WHO STEAL MY PURSE

by John Brunner

MINUS EIGHT AND COUNTING
Hamlet Siao Kat

Cham Loc plodded up the winding narrow path that led from the paddies to the hillsde village he called
home. He had done so dally, except during the worst of the monsoon rains, snce he was nine—the age
of the son who now followed him. There had been two sons, but one was gone.

Today the path seemed steeper than it used to be, the rocks sharper to his bare feet, the drifting smoke
of the cook-fires & its end further away.

And the day’s labor had been infinitdy long, with the promise of little to show for it. Sometimes he
thought he could sense the sheer weariness of the land, farmed for a thousand years.

Overhead sounded the drone of a plane, and the boy excitedly caled his attention to it. But Cham Loc
could not summon the energy to glance up. He too was infected with the land’s fatigue. He was not
adone, moreover. The entire locd populaion moved dowly, bruised eadly and often, found customary
weights like apailful of water more tiring than formerly, requiring to be set down at ever shorter intervas
between the river and the village

He was thirty years old, sallow-skinned, black-haired, and thin to the point of being, scrawny. He wore a
loose off-white shirt and breeches belted with a bit of rope. That was twice as much as his son, who had
only breeches. Cloth was expensve.

The upward trudge eventudly over, he reached his house. It was, or had been, a very good, very large
one, indde which aman could take seven long steps each way, built of poles lashed together and waled
and thatched with many layers of braided leaves. As great an area again was sheltered by an extenson of
the roof to make a sort of veranda at the front. But the last rains had washed away much earth, and the
poles were tilted now and there was a hole in the thatch. He kept meaning to fix it, only somehow...

Hiswife was bailing the evening rice. They had afine big pot, as wide as his forearm was long. But today
there were only about three handfuls of riceinit. A year ago they had been able to spare as much as five



Moreover, there would have been chicken or fish to garnish it. Stale vegetables were ther diet now.

With barely a word, because he was so exhausted, he propped his hoe againg the nearest roof-pole and
sat down and closed his eyes, ignaring even the greeting his daughter gave him when she came outside.
She was seven. She had been one of twins, but her Sster had died.

After Cham Loc received the gift of his one luxury, the trangstor radio she was carrying. It was not a
satisfactory trade he had made, he’'d now decided. The radio did tak a great dedl, and brought them
news and music, but another son would have helped him in the fidlds.

Too lae, though, to change his mind.

As usud when he returned from work, the little gil proudly switched on, and caught in mid-sentence an
address by a man with afamiliar voice, the premier who lived in the digtant cepitd city and aways spoke
about the greater world Cham Loc had never seen.

“—typicd of their arrogant, insendtive behavior. After dl, who pays for the afluence they walow in?
Why, we do, and poor people like us What they regard as problems, we can scarcely imagine. What
color should they choose for the second car? Which out of twenty or thirty televison programs should
they watch tonight? Which shirt goes best with the new suit—the red, the green, the blue, the ydlow, the
brown, the white, the striped, the spotted? While we have sickness to worry about, hunger, crop-blight,
abuffalo with a broken leg! When they come to our country, they boast about how eesily they’ ve bought
the honor of agirl from a good family, seducing her with a chegp watch or a pretty dress. Then back they
go to thelr life of endless extravagance, while she—she has to deep in any bed she can find, or lie out in
the street, and when her child is born it must face the miserable existence of an outcast.”

The words blurred into a drone, not unlike the noise of the aircraft which had laidy passed by, and Cham
Loc dozed. He had heard such statements over and over, paticularly from the man the government had
sent to Sao Kat as resdent politica educator. But he himsdf had no specid desire to watch twenty TV
shows a night, or even to own a car. Everybody he knew lived within walking distance, and if you wasted
your time watching televison, when would you have the chance to take your proper part in village affairs?
You'd be faling in your clear public duty!

On the other hand, it would be nice to possess ahammer... maybe an ax... a whole bolt of doth twenty
paces long...

Dreaming of such unreachable god's, he missed the find rousing peroration.

“Thisinequdlity, thisinjustice, must cease! That iswhy | have given them seven days to quit our country.
We are sick and tired of their greed, their disrespect for our traditions, ther lack of mordd We too have
our pride, and no matter how rich and powerful they may be, we mugt stand up to them and take the
consequences. Long live our nation and its noble heritage!”

By the time his wife shook him awake and invited him to dip in the rice-pot, there was musc instead,
which was far more pleasant. Cham Loc knew little of affairs of state, but he was aware that whenever
politicians talked about matters of inflexible principle, life was scheduled to become even more difficult
then usud.

Waiting urtil he finished edting, as was the custom, his wife anxioudy inquired whether he thought the
premier’s decison was wise. He could only answer that the people must put their trust in ther leaders,



and dl would come out for the best in the end.

In his heart of hearts he was less confident than he sounded. To say anything ese with the children
ligening, though, would have been mogt unfar to them. They had a hard enough time anyway: short of
food, short of clothes, forever exposed to ther parents quarrding... Cham Loc hated rows, but the
future was so dreedfully uncertain.

Could the premier—could anybody—free the people, from famine, epidemics, crop-failure, the most
ancient and deadly enemies of dl?

The problem was too deep for him. He dozed again.

MINUS SEVEN AND COUNTING
2131 West Poplar Avenue

The President’ s face was cdm in the window of the TV set. He wore the expression of a man who had
had a rough passage across a sea of persond uncertainty and was now committed, for better or worse,
to a haven of decison around which the sorm of controversy would continue to rage for a very long
time

Barney Ratchett hung on his every word. Not only was this crigs the first world-scale problem the new
Chief Executive had had to ded with since his dection—which implied that it was a test of his declared
policies, and the rest of his four-year term would depend on his judgment—but it was aso the fird in the
nation’s third century of existence, and hence it had, far greater symbolic sgnificance then its actud
content might suggest. The setbacks, greet and smadl, of the past decade had made people hungry for the
taste of achievement. This was the man who had promised it to them, and they were ready to gt in
judgment on him.

Reportedly, he wrote his own speeches, or a ay rae rewrote them. If that was true—and having
covered the lagt dection campaign Barney was indined to bdieve it might be—then at the very least he
mug accord the President the respect due to a fdlow craftsman in communications. His style was plain
and direct, and his whole address lasted no more than eght minutes, marshding the arguments pro and
con with admirable detachment. Now at the end he was summing up the reason for his choice of action
into an degant, pithy dimax.

“What it comes down to is this” he said, blinking a little too often as Barney had seen him blink when
confronting a hogtile dection mesting. “We cannot alow accusations of this kind againgt our nation to go
unanswered. To say wha has been sad is inadting, not smply to the government—your
government—but to you. Words are not enough. There must be deeds.”

“Hypocritel” Barney’'s wife Donna muttered, shaking back her dark hair and taking another sp of hot
buttered rum. It was a cold day with snow thick on the ground and the sky masked by dense cloud, a
somber day when the mind was more inclined to visons of disaster than of hope.

“Damnright,” said their son Hal, who was seventeen and lay sprawled on the rug turning the pages of a
paperback thriller as though what it said were more important than anything the President could talk
about. “I bet Dad would 9ng a different tune if he were my age, what's more!”



Baney’'s heart sank. How to avoid another shouting match? It was inevitable that in the home of a
politica reporter there would be rows about politics. But the Solit herein the family seemed to be as deep
as the gplit in the nation.

