STEVEN UTLEY

FOODSTUFF

THE BCOAT TAKI NG ME upriver broke down the first afternoon out of Stinktown.
Doug, the boatman, ran in close to the bank, apol ogized for what he said would
be only a slight delay, and di sappeared bel omdecks to fuss with his

mal f uncti oni ng notor or bal ky galley slaves, whichever.

Till now, 1'd kept pretty much to nmyself, and so had the other passenger

Whi ch suited me just fine. |I'd been bunged up on arrival and spent some tine
in sickbay -- junping through a spacetinme anonaly is about as much fun as
riding in a spin dryer full of rocks -- and | still felt rotten. I was behind

schedul e, too, which made nme feel rottener. There had been a third passenger
when we set out, a bland-Iooking fell ow who got off before we even left the
mar shes behi nd. The whole tinme he'd been aboard he just sat on a Crate and

pl ayed a recorder, with a beatific | ook on his face. He played well, coaxing
out of that sinple instrunment of his what | supposed was sonething by Mzart,
or maybe one of the B's. Gven ny druthers, he'd' ve stayed and pl ayed, and the
ot her passenger woul d've gone over the side. As soon as he'd gone, though, The
O her Passenger approached with a sort of ducking and bobbi ng novenent, like a
stray dog wanting to nmake friends. There was no way | could pretend not to
notice him so | nmade a show of pausing in the insertion of my earbook and | et
himintroduce hinself as Ellis something or sonmething Ellis (he nunbled), tel
me his specialty (sonething botanical), and nmake a joke appropriate to our

situation (never nmind). | replied in kind, skipping only the joke. It really
was |ike feeding a stray dog: he brightened appreciably and stopped nunbling.
He said, "I found the propelling idea for nmy own line of research in one of
Kelly's early nonographs.”

"Whose?"

"Ivan Kelly. He did a |lot of pioneering work here on the evolution of soil and
the part m d-Pal eozoic terrestrial organisns played in the transformation of
sterile regolith into real soil."

"Ch," | said blankly, "him"

"But Kelly also got stranded far inland once and had to eat whatever he could
find for a few days. You know, primtive plants and invertebrates. | want to
prove that people could live off the |and here indefinitely if they had to."

| gave himny best look of mld disapproval. "It's not just the thought of
eating slinme and bugs. |'ma surveyor, not an ecol ogist, but even | know this
is a delicate ecosphere. | don't think people should be naking a real effort

to find out what there is to eat here.”

"There're already things here eating each other and the plants.
"Take it froma guy who's seen bull dozers now down forests and nountains in an
aft ernoon. Human bei ngs al ways end up taking bigger bites than anything

el se. ™

"I know. That's why, back in our own tine, the world isn't any too honelike
anynore. People've nmade it so. The day will cone, though, when a few people
here decide not to go back. A few determ ned, resourceful people could live
here."

"I don't think anybody could survive here very long. There's no wood for fire
or tools. No soil to grow crops in."

"You'd hardly need tools."

"Yeah, not if all you wanted was to eke out an exi stence as a hunter-gatherer
If you were willing to jettison all the trappings of civilization."

He dared to sneer slightly, and when | didn't i mediately assault him he
broadened it. "You nean |ike conmputers, television, governnment?"

"I mean books, nusic, art, and science and technol ogy."

"Maybe the kind of people | have in m nd wouldn't want all those things. Maybe
they'd know better this time. They could nake this into a very different
Earth."



"This is already a very different Earth."

He'd come a good way frommunbling in just a few short mnutes; now he spoke
with an intensity | had to begun to find creepy. | decided to cut the
conversation short and remarked that | really was hopel essly behind in ny work
and wi thout further adieu stuck in the earbook. It was actually a novel, but
he coul dn't know. He nodded, backed away, retreated to the stem where he made
a show of admring the scenery. The Pal eozoic | andscape is a very nearly bare
stage, with a thin fuzz of greenery along its edges. It |ooks as unprom sing
as a teenager's first nmustache. There's nothing like it to make you m x your
nmet aphors.

