudden motion and
groped for him, taut and stretching. They couldn’t reach
him, but their savagely alert reaction froze Cord briefly
where he was. The platform was shuddering under his feet,
ag If in irritation at his inaecessibility; but it eouldn’t be
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tilted up suddenly here to throw him within the grasp of the
vines, as it could around the edges.

Still, it was a warning! Cord sidled gingerly around the
cone till he had gained the position he wanted, which was on
the forward hailf of the raft. Amd then he waited. Waited
long minutes, quite motionless, until his heart stopped
pounding and the irregular angry shivering of the surface of
the raft-thing died away, and the last vine tendril had
stopped its blind groping. It might help a lot if, for a second
or two after he next started moving, Grandpa wasn’t too
aware of his exact whereabouts !

He looked back once to check how far they had gone by
now beyond the Straits Head Station. It couldn't, he decided,
be even an hour behind them. Which was close enough, by
the most pessimistic count — if everything else worked out
all right! He didn't try to think out in detail what that
‘everything else’ could include, because there were factors
that simply couldn't be calculated in advance. Amd he had
an uneasy feeling that speculating too vividly about them
might make him almest incapable of carrying out his
plan.

At last, moving carefully, Cord took the knife in his left
hand but left the gun holstered. He raised the tightly knotted
bundle of clothes slowly over his head, balanced in his right
hand. With a long, smooth motion he tossed the bundle
back across the cone, almost to the opposite edge of the plat-
form.

It hit with a soggy thump. Almost immediately, the whole
far edge of the raft buckied and flapped up to toss the strange
object to the reaching vines.

Simultaneously, Cord was racing forward. For a moment,
his attempt to divert Grandpa’s attention seemed completely
successful ~ then he was pitched to his knees as the platform
came up.



GRANDPA 11415

He was within eight feet of the edge. As it slapped dewn
again, he drew himself desperately forward.

Am instant later, he was knifing down through cold, clear
water, just ahead of the raft, then twisting and coming up
again.

The raft was passing over him. Clouds of tiny sea creatures
scattered through its dark jungle of feeding roots. Cord
jerked back from a broad, wavering streak of glassy green-
ness, which was a stinger, and felt a burning jolt on his side,
which meant he'd been touched lightly by another. He
bumped on blindly through the slimy black tangles of hair
roots that covered the bottom of the raft; then green half-
light passed over him, and he burst up into the central
bubble under the cone.

Haif-light and foul, hot air. Water slapped around him,
dragging him away again - nothing to hang on to here!
Then above him, to his right, moulded against the interior
curve of the cone as if it had grown there from the start, the
froglike, man-sized shape of the Yellowhead.

The raft rider!

Cord reached up, caught Grandpa’s symbiotic partner and
guide by a flabby hind-leg, pulled himself half out of the
water and struck twice with the knife, fast, while the pale-
green eyes were still opening.

He'd thought the Yellowihead might need a second or so to
detach itself from its host, as the bug riders usually did, be-
fore it tried to defend itself. This one merely turned its head;
the mouth slashed down and clamped on Cord’s left arm
above the elbow. His right hand sank the knife through one
staring eye, and the Yellowhead jerked away, pulling the
knife from his grasp.

Sliding down, he wrapped both hands around the slimy
leg and hauled with all his weight. For a moment more, the
Yellowhead hung on. Then the countiess neural extensions
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that connected it now with the raft came free in a succession
of sucking, tearing sounds; and Cord and the Yellowhead
splashed into the water together.

Black tangle of roots again — and two more electric burns
suddenly across his back and legs! Strangling, Cord let go.
Below him, for a moment, a body was turning over and over
with oddly human motions; then a solid walil of water thrust
him up and aside, as something big and white struck the
turning body and went on.

Cord broke the surface twelve feet behind the raft. And
that would have been that, if Grandpa hadn't already been
slowing down.

After two tries, he floundered back up on the platform and
lay there gasping and coughing a while. There were no indi-
cations that his presence was resented now. A few lax vine-
tips twitched uneasily, as if trying to remember previous
functions, when he came limping-up presently to make sure
his three companions were still breathing; but Cord never
noticed that.

They were still breathing; and he knew better than to
waste time trying to help them himself. He took Grayan's
heat-gun from its holster. Grandpa had come to a full stop.

