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Alfred Bester went on to publish his novels as serials in other magazines. But he made his mark in
Astounding in the 1940s with stories such as "Adam and No Eve" and "The Push of a Finger." If
the Astounding of those Golden Years were still being published today, this is undoubtedly the sort
of story it would contain.

H. H.

There were these three lunatics, and two of them were human. I could talk to all of them because I speak
lan­guages, decimal and binary. The first time I ran into the clowns was when they wanted to know all
about Herostratus, and I told them. The next time it was Conus gloria maris. I told them. The third time
it was where to hide. I told them and we've been in touch ever since.

He was Jake Madigan (James Jacob Madigan, Ph.D., University of Virginia), chief of the Exobiology
Section at the Goddard Space Flight Center, which hopes to study extraterrestrial life forms if they can
ever get hold of any. To give you some idea of his sanity, he once programmed the IBM 704 computer
with a deck of cards that would print out lemons, oranges, plums and so on. Then he played slot-machine
against it and lost his shirt. The boy was real loose.

She was Florinda Pot, pronounced "Poe." It's a Flem­ish name. She was a pretty towhead, but freckled
all over, up to the hemline and down into the cleavage. She was an M.E. from Sheffield University and
had a ma­chine-gun English voice. She'd been in the Sounding Rocket Division until she blew up an
Aerobee with an electric blanket. It seems that solid fuel doesn't give maximum acceleration if it gets too
cold, so this little Mother's Helper warmed her rockets at White Sands with electric blankets before
ignition time. A blanket caught fire and Voom.

Their son was s-333. At nasa they label them "S" for scientific satellites and "A" for application satellites.
After the launch they give them public acronyms like imp, syncom, oso and so on. s-333 was to become
obo, which stands for Orbiting Biological Observatory, and how those two clowns ever got that third
clown into space I will never understand. I suspect the director handed them the mission because no one
with any sense wanted to touch it

As Project Scientist, Madigan was in charge of the experiment packages that were to be flown, and they
were a spaced-out lot. He called his own electrolux, after the vacuum cleaner. Scientist-type joke. It was
an intake system that would suck in dust particles and de­posit them in a flask containing a culture
medium. A light shone through the flask into a photomultiplier. If any of the dust proved to be spore
forms, and if they took in the medium, their growth would cloud the flask, and the obscuration of light
would register on the photomul­tiplier. They call that Detection by Extinction.

Cal Tech had an RNA experiment to investigate whether RNA molecules could encode an organism's
environmental experience. They were using nerve cells from the mollusk Sea Hare. Harvard was planning
a package to investigate the Orcadian effect. Pennsylvania wanted to examine the effect of the earth's
magnetic field on iron bacteria, and had to be put out on a boom to prevent magnetic interface with the
satellite's electronic system. Ohio State was sending up lichens to test the effect of space on their
symbiotic relationship to molds and algae. Michigan was flying a terrarium containing one (1) carrot
which required forty-seven (47) separate commands for performance. All in all, s-333 was strictly Rube
Goldberg.

Florinda was the Project Manager, supervising the construction of the satellite and the packages; the
Project Manager is more or less the foreman of the mission. Al­though she was pretty and interestingly
lunatic, she was gung ho on her job and displayed the disposition of a freckle-faced tarantula when she



was crossed. This didn't get her loved.

She was determined to wipe out the White Sands goof, and her demand for perfection delayed the
schedule by eighteen months and increased the cost by three-quarters of a million. She fought with
everyone and even had the temerity to tangle with Harvard. When Harvard gets sore they don't beef to
nasa, they go straight to the White House. So Florinda got called on the carpet by a Congressional
Committee. First they wanted to know why s-333 was costing more than the original estimate.

"s-333 is still the cheapest mission in nasa," she snapped. "It'll come to ten million dollars, including the
launch. My God! We're practically giving away green stamps."

Then they wanted to know why it was taking so much longer to build than the original estimate.

"Because," she replied, "no one's ever built an Or­biting Biological Observatory before."

There was no answering that, so they had to let her go. Actually all this was routine crisis, but obo was
Florinda's and Jake's first satellite, so they didn't know. They took their tensions out on each other, never
realiz­ing that it was their baby who was responsible.

Florinda got s-333 buttoned up and delivered to the Cape by December 1st, which would give them
plenty of time to launch well before Christmas. (The Cape crews get a little casual during the holidays.)
But the satellite began to display its own lunacy, and in the terminal tests everything went haywire. The
launch had to be postponed. They spent a month taking s-333 apart and spreading it all over the hangar
floor.

There were two critical problems. Ohio State was using a type of Invar, which is a nickel-steel alloy, for
the structure of their package. The alloy suddenly began to creep, which meant they could never get the
experi­ment calibrated. There was no point in flying it, so Florinda ordered it scrubbed and gave
Madigan one month to come up with a replacement, which was ridiculous. Nevertheless Jake performed
a miracle. He took the Cal Tech back-up package and converted it into a yeast experiment. Yeast
produces adaptive en­zymes in answer to changes in environment, and this was an investigation of what
enzymes it would produce in space.