But if there hadn't been much to | ook at while the boat was moving, there was
even less now that it had stopped. Ellis nmust have debated with hinself for
all of five or six mnutes before deciding that I was a | esser evil than
boredom Wen | saw himstart to sidle forward again, | pointedly gazed off
into the mddle distance and | ooked rapt. He noved by me and went to the bow,
as though that was where he'd been intending to go anyway, and pretended to
admre the scenery fromthat end of the boat.

The sun clinbed down the sky. Doug energed from bel owdecks, with so nuch
machi ne gunk on himhe resenbled an old-tine mnstrel, and told us, "CGuess
we' |l be spending the night here.”

| asked, "Can't you call Stinktown for hel p?"

"I could, but I'"'ma civilian contractor, and | have ny reputation to

consi der. "

"Li ke your boat breaking down in the mddle of nowhere won't affect your
reputation.”

He smiled tightly. "I can fix the engine, but it's gonna take a while |onger."
He held up his griny hands. "Either one of you feel |ike cooking dinner?"

| looked at Ellis and shrugged and said, "I' cook." You spend any tinme in the
field, you better know how to fix dinner. But | quickly added, "This once."
Ellis shrugged in turn, trying to |l ook casual. "I'll cook tomnorrow "

Doug said, "Okay, good," and went bel ow agai n.

I went below, too, to the tiny galley. The stores were the usual desiccated
stuff, but I flung together this and that and called it an onion souffle, and
Doug, at |least, seened willing to give me the benefit of the doubt once we'd
crammed ourselves into the eating area. He'd evidently imrersed hinself in
sol vent, because he cane to dinner |ooking spotless and snelling faintly, not
unpl easantly, of chem cals.

When he had cleaned his plate, Ellis said to Doug, "Are we going to be here
very | ong tonorrow?"

"As long as it takes."

"Then | want to | ook around. There's an ideal spot at that bend ahead. That
bank's bound to have subnerged hol | ows, perfect hideouts."

"Hi deouts for what?"

"Fish."

Doug | ooked just about as incredulous as |I felt.

"Be right back," said Ellis, and bolted fromthe table. He returned draggi ng,
| swear, fishing tackle, which he unloaded untidily in our mdst. "First |et
me show you ny rod."

"Not on your life," |I said, but he went ahead and showed off his rod, and his
net, and the works. "I can't believe you used your personal baggage all owance
for this junk."

"I"mone of those rare individuals who's truly able to conbi ne pl easure and
research.”

"What pl easure?"

"Everyone nust have their pastines.”

"I agree. That's why | brought lots of nusic and |ong, dense

ni net eent h-century novels. You can listen to nusic and read practically
anywhere. Fishing, though."

"You don't fish?"

"l was born and raised in a Kansas wheat field."



"So you don't know the first thing about fishing."

That struck me as serious talk from soneone | was becom ng nore and nore
convinced didn't know the first thing about anything. "The idea's to get the
fish on the hook, is it not?"

"Ostensibly," Doug cut in. | looked at himin surprise; he lifted a shoul der
in a half-shrug. "Definitely, if you' re fishing for your supper. | I|ike
fishing, too. O | did, back honme. You sonetinmes fish sinply to be at peace
wi th everything."

"Everything except the fish, | guess.”

"I bear the fish no nalice. Unless | was hungry, | always rel eased the ones |
caught. | enjoy fishing for the sake of fishing."

"I see. It's a zen exercise."

W had been ignoring Ellis. "Here and now," he cut in resentfully, "I'm going
to catch fish for food and study." He opened a | eather case, and its contents
lay gleaning in the light fromthe overhead. "I nade all of these lures

nmysel f, to experinment with." He pointed to sone nasty-I|ooking bare barbs.
"Those're just for raw bait, of course, for fish that hunt by snell or taste.
But these--" he indicated several colorful tied flies "-- are designed to
attract those that hunt by sight. And this --" a bullet-like thing" -- is for
fish that hunt by sound."”