“For immediate reactions to the President’s announcement,” the TV, said, “we're going over to our
on-the-spot reporters in Washington. First of dl...”

“Look,” Barney said in what he intended to be a placatory tone, “even if you don’'t fed happy about the
ouy being dected, now he's up there we ought to give him afar chance to show that his policics—"

Donna interrupted. “Y ou know aswel as | do how he got to the White House. He was sold to the public
by aclever PR team, playing on the bicentenary mood. Back in ‘72 he wouldn't have stood a prayer. No
morewill hein 1980. That's assuming the country is dill in one piece.”

“If it hadn’t been for our sense of desperation dl the PR work in the world couldn't have won him the
votes” Barney snapped. “He wasn't elected on his record so much as on his predecessors records.
What they did landed usin one mess after another. It was time somebody made a fresh start, so—"

“Oh, save the lecture” Ha said, dapping his book shut and eding around to face his father. “What we're
taking about is something that could destroy the whole way of life of those poor peasants over there.
Wheat right do we have to do that? Quite gpart from the consequences to oursalves” And he added,
pointing to the TV: “Now there's a man who does know what he's taking about. Think we could hear
him ingtead of you?’

The screen showed the familiar festures of the defeated candidate... defeated to everybody’s surprise
induding Barney’s. One would have thought the country was ripe for a President of this samp: forthright,
downright and right, as his campaign dogan had expressed it.

He was saying to a crowd of eager reporters, anong whom Barney recognized severd of his colleagues
“Not only is it highly questionable whether he possesses the authority to commit our forces to this
irrespong ble undertaking—a matter which no doubt Congress will decide—Dbuit there is dso the question
of the cost, which will be incalculable. Taking the most charitable view, one can only assume that we the
people suffered a momentary, and hopefully a brief lgpse of good sense when we gave this men a
mgority of our votes. Here now he plans to squander our precious nationd resources on a pointless and
ill-conceived adventure. And for what good reason? None! Even he himsdf offers no better judtification
then the dam that we've been insulted. Insulted!” Throwing up his hands in disbdief. “Are we bang
attacked? Is our territorid integrity at stake? Are we being menaced by a nuclear power that could lay
our cities waste and murder our people by the millions? On the contrary! This ridiculous, this incredible
response has been provoked by a handful of dissdents armed with rocks and bottles in a run-down,
backwater country an ocean’s breadth away from us, of no importance to our security and virtudly no
commercid interest. We shdl live to regret this foolishness, you mark my words.”

Barney's canny professond judgment informed him that the senator must have had advance news on the
grapevine. Thiswas not so much an impromptu comeback as a polished speech which heaven had sent
him the opportunity to ddiver to the TV audience instead of at a private mesting.

“Tdking of PR jobs,” he murmured, “you do know this guy had specid training from a top Hollywood
drama coach—and doesn't it show?’

“It's not the same thing,” Donna said obgtinately.

Barney rounded on her. “I see! It'sacase of ‘O.K. when | do it but not when you do it'!”



The phone rang in the adjacent room. After the second ring it was answered by ther daughter Lissa. It
was probably for her anyway.

“Garbagel” Hd said. “What countsis not what you do but why you do it. Someone who kills a thousand
people is a great guy provided he' sfighting on your side, right? But if he did it because he was ordered to
by someone like—well, like Hitler, say—that makes him acrimind! Ah, the whole scene makes me want
to puke!”

“Dad!” Lissa put her pretty head around the door. “The boss for you... oh, no!” She set one hand on her
hip and glowered at them, giving a very fair imitation of her grandmother in a bad temper, consdering she
was only fourteen. “Y ou’ re having another row about palitics, aren’t you? | can samdl itinthe air!”

“One of these days,” Barney said, riang with a Sigh, “you'll redize that everything is palitics down to the
food you est and the air you breathe. Sometimes | wish I'd decided to be a sports reporter, though. All
thisis playing hdl with my digestion.”

The cdler was Andy Scharf, chief news editor of the TV chain he worked for, and his voice was ful of
excitement Barney could not share,

“Barney, | guess you were watching? And without waiting for a reply he plunged on: “It's stirred up a
hornets nest, believe me. The phones here are dready ringing non-stop—yprotest groups saying they're
going to mohilize the people againg the President, veterans saying they’ re damned if they’ll cooperate in
this crazy waste of money and manpower, black militants saying it's bound to be the blacks as usud who
have to pay inthe end... it'sthe biggest, and | mean the biggest!”

“May you livein interegting times” Barney muttered.
“What? | didn’t catch that.”

“Nothing. Just an old Chinese curse” Barney ran his fingers weexily through his crisp brown hair. “Well, |
guess you want me at the office, huh?’

“A gory like this blows up and you expect to enjoy a quiet weekend? You pack a bag with enough gear
to see you through a full week! They’ve given us this seven-day ultimatum to pull everyone out of the
country, so I've had aterrific idea. I'm cregting a dot caled * Counting Down'’, numbering the days to the
deadline, and I’'m reying on you to supply hard-hitting interviews of the kind you're so good at, one or
two per day until the crunch comes.”

“Thanks for the few kind words,” Barney grunted. “Much good may they do mein thelong run.”

“Don’t pretend to be bitter. It doesn’t it you. Just grab a pen and note down your firg date. Ginger and
Lucy are on the way and they’ll meet you in an hour.”

MINUS SIX AND COUNTING

Fielding Electronics Inc.



“All set, Barney,” said Ginger Hummd, the cameraman, who was cdled Ginger because he was a
bricktop black, one of those rare people whose heredity produces dull red hair and a skin splotched with
tavny patches on a tan ground. On the way here he and Baney had been snapping a each other
because of the tendon in the air, and taking opposite sides. That had come as something of a surprise to
Barney.

“Hne here too,” Lucy Cash the sound-girl said, tucking a stray wisp of her far har behind the side-piece
of her glasses and poisng her hand over the switch on her recorder.

Barney gave them the go 9gnd and addressed Jason Fidding, the good-looking, well-dressed man in his
late forties who sat with elbows aggressively planted on the big desk between them. This smart modern
office was excdlent for recording in; firs-class soundproofing shut away the noise of the trucks that were
coming and going literaly the other side of the wall.

“Mr. Feding,” Barney said, “your company may not exactly be a household name, but I'm sure a lot of
our audience would be as impressed as | was to learn just how many patents you control which are
licensed to nationdly-advertised manufacturers of TV sets and radios and other eectronic equipment.
What impect is the Presdent’s decison going to have, from your standpoint as an independent
indugridig?’

“Immense. No doubt about it. And | welcome that. | mysdf voted for the President—don’t make any
secret of it—precisdy because | hoped this kind of thing was likdy to happen. You know we ve done a
great ded of work in the past for the Department of Defense. Wdl, now we hope to do alot more”

“Are there new contracts for your company in the pipeline?’

“l sncerdy hope so. WE ve been carrying on research for years in areas which are precisely what the
present Stuation cdls for. And | want to say this to the people who are objecting to the President’ s plan.”
Jutting his jaw bulldog-fashion. “I’ ve been running my own firm since | was thirty. I'm a sdf-made man. |
got my chance to accomplish what I’ ve done because of what this country is and what it stands for. After
two hundred years it seems the rest of the world has gtarted to think we're in danger of forgetting the
ideds we began with. It isn't true, of course. | hope to do much more than Smply make my persona
contribution to proving that it isV't true. | hope I’'m going to create jobs and the chance to earn a decent
living for alat of people who have been less fortunate than | have. What's more, in the process | can hdp
to restore our country’s imege overseas. Thistime the world is going to see that we mean wha we say. |
don't have the dightest doubt or reservation about the course we' re committed to.”

