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John D. MacDonald returns (see his two excellent stories in our

1948 volume) with this interesting and unusual piece of speculative
fiction. MacDonald was tremendously prolific in the late 1940s, working
in almost every genre that still had magazine markets available, in what
was the twilight of the pulp era. He got published because he was a
wonderful storyteller, but also because he developed an excellent
working knowledge of genres and their conventions. However, like all
great writers, he could successfully defy genre conventions and get
away with it, as in this story, which is blatantly pessimistic and questions
the very possibility of going to the stars—an attitude and point of view
that most late 1940s science fiction writers and their readers certainly did
not share.—M.H.G.

 
(Science fiction can be at its most amusing [and most useful,

perhaps] when it challenges our assumptions. And that is true of
straightforward scientific speculation, also.

 
Even when the challenge is doomed to failure [and in my opinion

the one in this story is so doomed] or when scientific advance actually
demonstrates, within a few years, the challenge to be doomed, the story
is likely to remain interesting. —Thus, I once wrote a story in which I
speculated that the Moon was only a false front and that on the other
side were merely wooden supports. Within a few years the other side of
the Moon was photographed and our satellite proved not to be a false
front after all. But who cares? Anyone who reads the story is not likely to
forget the speculation.

 
Read “Flaw,” then, and ask yourself: With the rockets and probes of

the last three decades, has the thesis of this story yet been
demonstrated to be false? If so, how?—I.A.)

 
* * * *

 
I rather imagine that I am quite mad. Nothing spectacular, you understand.
Nothing calling for restraint, or shock therapy. I can live on, dangerous to no
one but myself.



 
This beach house at La Jolla is comfortable. At night I sit on the rocks

and watch the distant stars and think of Johnny. He probably wouldn’t like
the way I look now. My fingernails are cracked and broken and there are
streaks of gray in my blonde hair. I no longer use makeup. Last night I
looked at myself in the mirror and my eyes were dead.

 
It was then that I decided that it might help me to write all this down. I

have no idea what I’ll do with it.
 
You see, I shared Johnny’s dreams.
 
And now I know that those dreams are no longer possible. I wonder if

he learned how impossible they were in the few seconds before his flaming
death.

 
There have always been people like Johnny and me. For a thousand

years mankind has looked at the stars and thought of reaching them. The
stars were to be the new frontier, the new worlds on which mankind could
expand and find the full promise of the human soul.

 
I never thought much about it until I met Johnny. Five years ago. My

name is Carol Adlar. At that time I was a government clerk working in the
offices at the rocket station in Arizona. It was 1959. The year before the
atomic drive was perfected.

 
Johnny Pritchard. I figured him out, I thought. A good-looking boy with

dark hair and a careless grin and a swagger. That’s all I saw in the
beginning. The hot sun blazed down on the rocks and the evenings were
cool and clear.

 
There were a lot of boys like Johnny at the rocket station—

transferred from Air Corps work. Volunteers. You couldn’t order a man off
the surface of the earth in a rocket.

 
The heart is ever cautious. Johnny Pritchard began to hang around

my desk, a warm look in his eyes. I was as cool as I could be. You don’t
give your heart to a man who soars up at the tip of a comet plume. But I did.

 
I told myself that I would go out with him one evening and I would be

so cool to him that it would cure him and he would stop bothering me. I
expected him to drive me to the city in his little car. Instead we drove only
five miles from the compound, parked on the brow of a hill looking across
the moon-silvered rock and sand.



 
* * * *

 
At first I was defensive, until I found that all he wanted to do was talk. He
talked about the stars. He talked in a low voice that was somehow tense
with his visions. I found out that first evening that he wasn’t like the others.
He wasn’t merely one of those young men with perfect coordination and
high courage. Johnny had in him the blood of pioneers. And his frontier was
the stars.

 
“You see, Carol,” he said, “I didn’t know a darn thing about the

upstairs at the time of my transfer. I guess I don’t know much right now.
Less, probably than the youngest astronomer or physicist on the base. But
I’m learning. I spend every minute I can spare studying about it. Carol, I’m
going upstairs some day. Right out into space. And I want to know about it.
I want to know all about it.