"Fish don't have ears.”

"They have vibration sensor organs."” He notioned for me to hold out ny hand,
then picked up the bullet-like thing, gave it a twist, and dropped it into ny
palm where it lay humming and tickling insistently.

"My ex traded nme in for one of these," |I said, "only larger."
Doug had been regarding Ellis's battery of lures wth undi sgui sed skepticism
Now he said, "I hate to be the one to have to tell you, but there isn't a fish

on Earth now with the physical or nental equipnment to snap at one of your
lures.”

"I guess we'll find out if that's true."

| said, "l've heard reports -- no, naybe they're only runors -- sonething,
anyhow, about freshwater sharks."

"Pseudosharkl ets,” Doug said, "little things, about as |ong as your hand. They

have jaws, and they eat invertebrates.”

"Wyul dn't be much sport in catching a fish that tiny."

"The sport,"” Doug said, "is in standing hip-deep in nmuddy water for hours."
"Very relaxing, |I"'msure."

Once again we were ignoring Ellis. "Well," he announced, "I have a nore
serious purpose than sport. | am as the saying goes, after bigger fish."
"Read ny lips," Doug said. "There are no big fish here. If you pull anything
bi gger than nmy hand out of this creek or any other body of water here in the
Pal eozoic, I'll eat it."

" Good!"

| didn't Iike the way he said that. Not at all

"I"ve been thinking a lot lately,” he went on, "that everybody could use a
change fromthe sane old foodstuffs."

Doug | ooked at him suspiciously. "What's wong with the same old foodstuffs?
We've got all ny favorites.™

Ellis winkled his nose. "Dried vegetables, rice, oatnmeal, and the
ever - popul ar meat bar. Wile, mathematically speaking, the nunber of possible
conbi nations is astronom cal, the practical conbinations are limted. |'ve
been experinenting."

Doug shook his head. "Don't |ike the sound of that word, experiment. Don't
like it at all."

| nodded agreenent. "Not where food' s concerned."

"Hear me out. | volunteer to do lunch if you'll give ne a free hand."

"Hell, no," Doug said.

"What he said,"” | said

Ellis was clearly disappointed. "I don't get it. | bet, ordinarily, back hone,

you guys'd eat al nost anything. Stale pizza, underm crowaved frozen food."



"W knew what that stuff was," said Doug.
"You're as bad as little kids."

"There's also the matter of nutrition," | said. "Wat about vitam ns and
m neral s? Protein?"
"Well, that's part of nmy project, too. I'mon the | ookout for escul ent

Pal eozoi ¢ organi sns. "

"What ki nd?" Doug asked.

"Suitable for use as human food. This is not off-the-wall stuff. It isn't just
pal eobi ol ogi cal research I'minterested in. |'ve always been fascinated by the
history of food. |'ve always wondered who figured out things |ike howto make
bread or what you had to do to an olive to nake it edible."

"How about who figured out howto turn a cowinto a neat bar?"

Ellis pretended | hadn't spoken. "And fugu! Wat about fugu? Who figured out
whi ch part of the blowfish is edible and which part'll kill you dead?"

"Maybe people in sonme Japanese fishing village," Doug said. "Blowfish was al
they could catch that week, and they were starving."

"Well, even if they were, you'd think as soon as the first couple of people
keel ed over dead --"

"Well, maybe it was sonme Japanese nobl eman who just rounded up a bunch of
peasants and told' em Each of you eat part of this blowfish, | want to see
what happens. Wat're they gonna do? The choi ce's between maybe bei ng poi soned
if they conply or definitely getting their heads |opped off if they don't."
"Well, be that as it may," Ellis said, "I propose to see what | can do with
the materials available locally. Back at Stinktown, | sanpled the fish,
shel | fish, seaweeds. Here --"

"Yuck," said Doug, "seaweed!"

