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              The old Gentlemen had retired to the Home; normally windfalls coming to such aged people became the property of the Home. But this one didn't work that way—of all things the Home did not want, it was an immortal "Guest"!
 
-
 
              Old Julius Bassett looked upon the world as if it were a lemon—a lemon, moreover, that had gone bad in a spot or two. For one thing, the Home had proved just as dismal as he had expected. Rules, rules, rules! Why, a fellow couldn't even chat with a friend in the parlor of the women's building except on Wednesday and Saturday evenings and Sunday afternoons!
 
              Besides, the fact that he could not now change his decision to go there was proving harder to take than he had thought it would. Not that he had anywhere else to go, of course. But ever since he had met Milly—warm-hearted Milly who had a smile for everyone in spite of the pain in her rheumatic hands—at a Saturday Social at the Home, he'd fingered the idea of a couple of rooms in an apartment hotel and someone to talk to whenever he wanted.
 
              Last year, finding himself pushing seventy with no job, few savings, no prospect of building up a patent-law practice all over again, and no posterity to rely on, he had blown his remaining four thousand three hundred forty-nine dollars as an entrance fee into the Home. Hadn't been too bad at first. But now—Bassett glowered at the back of old Mr. Wetmore—a senile wreck who talked all the time about the amorous conquests of his youth—and thought sourly of the other dodderers who shared his gilded jail. Not too well gilded, either. His glower made him look more like a snapping turtle than usual.
 
              "Hey! Mr. Bassett," said Jimmy, the attendant, tapping his shoulder, "your nephew, Mr. Ayre, is here to see you."
 
              Bassett came out of his chair by slow jerks, a snapping-turtle who has begun to find the years telling upon him, and tottered toward the reception room. Before he had taken the fatal step of immuring himself in the Home, he had hinted broadly to Bob Ayre that he would like to move in on him. But Ayre, nobody's fool, had suddenly turned deaf as the Sphinx and satisfied his conscience by coming to see his crotchety relative regularly once a month. This visit was an unexpected extra.
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              "Hello, Uncle Julius," said Ayre. "Here's another look. How are you coming on Toynbee?"
 
              "Unh," said Bassett. "Knows a lot, but I don't take any stock in that mystical whatsit, that Kingdom-of-God stuff. Next time, wish you'd get me"—he fumbled in his pockets and came up with a piece of paper—" 'Ladies Whose Bright Eyes,' by Ford M. Hueffer. Good yarn—read it forty years ago—guy gets conked on the head, or something, and finds himself back in Medieval England."
 
              He passed the slip to Ayre, then noticed the signs of suppressed excitement in his nephew's behavior.
 
              "Here," he said, "what's on your mind, Bob?"
 
              "Where can we talk?"
 
              "Thought so. Come up to my room—No, you can't smoke in the bedroom. They're afraid one of us old galoots would get careless and burn the place down. The dive, I should say."
 
              "It looks pretty comfortable," said Ayre paying elaborate attention to replacing the cigarette in its case.
 
              Bassett snorted. "Sure. Comfortable. Tonight's hamburger night; tomorrow's stew. Don't you envy me? 'The meek shall inherit the earth'. Yah! just six feet of it. I found that out too late—But shoot."
 
              Ayre said, "Do you remember a man named Sidney Lipmann?"
 
              "Uh-huh. The big pharmaceutical man. Gave him his start, in fact. That was when I was practicing on my own, back before I joined Harrison & Zerbe. He was just a busted young inventor, the way they all are, and I paid the costs of his patent myself on that stuff ... what's the trade name? ... stuff all pregnant women take. Anyway, that got him started and made him a big bug. Haven't seen him in years. I remember when he—But what about him?"
 
              "He's dead."
 
              "He is, is he? Too bad. Ought to have looked up more of my old contacts before signing my life away in this sinkhole of creation, but I couldn't go to folks with my hat in my hand. Never could ask favors! Probably why I never got a raise all the years I slaved for old man Harrison. Well, suppose Sid Lipmann is dead; what about it?"
 
              "He remembered you in his will."
 
              Instead of showing signs of joy, Bassett looked at his nephew with narrowed eyes.
 
              "Did he, eh? Now isn't that nice? Too bad he didn't think of me a couple of years ago. How'd you know about this, and what did I inherit?"
 
              "I know his son, Henry Lipmann. Their firm competes with ours, you know. And the legacy is a stack of patents."
 
              Bassett kept his mouth shut like a trap for a few seconds, then reluctantly allowed two words to escape: "Worth anything?"
 
              "You can't tell, of course; but they might be worth all the gold in Fort Knox."
 
              "What on?"
 
-
 
              Ayre took from his inside pocket a folded copy of a United States patent. "Here's the main one: 'The compound diphenylorthochlor-benzoalumino-pyrosulph—Well, anyway, it's a folic-acid derivative and described as a tissual antideteriorant.' Does that mean anything to you?"
 
              "Tissual antideteriorant? Bet he made that up. Suppose it's some dope to keep tissue from deteriorating. What sort of tissue, Bob?"
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              "Yours. Mine," said Ayre.
 