 
“We’ve made a pretty general mess of this planet. I sort of figure that

the powers-that-be planned it that way. They said, ‘We’ll give this puny little
fella called man a chance to mess up one planet and mess it up good. But
we’ll let him slowly learn how to travel to another. Then, by the time he can
migrate, he will be smart enough to turn the next planet into the sort of a
deal we wanted him to have in the beginning. A happy world with no wars,
no disease, no starvation.’ “

 
I should have said something flip at that point, but the words weren’t in

me. Like a fool, I asked him questions about the galaxies, about the distant
stars. We drove slowly back. The next day he loaned me two of his books.
Within a week I had caught his fervor, his sense of dedication.

 
After that it was, of course, too late.
 
All persons in love have dreams. This was ours. Johnny would be at

the controls of one of the first interplanetary rockets. He would return to me
and then we would become one of the first couples to become colonists
for the new world.

 
Silly, wasn’t it?
 
He told me of the problems that would be solved with that first

interplanetary flight. They would take instruments far enough out into space
so that triangulation could solve that tiresome bickering among the
physicists and astronomers about the theory of the exploding universe as
against the theory of “tired light” from the distant galaxies.



 
And now I am the only person in the world who can solve that

problem. Oh, the others will find the answer soon enough. And then they,
too, can go quietly mad.

 
They will find out that for years they have been in the position of the

man at the table with his fingers almost touching the sugar bowl and who
asks why there isn’t any sugar on the table.

 
That year was the most perfect year of my life.
 
“When are you going to marry me, Johnny?” I asked him.
 
“This is so sudden,” he said, laughing. Then he sobered. “Just as

soon as I come back from the first one, honey. It isn’t fair any other way.
Don’t you see?”

 
I saw with my mind, but not with my heart. We exchanged rings. All

very sentimental. He gave me a diamond and I gave him my father’s ring,
the one that was sent home to my mother and me when Dad was killed in
Burma in World War II. It fit him and he liked it. It was a star ruby in a heavy
silver setting. The star was perfect, but by looking closely into the stone you
could see the flaws. Two dark little dots and a tiny curved line which
together gave the look of a small and smiling face.

 
With his arm around me, with the cool night air of Arizona touching our

faces, we looked up at the sky and talked of the home we would make
millions of miles away.

 
Childish, wasn’t it?
 
Last night after looking in the mirror, I walked down to the rocks. The

Government money was given to me when Johnny didn’t come back. It is
enough. It will last until I die and I hope it will not be too long before I die.

 
The sea, washing the rocks, asked me the soft, constant question.

“Why? Why? Why?” I looked at the sky. The answer was not there.
 
Fourteen months after I met Johnny, a crew of two in the Destiny I

made the famous circuit of the moon and landed safely. Johnny was not
one of them. He had hoped to be.

 
“A test run,” he called it. The first step up the long flight of stairs.
 



You certainly remember the headlines given that flight of Destiny I.
Even the New York Times broke out a new and larger type face for the
headlines. Korby and Sweeny became the heroes of the entire world.

 
The world was confident then. The intervening years have shaken that

confidence. But the world does not know yet. I think some suspect, but they
do not know. Only I know for a certainty. And I, of course, am quite mad. I
know that now.

 
Call it a broken heart—or broken dreams.

 
* * * *

 
Johnny was selected for Destiny II. After he told me and after the tears
came, partly from fear, partly from the threat of loneliness, he held me
tightly and kissed my eyes. I had not known that the flight of Destiny II, if
successful, would take fourteen months. The fourteen months were to
include a circuit of Mars and a return to the takeoff point. Fourteen months
before I would see him again. Fourteen months before I would feel his
arms around me.

 
A crew of four. The famous Korby and Sweeny, plus Anthony

Marinetta and my Johnny. Each morning when I went to work I could see
the vast silver ship on the horizon, the early sun glinting on the blunt nose.
Johnny’s ship.

 
Those last five months before takeoff were like the five months of life

ahead of a prisoner facing execution. And Johnny’s training was so
intensified after his selection that I couldn’t see him as often as before.