Hdf relaxed because FHdding was such a fluent talker, hdf tense because he didn’'t want his own totd
agreement to color what was supposed to be an objective interview, Barney countered, “Some people
dam not only that the President is not entitled to exert his authority in this manner, but dso that the cost
will be excessve—that we're going to squander money and manpower just to prove atrivid point.”

“It' snot inthe least trivid! What better use isthere for our tax-money than to hep safeguard the trust we
invite our dlies to repose in us? | could go further and ask what nobler cause a man could choose than
presarving the good name of his ndtive land. Sure, some people do think insults are negligible. | don't.
Our honor and goodwill have been cdled in question. The President would be falling in his duty if he'd
acted otherwise than as he's doing.”

“Thank you, Mr. Hedding,” Barney said and nodded to Ginger and Lucy to switch off.

“Oh, it's a pleasure,” Hdding sad, rigng. “I only wish | could invite you to shoot some film around the



plant—sorry, | mean tape. But of course we are working a high pressure right now, and quite apart from
the fact that we have some tricks up our deeves we'd prefer not to put on TV yet, my daff might resent
having to take time out to pose for you. | dwayswak around the factory at least once a day though, and
if you'd care to join me on my morning tour you'd be welcome.”

“I'd enjoy that,” Barney said with a nod.

“Sowould 1,” agreed Ginger. “I use alat of your gear, you know, and so does Lucy. But the chief wants
this tape as soon as possible. Some other time, maybe.”

“See you back at base, then,” Barney said, and they went out.

“WeIl haveto dress up, I'm araid,” FHdding said as he led Barney in thar wake. “We work dust-free,
and that means gowns, masks and boots.”

Garbed like surgeonsin an operating theater, they explored the plant. To Barney it was a strange place:
stark, chill, yet somehow not forbidding, because the workers were as sober as priests dedicated to the
sarvice of ther machines. Kegping up a running commentary, Feding quielly explained the purpose
behind what they were seeing.

“We have three redlly basic problems,” he expounded. “Therée s lightness above dl, of course. The lighter
and smdler you can make equipment like this, the more you can pack into a plane. What you or | would
normdly think of as small—pocket-sized, for instance—just is not good enough to meet our standards.
When someone brings me the breadboard mockup of a promisng new gadget, my fird reection is
automatic. | say go back and shrink it. If it dilt works when you've haved the weight, I'll take a closer
look.”

“And the second problem?’ Barney said.

“Oh, robustness. If you drop your persond radio on the sdewalk, you don’t complain if you have to take
it in for repair before it works again. But this suff we're building may have to be parachuted from fifty
thousand feet. Even with a ‘chute the impact is about equivdent to hitting the ground
from—oh—twenty-five or thirty feet up. And it has to dart working right away, no faults, no
circuit-breaks, nothing. Matter of fact, we have an ex-Cardinas pitcher who spends his time literaly
throwing random samples at various targets a brick wadl, a hay-bale, a puddle of water... It's a publicity
gmmick one of my people dreamed up, but there's a solid purpose behind it.”

Long ago Barney Ratchett had decided he was a cynic. It was a nove and in some ways a reassuring
experience to discover that the description of such technica expertise could make a shiver run down his

sine.
In the mogt literd sense, it was awe-inspiring.

“And the third problem,” Felding pursued, “concerns idiot-proofing. Ever see this cartoon where there's
this woman hung around with kids at a domestic-gppliance exhibition? She's saying to this dick salesman
type oh the washing-machine stand, ‘But what | want is a washing machine a child can’t work!””

“And there are more idiots than suckers in the world,” Barney sad with a rueful chuckle. “One every
second, not one aminute, right?”



“Right. When you condder that, the suff we're building has to be handled by people who probably
know no more about eectronics than... well, | was going to say savages out of the jungle, but don't let
me exaggerate. The fact stands, though. Our gear doesn't only have to work every time from the moment
it'sfirg switched on, but it has to be proof againg ignorance, meddling, childish curiosity...”

“Makes methink of the Little Jffy Fuseblower,” Barney said.

“What? Oh, | know what you mean. A box with a button on top, and a pilot light, and a labe that says
what it does?’

“That's the one”

“Yes, we had aguy here who tried one out on my saff. It worked O.K., have to admit that. Leave it on
someon€e's desk in the morning, next thing you knew, pow, dl the lights out! | had to put my foot down,
hard! But you're quite right. If a trained engineer can't resst doing exactly what he knows he shouldn't,
how can you expect an untrained person to behave any better?’

By now they had dmost completed ther circuit of the plant. Ahead lay one more door which they had
not yet been through. Barney was heading toward it automaticaly when Felding checked him with a
touch on hisarm.

“Not that way,” he murmured.

Barney glanced a him. At the very edge of hearing he could discern a series of regular thuds, as though
something heavy and solid were being thrown and picked up and thrown again.

“Isthat where you keep your tame pitcher?’

“Nope.” Rdding urged him toward an exit, and as he swung it open pedled off his mask. “We're out of
the dust-free zone here, by the way. No, I'm afraid you have to skip that department. As a matter of
fact, sodo1.”

Baney stared a him.

“Don’'t worry,” Heding said “If the crunch comes, you and everybody ese will find out what's being
hatched in there. Like | said on camera, we' ve been working on various items againd just such a crigs as
the present one.”

“l see” Barney said dowly.

“Do you? | wonder!” Fdding was undoing his gown and boots; a hopper stood ready to accept them for
ultrasonic cleanang. “Tdl me something, Mr. Raichett. What do you think about the Presdent’s
decison? Or are you not alowed to have opinions?’

Baney hestated. He said at length, “1t's obvioudy a hdl of a gamble. But | hope very much it will pay
off.”

“So do I. Which iswhy I’'m involved. We're doing our damnedest here to make sure that this time we
don't screw everything up.”



MINUS FIVE AND COUNTING

Box Eastern Reserve University

The obvious background againgt which to pose an academic who was aso held in some regard as a poet
and novdig would be a book-lined wall. It took Barney gpproximately three minutes, from the time of
thar fird introduction, to redlize that would be entirdly wrong for Mdvin X. Child.

The guy Smply was not what one—or anybody ese not persondly acquainted with him—would have
predicted.

To dtart with, he was haf-cut, and his hair was dl over the place, like his beard, and in the middle of
winter his shirt was open to display a vast wedge of his massive paunch, while he sdted his speech with
elaborately contrived objurgations. It wasn't often that an interview subject made Barney fed ill at ease.
Mevin Child managed it in next to no time.

When it was suggested to him that in view of the circumstances he might doctor the image a bit (visons of
maden ladies, if any were left nowadays, fanting before the TV screen), he snapped back, “Just what
you'd expect from someone feeding predigested pabulum to the puling public! You're here because
when you asked if you could come | said yes, like an idiot. The minute | put the phone down | redized |
mud have been out of my skull. Still, I don't mind meking a few compromises where something this
important is concerned. I'll go through with it, provided you don’t rile me too much.”