              "Oh. A perpetual youth serum, is that it?"
 
              "You're right on the beam, Uncle."
 
              "Is this some sort of joke on Sid's part? Always struck me as a pretty decent fellow, though crazy like all inventors. Now, what am I supposed to do—grow a beard and set myself up in the snake-oil business?"
 
              "This serum works," said Ayre soberly.
 
              "How do you know?"
 
              "Because we've tried it in our own lab. Henry Lipmann gave us a gallon of the solution and asked us to try it out to check their results, which they didn't believe themselves. As head physiologist, I was in charge of the project. We have one old hamster who should have been dead three months ago, but he's as chirpy as ever. This may not be immortality, but it's the next thing to it."
 
              "Hm-m-m. Let's see that patent. How about the rest of them? Thanks. Hm-m-m. I see Sid's name on this one. Was he working on it himself then?"
 
              "Yeah. He was hot on the trail of it when he kicked off."
 
              "And the others are all assigned to him as employer. Don't like composition-of-matter patents much; too easy to upset on the law-of-nature defense."
 
              "You're the patent expert, not me," interrupted Ayre. "However, you'll notice he also got all the manufacturing .processes covered. No, he has a pretty good little network there, and anybody who tries to circumvent all those patents has his work cut out for him."
 
-
 
              "Hm-m-m, Guess so, Bob. The old man looked up keenly. "You know the conditions I came in here under?"
 
              "You gave them all your cash, didn't you? Isn't that the usual arrangement?"
 
              "Yes and yes, but that's not all. I also contracted to give 'em any property T might come into in the future, in return for life maintenance. That's usual, too, you know."
 
              "Oh," said Ayre.
 
              "Sure. That's how come they get my old-age check signed over to them. Seemed to me I was doing the smart thing. The doc told me I could never work again; and even if the food is pretty awful here, I still eat more than I could buy with that lousy little pension. But now—"
 
              "I see. I see. Isn't there some way of getting out of that contract? It doesn't sound quite legal to me. I'm not a lawyer, but isn't there some rule about promising to pay somebody something you haven't got?"
 
              "Not in this case. Been fought out, and the courts have upheld the old-age homes." Bassett thought a moment. "Has the will been probated yet?"
 
              "No. It'll take a little time: Lipmann's estate was in something of a tangle."
 
              "What about the other terms of the will?"
 
              "Conventional enough. A whopping big trust fund for his widow, a lump sum to his married daughter, and the business to his son Henry. Then there were a lot of little bequests—"
 
              "What sort of chap is Henry Lipmann?"
 
              "Nice enough guy, but kind of woolly-headed. Full of high ideals. He's young yet, though."
 
              Bassett snorted. "Social consciousness," he snapped, looking like the Communist concept of a wicked old capitalist.
 
              "Exactly."
 
              "Damn social consciousness. The plague of our age—"
 
              "Here, what are you kicking about? You wouldn't have any pension without it."
 
              "And I'd be dead of starvation, and serve me jolly well right. Should have spent more time looking out for myself instead of being so bent on being faithful and hardworking that I never even asked old man Harrison for a raise! Say, I hope you mad scientists are keeping your traps shut about this. Might be full of dynamite."
 
              Ayre nodded. "Sure. It's company policy to keep all experimental work confidential; and since this is in the family, I've taken extra precautions against leaks."
 
              He rose. "You'll be getting a letter from Lipmann's lawyer—"
 
              "Oh, you going?"
 
              "Yep. Take care of yourself, Uncle." There was a new warmth in his handshake.
 
              "O.K., Bob," said Bassett. "Nice to have seen you. I'll study those patents and sound my keepers on the prospects of getting out of my contract. Wouldn't it kill you, huh? Here I work like a dog for fifty years; and when I finally get a break, I'm hog-tied! Like that man in the myths who was up to his neck in water but couldn't drink ... Tantalus? That's me."
 
              As Ayre departed he said: "You must come down to the city and have dinner with us soon. G'bye." Under other circumstances even this vague invitation would have profoundly astonished Bassett; for his nephew had never asked him to dinner except at Christmastime. But today Bassett was immune to further shock.
 
-
 
              Throughout the afternoon, Bassett brooded in sullen silence over the stack of patents. His mind licked over the claims one by one, finding a refined intellectual pleasure in testing them for loopholes. Because of the nature of the patents, only one of them, a process patent, had a drawing—a flow chart with the name of the attorneys, Nahas & O'Ryan, in a lower corner. Nahas & O'Ryan must know their stuff; why hadn't he dared to hit them for some little clerking job when the dissolution of the firm of Harrison & Zerbe had left him out in the cold? With his long reputation in the patent-law field—Oh well, too late now. Still, these patents were well-drawn, no question; even the United States Supreme Court with its anti-patent prejudice would have a hard time throwing these out unless the infringer could prove a plain anticipation.
 
              And what about the concept of the patents as distinct from their aspect as property? Even if the new invention didn't amount to immortality, anything that would add a few decades to this short life would be welcome.
 
