Berniethe Faust

by William Tenn

That'swhat Ricardo cdlsme. | don't know what | am.

Herel am, I'm dtting in my little nine-by-six office. I'm reading notices of government surplussaes. I'm
trying to decide where lies apossible buck and where lies nothing but more headaches.

So the office door opens. Thislittle guy with adirty face, wearing avery dirty, very wrinkled Palm Beach
auit, hewaksinto my office, and he coughs abit and he says:

"Would you be interested in buying atwenty for afive?'

That wasit. | mean, that'sdl | had to go on.

| looked him over and | said, "Wha-at?"

He shuffled hisfeet and coughed some more. "A twenty,” he mumbled. "A twenty for afive."

| made him drop hiseyes and stare at his shoes. They were lousy, cracked shoes, lousy and dirty like the
rest of him. Every oncein awhile, hisleft shoulder hitched up in akind of tic. "1 give you twenty," he
explained to hisshoes, "and | buy afivefrom you with it. | wind up with five, you wind up with twenty."

"How did you get into the building?’
"l just camein,” he said, alittle mixed up.

"Youjud camein,” | put anasty, mimicking notein my voice. "Now you just go right back downstairs
and come the hell out. Thereésasign in the lobby—NO BEGGARS ALLOWED."

"I'm not begging." Hetugged at the bottom of hisjacket. It was like aguy trying to Straighten out his
dept-in pgamas. "'l want to sell you something. A twenty for afive. | giveyou ..."

"Y ouwant meto cal acop?'

Helooked very scared. "No. Why should you call acop? | haven't done anything to make you call a
cop!"

"I'll cal acopinjust asecond. I'm giving you fair warning. | just phone down to thelobby and they'll
have a cop up herefast. They don't want beggarsin thisbuilding. Thisisabuilding for business.”

He rubbed his hand againgt hisface, taking alittle dirt off, then he rubbed the hand against the lapel of his
jacket and |eft the dirt there. "No ded?' he asked. "A twenty for afive? Y ou buy and sal things. What's
the matter with my ded ?'

| picked up the phone.
"All right," he said, holding up the streaky pam of hishand. "I'll go. I'll go."
"Y ou better. And shut the door behind you."

"Just in case you change your mind." He reached into hisdirty, wrinkled pants pocket and pulled out a
card. Y ou can get in touch with me here. AImost any time during the day.”



"Blow," | told him.

He reached over, dropped the card on my desk, on top of all the surplus notices, coughed once or twice,
looked at meto seeif maybe | was biting. No? No. He trudged out.

| picked the card up between the nails of my thumb and forefinger and started to drop it into the
wastebasket.

Then | stopped. A card. It was just so damned out of the ordinary—adob like that with acard. A card,
yet.

For that matter, the whole play was out of the ordinary. | began to be alittle sorry | hadn't let him run
through the whole thing. Listening to a panhandler isn't going to kill me. After dl, what was he trying to do
but give me an off-beat sdles pitch? | can dways use an off-beat sales pitch. | work out of asmal office,

| buy and sdll, but half my stock isgood idess. I'll useidess, even from abum.

The card was clean and white, except where the smudge from hisfingers made abrown blot. Written
acrossit inakind of ornate handwriting were the words Mr. Ogo Eksar. Under that was the name and
the telephone number of ahotel in the Times Square area, not far from my office. | knew that hotdl: not
expensve, but not afleabag either—somewhere just under the middleline.

There was aroom number in one corner of the card. | stared at it and | felt kind of funny. | really didn't
know.

Although cometo think of it, why couldn't a panhandler be registered at a hotel ?"Don't be a snob,
Bernie" | told mysdf.

A twenty for afive, hed offered. Man, I'd love to have seen hisfaceif I'd said: Okay, give methe
twenty, you take the five, and now get the hell out of here.

The government surplus notices caught my eye. | flipped the card into the wastebasket and tried to go
back to business.

Twenty for five. What kind of panhandling pitch would follow it? | couldn't get it out of my mind!

There was only one thing to do. Ask somebody about it. Ricardo? A big college professor, after al. One
of my best contacts.

Hed thrown alot my way—atip on the college building program that was worth a painless fifteen
hundred, an office equipment disposal from the United Nations, stuff like that. And any time | had any
questions that needed a college education, he was on tap. All for the couple, three hundred, he got out of
mein commissons.

| looked at my watch. Ricardo would bein his office now, marking papers or whatever it is he does
there. | dided hisnumber.

"Ogo Eksar?' he repeated after me. " Sounds like a Finnish name. Or maybe Estonian. From the eastern
Bdtic, I'd say."

"Forget that part,” | said. "Thisisdl | careabout.” And | told him about the twenty-for-five offer.
Helaughed. "That thing again!”
"Some old hustle that the Greeks pulled on the Egyptians?*



"No. Something the Americans pulled. And not acon game. During the depression, aNew Y ork
newspaper sent areporter around the city with atwenty-dollar bill which he offered to sdll for exactly
onedollar. There were no takers. The point being, that even with people out of work and on the verge of
gtarvation, they were so intent on not being suckersthat they turned down an easy profit of nineteen
hundred percent.”

"Twenty for one? Thiswas twenty for five."

"Oh, well, you know, Bernig, inflation,” he said, laughing again. "And these daysit'smorelikely tobea
televison show.”

"Teevison?'Y ou should have seen the way the guy was dressed!"

"Just an extra, logical touch to make people refuse to take the offer serioudy. University research people
operate much the same way. A few years back, agroup of sociologists began an investigation of the
public's reaction to Sdewak solicitorsin charity drives. Y ou know, those people who jingle little boxes
on street corners. Help the Two-Headed Children, Relief for Flood-Ravaged Atlantis? Wdll, they
dressed up some of their students....."

"Y ou think hewas on thelevd, then, thisguy?'

"| think thereisagood chance that hewas. | don't see why he would have l€eft his card with you,

though.”

"That | can figure—now. If it'saTV stunt, there must be alot of other angleswrapped upinit. A
giveaway show with cars, refrigerators, acastlein Scotland, al kinds of loot.”

"A giveaway show? Well, yes—it could be."

| hung up, took a deep breath, and called Eksar's hotel. He was registered there dl right. And hed just
comein.

| went downgtairs fast and took a cab. Who knew what other connections he'd made by now?