Defiant, he threw another handful of ice-cubes into the tdl glass he dung to as though to a security
blanket, and covered the three-inch pile of them with Sraight whiskey.

Baney dghed. Wdll, he had to put up with it. During what Andy had succeeded in having termed
“Countdown Week” his assgnment was to interview people who were making news in the crigs context,
and this ill-mannered foul-mouthed man had done just that when he announced yesterday that he was
quitting the university and putting himsdf a the disposd of the government “for the duration.”

He glanced around the room, reviewing the décor. What would make a suiteble backdrop? Those
Mexican bullfight posters were very griking, but that hideous glaring-Japanese mask holding a foot-long
knife between its teeth might be more appropriate—

From outsde there came a screech of brakes, and someone shouted a the top of his voice, and a
hammer-blow on the wall followed, a flung rock that narrowly missed shettering a window. Gasping,
Lucy—who was nearest—twisted around to look out at the mal before the building, and her urgent
gesture summoned Barney.

A dation-wagon full of students had arrived, and they were producing from the back of the vehide
placards and banners denouncing Child. Another bunch joined them on foot, panting. Suddenly an ingtant
demondtration was in progress, complete with lesfleters who offered literature to passersby. There were
few of those. The weather was dry, but it was terribly cold and the forecast said there would be more
snow before nightfal.

Regardless of the icy wind, the students chanted and clapped and stamped and sounded the horn of the
dation-wagon and one way and another contrived to creste a consderable disturbance.



“Hey, Lucy,” Ginger said doubtfully. “Think you can shoot tape agand that racket?’

Before she could reply, Child snapped, “Racket? What racket? You mean those wet-behind-the-ears
kids? Forget ‘em—like I've done. They’'ve been turning up every hour on the hour since yesterday
breakfagt-time, but | swear | didn’'t lose any deep over them last night! Besides, | can shout into the mike
loud enough to drown them out.”

“O.K.,” Baney sad in atone of resignation, and kicked a char into pogition to start the interview.

“Professor, your interest in Agatic art, language and literature dates back, | understand, to the time the
Army firg sent you to Saigon.”

“That'sright,” Child replied.

“And you voluntarily undertook a second tour there as a result of your response to the richness of the
ared s culture?’

Mockingly: “If you mean | didn't have to go back the second time, yup!” With a durping gulp at his
drink.

“Since then you've become recognized as one of our mogt outstanding authorities on the languages of
Southeast Asa You've published trandations of plays, poetry and novels, and you've written a
highly-esteemed nove of your own st in that part of the world.”

“Sure. My publishers are proud of me. Cavour and Rilley, by the way. Never missthe chance to dipin a
plugl And don't forget that cock-fighting manua with al the traditiond ritud in it, because it outsold dl
the others put together.”

“Ah... yed” Barney blinked severa times in quick successon. It crossed his mind, though he did not
have the chance right now to reflect on the point, that he had seen someone ese do that recently. “But
your chief fame has been confined to the academic world, where your linguig studies are extremdy highly
thought of, so it came as a surprise to many people when you announced—"

“Thet | think | can do a better job by working for the Army again then gtting in my ivory tower,” Child
cut in, and sauced the words with the rest of his whiskey. “Of course! Just because I'm a poet, anong
other things doesn't mean I'm a guy who skulks in corners and watches the world go by hoping he
won't get singed in the next conflagration! Me, | beieve in involvement. When a cause appears that's
worth committing yoursdlf to, you have to stand up and be counted. That's the long and short of it, and
the middle-sized as wdll. If you' ve finished | want another drink.”

“Hag that for deletion,” Barney snapped a Lucy. “In fact, professor, | haven't finished.” He waited a
best to dlow editing-pace on the tape. “Professor, one gets the impression that the stand you' ve taken
isnone too popular. Right now a bunch of students outside can be heard chanting dogans againg you—"

“Think I’'m worried? ‘ Sticks and stones', damn it!”
“Wel, it's no secret that some of your colleagues on the faculty—"

“It'sno secret that some of my colleagues are bloodless time-servers with hardly enough red corpuscles
between them to stisfy a crab-louse!”



Ancther rock, and this time a pane of glass shattered, letting a wave of freezing ar into the room. But
Child' s only reaction was to thumb his nose and stick out his tongue.

“More they do of that, more it makes me want to go on saying what | think,” he grunted. “Don’t let ‘em
interrupt. They'd call it a greet victory if you did!”

Wha was this supposed to be—bravado on the firing line€? But he had a point, Barney privady
conceded. Ginger and Lucy both looked as though they wished today’s stint could end right here; he
himsdf, though, had a point in mind which Ha had raised, and he was determined to get it on tape
because, like so many kids of his generation, Hal was only impressed by what he saw and heard on
TV...if a dl. Inthis case he ought to be; he was a sort of sub-fan of Mdvin Child and owned three or
four of his books.

“Some people have pointed out that if we follow the course the President has committed us to we risk
destroying awhole precious traditiond culture, indeed a way of life 1t's been said that we have no right
tO ”

“Dedtruction be damned,” Child broke in. “Culture has to evolve under pressure, same as everything
ese. What's good lagts;, what isn't goes under. Do we fed any the less able to appreciate Shakespeare
because we go to see hisplaysin an ar-conditioned thesater instead of a modified bear-baiting pit? As a
matter of fact it's smart of you to remind me of Shakespeare, because he sad everything that needs to be
sad about this Stuation in Othello.”

An dmogs magicd change overcame him. Setting aside his glass, he leaned back in his charr and
declamed with such rdish one would have said he could taste the words as he uttered them.

“Good name in man and woman, dear my lord, is the immediate jewd of thar sould Who gteds my
purse, deds trash. ‘Tis something, nothing! * Twas mine, ‘tis his, and has been dave to thousands. But he
that filches from memy good name robs me of that which not enriches him, and makes me poor indeed!”

Equdly swiftly he reverted to his norma manner, and jabbed afinger through the air toward Barney.

“These cog-efficiency creeps drive me out of my skull! *Isit worth it, is it going to pay a dividend?” He
hoigted his voice toward a febrile fasetto to provide the quotation marks, then let it drop back to its
regular booming baritone. “What's a stake is our country’s reputation—our honor, to use a word those
castrated wonders wouldn't know the meaning of without a dictionary! If we're ever going to stand up
like men again, we have to do this. And the hdl with what it costs. If it pans out the way we hope, it'll be

cheap & any price”
“Which iswhy you—"

“Which is why |, tomorrow morning, propose to bid farewdl to the groves of Academe and put my
uniform back on, of my own free will, and St in a horrible little government office doing dementary
trandations when | would far rather be working on my new novd. | have hdf of it written, by the way,
and | wish | could advertise the title, but so far | haven’'t made up my mind!”

MINUS FOUR AND COUNTING
Perdido Petrochemicals



The sdewaks were lined with protesting demonstrators, despite the continuing bitter weather. Like
overgze flowerbeds they bloomed with colorful placards, banners and flags, and every fifty yards another
speaker with a bullhorn was addressing the crowd: here a young black, there a shrill-voiced girl, yonder a
middle-aged factory worker in a tartan mackinaw. Barney caught snatches of what was beng sad as
their car, an obvious target with the TV chain’s company indgnia on its doors, crept the find mile toward
their degtination. Luckily no worse weapons than words had been amed at them as yet. Elsewhere in the
country, though, there had been shooting and bombing. ..