 
We were young and we were in love and we made our inevitable

mistake. At least we called it a mistake. Now I know that it wasn’t, because
Johnny didn’t come back.

 
With the usual sense of guilt we planned to be married, and then

reverted to our original plan. I would wait for him. Nothing could go wrong.
 
Takeoff was in the cold dawn of a February morning. I stood in the

crowd beside a girl who worked in the same office. I held her arm. She
carried the bruises for over a week.

 
The silver hull seemed to merge with the gray of the dawn. The crowd

was silent. At last there was the blinding, blue-white flare of the jets, the



stately lift into the air, the moment when Destiny II seemed to hang
motionless fifty feet in the air, and then the accelerating blast that arrowed it
up and up into the dark-gray sky where a few stars still shone. I walked on
leaden legs back to the administration building and sat slumped at my desk,
my mouth dry, my eyes hot and burning.

 
The last faint radio signal came in three hours later.
 
“All well. See you next year.”
 
From then on there would be fourteen months of silence.
 
I suppose that in a way I became accustomed to it.
 
I was numb, apathetic, stupefied. They would probably have got rid of

me had they not known how it was between Johnny and me. I wouldn’t have
blamed them. Each morning I saw the silver form of Destiny III taking
shape near where Destiny II had taken off. The brash young men made the
same jokes, gave the office girls the same line of chatter.

 
But they didn’t bother me. Word had got around.
 
I found a friend. The young wife of Tony Marienetta. We spent hours

telling each other in subtle ways that everything would come out all right.
 
I remember one night when Marge grinned and said:
 
“Well anyway, Carol, nobody has ever had their men go quite so far

away.”
 
There is something helpless about thinking of the distance between

two people in the form of millions of miles.
 
After I listened to the sea last night, I walked slowly back up the steep

path to this beach house. When I clicked the lights on Johnny looked at me
out of the silver frame on my writing desk. His eyes are on me as I write
this. They are happy and confident eyes. I am almost glad that he didn’t live
to find out.

 
The fourteen months were like one single revolution of a gigantic

Ferris wheel. You start at the top of the wheel, and through seven months
the wheel carries you slowly down into the darkness and the fear. Then,
after you are at your lowest point, the wheel slowly starts to carry you back
up into the light.



 
Somewhere in space I knew that Johnny looked at the small screen

built into the control panel and saw the small bright sphere of earth and
thought of me. I knew all during that fourteen months that he wasn’t dead. If
he had died, no matter how many million miles away from me, I would have
known it in the instant of his dying.

 
The world forgets quickly. The world had pushed Destiny II off the

surface of consciousness a few months after takeoff. Two months before
the estimated date of return, it began to creep back into the papers and
onto the telescreens of the world.

 
Work had stopped on Destiny III. The report of the four crewmen

might give a clue to alterations in the interior.
 
It was odd the way I felt. As though I had been frozen under the

transparent ice of a small lake. Spring was coming and the ice grew thinner.
 
Each night I went to sleep thinking of Johnny driving down through the

sky toward me at almost incalculable speed. Closer, closer, ever closer.
 
It was five weeks before the date when they were due to return. I was

asleep in the barracks-like building assigned to the unmarried women of the
base.

 
The great thud and jar woke me up and through the window I saw the

night sky darkening in the afterglow of some brilliant light.
 

* * * *
 
We gathered by the windows and talked for a long time about what it could
have been. It was in all of our minds that it could have been the return of 
Destiny II, but we didn’t put it into words, because no safe landing could
have resulted in that deathly thud.

 
With the lights out again, I tried to sleep. I reached out into the night

sky with my heart, trying to contact Johnny.
 
And the sky was empty.
 
I sat up suddenly, my lips numb, my eyes staring. No. It was

imagination. It was illusion. Johnny was still alive. Of course. But when I
composed myself for sleep it was as though dirges were softly playing. In
all the universe there was no living entity called Johnny Pritchard. Nowhere.