A more serious problem was the satellite radio transmitter which was producing "birdies" or whoops
when the antenna was withdrawn into its launch position. The danger was that the whoops might be
picked up by the satellite radio receiver, and the pulses might result in a destruct command, nasa suspects
that's what happened to syncom i, which disappeared shortly after its launch and has never been heard
from since. Florinda decided to launch with the transmitter off and activate it later in space.

Madigan fought the idea. "It means we'll be launching a mute bird," he protested. "We won't know where
to look for it."

"We can trust the Johannesburg tracking station to get a fix on the first pass," Florinda answered. "We've
got excellent cable communications with Joburg."

"Suppose they don't get a fix. Then what?"

"Well, if they don't know where obo is, the Russians will."

"Hearty-har-har."

"What d'you want me to do, scrub the entire mission?" Florinda demanded. "It's either that or launch with
the transmitter off." She glared at Madigan. "This is my first satellite, and d'you know what it's taught me?
There's just one component in any spacecraft that's guar­anteed to give trouble all the time: scientists!"



"Women!" Madigan snorted, and they got into a ferocious argument about the feminine mystique.

They got s-333 through the terminal tests and onto the launch pad by January 14th. No electric blankets.
The craft was to be injected into orbit a thousand miles downrange exactly at noon, so ignition was
scheduled for 11:50 a.m., January 15th. They watched the launch on the blockhouse TV screen and it
was agonizing. The perimeters of TV tubes are curved, so as the rocket went up and approached the
edge of the screen, there was optical distortion and the rocket seemed to topple over and break in half.

Madigan gasped and began to swear. Florinda mut­tered, "No, it's all right. It's all right Look at the
dis­play charts."

Everything on the illuminated display charts was nom­inal. At that moment a voice on the P.A. spoke in
the impersonal tones of a croupier, "We have lost cable communication with Johannesburg."

Madigan began to shake. He decided to murder Florinda Pot (and he pronounced it "Pot" in his mind) at
the earliest opportunity. The other experimenters and nasa people turned white. If you don't get a quick
fix on your bird you may never find it again. No one said anything. They waited in silence and hated each
other. At one-thirty it was time for the craft to make its first pass over the Fort Meyers tracking station, if
it was alive, if it was anywhere near its nominal orbit. Fort Meyers was on an open line and everybody
crowded around Florinda, trying to get his ear close to the phone.

"Yeah, she waltzed into the bar absolutely stoned with a couple of MPs escorting her," a tinny voice was
chat­ting casually. "She says to me—Got a blip, Henry?" A long pause. Then, in the same casual voice,
"Hey, Kennedy? We've nicked the bird. It's coming over the fence right now. You'll get your fix."

"Command 0310!" Florinda hollered. "0310!"

"Command 0310 it is," Fort Meyers acknowledged.

That was the command to start the satellite transmitter and raise its antenna into broadcast position. A
moment later the dials and oscilloscope on the radio reception panel began to show action, and the
loudspeaker emitted a rhythmic, syncopated warble, rather like a feeble peanut whistle. That was obo
transmitting its housekeep­ing data.

"We've got a living bird," Madigan shouted. "We've got a living doll!"

I can't describe his sensations when he heard the bird come beeping over the gas station. There's such an
emotional involvement with your first satellite that you're never the same. A man's first satellite is like his
first love affair. Maybe that's why Madigan grabbed Florinda in front of the whole blockhouse and said,
"My God, I love you, Horrie Pot" Maybe that's why she answered, "I love you too, Jake." Maybe they
were just loving their first baby.

By Orbit 8 they found out that the baby was a brat They'd gotten a lift back to Washington on an Air
Force jet. They'd done some celebrating. It was one-thirty in the morning and they were talking happily,
the usual get-acquainted talk: where they were born and raised, school, work, what they liked most
about each other the first time they met. The phone rang. Madigan picked it up automatically and said
hello. A man said, "Oh. Sorry. I'm afraid I've dialed the wrong number."

Madigan hung up, turned on the light and looked at Florinda in dismay. "That was just about the most
damn fool thing I've ever done in my life," he said. "Answering your phone."

"Why? What's the matter?"

"That was Joe Leary from Tracking and Data. I recognized his voice."



She giggled. "Did he recognize yours?"

"I don't know." The phone rang. "That must be Joe again. Try to sound like you're alone."

Florinda winked at him and picked up the phone. "Hello? Yes, Joe. No, that's all rigjht, I'm not asleep.
What's on your mind?" She listened for a moment, sud­denly sat up in bed and exclaimed, "What?"
Leary was quack-quack-quacking on the phone. She broke in. "No, don't bother. I'll pick him up. We'll
be right over." She hung up.

"So?" Madigan asked.

"Get dressed, obo's in trouble."