“—doesn't matter to them how much it costs, oh no! It's underwritten by your tax-dollar and ming
Aren't there better ways to spend the money? Y ou might as well pileit on a bonfire!”

“l hope we make it,” Lucy sad with forced cheerfulness from her seat beside Barney. Up front next to
the driver, Ginger scowled.

“Me, | wish it was worth going through with!”

“Itid” Barney snapped.

Something dlanged on the car’ s roof: a rock; an empty bottle... something loud, anyway. Ginger ducked
and grimaced.

“Ginger, what's edting on you?' Lucy demanded. “Would you rather be out there with the
demongrators?” She attempted a chuckle. It was unconvincng. And Ginger took her serioudy
regardless.

“In some ways | would. | think we' re dl set to make fools of ourselves on the grand scale. | think we're
going to be laughed at for suckers.”

“For rigng to the bait?’

“Sure, for rigng to the bait and getting well and truly hooked. They breed a keen gyle of hooker over
there. You never met them. | did.” Ginger rubbed his chin, brooding morosdly. “Honor! Good name! The
hdl with that!” he added &fter a pause.

Another speaker by the roadside raised another bullhorn and bellowed, “Look, look! They're from TV
news Show ‘em what we think of the lies they’ re spewing out, the hill of goods they’re trying to sdl the

people!”

A cry of execration followed, and a shower of dirt, garbage and snowbadlls with rocks insde that amost
mede their driver swerve into oncoming traffic. But they were close to the factory entrance now and
eager company guards were rushing to admit them.

“All the time and everywhere, these demondrations agang the Presdent,” Ginger said with gloomy
relish. “What about the demongrations in favor, hm-m-m? What happened to dl the people who voted
for im? | don't see them out here freezing ther asses off!”

Which gave Barney his lead when he sat facing Peter Perdido, charman of this nationdly-famous
corporation: dmogt a caricature of atycoon with his huge cigar and his ultragtylish suit and his incredibly



lavish office. In addition he was very fat.

Making his voice harsh by pure reflex—the mood of the country was such that he knew the viewers
would expect a hodtile tone whether or not he persondly had contrary opinions—Barney said, “Mr.
Perdido, sedom in the history of our nation, certainly not in our own time since the so-called Tonkin Gulf
episode, has a President taken a foreign-policy decison which has created such a deep divison in the
mind of the public. Y our company has just secured a contract to supply vast quantities of chemicas, from
gasoline to glycerine as one of your own spokesmen has put it, to the Department of Defense. It's being
sad loudly and openly that you should have refused to cooperate.”

“Who says 0?7’ Perdido snapped. “Them lamebrains out on the street?” Jerking his cigar toward the
office window. “They can drop dead for dl | care. I'm in busness. My company makes chemicads. You
name it, we make it fertilizers, herbicides, pedticides, preservatives, not to mention explosves and
rocket-fuel. And gasl Sure we make gas. Been meking it Snce 1917.”

“It's been argued,” Barney said doggedly, “that you' d be performing a greater service for the nation by
refusng this contract. A number of your competitors have publicized the fact that they declined to
tender—"

“That's their privilege” Perdido folded his arms on his chest. “Equdly, it's my privilege to say they're
being halier-than-thou! | could name a good few corporations that... but | won't. I'll just remind you that
they’re around. Dig into the records, you'll find some of the firms concerned made fortunes out of
Vietnam, Korea, even World War 11. So they don't have any right to tel me what | can and can't do.
It's a question of the nationd interest, and looking back at what they did | fed I'm better judtified.”

He was breathing heavily, dmaost snorting.

“If 1 didn't believe that, | wouldn't be doing what I've agreed to do. If my competitors don't like
it—wdl, this is a democracy, and they could make a better impresson by bowing to the will of the
mgority, the mgority that elected the President than by hiring gangs of loudmouths to picket our plant!”

“It's been rumored,” Barney said ddicatdy, “that you'll be facing trouble with the unions, too. There's
been wild talk not amply of strike action but even of sabotage.”

“Let someone try it—let just one guy try it—and helll be out on his ear and very probably in jal.”
Perdido leaned back, firming hislipsinto athin line, and Barney took his cue to wind up.

MINUS THREE AND COUNTING

Route 5, Pegasus, Wisconsin

One could sense the sinews of the nation growing taut as the seven-day deadline drew to its close and
the moment of inevitable action neared. Fierce argument had swept around the world like a tsunami. The
rights and wrongs of the course the President had committed them to were the sole topic of conversation
from Hawaii to New England, from Alaska to Puerto Rico. Keen eyes bdonging to caculating statesmen
watched from Moscow, Paris, Peking, Canberra. ..

It was known that behind the scenes there was frantic diplomatic activity. Even someone in Barney’s



position, though, could learn little of what was actudly being said and done a the “ques-officid” levd,
that strange hdf-world where the mogt darming threats and lunatic promises were tossed around like
imagesin a dream, not meant to be taken literdly.

The ordinary public had to be content with what actualy appeared in the daly news, and that amounted
to afuzz of predictable generdities. From the President’s supporters, defiant and perhaps not atogether
convinang patriotic assertions thet this was the only recourse the country could adopt and preserve its
self-respect. From his opponents, shouts of “Blackmail!” and “Crazy wagtel” and “Unconditutiond!”

Overseas comment was more restrained. The magor European powers had decided to maintan their
detachment for the time being, this not invalving the various dliances, so their spokesmen confined
themsdves to expressions of keen interest, sympathy and good will, tinged with cynica doubt. The
further eastward one looked around the globe, the more that doubt grew dominant. In the Socidist
countries, dimaxing with Russia, the uniform standard comment was, “Hah! What a lot of hot air! Well
bdieveit when we seeiit!”

Asfor the Chinese, they had temporarily reverted to ther traditiona inscrutability. But it was known that
they regarded the whole of Southeast Asa as lying within ther sphere of influence, so doubtless they
would speak up in oppostion out of sheer principle, even if they did not directly intervene. It was
authoritatively asserted that they would not; however, one could never be certain where the Chinese
were concerned.

Barney, who had mirrored so much amdl detall of the frenzied debate for the enlightenment of the TV
audience, was glad he did not have to endure the load the President now bore, the knowledge that he
hed embarked the world's richest nation on a venture which had dienated at least hdf its population from
him and which even his own supporters were hdf-indined to regard as an idictic gamble.

Here in Wiscongin, though, dl that seemed to be a long way off, not just in space but in time too. In
winter one could never have guessed that under the blanket of snow lay some of the mogt fertile land on
the continent. Apart from afew modern structures—tall slos, a globular water-tank on a high pylon—the
landscape looked much as it must have done before the advent of cars and dectricity. The farmhouse
where the Swen family lived was timber-built, and its interior, though disorderly, was shug and breathed a
feding of welcome. There was a huge warm stove. There was a piano draped with a lace-trimmed cloth.
The wadls bore a display of family portraits. Immediately on their arriva their hostess had inssted on
saving the vigtors hot soup and home-baked rolls. Waiting for Ginger and Lucy to sat up their
equipment, Barney found himsdf overcome by a powerful nostagia The surroundings belonged to an
age when life was smpler, when mordity could safely be discussed in terms of sharp blacks and whites.
Now the world seemed to have shaded into a depressing series of lighter and darker grays.