Going up inthe devator, | kept wondering. How did | go from the twenty-dollar bill to thered big Stuff,
the TV giveaway stuff, without letting Eksar know that | was on to what it was al about? Well, maybe I'd
be lucky. Maybe he'd give me an opening.

| knocked on the door. When he said, "Comein," | camein. But for asecond or two | couldn't seea
thing.

It wasalittleroom, likedl theroomsin that hotd, little and smelly and stuffy. But he didn't have the lights
on, any dectric lights. The window shade was pulled dl the way down.

When my eyes got used to the dark, | was able to pick out this Ogo Eksar character. He was Sitting on
the bed, on the side nearest me. He was till wearing that crazy rumpled Palm Beach suit.

And you know what? He was watching a program on afunny little portable TV set that he had on the
bureau. Color TV. Only it wasn't working right. There were no faces, no pictures, nothing but colors
chasing around. A big blob of red, abig blob of orange, and awiggly border of blue and green and
black. A voicewastaking fromit, but al the words were fouled up. "Wah-wah, de-wah, de-wah."

Just as| camein, heturned it off. "Times Squareis abad neighborhood for TV," | told him. "Too much
interference.”



"Yes" hesad. "Too much interference.” He closed up the set and put it away. | wished I'd seen it when
it wasworking right.

Funny thing, you know? | would have expected asmdll of liquor in the room, | would have expected to
see acouple of emptiesin the tin trash basket near the bureau. Not asign.

Theonly smell intheroomwasasmdl | couldn't recognize. | guessit wasthe smell of Eksar himsdif,
concentrated.

"Hi," | said, feding alittle uncomfortable because of the way 1'd been with him back in the office. So
rough I'd been.

He stayed on the bed. "I've got the twenty,” he said. "Y ou've got the five?"

"Oh, | guess|'vegot thefive, dl right,” | said, looking in my wallet hard and trying to be funny. He didn't
say aword, didn't even invite meto sit down. | pulled out abill. "Okay?'

Heleaned forward and stared, asif he could see—in dl that dimness—what kind of abill it was. "Okay,"
hesaid. "But I'll want areceipt. A notarized receipt.”

Well, what the hdll, | thought, a notarized receipt. " Then well have to go down. Therésadruggist on
Forty-fifth."

"Okay," he sad, getting to hisfeet with acouple of smal coughsthat came one, two, three, four, right
after one another. "The bathroom's out in the hall. Let me wash up and well go down.”

| waited for him outside the bathroom, thinking that he'd grown awhole hell of alot more sanitary dl of a
sudden.

| could have saved my worries. | don't know what he did in the bathroom, but one thing | knew for sure
when he came out: soagp and water had nothing to do with it. Hisface, his neck, hisclothes, his
hands—they were dl asdirty as ever. He ill looked like held been crawling over agarbage dump al

night long.

Ontheway to the druggi<t, | stopped in a stationery store and bought a book of blank receipts. | filled
out mogt of it right there. New York, N.Y. and the date. Received from Mr. Ogo Eksar the sum of
twenty dollars for afive-dollar bill bearing the serial number ... ... ... "That okay?' | asked him.
"I'm putting in the serid number to makeit look asif you want that particular bill, you know, what the
lawyers call the value-received angle.”

He screwed his head around and read the receipt. Then he checked the serid number of the bill | was
holding. He nodded.

We had to wait for the druggist to get through with acouple of customers. When | signed the receipt, he
read it to himself, shrugged and went ahead and stamped it with his sedl.

| paid him the two bits: | was the one making the profit.

Eksar did acrigp new twenty to me aong the glass of the counter. He watched while | held it up to the
light, first one side, then the other.

"Good bill?* he asked.

"Yes. You understand: | don't know you, | don't know your money."



"Sure. I'd do it mysdlf with astranger.” He put the receipt and my five-dollar bill in his pocket and started
towak away.

"Hey," | sad."Youinahurry?'

"No." He stopped, looking puzzled. "No hurry. But you've got the twenty for afive. We made the dedl.
Itsal over."

"All right, so we made the dedl. How about a cup of coffee?"
He hesitated.
"Itsonme," | told him. "I'll be abig shot for adime. Come on, let's have a cup of coffee.”

Now he looked worried. "Y ou don't want to back out? I've got the receipt. It'sal notarized. | gave you
atwenty, you gave me afive. We made aded."

"Itsaded, it'saded," | said, shoving himinto an empty booth. "It'saded, it'sall sgned, seded and
ddivered. Nobody's backing out. | just want to buy you a cup of coffee.”

Hisface cleared up, dl the way through that dirt. "No coffee. Soup. I'll have some mushroom soup.”
"Fine, fine. Soup, coffee, | don't care. I'll have coffee."

| sat there and studied him. He hunched over the soup and dragged it into his mouth, spoonful after
spoonful, theliving picture of abum who hadn't easten dl day. But pure essence of bum, triple-ditilled,
thelabel of afineold firm.

A guy likethis should be lying in adoorway trying to say no to acop's nightstick, he should be coughing
hisacoholic guts out. He shouldn't be living in ared honest-to-God hotel, or giving me atwenty for a
five, or swallowing anything as respectable as mushroom soup.

But it made sense. A TV giveaway show, they want to do this, they hire adamn good actor, the best
money can buy, to tosstheir dough away. A guy who'll be so good abum that peopl€ll just laughin his
face when hetriesto give them aded with aprofit.

"Y ou don't want to buy anything ese?" | asked him.
He held the spoon hafway to his mouth and stared a me suspicioudy. "Like what?"
"Oh, | don't know. Like maybe you want to buy aten for afifty. Or atwenty for ahundred dollars?*

He thought about it, Eksar did. Then he went back to his soup, shoveling away. "That'sno dedl," he said
contemptuoudy. "What kind of aded isthat?"

"Excuse mefor living. | just thought I'd ask. | wasn't trying to take advantage of you.” | lit acigarette and
waited.

My friend with the dirty face finished the soup and reached for a paper napkin. Hewiped hislips. |
watched him: he didn't smudge a spot of the grime around his mouth. He just blotted the drops of soup
up. Hewasdainty in hisown specia way.