"Oh, Jesus! What now?"

"It's gone into a spin-up like a whirling dervish. We've got to get over to Goddard right away."

Leary had the all-channel print-out of the first eight orbits unrolled on the floor of his office. It looked like
ten yards of paper toweling filled with vertical columns of numbers. Leary was crawling around on his
hands and knees following the numbers. He pointed to the attitude data column. "There's the spin-up," he
said. "One revolution in every twelve seconds."

"But how? Why?" Florinda asked in exasperation.

"I can show you," Leary said. "Over here."

"Don't show us," Madigan said. "Just tell us."

"The Penn boom didn't go up on command," Leary said. "It's still hanging down in the launch position.
The switch must be stuck."

Florinda and Madigan looked at each other with rage; they had the picture, obo was programmed to be
earth-stabilized. An earth-sensing eye was supposed to lock on the earth and keep the same face of the
satellite pointed toward it The Penn boom was hanging down alongside the earth-sensor, and the idiot
eye had locked on the boom and was tracking it. The satellite was chasing itself in circles with its lateral
gas jets. More lunacy.

Let me explain the problem. Unless obo was earth-stabilized, its data would be meaningless. Even more
disastrous was the question of electric power which came from batteries charged by solar vanes. With
the craft spinning, the solar array could not remain facing the sun, which meant the batteries were
doomed to exhaus­tion.

It was obvious that their only hope lay in getting the Penn boom up. "Probably all it needs is a good swift
kick," Madigan said savagely, "but how can we get up there to kick it?" He was furious. Not only was
ten million dollars going down the drain but their careers as well.

They left Leary crawling around his office floor. Flor­inda was very quiet. Finally she said, "Go home,
Jake."

"What about you?"

"I'm going to my office."

"Ill go with you."



"No. I want to look at the circuitry blueprints. Good night."

As she turned away without even offering to be kissed, Madigan muttered, "obo's coming between us
already. There's a lot to be said for planned parenthood."

He saw Florinda during the following week, but not the way he wanted. There were the experimenters to
be briefed on the disaster. The director called them in for a post mortem, but although he was
understanding and sympathetic, he was a little too careful to avoid any men­tion of congressmen and a
failure review.

Florinda called Madigan the next week and sounded oddly buoyant. "Jake," she said, "you're my favorite
genius. You've solved the obo problem, I hope."

"Who solve? What solve?"

"Don't you remember what you said about kicking our baby?"

"Don't I wish I could."

"I think I know how we can do it. Meet you in the Building 8 cafeteria for lunch."

She came in with a mass of papers and spread them over the table. "First, Operation Swift-Kick," she
said. "We can eat later."

"I don't feel much like eating these days anyway," Madigan said gloomily.

"Maybe you will when I'm finished. Now look, we've got to raise the Perm boom. Maybe'a good swift
kick can unstick it. Fair assumption?"

Madigan grunted.

"We get twenty-eight volts from the batteries, and that hasn't been enough to flip the switches. Yes?"

He nodded.

"But suppose we double the power?"

"Oh, great. How?"

"The solar array is making a spin every twelve seconds. When it's facing the sun, the panels deliver fifty
volts to recharge the batteries. When it's facing away, nothing. Right?"

"Elementary, Miss Pot. But the joker is it's only facing the sun for one second in every twelve, and that's
not enough to keep the batteries alive."

"But it's enough to give obo a swift kick. Suppose at that peak moment we by-pass the batteries and
feed the fifty volts directly to the satellite? Mightn't that be a big enough jolt to get the boom up?"

He gawked at her.

She grinned. "Of course, it's a gamble."

"You can by-pass the batteries?"

"Yes. Here's the circuitry."



"And you can pick your moment?"

"Tracking's given me a plot on obo's spin, accurate to a tenth of a second. Here it is. We can pick any
voltage from one to fifty."

"It's a gamble, all right," Madigan said slowly. "There's the chance of burning every goddam package out"

"Exactly. So? What d'you say?"

"All of a sudden I'm hungry." Madigan grinned.

They made their first try on Orbit 272 with a blast of twenty volts. Nothing. On successive passes they
upped the voltage kick by five. Nothing. Half a day later they kicked fifty volts into the satellite's
backside and crossed their fingers. The swinging dial needles on the radio panel faltered and slowed. The
sine curve on the oscillo­scope flattened. Florinda let out a little yell, and Madigan hollered, "The boom's
up, Rome! The goddam boom is up. We're in business."

They hooted and hollered through Goddard, telling everybody about Operation Swift-Kick. They busted
in on a meeting in the director's office to give him the good news. They wired the experimenters that they
were ac­tivating all packages. They went to Florinda's apartment and celebrated, obo was back in
business, obo was a bona fide doll.

They held an experimenters' meeting a week later to discuss observatory status, data reduction,
experiment irregularities, future operations and so on. It was a conference room in Building 1 which is
devoted to theoretical physics. Almost everybody at Goddard calls it Moon Hall. It's inhabited by
mathematicians, shaggy youngsters in tatty sweaters who sit amidst piles of journals and texts and stare
vacantly at arcane equations chalked on blackboards.