Cord hadn’t had time to become completely sane again, or
he might have worried now whether Grandpa, violently sun-
dered from his controlling partner, was still capabie of mo-
tion on his own. Instead, he determined the approximate
direction of the Straits Head Station, selected a corresponding
spot on the platform, and gave Grandpa a light tap of heat.

Nothing happened immediately. Cord sighed patiently
and stepped up the heat a little.

Grandpa shuddered gently. Cord stood up.

Slowly and hesitatingly at first, then with steadfast —
though now again brainless — purpose, Grandpa began
paddling back towards the Straits Head Station.



The Half Pait

BERTRAM CHIANDLER

‘NOTHING', he said, ‘is more infurtigiigg than a haif pair of
anything.’

‘I've said that I'm sorry,’ she replied, in a tone of voice that
implied that she wasn’t. ‘But you're making such a fuss
about it. Who gave them to you? Some blomdie?"

‘I gave them to myself," he replied sulkily. ‘It so happened
that the need for a decent pair of cuff links coincided with
my having enough money to buy them. I've had them for
years . ..

! you were very attached to them,’ she said. ‘Don't
cry. Mummy will buy you a new pair when we get back to
civilization.’

‘I want a pair now,' he said sulkily.

‘But why?’ she asked, genuinely puzzied. ‘We're alone
together in this tub of ours, half-way between the Asteroid
Belt and Mars, and you have this insane desire for a pair of
cuff links ....!

‘We agreed’, he said stifflly, ‘that we weren't going to let
ourselves lapse, get sloppy, the way that some prospecting
couples do. You must remember those dreadful people we
met on PXi7%3A - the ones who asked us to dinner aboard
their ship. He dressed in greasy overalls, she in what looked
like a converted flour sack. The drinks straight from the
bottle and the food straight from the ean...”

‘That’, she told him, ‘was an extreme case.’

‘Admittedly. Amd my going around with my shirt sleeves
rolled up, or flapping, would be the thin end of the wedge.'
He brooded. ‘Wiat I can't get over is the clottiithnesss of it
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all. I go through into the bathroom to rinse out my shirt. I
leave the cuff links on the ledge over the basin whiie I put
the shirt on the stretcher to dry. Picking up the cuff links, to
transfer them to a clean shirt, I drop one into the basin. It
goes down the drain. I hurry to the engine-room to get a
spanner to open the pipe at the U-bend. I return to find you
filling the basin to wash your smalls. I tell you what’s hap-
pened — and you promptly pull out the plug, washing the
link over and past the hendd ...

‘I wanted to see,’ she said.

‘You wanted to see,’ he mimicked. He brooded some more.
‘It wouldn’t be so bad if this were one of the old-fashioned
ships working on an absolutely closed cyele. Alll that I'd have
to do would be to take the plumbing adrift foot by foot until
I found my cuff link. But with more water than we can pos-
sibly use as a by-product of the Halvorsen Generator, and all
our waste automatically shot out into Space ... .’

‘Amyome would think’, she said, ‘that you'd lost the
Crown Jewels.'

‘My cuff links’, he said, ‘mean at least as much to me as
the Crown Jewels mean to the Empress.'

‘T've told you', she flared, ‘that I'll buy you another pair {'

‘But they won't be the same,’ he grumbled.

‘Wihere are you going?’ she demanded.

“To the Control Room," he answered briefly.

‘To sullk?'

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, my dear. No.’

She lost her temper when the tangential rockets flared
briefly to kill the rotation of the ship around her longitudinal
axis. She was in the galley at the time, preparing spaghetti
for dinner. Spaghetti and Free Fall don't mix — or they mix
all too well. She did not wait to clean the clinging, viscous
strands from her face and hair, but went straight to the
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Control Room, pulling herself along the guide rails with a
skill that she had not been aware that she possessed.

‘You ... You butterfly-brained ape!’ she snarled. ‘Since
when can I do without gravity — even though it is only cen-
trifugal force — in the galley ? You've ruined dinner.’

T, he said proudly, ‘have found my cuff link. You know
how the garbage ejection system works — all waste is fllung
out tangentially, by centrifugal force, at right angles to the
line of flight. There was, I thought, just the smallest chance
that anything metallic would show up on the screen, especi-
ally if I killed the ship’s rotation. I stepped up the gain and
the sensitivity, too.’

‘So?’ she demanded. ‘So?'