"Nothing else you want to buy? I'm here, I've got time right now. Anything else on your mind, we might
aswdll look into it."



He balled up the paper napkin and dropped it into the soup plate. It got wet. He'd eaten all the
mushrooms and |eft the soup.

"The Golden Gate Bridge," he said dll of a sudden.
| dropped the cigarette. "What?"

"The Golden Gate Bridge. The onein San Francisco. I'll buy that. I'll buy it for ..." helifted hiseyesto
the fluorescent fixturesin the celling and thought for a couple of seconds™... say ahundred and
twenty-five dollars. Cash on the barrd "

"Why the Golden Gate Bridge?' | asked him like anidiot.

"That'sthe one | want. Y ou asked mewhat else | want to buy—well, that's what else. The Golden Gate
Bridge"

"What's the matter with the George Washington Bridge? It'sright herein New Y ork, it'sacrossthe
Hudson River. It'sanewer bridge. Why buy something dl the way out on the coast?"

Hegrinned at me asif he admired my cleverness. "Oh, no," he said, twitching hisleft shoulder hard. Up,
down, up, down. "1 know what | want. The Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. A hundred and a
quarter. Takeit or leaveit."

"The George Washington Bridge," | argued, talking my head off just so I'd have achanceto think, "has
anicetoll set-up, fifty centsathrow, and lots of traffic, plenty of traffic. | don't know what thetollsare on
the Golden Gate, but I'm damn sure you don't have anywhere near the kind of traffic that New Y ork can
draw. And then there's maintenance. The Golden Gate's one of the longest bridgesin the world, you'll go
broke trying to keep it in shape. Dollar for dollar, location for location, I'd say the George Washington's
abetter dedl for aman who's buying abridge.”

"The Golden Gate," he said, damming the table with his open hand and letting awhole series of tics
tumble through hisface. "I want the Golden Gate and nothing but the Golden Gate. Don't give me ahard
time again. Do you want to sdll or don't you?"

I'd had a chance to think it through. And | knew that Ricardo's angle had been the angle. | wasin.

"Sure 'l sl. If that'swhat you want, you're the doctor. But look—all | can sell you is my share of the
Golden Gate Bridge, whatever equity init I may happen to own.”

He nodded. "I want areceipt. Put that down on the receipt.”

| put it down on the receipt. And back we went. The druggist notarized the receipt, shoved the slamping
outfit in the drawer under the counter and turned his back on us. Eksar counted out Six twenties and one
fivefromabigroll of hills, al of them starchy new. He put the roll back into his pants pocket and started

away again.
"More coffee?" | sad, catching up. "A refill on the soup?’

Heturned avery puzzled look a me and kind of twitched dl over. "Why?What do you want to sl
now?'

| shrugged. "What do you want to buy? Y ou nameit. Let's see what other deals we can work out.”

Thiswasdl taking one hell of alot of time, but | had no complaints. I'd made a hundred and forty dollars



in fifteen minutes. Say a hundred and thirty-eight fifty, if you deducted expenseslike notary fees, coffee,
soup—all legitimate expenses, dl low. | had no complaints.

But | waswaiting for the big one. There had to be abig one.

Of course, it could maybe wait until the TV program itself. They'd be asking me what was on my mind
when | was sdlling Eksar dl that crap, and I'd be explaining, and they'd start handing out refrigerators and
gift certificates at Tiffany'sand ...

Eksar had said something while | was away in cloud-land. Something damn unfamiliar. | asked him to say
it again.
"The Seaof Azov," hetold me. "In Russia. I'll give you three hundred and eighty dollarsfor it."

I'd never heard of the place. | pursed my lips and thought for a second. A funny amount—three hundred
and eighty. And for awhole damn sea. | tried an angle.

"Make it four hundred and you've got aded.”

He began coughing his head off, and he looked mad. "What's the matter,” he said between coughs, "three
hundred and eighty isabad price? It'sasmall sea, one of the smdlest. It'sonly 14,000 square miles. And
do you know what the maximum depth is?'

| looked wise. "It's deep enough.”

"Forty-nine feet,” Eksar shouted. "That's dl, forty-nine feet! Where are you going to do better than three
hundred and eighty dollarsfor asealike that?"

"Takeit easy,” | said, patting hisdirty shoulder. "Let's plit the difference. Y ou say three eighty, | want
four hundred. How about leaving it a three ninety?" | didn't redlly care: ten bucks more, ten bucks less.
But | wanted to see what would happen.

He camed down. "Three hundred and ninety dollarsfor the Seaof Azov," he muttered to himsdlf, alittle
sore a being asucker, at being taken. "All | want isthe seaiitsdlf; it'snot asif I'm asking you to throw in
the Kerch Strait, or maybe a port like Taganrog or Osipenko ..."

"Tel youwhat." | held up my hands. "1 don't want to be hard. Give me my three ninety and I'll throw in
the Kerch Strait as a bonus. Now how about that?*

He studied the idea. He sniffled. He wiped his nose with the back of hishand. "All right," he said, finally.
"It'sadedl. Azov and the Kerch Strait for three hundred ninety.”

Bang! went the druggist's ssamp. The bangs were getting louder.

Eksar pad mewith six fifties, four twenties and aten, al new-looking billsfrom that thick roll in his pants
pocket.

| thought about the fifties still ontheroll, and | felt the spit start to bal up in my mouth.
"Okay," | said. "Now what?'
"Youdill Hling?'

"For theright price, sure. You nameit.”



"Thereslots of stuff | could use," he sighed. "But do | need it right now? That'swhét | have to ask
mysdf."

"Right now iswhen you've got a chanceto buy it. Later—who knows? | may not be around, there may
be other guys bidding againgt you, al kinds of things can happen.” | waited awhile, but he just kept
scowling and coughing. "How about Audtrdia?' | suggested. "Could you use Audtrdiafor, say, five
hundred bucks? Or Antarctica? | could give you ared nice deal on Antarctica."

He looked interested. " Antarctica? What would you want for it? No—I'm not getting anywhere. A little
piece here, alittle piece there. It all costs so much.”

"Y ou're getting damn favorable prices, buddy, and you know it. Y ou couldn't do better buying at
wholesde."

"Then how about wholesale? How much for thewhole thing?"

| shook my heed. "1 don't know what you're talking about. What whole thing?"