"It's the sane stuff you find wapped around sushi --
"Yuck," said Doug, "sushi," but Ellis kept right on talKking.

"-- or it's its ancestor, anyway."

"How can you be sure," | asked, "those things aren't all |oaded wth defensive
toxins? O that one of those ugly little fish isn't the Pal eozoi c equival ent
of fugu. You want to poison yourself, don't |et anybody stop you. But don't be
wanting to poi son everyone else with you."

"I"ve devised a fewsinple tests to determ ne the presence of toxins. However,
this is not a sophisticated biota, relative to what we know back in our own
time. In four hundred mllion years, land plants will have evolved all sorts
of chem cal defenses against parasites and things. The little stenms we see
here, though, they're just barely plants as it is. They don't even have roots.
They haven't evol ved the conpl ex range of chenical defenses their descendants
need because there isn't the horde of parasites here."

"Doesn't nmean that sonme preadapted sprig couldn't put us all in our graves,"
Doug said. "It doesn't even have to kill us, it mght just give us the runs."
"I want to give it atry, all the sane. | promise you that | shall never set

anyt hi ng before you that | haven't subjected to rigorous chem cal analysis."
Ellis | ooked fromDoug to me and back. "Come on. In the spirit of scientific

i nquiry. Look, don't say yes or no now, sleep on it." He gathered up his junk,
somehow wi t hout putting out anyone's eye, and left us sitting.

"Don't know about you," Doug said, "but I'mnot inclined to be one of his

gui nea pigs."

"Think 1"l pass, too." | put ny tongue between my nolars for a second.

"Still, he's got a point, hasn't he? The know edge of what's edible and what's
not mght come in handy. Survival in the wilderness and all that. Wat if our
boat were to break down in the middl e of nowhere?"

"Ch," said Doug, "that's funny. Ha, ha." Hi s pocket beeper went off. "That's
for the radio. Must be a weather report." He worked hinself free and rose from
the table. Over his shoulder, he let me have it between the eyes with one | ast
Ha.

THE NI GHT was no cooler than the day. The three of us spread pallets on deck
and Ellis tried to launch us into conversation again, but Doug told himto
shut up and go to sleep. Their voices were the only sounds under the bl ack



starshot Pal eozoi c sky; the exchange was jarring. | tossed and withed and
don't remenber sleeping at all, though at one point | noticed that the noon
had suddenly changed position. Then -- again, suddenly | heard the engine
turning over. | opened nmy eyes and saw the sun hovering its own dianeter above
the eastern horizon. The engine stopped. | sat up and | ooked around. | was

al one on deck. Doug was in the galley, brewi ng coffee and nixi ng oatneal and
dried fruit. "Engines fixed," he said as he handed me a cup

"Then we can be on our merry way."

"Not just yet."
"Christ. What's the probl em now?"
"There's still something |I've got to take care of."

| | ooked around. "Were's Ellis?"

"Said he was going grocery shopping."

"“Uh oh."

"Do ne a favor, help nme keep an eye on Nature Boy this norning, will you?"

| sat down heavily. "He's really a flake, isn't he?"

"You -- we probably don't know the half of it."

"Did he take all that ridiculous fishing gear with hinP"

"Nope. Just a net and a couple of plastic buckets. Anyway, we don't want him
wandering off or getting hurt."

"W don't?"

"Have sone oat neal .’

After breakfast, | went up on deck. At first there was no sign of Ellis, but
then I saw hi mwadi ng well upstream every now and then he'd bend down, reach
into the water, and put sonething into one of the buckets. My first inpulse
was to yell at himto get out of the goddamm water. Then | thought, So what if
a eurypterid does get hinf Eurypterid is Geek, or maybe it's Latin, for "big
ugly water bug with an attitude."