‘There it is,' he said, pointing happily to the beam-bearing
fluonesenit screen that circled the Control Room. ‘Do you
see it — that little blip that could be a tiny satellite. It is a
tiny satellite, come to tiintt...’

‘So you know where it is,' she said. ‘Just three hundred
metres away, and spiralling outwards all the time. Amdl for
this piece of quite useless knowledge you've ruined dinner.’

‘It's not useless knowlledge. Wihat do you think we carry
space-suits for?'

‘You aren't going out,’ she said. ‘Surely you aren't. Even
you couldn’t be such a fool.’

‘Just because youl!, he replied, ‘happen to have a phobia
about space-suits.’

‘And whose fault was it that the air tank was three-quar-
ters emptty?’ she asked.

‘Yours,' he said. ‘Everybody knows that whoever is wear-
ing a suit is supposed to make a personal check of every item
of equipment before going Outside.’

‘Some women’, she said, ‘are fools enough to trust their
husbands. They're the ones who haven't learned the hard
way, the same as I did.’
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‘Some men’, he replied, ‘are fools enough to kid themselves
that their wives have an elementary knowiedge of plumb-
ing." He gestured towards the screen. ‘There’s my cuff link ~
and I'm going after it.

‘You'll never find it,’ she said.

*Of course I shall. I'll have my reaction unit with me, as
well as a lifeline. I'll push straight off from the ship, from the
airlock - it's only a couple of metres for'ard from the scup-
pers. Then you'll be watching the screen, and you'll talk me
into a position where I shall intersect the orbit of the cuff
link.’

‘You don't really mean it,’ she said. ‘You must be insane.'

‘No more insane than you were when you puilied out that
plug. Less so.’

‘But . ... But anything might happen. Amd you know that
I can't wear a suit again, that I can't come out after you,
until I've been remrdiionedd...!

‘Nothing will happen,’ he told her. ‘Just you sit and watch
the screen and talk me into position. It's the least you can
do.’

He pulied his space-suit out of its locker, began to zip and
buckle himseif into the clumsy garment.

He should have known better. He should have considered
the fact that the rules made by the Interplanetary Transport
Commission are wise ones, and that Rule No. 12a is no ex-
ception. ‘No person’, it reads, ‘shall venture into Space from
his ship unless accompanied by a shipmate.’” The Rules,
admittedly, are all very well for big ships swarming with
almost redundant personnel ~ but the skipper-owners of the
little Asteroid prospectors who ignore them rarely live to a
ripe old age.

Unlike his wife, he had never had any trouble with space-
suits — and this, perhaps, made him careless. He hung
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motionless on the end of his lifeline waiting for the first
instructions to come through his helmet phone. They came
at last, grudgingly.

‘Aft two metmess... . Hold it! Out a memecl’

His reaction pistol flared briefty.

He saw the cuff link sailing towards him then - a tiny,
gold speck gleaming in the sunlight. He laughed. He
stretched out both hands to catch it — then realized that one
of them was holding the pistol, his right hand, the hand with
which he would have to grab the little trinket as it passed.
He tried to transfer the pistol to his left hand and, in his
haste, let/go of it. It sailed away into the emptiness.

What does it matter? he thought. It's covered by insur-
ance, but my cuff links anemitt....

‘Got it!” he shouted into his helmet microphone.

The return to the ship would be easy - all that he would
have to do would be to haul himself in on the lifeline. It was
then that he made the discovery that drove the jubilation
from his mind. Somehow - it must have been when he
dropped the pistol - the line had parted; the Asteroid Pros-
pectors are notorious for their cheap, second-hand gear.
Slowly he was drifting away from the ship. There was
nothing that he could throw against the direction of drift to
cheek himself - nothing, that is, except the solitary cuff link,
and its mass, he knew, was tee small te have any appreciable
effeet.

‘Wihat's wrong?’ asked his wife sharply.

‘Nothing,’ he lied.

She'll never get into a space-suit while she has her phobia,
he thought. Amd even if she does — it'll be too risky. There's
no sense in both of us getting lost. Good-bye, he thought.
Good-bye, my darling. It's been good knowing you. Sell the
ship and get back to Earth.

‘Wihat's wrong?’ she asked again, sharply.
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‘Nothing/ he gasped — and knew that even though the
gauge on his tank had registered the full twelve hundred
pounds there was nothing like that pressure in actually.

‘There is something wrong !’ she shouted.