He looked impatient. "The whole thing. Theworld. Earth.”

"Hey," | said. "That'salot."

"Wel, I'mtired of buying apiece a atime. Will you give meawholesde priceif | buy it al?"

| shook my head, kind of in and out, not yes, not no. Money was coming up, the big money. Thiswas
where | was supposed to laugh in hisface and walk away. | didn't even crack asmile. "For thewhole
planet—sure, you're entitled to awholesae price. But what isit, | mean, exactly what do you want to

buy?

"Earth," he said, moving closeto me so that | could smell hisstinking breeth. "I want to buy Earth. Lock,
stock and barrel.”

"It'sgot to beagood price. I'll be sdlling out completely.”

"I'll makeit agood price. But thisisthe dedl. | pay two thousand dollars, cash. | get Earth, the whole
planet, and you have to throw in some stuff on the Moon. Fishing rights, minerd rights and rightsto
Moon-buried treasure. How about it?"

"Itsahdl of alot."
"I know it'salot,” heagreed. "But I'm paying alot.”
"Not for what you're asking. Let methink about it."

Thiswasthe big ded, the big giveaway. | didn't know how much money the TV people had given himto
fool around with, but | was pretty sure two thousand was just astarting point. Only what was asensible,
businesdike price for the whole world?

| mustn't be made to ook like a penny-ante chisder on TV. There was atop figure Eksar had been given
by the program director.

"Y ou redly want thewhole thing,” | said, turning back to him, "the Earth and the Moon?'

He held up adirty hand. "Not dl the Moon. Just thoserights on it. The rest of the Moon you can keep.”



"Itsdill alot. You'vegot to go ahell of alot higher than two thousand dollarsfor any hunk of red estate
that big."

Eksar began wrinkling and twitching. "How—how much higher?"

"W, let's not kid each other. Thisisthe big time now! We're not talking about bridges or rivers or seas.
Thisisawholeworld and part of another that you're buying. It takes dough. Y ou've got to be prepared
to spend dough.”

"How much?' He looked asif he were jumping up and down inside his dirty PAlm Beach suit. People
going inand out of the store kept staring at us. "How much?" he whispered.

"Fifty thousand. It'sadamn low price. And you know it."

Eksar went limp all over. Even hisweird eyes seemed to sag. "You're crazy,” he said in alow, hopeless
voice. "You're out of your head."

Heturned and started for the revolving door, walking in akind of used-up way that told mel'd redly
gone over theline. He didn't look back once. He just wanted to get far, far away.

| went through the door after him. | grabbed the bottom of hisfilthy jacket and held on tight.

"Look, Eksar," | said, fast, as he pulled. "I went over your budget, way over, | can see that. But you
know you can do better than two thousand. | want as much as | can get. What the hell, I'm taking time
out to bother with you. How many other guys would?’

That got him. He cocked his head, then began nodding. | let go of hisjacket as he came around. We
were connecting again!

"Good. You leve with me, and I'll level with you. Go up alittle higher. What's your best price? What's
the best you can do?"

He stared down the street, thinking, and histongue came out and licked at the sde of hisdirty mouth. His
tongue was dirty, too. | mean that! Some kind of black stuff, grease or grime, was dl over histongue.

"How about," he said, after awhile, "how about twenty-five hundred? That'sashigh as| can go. | don't
have another cent.”

| didn't think 0. I've got afedling when aguy saysthisisas high as he can go that actudly he's prepared
to go alittle higher. Eksar wanted to make the ded red bad, but he couldn't resist pulling back just a
little. Hewasthe kind of guy, he could be absolutely dying of thirst, ready to kick off in asecond if he
didn't get something to drink. Y ou offer him a glass of water, and you say you want abuck for it. He
looks at it with his eyes popping and histongue al swollen, and he asks will you take ninety-five cents?

Hewaslike me: hewas anaturd bargainer.

"Y ou can go to three thousand,” | urged. "How much is three thousand? Only ancther five hundred. Look
what you get for it. Earth, the whole planet, and fishing and minerd rights and buried treasure, al that stuff
on the Moon. How's about it?"

"l can't. | just can't. | wish | could." He shook his head asif to shake loose dl those tics and twitches.
"Maybethisway. I'll go as high as twenty-six hundred. For that, will you give me Earth and just fishing
rights and buried treasure rights on the Moon? Y ou keep the minerd rights. I'll do without them."



"Makeit twenty-eight hundred, and you can have the minera rights, too. Y ou want them, | can tell you
do. Treat yoursdlf. Just two hundred bucks more, and you can have them."

"| can't have everything. Some things cost too much. How about twenty-six fifty, without the minera
rights and without the buried tressure rights?

We were both redlly swinging now. | could fed it.

"Thisismy absolutely last offer,” | told him. "I can't spend al day on this. I'll go down to twenty-seven
hundred and fifty, and not a penny less. For that, I'll give you Earth, and just fishing rights on the M oon.
Or just buried treasure rights. Y ou pick whichever one you want."

"All right," hesaid. "Y oureahard man: well doit your way."
"Twenty-seven fifty for the Earth, and either fishing or buried treasure rights on the Moon?"

"No, twenty-seven even, and no rights on the Moon. I'll forget about that. Twenty-seven even, and al |
get isthe Earth.”

"Deal!" | sang out, and we struck hands. We shook on it.

Then, with my arm around his shoulders—wheat did | care about the dirt on his clothes when the guy was
worth twenty-seven hundred dollars to me?—we marched back to the drug store.

"l want areceipt,” he reminded me.

"Right," | said. "But | put the same stuff onit: that I'm sdlling you whatever equity | own or have aright to
sl. You'regetting alot for your money.”

"Y ou're getting alot of money for what you're selling,” he cameright back. | liked him. Twitches and dirt
or not, he was my kind of guy.

We got back to the druggist for notarization, and, honest, I've never seen aman look more disgusted in
my life. "Busnessisgood, huh?' he said. ™Y ou two are sure hotting it up.”

"Listen, you," | told him. "You just notarize." | showed the receipt to Eksar. "Thisthe way you want it?"

He studied it, coughing. "Whatever equity you own or have aright to sdll. All right. And put in, you
know, in your capacity as sales agent, your professona capacity.”

| changed the receipt and signed it. The druggist notarized.