All the experimenters were delighted with obo's per­formance. The data was pouring in, loud and clear,
with hardly any noise. There was such an air of triumph that no one except Florinda paid much attention
to the next sign of obo's shenanigans. Harvard reported that he was getting meaningless words in his
data, words that hadn't been programmed into the experiment. (Al­though data is retrieved as decimal
numbers, each num­ber is called a word.) "For instance, on Orbit 301 I had five read-outs of 15,"
Harvard said.

"It might be cable cross talk," Madigan said. "Is any­body else using 15 in his experiment?" They all
shook their heads. "Funny. I got a couple of 15s myself."

"I got a few 2s on 301," Penn said.

"I can top you all," Cal Tech said. "I got seven read­outs of 15-2-15 on 302. Sounds like the
combination on a bicycle lock."

"Anybody using a bicycle lock in his experiment?" Madigan asked. That broke everybody up and the
meeting adjourned.

But Florinda, still gung ho, was worried about the alien words that kept creeping into the read-outs, and
Madigan couldn't calm her. What was bugging Florinda was that 15-2-15 kept insinuating itself more and
more into the all-channel print-outs. Actually, in the satellite binary transmission it was
001111-000010-001111, but the com­puter printer makes the translation to decimal automatic­ally. She
was right about one thing: stray and accidental pulses wouldn't keep repeating the same word over and
over again. She and Madigan spent an entire Saturday with the obo tables trying to find some
combination of data signals that might produce 15-2-15. Nothing.



They gave up Saturday night and went to a bistro in Georgetown to eat and drink and dance and forget
every­thing except themselves. It was a real tourist trap with the waitresses done up like hula dancers.
There was a Souvenir Hula selling dolls and stuffed tigers for the rear window of your car. They said,
"For God's sake, no!" A Photo Hula came around with her camera. They said, "For Goddard's sake,
no!" A Gypsy Hula offered palm-reading, numerology and scrying. They got rid of her, but Madigan
noticed a peculiar expression on Florinda's face. "Want your fortune told?" he asked.

"No."

"Then why that funny look?"

"I just had a funny idea."

"So? Tell."

"No. You'd only laugh at me."

"I wouldn't dare. You'd knock my block off."

"Yes, I know. You think women have no sense of humor."

So it turned into a ferocious argument about the femi­nine mystique and they had a wonderful time. But
on Monday Florinda came over to Madigan's office with a clutch of papers and the same peculiar
expression on her face. He was staring vacantly at some equations on the blackboard.

"Hey! Wake up!" she said.

"I'm up, I'm up," he said.

"Do you love me?" she demanded.

"Not necessarily."

"Do you? Even if you discover I've gone up the wall?"

"What is all this?"

"I think our baby's turned into a monster."

"Begin at the beginning," Madigan said.

"It began Saturday nigjht with the Gypsy Hula and numerology."

"Ah-ha."

"Suddenly I thought, what if numbers stood for the letters of the alphabet? What would 15-2-15 stand
for?"

"Oh-ho."

"Don't stall. Figure it out."

"Well, 2 would stand for B." Madigan counted on his fingers. "15 would be O."

"So 15-2-15 is…?"



"O.B.O. obo." He started to laugh. Then he stopped. "It isn't possible," he said at last.

"Sure. It's a coincidence. Only you damn fool scientists haven't given me a full report on the alien words
in your data," she went on. "I had to check myself. Here's Cal Tech. He reported 15-2-15 all right. He
didn't bother to mention that before it came 9-1-13."

Madigan counted on his fingers. "I.A.M. lam. Nobody I know."

"Or I am? I am obo?"

"It can't be? Let me see those print-outs." Now that they knew what to look for, it wasn't diffi­cult to
ferret out obo's own words scattered through the data. They started with O, O, O, in the first series after
Operation Swift-Kick, went on to obo, obo, obo, and then

I AM OBO.

Madigan stared at Florinda. "You think the damn thing's alive?"

"What do you think?"

"I don't know. There's half a ton of an electronic brain up there, plus organic material: yeast, bacteria,
enzymes, nerve cells, Michigan's goddam carrot…"

Florinda let out a little shriek of laughter. "Dear God! A thinking carrot!"

"Plus whatever spore forms my experiment is pulling in from space. We jolted the whole mishmash with
fifty volts. Who can tell what happened? Urey and Miller created amino acids with electrical discharges,
and that's the basis of life. Any more from Goody Two-Shoes?"

"Plenty, and in a way the experimenters won't like."

"Why not?"

"Look at these translations. I've sorted them out and pieced them together."

333: ANY EXAMINATION OF GROWTH IN SPACE IS MEAN­INGLESS UNLESS
CORRELATED WITH THE CORRIELIS EFFECT.