No such luck, though. | tired of waiting to see himpulled under and pl ugged
in my earbook and went back to The Way of Al Flesh. Thus far, it had gone
kind of |ike an Anthony Trollope novel with banmboo splints shoved under its
fingernails w Sarmuel Butler suffered fromno deficiency of bile -- but now it
had a sonehow soothing effect. | found nyself enjoying it even nore, Elis
havi ng provided ne with a face for Butler's unlovable main character

Doug canme on deck after a while and busied hinmsel f checking the crates |ashed
am dshi ps, then went into the wheel house, cane back out, went bel ow, cane back
up, went back into his wheel house, fiddled with the radio, cane back out, etc.
| hadn't figured himfor the anxious type, but you just never know, if anyone
had a right to be antsy, it was ne. He kept |ooking downriver, in the
direction of Stinktown, and checking his wistwatch, too. Finally |I called to
him "Don't worry, |I've had nmy eye on himthe whole tinme, he's right over
yonder," and pointed to Ellis. Doug glanced in that direction and nodded to
me, but he made no attenpt to sunmon Ellis, just went into a new cycle of
repetitions, wheel house, deck, |ook around, check the tine.

The norning wore on. Ellis returned lugging his nowfilled buckets and went
straight down into the galley. Alittle before noon, he reenmerged and proudly
announced that |uncheon was served.

| took nmy time getting up, and Doug, whom | could see in the wheel house,
hesitated as well before bestirring hinmself. Down in the galley, Ellis set
steani ng pl ates before us.

"What is it," | asked, "creamed spi nach?"

"OfF course not. The green stuff's a water plant.”

"I"mnot eating pond scum" Doug said.

"I't's not pond scum The pink strips're fish." Ellis | ooked at ne smugly.
"Protein, you know "

Doug said, "lI'mnot eating this stuff, whatever it is." He pushed the plate
away, reached around to grab things out of the food | ocker, and stuck a slice
of neat bar between two crackers.

"Come on," Ellis inplored ne, "just taste it. Look," and he conveyed sone
green slinme fromhis own plate to his nmouth. | watched carefully to see that



he swall owed. "Quite tasty, really.”

"That trick didn't work for ny nom it sure's hell won't work for you."

"Do it for science."”

| muttered a curse under ny breath and picked up ny fork. Doug smrked at ne
around his nmout hful of neat bar sandwi ch. The green stuff tasted a little Iike
turnip greens; Ellis had used a | ot of vinegar and tossed in dried shallots,
too, which | thought was cheating. | resisted the inpulse to ask if Ivan Kelly
had just happened to have condinments on himthat tine he'd got lost in the

wi | der ness.

Instead, | gingerly sanpled the fish, and after chew ng and swal | ow ng,
said, "Tastes |like anchovies, only saltier, oilier. Fishier."

"Nonsense," Ellis said happily. "It's an estuarine fish -- the Pal eozoic
equi val ent of catfish."”

Picking at ny food, | inexorably reduced the volunme on ny plate. Ellis ate

wi t h unabashed gusto. He had finished two big hel pings by the time I was down
to ny last couple of bites. Doug washed down his repast with a beer and |eft
after favoring ne with another smrk; to Ellis he said only, "Cook cl eans

up. "

Ellis gave ne a big smle, revealing a bit of green stuff stuck on an
eyetooth. "Finish up," he said, "there's dessert!"

| draw a nerciful veil of silence over what followed.

Afterward, | left himin the galley and went on deck. Doug was | eaning agai nst
t he wheel house, | ooking off downriver. "You waiting for a tow?" | said, but he
only shook his head. | tried to take up my novel where I'd left off. Ellis
appeared after a time and approached nme, sniling. The bit of green stuff was
still stuck to his smle.