Eksar brought that lump of money out of his pants pocket. He counted out fifty-four crisp new fiftiesand
laid them on the glass counter. Then he picked up the receipt, folded it and put it away. He started for the
door.

| grabbed the money up and went with him. "Anything el s?"
"Nothing ese," hesad. "It'sal over. We made our dedl "
"I know, but we might find something else, another item.”

"Therésnothing eseto find. We made our dedl.” And hisvoicetold me heredly meant it. It didn't have a
trace of the tell-me-more whine that you've got to hear before there's business.



| cameto astop and watched him push out through the revolving door. He went right out into the street
and turned left and kept moving, dl fagt, asif hewasin ahdl of ahurry.

There was no more business. Okay. | had thirty-two hundred and thirty dollarsin my wallet that I'd made
in onemorning.

But how good had | really been?| mean, what was the top figure in the show's budget? How close had |
cometoit?

| had a contact who maybe could find out—Morris Burlap.

MorrisBurlap isin businesslike me, only he'sathesatrica agent, sharp, red sharp. Instead of sdlling a
load of used copper wire, say, or an option on acorner lot in Brooklyn, he sellstalent. He sallsabunch
of dancersto ahotel in the mountains, a piano player to abar, adisc jockey or acomic to late-night
radio. The reason he's called Morris Burlap is because of these heavy Harris tweed suits he wears winter
and summer, every day in the year. They reinforce the image, he says.

| cdled him from atelephone booth near the entrance and filled him in on the giveaway show. "Now,
what | want to find out—"

"Nothing to find out," he cut in. "There's no such show, Bernie."
"Theresureashell is, Morris. One you haven't heard of."

"There's no such show. Not in the works, not being rehearsed, not anywhere. Look: before ashow gets
to whereit's handing out thiskind of dough, it's got to have adat, it'sgot to have air time dl bought. And
beforeit even buysair time, a packager has prepared apilot. By then I'd have gotten acasting call—I'd
have heard about it adozen different ways. Don't try to tell me my business, Bernie: when | say thereésno
such show, theré's no such show."

So damn positive hewas. | had acrazy ideadl of asudden and turned it off. No. Not that. No.
"Then it'sanewspaper or college research thing, like Ricardo said?'

Hethought it over. | waswilling to St in that stuffy telephone booth and wait: Morris Burlgp has agood
head. "' Those damn documents, those receipts, newspapers and colleges doing research don't operate
that way. And nuts don't either. | think you're being taken, Bernie. How you're being taken, | don't
know, but you're being taken.”

That was enough for me. Morris Burlap can smell a hustle through sixteen feet of rockwool insulation.
He's never wrong. Never.

| hung up, sat, thought. The crazy idea came back and exploded.

A bunch of charactersfrom outer space, say they want Earth. They want it for acolony, for avacation
resort, who the hell knows what they want it for? They got their reasons. They're strong enough and
advanced enough to come right down and take over. But they don't want to do it cold.

Y ou know, abig country wantsto invade asmall country, it doesn't start until theresat least ariot on the
border. It givesthem alegd leg. Even abig country needsalegd leg.

All right. These characters from outer space, maybe all they had to have was a piece of paper from just
one genuine, accredited human being, sgning the Earth over to them. No, that couldn't beright. Any
piece of paper? Signed by any Joe Jerk?



| jammed adime into the telephone and caled Ricardo's college. He wasn't in. | told the switchboard girl
it was very important: she said, dl right, shed ring around and try to pot him.

All that stuff, | kept thinking, the Golden Gate Bridge, the Seaof Azov—they were as much apart of the
hook as the twenty-for-a-five routine. Theré's one sure test of what an operator isredly after: when he
stops talking, closes up shop and goes away.

With Eksar, it had been the Earth. All that baloney about extra rights on the Moon! They were put into
cover up thered thing he was &fter, for extra bargaining power.

| go out to buy a shipment of small travel darm clocksthat I've heard ajobber is stuck with. Do | start
arguing about the price of clocks? | do not. | tell the jobber | want to buy atruckload of folding ladies
umbrellas, maybe a couple of gross of alarm clocks, say travel darmsif he's got anice buy in them, and
can he do me any good in the men'swallet line?

That'swhat Eksar had worked on me. It was like he'd made a specia study of how | operate. From me
alone, he had to buy.

But why me?

All that stuff on the receipt, about my equity, about my professiond capacity, what the hell did it mean?|
don't own Earth; I'm not in the planet-sdlling business. Y ou have to own a planet before you can sl it.
That'slaw.

So what could | have sold Eksar? | don't own any redl estate. Are they going to take over my office,
claim the piece of sdewalk | walk on, attach the stool in the diner where | have my coffee?

That brought me back to my first question. Who wasthis "they"? Who the holy hell were "they"?

The switchboard girl findly dug up Ricardo. He wasirritated. "I'm in the middle of afaculty meeting,
Bernie. Cdl you back?'

"Just listen asecond,” | begged. "I'm in something, | don't know whether I'm coming or going. I've got to
have some advice."

Taking fast—I could hear alot of big-shot voicesin the background—I ran through the story from the
time'd caled him in the morning. What Eksar looked like and smelled like, the funny portable color TV
he had, the way he'd dropped all those M oon rights and gone charging off once he'd been sure of the
Earth. What Morris Burlap had said, the suspicions I'd been building up, everything. "Only thing is," |
laughed alittle to show that maybe | wasn't redly serious about it, "who am | to make such adedl, huh?'

He seemed to be thinking hard for awhile. "I don't know, Bernie, it's possible. It doesfit together.
There's the U.N. aspect.”

"U.N. aspect? Which U.N. aspect?'

"The U.N. aspect of the situation. The—uh—study of the U.N. on which we collaborated two years
ago." Hewas using double-talk because of the college people around him. But | got it. | got it.

Eksar must have known all dong about the deal that Ricardo had thrown my way, getting rid of old,
used-up office equipment for the United Nations herein New Y ork. They'd given mewhat they caled an
authorizing document. In afile somewhere there was a piece of paper, United Nations Sationery, saying
that | was their authorized sales agent for surplus, second-hand equipment and installations.



Tak about alegd leg!

"You think it'll stand up?' | asked Ricardo. "I can see how the Earth is second-hand equipment and
ingdlations. But surplus?’