Mr. Swen, whom he had come here to tak to, was dderly, dow-moving and slow-spoken. In youth he
mugt have been tremendoudy muscular, and despite an increasing tendency to stoop he dill overtopped
Baney by a head and a hdf. But the years had wasted him. His work-clothes of drab dark blue,
doubtless identical to what he had worn dl hislife, hung loose around his gaunt frame, and the huge boots
whose thick soles dumped as he crossed the wooden floor seemed an over-heavy burden for hislegs.

It would be greeat, Barney thought, to catch some of the atmosphere of this house on their tapes. But over
the past few days Ginger had been growing more and more hostile, and had declared his disapprova of
the way these interviews were being handled, so Barney dared not put a sraight request to him. He
would just have to rdy on the man's sense of craftsmanship to make the most of the materid offered to



them.

Eventudly everything was ready, and—tadking from a rocking-chair which Mrs. Swen normdly used,
twin to the one in which the old farmer sat—he cleared his throat and began.

“Mr. Swen, the whole country has heard by now of your magnificent gesture in donating your farm to the
nationd effort: everything from corn to cattle and from beets to barley. What decided you to do this?’

Mr. Swen shrugged his thin shoulders. “We-dl... wdl, it's this way, y'see. Me and m'wife, we don't
have any kinfalk to leave it dl to, and we're gettin' on, so the work here is more' n we can handle now.
So we taked it over and made up our minds”

“Y ou’—this had to be handled very tactfully—"you say you have nobody to leave it to.”

“We did have two sons. One got killed in Korea.” He sad “kedled,” more or less. “Then the other got
killed in Vietnam. Got pictures of ‘em both on the wal yonder.” He jerked a caloused and bony thumb.
Prompt, Ginger swung his camera. He was adept at that; he could stop the tape, zoom in, restart a
heartbesat later 0 that one barely needed to edit. It was a minor reief to Barney to see his professond
reflexes overcoming his persona opinions.

“Me, | came here when | was a kid,” Mr. Swen sad “Along with my folks. | was born in Ddarna,
Sweden. Right here iswhere | met my wife, and we' ve been together more' n forty years. All | got, | owe
to this here country where I've spent my life. | guessthe way | fed isthis. If a country gives you as much
as | been given, you don't stop giving back what you can to it just ‘cause some things didn’'t work out
like you hoped.”

He spread his hands, and just in time Ginger focused on him again.

Barney hestated. He had come here expecting to collect no more than a curio, maybe even the sanile
ramblings of a complete crank. He'd been pleasantly surprised. It seemed like a shame to spoil such a
perfect capsule declaration of faith, but... wel, the tape could aways be edited if he did overdo it. He
sad, “And how do your neighbors fed about what you've done, Mr. Swen? | mean the other farmersin
thisarea.”

Thelined old face turned sour, mouth twisting down & corners.

“They been cdling up on the phone, sayin’ dl kinds of things | guess | better didn't repeat. But the hll
with ‘em. | stand by what I’ ve done, and so does m'wife”

“Thank you, Mr. Swen. On behdf of usdl.”

MINUS TWO AND COUNTING
Rosebush Air Force Base

Thewind blew from the direction of the Pacific, but it brought no scent of the sea. Ingstead, it carried the
gink of jet-exhausts, the sound of engines, voices raised to make orders heard above the continuous roar
of trucks, cranes, now and then arrcraft taking off at the further end of the long spira runway traversng



the fidd.

Barney's guide here was an affable young black officer, Captain Monk according to the name-badge
pinned to his overdls. He himsdf, Lucy and Ginger had dso been issued with protective garb; owing to
the haste with which the operation had to proceed, there was a risk that drums of chemicds might be
dropped and burst open, or a crate of powder dangerousif inhded.

“But there haan't been an accident so far this week,” Captain Monk was at pains to emphasize.

His explanations of what was going on were clear and smple, and Lucy recorded them and Ginger taped
pictures to correspond, and one way and another today’ s sint was going very smoothly indeed.

“As you know we don’'t have any land fadilities to speak of in the area any more,” Monk expounded.
“So this is going to have to be dmog exdugvey a carrier-borne operation. This fidd is essentidly a
daging-post right now. Over theré’—pointing at the full stretch of his am—*we're bringing in bulk
cargo. You can see one of our transports lining up for its approach &t this very minute”

Shrunken by the effect of distance, a dot appeared on the skyline. It grew—and grewv—and grew, a vast
four-engined freighter approaching at about a hundred and fifty miles per hour. Pure reflex made Barney
dench hisfigs as he remembered that even with its tanks light its cargo mugt make it weigh around two
hundred tons.

One expected to fed the ground shudder as it touched down. But there was only the abrupt roar of its
engines being switched to full reverse thrugt.

“Any ideawhat it's carrying?’ he asked Monk.

The officer shook his leen dark head. “Could be one of any number of things Very likdy
pharmaceuticas—we re due for a thousand tons of them today and tomorrow.”

As the plane taxied toward a man waving bright luminous bats, a score of powered trolleys and fork-lift
tracks converged on it. Monk continued his explanation.

“Wheat they'Il do now is break down the consgnment into smaler units and repack it. Most of it will have
to be air-dropped into the target zone, of course. Within a matter of hours at mogt it'll be in the ar again,
thistime aboard one of the planes which will carry out the actua strike missons”

He swung around and pointed to another corner of the fidd. “Over there, the 657th is dready on the
move. Since early today they've been flying out about four or five planes an hour to join the navd
task-force that’s been re-assigned to this project from regular patrols in the China Sea. There are three
carriersin the group, but they’ ve had to fly off their own planes—not suitable for this kind of work—and
they’ re taking on the planes you can see over there”

Compared to the massve freighter, the arcraft he was indicating were little more then toys. But
deadly-looking toys, painted matt-black, purposive, efficient.

“Naturdly they’ve retained their ‘copters,” Monk added. “WEel be flying a hdl of a lot of ‘copter
missons”

“Wha's the wegther like where they’re going?’ Barney inquired.

“Windy,” Monk answered with a thin smile “It won't be the easiest job in the world to set down on



those carriers with a heavy load on board. Matter of fact, it's pretty windy out here, isn't it? Let’'s go in
one of these packing-sheds and see what's being readied for shipment.”

For the next haf-hour they toured the huge converted hangars where men and women quietly and rapidly
broke down the bulk ddiveries for onward transmisson: pharmaceuticals as Monk had said, but aso
eectronic equipment, food, dothing, tools... no munitions. Of course.

“What kind of a reception do you think our boys are likdy to get?” Barney asked.

“Oh, that’s anybody’s guess. How, do you predict the success or failure of an operation like this one?
Spesking persondly, I'm confident, it will be a huge success, in fact. There's a great spirit among our
boys, you know.”

“Any hint of Soviet intervention for example?’ Barney perssted. “Or Chiness?”’

“I'm not sure I'm the right guy to ask about that,” Monk parried. “Of course it's an open secret that our
task force is under congtant surveillance, but beyond that... Well, to be candid, | don't believe they’d
dare to meddle”

Baney hestated. He said eventudly, “Captain, it's been rumored that some of our men are rdluctant to
participate in this operation.”

Monk halted and turned to face hm squardly, and the camera. He said, “Yes, Sr. That iss0.”

Such an immediate and postive answer was not what Barney had been expecting. He was caught
momentarily off balance. The best he could come up with was, “And what do you think of thar
resction?