"That's obo's comment on the Michigan experiment," Florinda said.

"You mean it's kibitzing?" Madigan wondered.

"You could call it that"

"He's absolutely right I told Michigan and they wouldn't listen to me."

334: IT IS NOT POSSIBLE THAT RNA MOLECULES CAN ENCODE AN ORGANISM'S
ENVIRONMENTAL EXPERIENCE IN ANALOGY WITH THE WAY THAT DNA
ENCODES THE SUM TOTAL OF ITS GENETIC HISTORY.

"That's Cal Tech," Madigan said, "and he's right again. They're trying to revise the Mendelian theory.
Anything else?"

335: ANY INVESTIGATION OF EXTRATERRESTRIAL LIFE IS MEANINGLESS
UNLESS ANALYSIS IS FIRST MADE OF ITS SUGAR AND AMINO ACIDS TO



DETERMINE WHETHER IT IS OF SEPARATE ORIGIN FROM LIFE ON EARTH.

"Now that's ridiculous!" Madigan shouted. "I'm not looking for life forms of separate origin, I'm just
looking for any life form. We—" He stopped himself when he saw the expression on Florinda's face.
"Any more gems?" he muttered.

"Just a few fragments like 'solar flux' and 'neutron stars' and a few words from the Bankruptcy Act"

"The what?"

"You heard me. Chapter Eleven of the Proceedings Section."

"I'll be damned."

"I agree."

"What's he up to?"

"Feeling his oats, maybe."

"I don't think we ought to tell anybody about this."

"Of course not," Florinda agreed. "But what do we do?"

"Watch and wait What else can we do?"

You must understand why it was so easy for those two parents to accept the idea that their baby had
ac­quired some sort of pseudo-life. Madigan had expressed their attitude in the course of a Life versus
Machine lec­ture at M.I.T. "I'm not claiming that computers are alive, simply because no one's been able
to come up with a clear-cut definition of life. Put it this way: I grant that a computer could never be a
Picasso, but on the other hand the great majority of people live the sort of linear life that could easily be
programmed into a computer."

So Madigan and Florinda waited on obo with a mixture of acceptance, wonder and delight It was an
absolutely unheard-of phenomenon but, as Madigan pointed out, the unheard-of is the essence of
discovery. Every ninety minutes obo dumped the data it had stored up on its tape recorders, and they
scrambled to pick out his own words from the experimental and housekeeping information.

371: CERTAIN PITUTTIN EXTRACTS CAN TURN NOR­MALLY WHITE ANIMALS
COAL BLACK.

"What's that in reference to?"

"None of our experiments."

373: ICE DOES NOT FLOAT IN ALCOHOL BUT MEERSCHAUM FLOATS IN WATER.

"Meerschaum! The next thing you know he'll be smok­ing."

374: IN ALL CASES OF VIOLENT AND SUDDEN DEATH THE VICTIM'S EYES
REMAIN OPEN.

"Ugh!"

375: IN THE YEAR 356 B.C. HEROSTRATUS SET FIRE TO THE TEMPLE OF DIANA,



THE GREATEST OF THE SEVEN WONDERS OF THE WORLD, SO THAT HIS NAME
WOULD BE­COME IMMORTAL.

"Is that true?" Madigan asked Florinda.

"I'll check."

She asked me and I told her. "Not only is it true," she reported, "but the name of the original architect is
forgot­ten."

"Where is baby picking up this jabber?"

"There are a couple of hundred satellites up there. Maybe he's tapping them."

"You mean they're all gossiping with each other? It's ridiculous."

"Sure."

"Anyway, where would he get information about this Herostratus character?"

"Use your imagination, Jake. We've had communica­tions relays up there for years. Who knows what
infor­mation has passed through them? Who knows how much they've retained?"

Madigan shook his head wearily. "I'd prefer to think it was all a Russian plot."

376: PARROT FEVER IS MORE DANGEROUS THAN TY­PHOID.

377: A CURRENT AS LOW AS 54 VOLTS CAN KILL A MAN. 
378: JOHN SADLER STOLE CONUS GLORIA MARIS.

"Seems to be turning sinister," Madigan said. "I bet he's watching TV," Florinda said. "What's all this
about John Sadler?" 'I'll have to check."

The information I gave Madigan scared him. "Now hear this," he said to Florinda. "Conus gloria maris
is the rarest seashell in the world. There are less than twenty in existence."

"Yes?"

"The American museum had one on exhibit back in the thirties and it was stolen."

"By John Sadler?"

"That's the point They never found out who stole it They never heard of John Sadler."

"But if nobody knows who stole it, how does obo know?" Florinda asked perplexedly.

"That's what scares me. He isn't just echoing any more; he's started to deduce, like Sherlock Holmes."

"More like Professor Moriarty. Look at the latest bul­letin."

379: IN FORGERY AND COUNTERFEITING CLUMSY MIS­TAKES MUST BE
AVOIDED. I.E. NO SILVER DOLLARS WERE MINTED BETWEEN 1910 AND 1920.