"Internationd law isatangled field, Bernie. And this might be even more complex. Y ou'd bewiseto do
something about it."

"But what? What should | do, Ricardo?"

"Bernie," he said, sounding sore as hell, "1 told you I'm in afaculty meeting, damnit! A faculty megting!"
And he hung up.

| ran out of the drug store like awild man and grabbed a cab back to Eksar's hotedl.

What was | most afraid of 71 didn't know, | was so hystericd. Thisthing wastoo big-timefor alittle guy
like me, too damn dangeroudy big-time. It would put my name up in lights as the biggest sellout sucker in
history. Who could ever trust me again to make aded? | had the fegling like somebody had asked meto
sell him asnapshot, and I'd said sure, and it turned out to be a picture of the Nike Zeus, you know, one
of those top-secret atomic missiles. Only thiswasworse: 1'd sold out my whole goddamn world. | had to
buy it back—I had to!

When | got to Eksar'sroom, | knew he was about ready to check out. He was shoving his funny
portable TV in one of those chegp leather gripsthey sell in chain Sores. | |€eft the door open, for the light.

"We made our dedl," he said. "It's over. No more deals.”

| stood there, blocking hisway. "Eksar," | told him, "listen to what | figured out. Firt, you're not human.
Likeme, | mean."

"I'm ahdl of alot more human than you, buddy boy."

"Oh, sure. Y ou're acustom-built Cadillac and I'm afour-cylinder factory job. But you're not from
Earth—that's my point. My point iswhy you want Earth. Y ou can't personaly need a—"

"l don't need it. I'm an agent. | represent someone.”

And thereit was, straight out, you areright, Morris Burlap! | stared into hisfish eyes, practically pushing
into my face. | wouldn't budge an inch if he killed me. ™Y ou're an agent for someone,” | repeated dowly.
"Who? What do they want Earth for?'

"That'stheir business. I'm an agent. | just buy for them."
"Y ou work on acommisson?"
"I'm not in businessfor my hedth.”

You sure as hell aren't init for your health, | thought. That cough, those tics and twitches—Then |
realized what they meant. Thiswasn't the kind of air he was used to. Likeif | go up to Canada, right
away I'm down with diarrhea. It'sthe water or something.

Thedirt on hisface was akind of suntan ail! A protection against our sunlight. Blinds pulled down, face
smeared over—and dirt al over his clothes so they'd fit in with hisface.

Eksar was no bum. He was anything but. | wasthe bum. Think, Bernie, | said to myself. Think and hustle



and operate like you never did beforein your wholelife. This guy took you, and big!

"How much you work on—ten percent?' No answer: he leaned his chest against mine, and he breathed
and he twitched, he breathed and he twitched. "I'll top any dedl you have, Eksar. Y ou know what I'll give
you? Fifteen percent! I'm the kind of aguy, | hate to see someone running back and forth for alousy ten

"What about ethics?' he said hoarsdly. "I got aclient.”

"Look whao's bringing up ethics! A guy goes out to buy the whole damn Earth for twenty-seven hundred!
You cdl that ethics?’

Now he got sore. He set down the grip and punched hisfist into hishand. "No, | cal that business. A
dedl. | offer, you take. Y ou go away happy, you fed you made out. All of asudden, here you are back,
crying you didn't mean it, you sold too much for the price. Too bad! | got ethics: | don't screw my client
for acrybaby."

"I'm not acrybaby. I'm just apoor schnook trying to scratch out aliving. But who areyou? You'rea
big-time operator from another world with al kinds of gimmicks going for you, buttons you can press,
angles| can't even beginto figure.”

"Y ou had these angles, these gimmicks, you wouldn't use them?”

"Certain things | wouldn't use, certain things | wouldn't do. Don't laugh, Eksar, | meanit. | wouldn't hustle
aguy inaniron lung no matter how much of abuck wasinit. And | wouldn't hustle apoor schnook with
ahole-in-the-wadl office and leave him looking like he's sold out his entire planet.”

"Sold out isn't theword for it," he said. "That receipt you signed will stand up anywhere. We got the lega
machinery to makeit stand up, and we got other machinery, too, planet-sze machinery. Once my client
takes possession, the human raceisfinished, it's kaput, gone with the wind, forget about it. And you're
Mr. Patsy."

It was hot in that hotel room doorway, and | was swesting like crazy. But | was feding better. Firgt that
ethics pitch, now thisroutine of trying to scare the hell out of me. Maybe hisded with hisclient wasn't so
good, maybe something el se, but onething | knew—Eksar wanted to do business with me. | grinned at
him.

Hegot it. He changed color alittle under dl that dirt. "What's your offer, anyway?" he asked, coughing.
"Nameafigure.

"Well, I'll admit you're entitled to a profit. That'sonly fair. Let's say thirty-one hundred and five. The
twenty-seven you paid, plusafull fifteen percent. Do we have aded ?'

"Hell no!" he screamed. "On dl three dedls, you got atota of thirty-two hundred and thirty dollars out of
me—and you're offering thirty-one hundred five to buy it back?'Y ou're going down, buddy, you're going
down instead of up! Get out of my way—I'm wasting time."

Heturned alittle and pushed me out of the way. | banged acrossthe corridor. Hewas strong! | ran after
him to the elevator—that receipt was dtill in his pocket.

"How much do you want, Eksar?" | asked him as we were going down. Get him to name aprice, then |
can bargain fromit, | figured.

A shrug. "l got aplanet, and | got abuyer for it. You, you'reinajam. Theonein apickleisthe one



who'sgot to tickle.”
Thelouse! For every one of my moves, he knew the countermove.

He checked out and | followed him into the street. Down Broadway we went, people staring at a
respectable guy like me waking with such a Bowery-type character.

| threw up my hands and offered him the thirty-two hundred and thirty he'd paid me. He said he couldn't
make aliving out of shoving the same amount of money back and forth al day.

"Thirty-four, then? | mean, you know, thirty-four fifty?"

Hedidn't say anything. He just kept walking.

"Youwantitdl?' | sad. "Okay, takeit dl, thirty-seven hundred—every last cent. Youwin."