‘Yes,’ he admitted. ‘Promise me one thing — whemn you
get back to Mars demand a survey of all the equipment sold
by Sorensen, the ship chandler. Amd ... Amd ...” He was
fightiimg for breath, holding off unconsciousness. ‘It was all
my fault. Amd look after yourself. Look after younseif — not
me ....'

He fainted.

He was surprised when he awoke in his bunk. He was
surprised that he awoke at all. Her face was the first thing
that he saw — tear-stained it was, and dirty — and happy. He
saw then what she was holding — a clean, white, glistening
shirt with, at the end of each sleeve, gleaming cuff links.

‘You came Outside,’ he said softly. ‘You brought me in
... But your phobia, darling ... Your space-suit phobia.'

‘I found’, she said, ‘that I have an even stronger one. It's
the same as yours.’ She bent down to kiss him. ‘I do so hate
half a pair of anything — and I don't mean only cuff links {'



Command Betformanee

WALTER M. MILLER

QUIET misery in a darkened room. The clock spoke nine
times with a cold brass voice. She stood motionless, leaning
against the drapes by the window, alone. The night was
black, the house empty and silent.

‘Comzg, Lisall” she told herself, ‘You're not dyyirgil’

She was thirty-four, still lovely, with a slender white
body and a short, rich thatch of warm red hair. She had a
good dependable husband, three children, and security. She
had friends, hobbies, social activities. She painted mediocre
pictures for her own amusement, played the piano rather
well, and wrote fair poetry for the Uniivexsity’s literary
quarterly. She was well-read, well-rounded, well-informed.
She loved and was loved.

Then why this quiet misery?

Wanting something, expecting nothing, she stared out
into the darkness of the stone-walled garden. The night was
too quiet. A distant street lamp played in the branches of
the elm, and the elm threw its shadow across another wing
of the house. She watched the shadow’s wandering for a
time, A lone car purred past in the street and was gone. A
horn sounded raucously in the distance.

Wihat was wrong? A thousand times since childhood she
had felt this uneasy stirring, this crawling of the mind that
called out for some unfound expression. It had been particu-
larly strong in recent weeks.

She tried to analyse. What was different about recent
weeks? Events: Frank’s job had sent him on the road for a
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month; the children were at Mother’s; the city council had
recommended a bond issue; she had fired her maid; a drunk
had strangled his wife; the Uniwversity had opened its new
psychophysics lab; her art class had adjourned for the
summer.

Nothing there. No clue to the unreasoning, goalless urge
that called like a voice crying in mental wilderness: ‘xamme,
share, satisfiy, exgresss it to the filliésst)’

Express what? Satisfy what? How?

A baby, deserted at birth and dying of starvation, would
feel terrible hunger. But if it had never tasted milk, it could
not know the meaning of the hunger nor how to ease it.

‘I need to relate this thimg to somettingg else, to seanattting
in my own exgariienee or in the expriionee of othens.’ She
had tried to satisfy the urge with the goals of other hungers:
her children, her husband’s lovemaking, food, drink, art,
friendship. But the craving was something else, crying for
its pound of unknown flesh, and there was no fulfilment.

‘How am I diffenemt from othens??’ she asked herself. But
she was different only in the normal ways that every human
being is different from the exact Awerage. Her intelligence
was high, short of genius, but superior. To a limited extent,
she felt the call of creativity. Physically, she was delicately
beautiful. The only peculiarities that she knew about seemed
tidiculously irrelevant: a dark birthmark on her thigh, a
soft fontanel in the top of her long narrow head, like the
soft spot in an infant’s cranium. Silly little differemees!

One big differemce: the quiet misery of the unfed hunger.

A scattering of big raindrops suddenly whiispered on the
walk and in the grass and through the foliage of the elm.
A few drops splattered on the screen, spraying her face and
arms with faint points of coolness. It had been oppressively
hot. Now there was a chill breath in the night.

Reluctantly she closed the window. The oppression of the
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warm and empty house increased. She walked to the door
opening into the walled garden.

Ready for a lonely bed, she was wearing a neglige over
nothing, Vaguely, idly, her hand fumbled at the waist-knot,
loosened it. The robe parted, and the fine spray of rain was
delightfully cool on her skin.

The garden was dark, the shadows inky, the nearest neigh-
bour a block away. The wall screened it from prying eyes.
She brushed her hands over her shoulders; the sleeves slipped
down her arms. Peeled clean, feeling like a freed animal, she
pressed open the screen an