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              Well, I had this stroke. That was a foolish thing to do. We Martins don't have strokes. We go puttering along into our eighties or nineties, more or less in full posses­sion of our faculties, until our hearts turn off with a click, and we go back to God. It's a nice, comfortable arrangement, when you think of it, though that click sometimes has come at most inop­portune moments—or places.
 
              And here I am a Martin and only into my seventies and I had this stroke! No warning. No pre­liminaries. Just, bingo! It was, to say the least, interesting.
 
              I was out mowing my side lawn and cussing the mounds where those red ants—harvester ants, I think—anyway, those big red ants had come out of their holes after winter hibernation and had heaped up gravel around the holes, and made long, thin trails radiating out over my lawn. Those mounds raise
 
              Cain with the mower, and, with them and the trails, my side lawn always looks ragged and patchy. I've fought those ants every year of my life, but it's still a Mexican stand-off.
 
              I remember that I took a step that never stopped. After the click of the mower against the cement sidewalk, all sound stopped. Oh, it was a wild one, all right! But I was Me all the time, real interested in everything, not scared or hurt, just taking it all in.
 
              First, the world speeded up its whirling, yanking me along, until it almost pulled me out of Me, but I hung on tight. First, I was way, way up there, looking down on my house and lot, the lot no bigger than a playing card, way, way down there, with a little black speck near one side. That was me. And things kept shooting back smaller and smaller as if I were a train, rushing away from Earth. Then everything came back, with such a surge that house and trees and grass all shot up around me like a fountain. Then I was way down, so little that I was watching a new row of cells push a blade of grass up like pushing up a car radio antenna.
 
              Then everything began to twist and swing again, and colors came back, vivid enough to drown me, and sounds, and everything louder and brighter and faster until there was a wild shriek of brakes and something shortcircuited. Flat, empty gray was all there was.
 
              Detail came back, bit by bit, like sketching in, three dimension­al. My face was propped up on the edge of the sidewalk. The stubbly green poked at my jaw and the edge of the sidewalk was pressing across my cheek like a hammer handle. I'm not sure my eyes were open, but I could see. First, the rough gray-white plane of the walk, a crack diagonally across from over there to under my cheek, and, farther off, the line between two blocks of the sidewalk. Along the edges, I could see the grass, still and blunt-topped where I'd just cut it. I could see and sort of feel, but couldn't move an eyewinker.
 
              Then I saw the ants.
 
              They were plunging along in neat rows, carrying all sorts of stuff, one line crossing my line of vision from one edge to the other, on the way to the nest. And with my eyes seeing as they were, those ants looked as big as horney-toads to me.
 
              Son-a-gun, I thought. If they get to me, this is going to get real interesting! Those big red ants have a sting like a white-hot poker, hanging on with their pincher jaws and curling their rear ends up and jabbing in that formic acid. Some say they only bite, some say they only sting. Some say they do both. But whatever they do do, it hurts like billy-be-damn, and I swell up like a poisoned pup.
 
              Hey! What if those things get real interested in me and find a way in. And bite! And close up my air passages! Brother, that'd be all she wrote!
 
              I tried to figure out if my mouth was open or not. But, even so, there was nostrils and ears! So I got plenty interested in those ants!
 
              One ant went by with a twig. One—no, two—ants with seeds—looked like Johnson grass seeds. One ant with a block of something—looked like sugar. One vehicle with armor plate and a whip antenna. One ant with—
 
              Vehicle? Armor plate! Whip antenna!
 
              I tried to look at the thing again, but it was already gone from my line of sight!
 
              One ant with a grasshopper leg. One ant with a crumb of bread. One ant with a huge piece of leaf throwing it off-balance about every four steps. One vehicle with armor plate and a whip antenna!
 
              I watched as hard as I could until it was gone out of my sight. It had wheels or treads under it, and something moving inside where the driver should be. Now this was interesting!
 
              The ants scooted on by, ignor­ing me, except one that laid its Johnson grass seed down and came over, waving its antenna inquiringly at me, one of its front legs lifted like a pointer. I thought Shoo! Scat! at it until it went back and picked up its seed and rushed off. And, at intervals, three or four ants apart, those armor-plated vehicles with whip antennas.
 
              Then one of them wheeled out of line and up so close to me that I couldn't see it any more. But I could hear! Sound was back, wavering in and out like the radio at night in a fringe area. I could hear the whisper of the ants' feet as they scurried past. I think I even heard the crash of the atoms speeding up in the sidewalk as the near-noon sun heated it up more and more. Then voices came in, roaring louder than Niagara, then softer than snow-on-snow, but al­ways with a fine thread of intel­ligibility, no matter the loudness or softness.
 
              "... unpleasant being so small. We can't get a true perspective—"
 
              "... easier to be launched and travel small than large. We should be resized soon after we all rendez­vous."
 
              "Shook! I wonder if we'll meet with much hostility. These crea­tures seem peaceable enough. Can't get used to totaling a population."
 
              "Hazards of the game. We never initiated destruction."
 
              "Never bother with much ques­tioning, either. Oh, well, these creatures have no cerebration to speak of."
 
              "But they aren't dominant. You can see a portion of one of the dominants above us here."
 