"Well," he said, "was Kelly onto sonething, or wasn't he?"

| cut off Samuel Butler in md-tirade and said, "Yes, Kelly was a genius. And
you are truly worthy to take up his mantle. Forgive nme for having ever doubted
it."

"I just meant -- since you obviously weren't conpletely revolted --"
H s face had fallen slightly, and in spite of nyself | felt | owed him
something. "No, | wasn't revolted. In fact, | did manage to clean ny plate, so

| guess conmplinents are due to the chef. My conplinments, chef. A word of
friendly advice, though. Don't go into the catering business when you get back
hone. "

"Ckay, so | admit it isn't fun food. The point is, you now know you coul d
survive here if you had to -- live off the land."

| thought that was still pretty arguable, but all | said was, "Well, let's
hope | never have to."

"What's that?"

| becane aware, all at once, of a faint drumm ng sound. It quickly grew | ouder
and resolved itself into the beating of helicopter blades, and | turned to see
a Navy nmachi ne approaching us -- low and fast, purposefully, like a barracuda
-- fromthe direction of Stinktown. Ellis saw it at the same nonent. He | ooked
stunned. Then he screaned, "Goddanmit!" and | eaped over the side of the boat.
He flailed through the shall ow water and scranbl ed, nuddy and trailing al ga
filaments, onto the bank. He ran a short distance in one direction, then in
anot her, paused to |look up at the helicopter, ran several nore yards in
several nore different directions. The helicopter settled to within a foot of
t he ground, and three bl uejackets junped out and quickly closed on him Ellis
ran in a circle, then stopped suddenly and pl opped down on the ground. Even at
that distance | could see that he was crying |like a baby. The bl uejackets
scooped hi mup, not ungently, and half-led, hal f-dragged hi mtoward the

hel i copter. Crouching in the door of the helicopter was a young Navy officer
and another man, a civilian | vaguely recalled from Stinktown. The bl uej ackets
| oaded Ellis into the helicopter, the civilian patted himreassuringly on the
arm then | ooked our way, smiled, gave us the thunbs-up. | | ooked around to
see Doug acknow edge with a wave, though he wasn't returning the snle. The
hel i copter rose, turned, pointed itself, and flew away, back toward



Sti nkt own.

| watched until the machine had dwindled to a dot, then went over to Doug and
demanded, "Now what the hell was that all about?"

"Ellis was supposed to go hone with the rest of his group day before
yesterday. He told ne he was going upriver to do field work. | thought he was
traveling sort of light, but he'd done a good job of faking his

aut hori zations. Anyway, they turned the canp inside out |ooking for him
clinmbed all over the headl ands. They were about to start dragging the marsh
when sonebody t hought to send out an A.P.B. | got it after dinner |ast night
and radioed back I'd wait here until they came to collect him™"

"So he was really going to go off into the wilderness and try to live on sline
and bugs." | spread ny hands in a gesture of disbelief. "lIsn't screening
supposed to keep lunatics out of Paleozoic tinme?"

"Just the obvious ones."

"How obvi ous do they have to be?" He had no answer for that, so | said, "Wll,
you might at least've told themto come get himbefore | had to eat goddamn
pond scum for |unch."

"'S what you get," he said as he turned to go into the wheel house,
fun of ny boat manship. "

Far inland, the river separates into its tributaries. Bands of color mark sone
of the confluences; the waters rushing down from anci ent highlands are
relatively clear, those neandering across the peneplain are turbid and brown.
And woul dn't you know it, we ran aground on a sand bar Doug swore hadn't been
there the trip before. He said he could rock us off, but it would take a
little while.

Strangely calm | nodded and gl anced up at the sky. It was al nost noon. "While
you're rocking," | said, "why don't | whip us up sone |unch."

He nodded absently. "Good idea. You know where everything is."

"Yep, pretty nuch.”

| went to the galley and tossed all of Doug's neat bars through a porthole.
Then | went looking for Ellis's net and buckets.

for making