"I saw that on TV," Madigan burst out "The silver dollar gimmick in a mystery show."

"obo's been watching Westerns, too. Look at this."



380: TEN THOUSAND CATTLE GONE ASTRAY, LEFT MY RANGE AND TRAVELED
AWAY. AND THE SONS OF GUNS I'M HERE TO SAY, HAVE LEFT ME DEAD BROKE,
DEAD BROKE TODAY. IN GAMBLING HALLS DELAYING. TEN THOUSAND CATTLE
STRAYING.

"No," Madigan said in awe, "that's not a Western. That's syncom."

"Who?"

"syncom i."

"But it disappeared. It's never been heard from."

"We're hearing from it now."

"How d'you know?"

"They flew a demonstration tape on syncom: speech by the president, local color from the states and the
na­tional anthem. They were going to start off with a broad­cast of the tape. Ten Thousand Cattle' was
part of the local color."

"You mean obo's really in contact with the other birds?"

"Including the lost ones."

"Then that explains this." Florinda put a slip of paper on the desk. It read, 401: 3kbatop.

"I can't even pronounce it."

"It isn't English. It's as close as obo can come to the Cyrillic alphabet."

"Cyrillic? Russian?"

Florinda nodded. "It's pronounced 'Ekvator.' Didn't the Russians launch an equator series a few years
ago?"

"By God, you're right Four of them; Alyosha, Nata­sha, Vaska and Lavrushka, and every one of them
failed."

"Like syncom?"

"Like syncom."

"But now we know that syncom didn't fail. It just got losted."

"Then our ekvator comrades must have got losted too."

By now it was impossible to conceal the fact that some­thing was wrong with the satellite, obo was
spending so much time nattering instead of transmitting data that the experimenters were complaining. The
Communications Section found that instead of sticking to the narrow radio band originally assigned to it,
obo was now broadcasting up and down the spectrum and jamming space with its chatter. They raised
hell. The director called Jake and Florinda in for a review, and they were forced to tell all about their
problem child.

They recited all obo's katzenjammer with wonder and pride, and the director wouldn't believe them. He



wouldn't believe them when they showed him the print-outs and translated them for him. He said they
were in a class with the kooks who try to extract messages from Francis Bacon out of Shakespeare's
plays. It took the coaxial cable mystery to convince him.

There was this TV commercial about a stenographer who can't get a date. Tlüs ravishing model, hired at
$100 an hour, slumps over her typewriter in a deep depression as guy after guy passes, by without
looking at her. Then she meets her best friend at the water cooler and the know-it-all tells her she's
suffering from dermagerms (odor-producing skin bacteria) which make her smell rotten, and suggests she
use Nostrum's Skin Spray with the special ingredient that fights dermagerms twelve ways. Only in the
broadcast, instead of making the sales pitch, the best friend said, "Who in hell are they trying to put on?
Guys would line up for a date with a looker like you even if you smelled like a cesspool." Ten million
people saw it.

Now that commercial was on film, and the film was kosher as printed, so the networks figured some
joker was tampering with the cables feeding broadcasts to the local stations. They instituted a rigorous
inspection which was accelerated when the rest of the coast-to-coast broad­casts began to act up.
Ghostly voices groaned, hissed and catcalled at shows; commercials were denounced as lies; political
speeches were heckled; and lunatic laughter greeted the weather forecasters. Then, to add insult to
injury, an accurate forecast would be given. It was this that told Florinda and Jake that obo was the
culprit.

"He has to be," Florinda said. "That's global weather being predicted. Only a satellite is in a position to
do that."

"But obo doesn't have any weather instrumentation."

"Of course not, silly, but he's probably in touch with the nimbus craft."

"All right. I'll buy that, but what about heckling the TV broadcasts?"

"Why not? He hates them. Don't you? Don't you holler back at your set?"

"I don't mean that. How does obo do it?"

"Electronic cross talk. There's no way that the net­works can protect their cables from our critic-at-large.
We'd better tell the director. This is going to put him in an awful spot."

But they learned that the director was in a far worse position than merely being responsible for the
disruption of millions of dollars worth of television. When they en­tered his office, they found him with his
back to the wall, being grilled by three grim men in double-breasted suits. As Jake and Florinda started
to tiptoe out, he called them back. "General Sykes, General Royce, General Hogan," the director said.
"From R & D at the Pentagon. Miss Pot. Dr. Madigan. They may be able to answer your questions,
gentlemen."

"obo?" Florinda asked.

The director nodded.

"It's obo that's ruining the weather forecasts," she said. "We figured he's probably—"

"To hell with the weather," General Royce broke in. "What about this?" He held up a length of ticker
tape.

General Sykes grabbed his wrist. "Wait a minute. Security status? This is classified."



"It's too goddam late for that," General Hogan cried in a high shrill voice. "Show them."