Still no answer. | was getting worried. | had to get him to name afigure, any figure at al, or 1'd be dead.

| raninfront of him. "Eksar, let's stop hustling each other. If you didn't want to sdll, you wouldn't be
talking to meinthefirg place. Y ou name afigure. Whatever itis, I'll pay it."

That got areaction. "Y ou mean it? Y ou won' try to chise ?*
"How can | chisd?I'm over abarrd."

"Okay. It'salong, long trip back to where my client is. Why should | knock mysalf out when | can help
somebody who'sin trouble? L et's see—we need afigure that'sfair for you and fair for meand fair all
around. That would be—oh, say, sixteen thousand.”

So there it was. | was booked for athorough bath. Eksar saw my face and began laughing. He laughed
himsdlf into acoughing fit.

Choke, you bastard, | thought, choke! | hope the air of this planet poisons you. | hope you get
gangrene of the lungs.

That sixteen thousand figure—it was exactly twice what | had in the bank. He knew my bank account
cold, up to the last statement.

He knew my thoughts cold, too. "Y ou're going to do businesswith aguy,” he said, between coughs, "you
check into him alittle”

"Tdl memore," | said sarcadticadly.

"All right. Y ou got seven thousand, eight hundred and change. Two hundred more in accounts receivable.
Therest you'll borrow."

"That'sall | need to do—go into hock on thisdedl!"

"Y ou can borrow alittle," he coaxed. "A guy likeyou, in your position, with your contacts, you can
borrow alittle. I'll settlefor twelve thousand. I'll be agood guy. Twelve thousand?'

"Baoney, Eksar. Y ou know me so well, you know | can't borrow."

He looked away at the pigeon-green statue of Father Duffy in front of the Palace Thester. "Thetrouble
is" hesaid inamournful voice, "that | wouldn't fed right going back to my client and leaving youin such a



jam. I'm just not built that way." He threw back his twitching shoulders—you knew, he was about to take
abeating for afriend, and he was proud of himsdlf. "Okay, then. I'll take only the eight thousand you
have and well call it square.”

"Areyou through, you mother'slittle helper you, you FHorence Goddamn Nightingale? Then let me set
you straight. Y ou're not getting any eight thousand out of me. A profit, yes, alittle skin | know | haveto
give up. But not every cent | own, not in amillion years, not for you, not for Earth, not for anybody!"

I'd been yelling, and acop waking by camein closefor alook. I thought of calling out "Help! Police!
Aliensinvading ugl” but | knew it wasal up to me. | cmed down and waited until he went away,
puzzled. But the Broadway we were dl standing on—what would it look likein ten yearsif | didn't talk
Eksar out of that receipt?

"Eksar, your client takes over Earth waving my receipt—I'll be hung high. But I've got only onelife, and
my lifeisbuying and sdling. | can't buy and sell without capital. Take my capital away, and it makesno
difference to me who owns Earth and who doesn't.”

"Who the hdl do you think you're kidding?' he said.

"I'm not kidding anybody. Hones, it'sthe truth. Take my capita away, and it makes no differenceif I'm
diveorif I'm dead."

That last bit of hustle seemed to have reached him. Listen, there were practically tearsin my eyesthe way
| was snging it. How much capital did | need, he wanted to know—five hundred? | told him | couldn't
operate one single day with lessthan seven timesthat. He asked meif | wasredly serioudy trying to buy
my lousy little planet back—or wastoday my birthday and | was expecting a present from him?"Don't
giveyour presentsto me," | told him. "Give them to fat people. They're better than going on adiet.”

And so we went. Both of ustalking ourselves bluein the face, swearing by everything, arguing and
bargaining, whedling and deding. It was touch and go who was going to give up fird.

But neither of usdid. We both held out until we reached what 1'd figured pretty early we were going to
wind up with, maybe alittle bit more.

Six thousand, one hundred and fifty dollars.

That was the price over and above what Eksar had given me. Thefinal dedl. Listen, it could have been
worse.

Even s0, we amost broke up when we began talking paymen.

"Y our bank's not far. We could get there before closing.”

"Why walk mysdlf into a heart attack? My check's good as gold.”
"Who wants a piece of paper? | want cash. Cash isdefinite.”

Findly, | managed to talk him into acheck. | wroteit out, hetook it and gave methe receipts, al of
them. The twenty for afive, the Golden Gate Bridge, the Sea of Azov—every last receipt I'd Signed.
Then he picked up hislittle satchel and marched away.

Straight down Broadway, without even agood-by. All business, Eksar was, nothing but business. He
didn't look back once.



All business. | found out next morning held gone right to the bank and had my check certified before
closing time. What do you think of that? | couldn't do adamn thing: | was out six thousand, one hundred
and fifty dollars. Just for talking to someone.

Ricardo said | wasaFaust. | walked out of the bank, beating my head with my fist, and | called up him
and Morris Burlap and asked them to have lunch with me. | went over the whole story with theminan
expensve place that Ricardo picked out. "YoureaFaust,” he sad.

"What Faugt?' | asked him. "Who Faust? How Faust?"

So naturaly he had to tell usal about Faust. Only | was anew kind of Faust, atwentieth-century
American one. The other Faugts, they wanted to know everything. | wanted to own everything.

"But | didn't wind up owning," | pointed out. "I got taken. Six thousand one hundred and fifty dollars
worth | got taken."

Ricardo chuckled and leaned back in hischair. "O my sweet gold,” he said under hisbreath. "O my
sweet gold.”

"What?'

"A quotation, Bernie. From Marlowe's Doctor Faustus. | forget the context, but it seems gpt. 'O my
Sweet gold." "

| looked from him to Morris Burlap, but nobody can ever tell when Morris Burlap is puzzled. Asamaiter
of fact, helooks more like a professor than Ricardo, him with those thick Harris tweeds and that heavy,
thinking look. Ricardo is, you know, abit too natty.

The two of them added up to al the brains and sharpness aguy could ask for. That'swhy | was paying
out an arm and aleg for thislunch, on top of al my losseswith Eksar.

"Morris, tell the truth. Y ou understand him?"
"What's there to understand, Bernie? A quote about the sweet gold? It might be the answer, right there.”

Now | looked at Ricardo. He was egting away at a creamy Italian pudding. Two bucks even, those
puddings cogt in that place.