 
The telescreens were busy the next morning and I saw the shape of

fear. An alert operator had caught the fast shape as it had slammed flaming
down through the atmosphere to land forty miles from the base in deserted
country making a crater a half-mile across.

 
“It is believed that the object was a meteor,” the voice of the

announcer said. “Radar screens picked up the image and it is now known
that it was far too large to be the Destiny II arriving ahead of a schedule.”

 
It was then that I took a deep breath. But the relief was not real. I was

only kidding myself. It was as though I was in the midst of a dream of terror
and could not think of magic words to cause the spell to cease.

 
After breakfast I was ill.
 
The meteor had hit with such impact that the heat generated had

fused the sand. Scientific instruments proved that the mass of the meteor
itself, nine hundred feet under the surface was largely metallic. The
telescreens began to prattle about invaders from an alien planet. And the
big telescopes scanned the heavens for the first signs of the returning 
Destiny II.

 
The thought began as a small spot, glowing in some deep part of my

mind. I knew that I had to cross the forty miles between the base and the
crater. But I did not know why I had to cross it. I did not know why I had to
stand at the lip of the crater and watch the recovery operations. I felt like a
subject under posthypnotic influence—compelled to do something without
knowing the reason. But compelled, nevertheless.

 
One of the physicists took me to the crater in one of the base

helicopters after I had made the request of him in such a way that he could
not refuse.

 
Eleven days after the meteor had fallen, I stood on the lip of the

crater and looked down into the heart of it to where the vast shaft had been
sunk to the meteor itself. Dr. Rawlins handed me his binoculars and I
watched the mouth of the shaft.

 
Men working down in the shaft had cut away large pieces of the body

of the meteor and some of them had been hauled out and trucked away.
They were blackened and misshapen masses of fused metal.

 
I watched the mouth of the shaft until my eyes ached and until the



young physicist shifted restlessly and kept glancing at his watch and at the
sun sinking toward the west. When he asked to borrow the binoculars, I
gave them up reluctantly. I could hear the distant throb of the hoist motors.
Something was coming up the shaft.

 
Dr. Rawlins made a sudden exclamation. I looked at the mouth of the

shaft. The sun shone with red fire on something large. It dwarfed the men
who stood near it.

 
Rudely I snatched the binoculars from Dr. Rawlins and looked,

knowing even as I lifted them to my eyes what I would see.
 
Because at that moment I knew the answer to something that the

astronomers and physicists had been bickering about for many years.
There is no expanding universe. There is no tired light.

 
As I sit here at my writing desk, I can imagine how it was during those

last few seconds. The earth looming up in the screen on the instrument
panel, but not nearly large enough. Not large enough at all. Incredulity, then
because of the error in size, the sudden application of the nose jets. Too
late. Fire and oblivion and a thud that shook the earth for hundreds of miles.

 
No one else knows what I know. Maybe soon they will guess. And

then there will be an end to the proud dreams of migration to other worlds.
We are trapped here. There will be no other worlds for us. We have made
a mess of this planet, and it is something that we cannot leave behind us.
We must stay here and clean it up as best we can.

 
Maybe a few of them already know. Maybe they have guessed.

Maybe they guessed, as I did, on the basis of the single object that was
brought up out of that shaft on that bright, cold afternoon.

 
* * * *

 
Yes, I saw the sun shining on the six-pointed star. With the binoculars I
looked into the heart of it and saw the two dots and a curved line that made
the flaws look like a smiling face. A ruby the size of a bungalow.

 
There is no expanding universe. There is no “tired light.”
 
There is only a Solar system that, due to an unknown influence, is

constantly shrinking.
 
For a little time the Destiny II avoided that influence. That is why they



arrived too soon, why they couldn’t avoid the crash, and why I am quite
mad.

 
The ruby was the size of a bungalow, but it was, of course, quite

unchanged. It was I and my world that had shrunk.
 
If Johnny had landed safely, I would be able to walk about on the

palm of his hand.
 
It is a good thing that he died.
 
And it will not be long before I die also.
 
The sea whispers softly against the rocks a hundred yards from the

steps of my beach house.
 
And Destiny III has not yet returned.
 
It is due in three months.

 
* * * *