“All I can say is | don't understand it. Of course, it's thar right to request dterndive duty, and I'm
advised that indl such cases s0 far the request has been granted. It's a matter of policy. To offset that,
though, you might take my own case. | did two toursin ‘Nam, and my term of service was due to expire
a the beginning of this week. In view of the circumstances | requested an indefinite extenson of my
engagement. I'm very happy to be involved in this operation. If I'm reassigned to active duty I'll accept
with enthusasm.”

Before Barney could put another question, the air was battered by the screech of a jet taking off, and
then another, and another, en route to tharr rendezvous across the ocean.

MINUS ONE AND COUNTING
Point Benefit Missile Station

Now the tenson was S0 terrific, it was as though one of those ancient siege-engines—a balista, would it
be?—had been wound up to the point where its bunched ropes threatened to snap. The image came
readily to mind. They had baptized the payload of the giant rocket that stood on its launch-pad three
miles from here, “The Dead Horse” dfter the kind of impromptu missle such sSege-engines had
sometimes been called on to ddiver. Barney couldn't help shuddering when he imegined a half-rotted
horse' s corpse golashing after being thrown over a castle wall.



Some very, very high-speed dterations had had to be carried out on that rocket. It had never been
intended for such a preciss—surgicaly precise—operation. But the job had been accomplished, and its
countdown was proceeding smoothly, and an hour and a hdf dill remained before the midnight expiry of
the seven-day ultimatum.

For good and logica reasons maximum publicity had been given to every stage of the preparations.
Tonight, as though this were nothing more than a grandiose firework show, people were milling around in
hordes, chatting, sometimes uttering loud laughter that betrayed a hint of nervousness... and smdl
wonder. Air Force and Army personnd, of course, were everywhere; additiondly, though, there were
scores of avilians wearing thick coats and hats with fur-lined ear-flaps, hands plunged deep in their
pockets for protection agang the sub-zero wind.

Around and among them Baney led his camera team, Ginger looking more despondent by the
minute—as though only tonight had he redlized that this scheme he regarded as crazy would actudly be
carried through—and Lucy looking by contrast more and more cheerful, Barney himsdf was poised on a
knife-edge between the two moods. While he dill supported the idea, now that its, execution was upon
them he found doubt preying on his mind. Suppose there were an unforeseen snag? Suppose the
response were not as had been caculated? After dl, nothing like this had been attempted ever before.
Nothing quite like this, anyhow.

Someone walking past was carrying atransstor radio. The ingantly-recognizable voice of the President’s
defested riva issued from it, hammering away at his constant theme.

“—apart from the patent idiocy of the idea, what about the cost? It's frightening to see money thrown
away likethid You might as wdl take a pile of hills up the Empire State Building and consgn them to the
mercy of the wind!”

Ginger gave a vigorous nod of agreement, but a the same moment Barney caught sght of one of the
people he bad been hunting for among the crowd and rushed toward him.

“Mr. Hdding! I've been looking for you dl over, ever snce they told me you'd arrived. Would | be right
inguessing that behind the door you said even you were not alowed through—7?’

“Something to do with this?” FHeding cut in with a grin, waving toward the immense slhouette of the
flood-lighted rocket. “Oh, surel We designed and built specid dectronics for that bird. I'm told there's
never before been arocket or missle, bar the Mars and Venus probes, that caled for such needle-point
accuracy. So we supplied gear for it that will function under five or Sx times the maximum expected
g-load.”

“Hm-m-m. That certainly isimpressvel”
“Even more impressive than you probably imagine” Heding said. “And, by the way! I’ ve been watching
out for your interviews since you called on me—not that I've had much time for TV, of course—and |

remember you dso taked to Peter Perdido, didn't you? He's around somewhere, too. It was his
company that supplied fud for the rocket.”

“Mr. Perdido!”



“What? Oh, hello, Mr. Ratchett. Might have expected to find you here, | guess.”
“Look, I'm told your firm provided the fud for this bird. Could you—?’

“No. Ddfinitdy no. Not until she's been safdy fired. But if you want someone who'll talk to you; there's
someone around here who notorioudy never stops talking—someone | believe you know, what’'s more.”

“Who?’

“l think you said that the day before you cdled on me you'd been to interview Professor Mdvin
Child—"

Blaring from wall- and pole-mounted PA speakers, a voice cut in. “One hour and counting at the mark...
Mark! Repesat, one hour and counting. All personnd to sixty-minute Sationd”

“Professor! Professor Child!”

“Who the hdll... ? Oh, it's the magter of indant news.” Child looked very strange in his Army uniform,
with mgor’'s rank-badges, paticularly since he had retained his beard—though at least it was more
neatly brushed than before. Severd times while in his company Barney saw other officers catch sght of
him and have to do a double-take.

“Whet in the world brings you here, Professor—or | guess | should say Mgor?

“Me? Oh, they sent me an invitation to join the gang. Think | don’'t deserve it? Hel, I've had dmost no
deep dnce | last saw you. You'd think the Army would keep a full-time daff of competent linguids
wouldn't you? But you should have seen some of the quff their so-called propaganda experts had in
draft. Full of dementary errors of grammar, vocabulary, phrasing—and as for syle...! | can just picture
one of those blockheads in a peasant village over there, trying to make friends with the people.
Everybody would be laughing a him, even the kiddl”

He bundled his greatcoat closer around himsdf.

“So gnce they said | could come dong and see the shot... crazy, you know. Bad as England, this They
have their firework shows on Guy Fawkes Day, November Ffth, and of course the weether isfilthy nine
years out of ten. At least we had the good sense to pick the Fourth of July.” He hedtated, then added in
alower tone, “Say, do you know anywhere around here | could get a drink? I'm frozen to the marrow!”

Hiding a smile, Barney said, “We re operating out of thet big traler over there. It's our mobile HQ. And
| know my chief Andy Scharf keeps a stock of Jm Beam fo—ah—VIP's”

With dacrity Child said, “I'm one!”

“Thirty minutes from the mark... Mark!”

Child was a fascinating talker. He held forth with such verve that even those members of the news-team
who had privately declared he most have made his recent notorious gesture purdly for publicity were won



over in a matter of minutes, and more than once Andy Scharf—who himsdf gave the impresson he'd
have enjoyed ligening—hed to recdl them gernly to neglected duties.

“Hard to get accustomed to, in't it?” Child sad after that had happened a couple of times “I mean the
fact that an operation like this is taking place in the full glare of the media. That's a breskthrough, if you
likel”

“Operdtion,” Barney echoed, thoughtfully.
“A good term. The only possible term. Because of its medica overtones.”
“That’s the point which had just struck me,” Barney agreed.

Child was nodding fervently. “Y ou know the old French proverb, il faut souffrir pour étre belle? You
mus suffer to be beautiful! We want this planet of ours to be beautiful for mankind to live on, but there's
no doubt that here and there it's riddled with the counterpart of cancer. So now and then it's essentid to
undertake the equivadent of a surgicd operation, because otherwise the disease will spread and the result
will be disaster for us dl. All this tak about our ‘right' to destroy the way of life of those people
yonder”—a vague easterly gesture—"1’ve been there, and I’ ve seen. For mogt of them it's not a way of
life It'saway of death—at an early agel”

“Hfteen minutes, counting. .. Fourteen... Thirteen...”