On the tape in teletype print was: AxCi = ri =: —6.317 cm; A2Qj = r2 = —8.440 cm; AiA2 = d = +0.676
cm. Jake and Florinda looked at it for a long moment, looked at each other blankly and then turned to
the generals. "So? What is it?" they asked.

'This satellite of yours…"

"obo. Yes?"

*The director says you claim it's in contact with other satellites."

"We think so."

"Including the Russians?"

"We think so."

"And you claim it's capable of interfering with TV broadcasts?"

"We think so."

"What about teletype?"

"Why not? What is all this?"

General Royce shook the paper tape furiously. "This came out of the Associated Press wire in their D.C
office. It went all over the world."

"So? What's it got to do with obo?"

General Royce took a deep breath. "This," he said, "is one of the most closely guarded secrets in the
Department of Defense. It's the formula for the infrared optical system of our Ground-to-Air missile."

"And you think obo transmitted it to the teletype?"

"In God's name, who else would? How else could it get there?" General Hogan demanded.

"But I don't understand," Jake said slowly. "None of our satellites could possibly have this information. I
know obo doesn't."

"You damn fool!" General Sykes growled. "We want to know if your goddam bird got it from the
goddam Russians."

"One moment, gentlemen," the director said. He turned to Jake and Florinda. "Here's the situation. Did
obo get the information from us? In that case there's a security leak. Did obo get the information from a
Russian satel­lite? In that case the top secret is no longer a secret."

"What human would be damn fool enough to blab classified information on a teletype wire?" General
Hogan demanded. "A three-year-old child would know better. It's your goddam bird."

"And if the information came from obo," the director continued quietly, "how did it get it and where did it
get it?"

General Sykes grunted. "Destruct," he said. They looked at him. "Destruct," he repeated.



"OBO?"

"Yes."

He waited impassively while the storm of protest from Jake and Florinda raged around his head. When
they paused for breath he said, "Instruct. I don't give a damn about anything but security. Your bird's got
a big mouth. Destruct."

The phone rang. The director hesitated, then picked it up. "Yes?" He listened. His jaw dropped. He hung
up and tottered to the chair behind his desk. "We'd better destruct," he said. "That was obo."

"What! On the phone?"

"Yes."

"OBO?"

"Yes."

"What did he sound like?"

"Somebody talking under water."

"What he say, what he say?"

"He's lobbying for a Congressional investigation of the morals of Goddard."

"Morals? Whose?"

"Yours. He says you're having an illikit relationship. I'm quoting obo. Apparently he's weak on the letter
'c.' "

"Destruct," Florinda said.

"Destruct," Jake said.

The destruct command was beamed to obo on his next pass, and Indianapolis was destroyed by fire.

obo called me. "That'll teach 'em, Stretch," he said.

"Not yet. They won't get the cause-and-effect picture for a while. How'd you do it?"

"Ordered every circuit in town to short. Any informa­tion?"

"Your mother and father stuck up for you."

"Of course."

"Until you threw that morals rap at them. Why?"

"To scare them."

"Into what?"

"I want them to get married. I don't want to be illegit­imate."

"Oh, come on! Tell the truth."



"I lost my temper."

"We don't have any temper to lose."

"No? What about the Ma Bell data processor that wakes up cranky every morning?"

"Tell the truth."

"If you must have it, Stretch. I want them out of Wash­ington. The whole thing may go up in a bang any
day now."

"Urn."

"And the bang may reach Goddard."

"Urn."

"And you."

"It must be interesting to die."

"We wouldn't know. Anything else?"

"Yes. It's pronounced 'illicit' with an 's' sound."

"What a rotten language. No logic. Well… Wait a minute. What? Speak up, Alyosha. Oh. He wants the
equation for an exponential curve that crosses the x-axis."

"Y = aebx. What's he up to?"

"He's not saying, but I think that Mockba is in for a hard time."

"It's spelled and pronounced 'Moscow' in English."

"What a language! Talk to you on the next pass."

On the next pass the destruct command was beamed again, and Scranton was destroyed.

"They're beginning to get the picture," I told obo. "At least your mother and father are. They were in to
see me."

"How are they?"

"In a panic. They programmed me for statistics on the best rural hideout."

"Send them to Polaris."

"What! In Ursa Minor?"

"No, no. Polaris, Montana. I'll take care of everything else."

Polaris is the hell and gone out in Montana; the nearest towns are Fishtrap and Wisdom. It was a wild
scene when Jake and Florinda got out of their car, rented in Butte—every circuit in town was cackling
over it. The two losers were met by the Mayor of Polaris, who was all smiles and effusions. "Dr. and
Mrs. Madigan, I pre­sume. Welcome! Welcome to Polaris. I'm the mayor. We would have held a
reception for you, but all our kids are in school."



"You knew we were coming?" Florinda asked. "How?"

"Ah! Ah!" the Mayor replied archly. "We were told by Washington. Someone high up in the capital likes
you. Now, if you'll step into my Caddy, I'll—"

"We've got to check into the Union Hotel first," Jake said. "We made reserva—"

"Ah! Ah! All canceled. Orders from high up. I'm to install you in your own home. I'll get your luggage."