              "Not very active. Can't pick up any—"
 
              "Not characteristic. Almost moribund, unfortunately. We were warned about triggering, accident­ally or purposely, any of our—there's Vehicle 67—"
 
              Then, son-a-gun, if they didn't wheel out into the line of traffic and scoot off! Two vehicles, with armor plate and whip antennas. One ant with a melon seed, one ant with a crumb of bread—brown—
 
              The hard hotness of the side­walk began burning into my cheek, and a thousand needles began jabbing my chin. There was a sudden in-wash of noise, punctuat­ed by the thud of footsteps on the sidewalk.
 
              Uh, oh! I thought Here comes that old biddie! It would be her to find me sprawled helplessly on the ground. There was a shriek like an air horn, and a crashing splush.
 
              Knew it, I thought, closing my eyes, patiently uprolled. There goes the Jello! Lessee, this is Tuesday? Yep, banana Jello with pineapple in it.
 
              That old biddie next door. Silly thing. In her fifties and still man-hunting. Even at fifty, she's too old for me. Born old, I guess. And I never did like jello all that much. Oh, well, maybe I can use it now, since my jaws don't seem to be working. But she probably won't bring any more. What good'd I be to her now? Can't move. Can't talk. Can't see through all the swirling darkness that's all over me like waves that shake my shoulders—or is she shaking me and scream­ing, "Mr. Martin! Mr. Martin!
 
              Wouldn't answer her if I could!
 
-
 
              Well, it took me a while, but I'm almost as good as new. Just waiting to get all my strength back. Still a little tottery on my feet sometimes, but that's passing, too.
 
              "Nothing wrong with you but Anno Domini," said Dr. Klannest today when he dropped by, he said, to check on me, but it was partly to snatch a breather. "If you had a stroke, you lucked out. No impair­ment anywhere—that wasn't there already."
 
              "Anno Domini," I snorted back at him. "I'm only 73! You know my family! I'll live to see you under­ground."
 
              "Don't doubt it," he said, get­ting up wearily, the planes of his face pulling down, deepening the lines. "Especially if I get yanked out of my office many more times to pick you up while I fight off hysterical females."
 
              "That old biddie!" I said. Then I laughed. "Sure must have shook her up. Kicked the slats out of her schedule. She brings Jello on Fri­days now. Or at least she did this Friday. Hoped maybe it'd cured her of Jello. Didn't."
 
              "Well," Dr. Klannest got him­self straightened up. "Good idea having someone interested enough to watch."
 
              "She watches, all right" I snort­ed.
 
              "Take care," said the doctor and he went off down the walk.
 
              "You take care," I called after him. He worried me. He was working past his strength.
 
              I looked at the lawn. Not too overgrown, yet. It hadn't been watered enough to grow much. I walked over to where my mower still stood. Those blasted ants were sweeping across the walk like a red tide. I'd almost finished this side lawn before all this happened. Well, it'd have to wait until I got back a little more poosh.
 
              I trundled the mower into the garage, squashing a few ants on the way. Then I got my weedburner out. Every year, I thought. Every year I have to go through all this! Not that it does a dang bit of good! But I do it anyway.
 
              I lighted up the weedburner and went out, fire in my hand, to do battle with those blasted ants. Funny, I thought as I swept the flame across the walk, charring the ants into tight little balls, All I can remember is thinking about the ants and then that old biddie was shrieking. It was like going to sleep and waking again, knowing there must have been time between the two—and dreams.
 
              And dreams. I went over the ant hills again, then turned the burner off. The blasted ants will take over if you let them. Dreams. There was something—did you ever catch hold of the shirttail of a dream and try to pull it back into your consciousness?
 
              I stepped out on the walk, headed for the garage to put up the weedburner, smudging the char­coal fluffs under foot. Then one foot started scooting out from under me! I grabbed ground with the other, and danged if it didn't skid too! Not again! I thought. I'm a Martin! But a couple more half skids and I was on the grass, shaken, but standing.
 
              Soon as I caught my breath, I hunkered down to look at the walk.
 
              I couldn't have skidded as much as half an inch or so with each foot. It was just the uncertainty of my footing that made it feel like half a yard. I wouldn't even have noticed if I'd been steadier on my feet to begin with.
 
              I patted one of the charcoal spots with a fingertip. It plopped to nothing but a smudge. I am getting old if something like that can throw me! I patted another. Smudge. Another. It squirted away from the pressure of my finger, rolling in a sloppy eccentric sort of way!
 
              Well! This was interesting! I reached over to where the black bit had landed, pressed my finger down on it tightly, then lifted it to take a closer look. It was like a misshappened, blackened B-B. My chest got tight. That shirttail hold I'd had on a dream suddenly billowed up over me and nearly stopped my breath.
 
              I patted black spots until I had half a dozen of the little metallic blobs, thinking uselessly, I didn't mean it—I didn't mean it! with each one I lifted. I scooted their blackness off by pushing them across my palm. Then blinked at the dull shine of metal. Little metal blobs among the carbon fluffs—
 
              I looked up—and around. Someone to show? Someone to scoff at my nonsense? Someone to explain this unmeant aggression to? Someone?
 
              No one.
 
              Then across the scorched, blackened sidewalk, they came again, all the lines re-forming, heading for the scorched, blackened tops of the ant nests whose teeming tunnels honeycombed the ground under my lawn. Hundreds and hundreds, safely out of sight, untouched.
 
              One line bent itself into a slight detour around the toe of my shoe and swept on.
 
              One ant with a twig. One ant with a seed. One ant with a block of something. And one—
 
 
 
The End