The talk began to die away until a last there was no sound in the big traler except Andy Scharf's
commentary for the viewers and occasiona whispered indructions. Everybody was under cover now;,
only the remote cameras gave aview of the looming bulk of the rocket, tipped with its ridiculoudy smdl
payload. The service gantry was withdrawn, the count reached thirty seconds, twenty, ten...

“—five, four, three, two, ong, fire”

And after that it was impossible to hear anything for a long while except the incredible thunder of the
engines, until a last acadm offidd voice said. “On course, on course. We have abird.”

“Thedieiscast,” said Mdvin Child, and somehow, coming from him, the phrase did not ring at dl false.

After dl, when in higtory had a nation taken a greater gamble?

ZERO
Hamlet Siao Kat

During the past week they had been warned, over and over, by the premier, by offiadd spokesmen, by
generds, by a panicky vigtor from the capital, and on the day it happened exactly as they had been told



to expect. Very fant, very high, there were arcraft; one caught a glimpse of them now and then between
the drifting clouds.

Today Cham Loc had not gone to work in the paddies. Instead he had remained a his house with his
wife and children, anxioudy scanning the sky. Everyone in the village was equdly on edge, and the
trangstor radio—which a the risk of runing down its battery he had kept switched on since
dawn—mingled its declarations of defiance with ill more warnings.

“Stay under cover as much as you can. Beware of anything that fdls from the sky. No matter how
innocent it looks, treat it as dangerous. Keep a careful eye on your children. It's been known for
antipersonnd bombs to be disguised as toys and dolld”

Cham Loc shuddered. He rardy had the chance to see a newspaper, but recently some had been
brought to the village, and he had been appaled by photographs showing scarred and maimed children,
meany of them no older than his own two. How could anybody be so crud? Yet there the evidence was,
plain in the pictures!

The day wore on. By lae afternoon he was haf-convinced that nothing was going to happen in this area
after dl, that the planes were dl bound for the capita city, the ports, or the country’s few indudtria
centers, and this poor agriculturd region was going to be ignored.

Neither he nor his wife had had much deep last night. He dozed, and so did she, when the waiting grew
unbearable. Both of them were logt in dreams before the white of parachutes bloomed in the rays of the
dedlining sun.

Overhead quiet voices spoke from plane to plane “Electronics One through Three, commence your
delivery run now. .. Chemica One through Chemicd Five, stland by to follow them...”

It was planned as a saturation mission. From now on it would continue every day from dawn to dusk until
the government admitted the people had had enough. Aboard the carriers at sea, men stripped to the
wag in subtropica heat sweated and cursed as they sruggled to turn the planes around within the
permitted haf-hour deadline. Refud, reload, and off agan...

And down they came like the seeds of some inconceivably huge thidtle, sfting through the clear air, and
thumped or banged or skidded or tangled or splashed according to the direction of the breeze and the
neture of the terrain. It was a cry from his son which awoke Cham Loc in horror—a cry of pain? And,
less loud, a voice that spoke in the sole language he understood, saying something about... but never
mind What was important was that his son was holding up his hand, bright red with smears of blood!

Shouting for hiswife to wake up too, he ran toward the bulky container which, by the look of things, the
boy had foadlishly dared to open, and stopped dead as he redized that was where the strange voice was
isuing from, uttering sirange but perfectly plain words.

It was roughly cubicd. It had a large square lid. The lid was upright. On its interior face, there were
moving pictures.

“This container is blue” the voice was saying. “Tha means it holds tools. There are dso ydlow
containers. They hold medicines for common diseases. There are dso green containers. They hold good



seed. There are aso brown containgrs...”

The boy’s injury, on ingpection, was no more than a scratch. Puzzled, but with growing courage, Cham
Loc ventured to take a look indde the open box...

And gave his son a thorough dressing-down. At his age he should have known better than to snatch at
the gleaming stedl of a saw-blade.

On the upright lid, a picture of just such asaw: agmiling man using it to cut a log. After that, a picture of
the same man using an ax; that too was in the box. And a hammer, and an assortment of nails, and a
mdlet and achisd and apair of pincers and a folding carpenter’s rule and haf a dozen pencils and... It
was too much for Cham Loc. Faced with such unimagingble wedth, he could only gepe as the
picture-show in the box’s lid demongtrated the proper use of each of these items, and then began the
explanation dl over again.

“This container is blue. That means it holds tools...”

Clothes, shoes, buckets, cook-pots, scissors, needles, knives, pans, soap, looms, thread and yarn,
buttons, plagic pipe, map-books, pen-pencil-and-compass sets, writing-paper, rope, disnfectant,
fishing-line, wire, water-purifying tablets, lens-grinding kits with indructions on how to make smple
spectacles, micradfilm libraries, one per village, complete with magnifier, containing data on agriculture,
medicine, hygiene, weaving, building, pottery...

Thelig was two thousand items long. Later, there would be ingtructions on how to detach the lids from
the containers so that they could be set up permanently to receive the sgnds which were now emanating
from the broadcasting satdlite put tidily into sationary orbit by the converted ICBM code-named “The
Dead Horse”

PLUS 8 AND HOPING
Planet Earth

“I'm pleased to report to the nation,” the President said from the screen of the TV s, “tha a nine
0'clock this moming | was able to give orders to discontinue dl Navy and Air Force missons except
those currently in progress. An hour earlier, | had received afull, frank, and | may say handsome gpology
from—’

“Smug bagtard!” Hal Ratchett muittered resentfully.
“In his pogdition,” Barney countered, “wouldn’t you be?’

“—gpoken persondly by phone to the premier, and he assured me that diplomatic relaions will be
resumed tomorrow. Moreover the fird of our aid-and-counsel teams are presently on their way by
scheduled, or maybe | ought to say rescheduled, commercid flights They incdude doctors, nurses,
agronomigts, engineers, avil engineers and teachers. It goes without saying that dl of these people are
volunteers”



The President leaned back in his chair, beaming.

“As you know, my authority to commit our forces to a venture of this kind has been cdled in question,
and | am required by Congress to present a detailed accounting of its cost—as is just and proper, of
course. But | can give you the public a preiminary report here and now.”

He lifted a angle sheet of paper from atable at his Sde with conscious thedtricdity.

“| see we have flown nine hundred and fifty missons. | see we suffered nine casudties, none fad, due to
such accidents as badly-secured crates fdling from a crane, while nineteen have been reported from the
target areas—including, | regret to say, one fatdity when an ederly man was pinned down by one of our
air-drop packages and ssemingly died from shock. | have authorized compensation for his widow,
naturdly.”

Laying the paper asde, he concluded. “All in dl, it appears that the total cost amounts to one hillion
dollars”

“A hillion bucks” Donna burst out. “He didn’'t have any right to—!”

Almog as though he had heard her, the President gazed draight into camera and concluded, “I should
like to remind those who fed that a hillion dollars is excessive that at the height of our commitment in
Vietnam we were spending a hillion dollars, on average, every five days. | leave you and the world to
judge which investment has secured the better return. Good-bye.”

There was dead slence for a long moment in the Ratchetts living-room. At last Barney rose, yawned,
and gtretched on tiptoe, before turning down the TV sound.

“I think it's cheap at the price,” he said. “Does anybody care to argue?’

At which moment Lissa—who had as usud declined to stay and ligen to the President when he came
on—opened the door just intime to catch the last word. Her face fdll.

“Oh, no! You're not arguing about politics again?’

“The argument,” Barney said contentedly, “is over.”