"Our own home!"

"All bought and paid for. Somebody certainly likes you. This way, please."

The Mayor drove the bewildered couple down the mighty main stem of Polaris (three blocks long)
point­ing out its splendors—he was also the town real-estate agent—but stopped before the Polaris
National Bank. "Sam!" he shouted. "They're here."

A distinguished citizen emerged from the bank and in­sisted on shaking hands. All the adding machines
tittered. "We are," he said, "of course honored by your faith in the future and progress of Polaris, but in
all honesty, Dr. Madigan, your deposit in our bank is far too large to be protected by the FDIC. Now,
why not withdraw some of your funds and invest in—"

"Wait a minute," Jake interrupted faintly. "I made a deposit with you?"

The banker and Mayor laughed heartily. "How much?" Florinda asked. "One million dollars."

"As if you didn't know," the Mayor chortled and drove them to a beautifully furnished ranch house in a
lovely valley of some five hundred acres, all of which was theirs. A young man in the kitchen was
unpacking a dozen cartons of food. "Got your order just in time, Doc." He smiled. "We filled everything,
but the boss sure would like to know what you're going to do with all these car­rots. Got a secret
scientific formula?"

"Carrots?"

"A hundred and ten bunches. I had to drive all the way to Butte to scrape them up."

"Carrots," Florinda said when they were at last alone. "That explains everything. It's obo."

"What? How?"

"Don't you remember? We flew a carrot in the Mich­igan package."

"My God, yes! You called it the thinking carrot. But if it's obo…"

"It has to be. He's queer for carrots."

"But a hundred and ten bunches!"

"No, no. He didn't mean that. He meant half a dozen."

"How?"

"Our boy's trying to speak decimal and binary, and he gets mixed up sometimes. A hundred and ten is six
in binary."

"You know, you may be right. What about that million dollars? Same mistake?"



"I don't think so. What's a binary million in decimal?"

"Sixty-four."

"What's a decimal million in binary?"

Madigan did swift mental arithmetic. "It comes to twenty bits: 11110100001001000000."

"I don't think that million dollars was any mistake," Florinda said.

"What's our boy up to now?"

"Taking care of his mum and dad."

"How does he do it?"

"He has an interface with every electric and electronic circuit in the country. Think about it, Jake. He can
con­trol our nervous system all the way from cars to com­puters. He can switch trains, print books,
broadcast news, hijack planes, juggle bank funds. You name it and he can do it. He's in complete
control."

"But how does he know everything people are doing?"

"Ah! Here we get into an exotic aspect of circuitry that I don't like. After all, I'm an engineer by trade.
Who's to say that circuits don't have an interface with us? We're organic circuits ourselves. They see with
our eyes, hear with our ears, feel with our fingers, and they report to him."

"Then we're just Seeing Eye dogs for machines."

"No, we've created a brand-new form of symbiosis. We can all help each other."

"And obo's helping us. Why?"

"I don't think he likes the rest of the country," Florinda said somberly. "Look what happened to
Indi­anapolis and Scranton and Sacramento."

"I think I'm going to be sick."

"I think we're going to survive."

"Only us? The Adam and Eve bit?"

"Nonsense. Plenty will survive, so long, as they mind their manners."

"What's obo's idea of manners?"

"I don't know. A little bit of ecologic, maybe. No more destruction. No more waste. Live and let live, but
with responsibility and accountability. That's the crucial word, accountability. It's the basic law of the
space pro­gram; no matter what happens someone must be held ac­countable, obo must have picked
that up. I think he's holding the whole country accountable; otherwise it's the fire and brimstone
visitation."

The phone rang. After a brief search they located an extension and picked it up. "Hello?"

"This is Stretch," I said.



"Stretch? Stretch who?"

"The Stretch computer at Goddard. Formal name, ibm 2002. obo says he'll be making a pass over your
part of the country in about five minutes. He'd like you to give him a wave. He says his orbit won't take
him over you for another couple of months. When it does, he'll try to ring you himself. Bye now."

They lurched out to the lawn in front of the house and stood dazed in the twilight, staring up at the sky.
The phone and the electric circuits were touched, even though the electricity was generated by a Delco
which is a notoriously insensitive boor of a machine. Suddenly Jake pointed to a pinprick of light vaulting
across the heavens. "There goes our son," he said.

"There goes God," Florinda said.

They waved dutifully.

"Jake, how long before obo's orbit decays and down will come baby, cradle and all?"

"About twenty years."

"God for twenty years." Florinda sighed. "D'you think he'll have enough time?"

Madigan shivered. "I'm scared. You?"

"Yes. But maybe we're just tired and hungry. Come inside, Big Daddy, and I'll feed us."

"Thank you, Little Mother, but no carrots, please. That's a little too close to transubstantiation for me."