"Let'ssay hewasan dien,” Morris Burlap said. "Let's say he came from somewhere in outer space.
Okay. Now what would an aien want with U.S. dollars? What's the rate of exchange out there? How
much isadollar worth forty, fifty light years avay?'

"Y ou mean he needed it to buy some merchandise here on Earth?”

"That's exactly what | mean. But what kind of merchandise, that's the question. What could Earth have
that he'd want?"

Ricardo finished the pudding and wiped hislipswith anapkin. "1 think you're on theright track, Morris,"
he said, and | swung my attention back to him. "We can postulate a civilization far in advance of our own.
Onethat would fed we're not quite ready to know about them. One that has placed primitive little Earth
grictly off limits—aredtriction only desperate criminas dareignore.”

"From where come criminals, Ricardo, if they're so advanced?'

"Laws produce lawbreakers, Bernie, like hens produce eggs. Civilization has nothing to do withit. I'm



beginning to see Eksar now. An unprincipled adventurer, a star-man version of those cutthroats who
sailed the South Pacific ahundred years or more ago. Once in awhile, aship would smash up againgt the
cora reefs, and abloody opportunist out of Boston would be stranded for life among primitive,
backward tribesmen. I'm sure you canfill intherest.”

"No, | can't. And if you don't mind, Ricardo—"

Morris Burlap said he'd like another brandy. | ordered it. He came as close to smiling as Morris Burlap
ever does and leaned toward me confidentialy. "Ricardo's got it, Bernie. Put yoursdlf in thisguy Eksar's
position. He wraps up his spaceship on adirty little planet which it's againgt the law to be near in the first
place. He can make some half-assed repairs with merchandise that's available here—but he has to buy
the stuff. Any noise, any uproar, and helll be grabbed for a Federal rap in outer space. Say you're Eksar,
what do you do?'

| could seeit now. "I'd peddle and I'd parlay. Copper bracelets, strings of beads, dollars—whatever |
had to lay my hands on to buy the native merchandise, I'd peddie and I'd parlay in dedl after dedl. Until
I'd run it up to the amount | needed. Maybe I'd get my start with a piece of equipment from the ship, then
I'd find some novelty item that the natives would go for. But dl thisis Earth business know-how, human
business know-how."

"Bernie," Ricardo told me, "Indians once traded pretty little shellsfor beaver pelts a the exact spot where
the Stock Exchange now stands. Some kind of business goes on in Eksar'sworld, | assure you, but its
smplest form would make one of our corporate mergerslook like agame of potsy on the sdewalk.”

Well, I'd wanted to figure it out. "So | was marked as hisfish al theway. | was screwed and blued and
tattooed,” | mumbled, "by ahustler superman.”

Ricardo nodded. "By abusinessman's M ephistophel es fleeing the thunderbolts of heaven. He needed to
double his money one more time and held have enough to repair his ship. He had at hisdisposa a
fantastic sophigtication in al the ways of commerce.”

"What Ricardo's saying," came an a mogt-soft voice from Morris Burlap, "is the guy who beat you up
wasawholelot bigger than you."

My shouldersfelt loose, like they were diding down off my arms. "What the hell," | said. "Y ou get
stepped on by ahorse or you get stepped on by an elephant. Y ou're still stepped on.”

| paid the check, got mysdlf together and went away.

Then | began to wonder if maybe thiswasredly the story after al. They both enjoyed seeing me up there
asan interplanetary jerk. Ricardo's a brilliant guy, Morris Burlap's sharp as hell, but so what? Idess, yes.
Facts, no.

So here's afact.

My bank statement came at the end of the month with that canceled check 1'd given Eksar. It had been
endorsed by abig storein the Cortlandt Street area. | know that store. I've dedlt with them. | went down
and asked them about it.

They handle mostly marked-down, surplus e ectronic equipment. That'swhat they said Eksar had
bought. A walloping big order of transstors and transformers, resistors and printed circuits, eectronic
tubes, wiring, tools, gimmickslike that. All mixed up, they said, alot of componentsthat just didn't go
together. Hed given the clerk the impression that he had an emergency job to do—and held take as



close as he could get to the things he actually needed. HE'd paid alot of money for freight charges:
ddivery wasto some backwoods town in northern Canada.

That's afact, now, | haveto admit it. But here's another one.

I've dedlt with that tore, like | said. Their prices are the lowest in the neighborhood. And why isit, do
you think, they can sdll so chegp? There's only one answer: because they buy so cheap. They buy at the
lowest prices; they don't give adamn about qudity: dl they want to know is, how much mark-up? I've
personally sold them job-lots of éectronic junk that | couldn't unload anywhere el se, condemned stuff,
badly wired stuff, Stuff that was almost dangerous—it's aplace to sall when you've given up on making a
profit because you yoursdf have been stuck with inferior merchandise in thefirst place.

Y ou get the picture? It makes mefed rosy al over.

Thereis Eksar out in space, theway | seeit. He'sfixed up his ship, good enough to travel, and he'son
hisway to hisnext big ded. The motors are humming, the ship isrunning, and he's sitting there with abig
smileon hisdirty face: he'sthinking how he took me, how easy it was.

Hée'slaughing his head off.

All of asudden, theré'sascreech and asmell of burning. That circuit that's running the front motor, awire
just got touched through the thin insulation, the circuit's tearing the hell out of itself. He gets scared. He
turns on the auxiliaries. The auxiliaries don't go on—you know why? The vacuum tubes he'susing have
cometo the end of their rope, they didn't have much juiceto start with. Blooie! That's the rear motor
developing ashort-circuit. Ka-pow! That's a defective transformer melting away in the middle of the

ship.

And there heis, millions of milesfrom nowhere, empty space dl around him, no more spare parts, tools
that practicaly break in his hands—and not asingle, living soul he can hudtle.

And heream |, walking up and down in my nine-by-sx office, thinking about it, and I'm laughing my
head off. Because it'sjust possible, it just could happen, that what goes wrong with his ship is one of the
half-dozen or so job-lots of redly bad e ectronic equipment that | persondly, me, Bernie the Faugt, that |
sold to that surplus store at one time or another.

That'sal I'd ask. Just to have it happen that way.
Faust. Hed have Faust from me then. Right in the face, Faust. On the head, splitting it open, Faust.
Faust he wants? Faust I'd give him!

TheEnd