              So there should be millions in the invention—even after that bunch in the Treasury Department had taken their cut. But how—how to realize these millions? He had no wish to let the Home garner the money if he could help it. While he was not openly at war with the Home, their relations were in a state of unfriendly neutrality; and nothing had happened since his arrival to endear them to him.
 
-
 
              Julius Bassett sought out the Home's assistant manager, the executive officer who handled complaints and generally rode herd on the inmates.
 
              "What can I do for you, Mr. Bassett?" asked Mr. Keogh.
 
              "Just answer some questions," said Bassett hesitantly. After fifty years of kowtowing to a demanding superior, Bassett found it hard to stand his, ground in any business relationship, and he hated himself and the world for this weakness. "Do your patients ... I mean guests ... ever get fed up and try to leave?"
 
              Keogh looked wary. "It has been known to happen," said he with an artificial smile, "but after they've had time to think it over, they generally change their minds. They conclude that the Home is not such an intolerable place after all."
 
              "Suppose I wanted to leave?"
 
              Keogh shrugged and spread his hands. "We have no legal power to detain you. There's the door, and you can walk out of it any day you so decide. Of course, that wouldn't terminate our contract with you."
 
              "You mean that property clause?"
 
              "Precisely. Sometimes an individual gains admittance to our institution, signs over all his property to us, and then comes into a windfall and regrets his previous decision. But inasmuch as we adhere to our part of the bargain, we naturally expect our guests to do likewise."
 
              "Keogh," said Bassett, with a sudden rush of uncontrollable anger, "don't it make you feel like a ... what's one of those spooks that sucks ... a vampire? A vampire sucking the blood out of a lot of poor old codgers, eh?"
 
              Instead of being affronted, Keogh smiled again. "You'd be surprised how often I've heard that, Mr. Bassett. Any time you entertain the wish to inspect our books, you're welcome to.do so. We're a nonprofit institution and have nothing to conceal."
 
              "Didn't say you had," said Bassett hastily.
 
              "As for those windfalls, we depend on them to make up for the guests who come in with almost no property and then linger on forever, requiring a lot of expensive medical care. That is how most old-age homes are run—unless they have a large endowment. And we, I regret to say, are not that fortunate."
 
              "Well," said Bassett, jerking to his feet. "Go ahead and skin your flints. Just asking 'cause I'm curious, that's all."
 
              After Bassett had plodded out, Keogh slipped into the manager's office. "Charlie," he said, "I suspect old Bassett's up to something," and he told what had happened. "I'll make you a bet that he's anticipating a windfall."
 
              "Hm-m-m," said the manager. "If you're betting on it, it's a sure thing. Let's turn his description over to the dicks now in case he tries a skip." He buzzed for his secretary. "Miss Logan, please take a letter to Anton V. Havranek, Investigations. Dear Mr. Havranek: I inclose herewith—"
 
-
 
              Bassett, however, made no effort to skip. After several days of thought, he wrote his nephew—he never squandered the microscopic allowance the Home gave him on telephone calls—and asked him to drop in as soon as possible.
 
              "Bob," said Bassett when the physiologist arrived, "have you tried that stuff of yours on a human being yet?" 
 
              "No."
 
              "How do you think it'd work?"
 
              Ayre shrugged. "It might kill him, but judging from the way it works on animals, the effect would vary with the age and health of the specimen. On you, for instance, I'd expect that—over a period of several months—it would improve your general health and that regular shots thereafter would keep you going for maybe three or four decades more."
 
              "Would you call it rejuvenating?"
 
              "To some extent, yes, on an older person whose tissues had deteriorated. Not that I'd start dating the girls, if I were you. On a man in his forties, like me, it shouldn't have a rejuvenating effect; but it might prolong my life well past the century mark. Not that I'd have nerve to try it on myself until it had been thoroughly tested. Too dangerous. If only we could find a few old birds willing to risk their remaining years—"
 
              "You're looking at one of those old birds right now." 
 
              "You?" 
 
              "Me."
 
              "Mean you'd—"
 
              "Mean I'd. Feel a scheme coming on. How long d'you suppose the Home would try to hold me to my contract if they learned I was going to live forever? How long, huh?"
 
              Ayre eyed his uncle uncertainly. "Of course, Uncle Julius, this stuff's not genuine immortality-syrup—"
 
              "Never mind; all it has to do is multiply my life-expectancy by three or four, and poof, the cost of keeping me goes way up beyond what they've got out of me. How's the probate of that will coming, by the way?"
 
              "It's due up in Surrogate's Court in about three weeks."
 
              Bassett winced. "Not enough time. Maybe we could persuade young Lipmann to stall—You say he's full of ideals. Well, tell him how hard I worked, and what a poor old fossil I am and everything, and how if he don't delay the probate, the patents will go to the Home, which would make his dad spin in his grave like an ultracentrifuge ... you get the idea, huh?"
 
              Ayre looked dubious, but promised to see what he could do. After all, if Uncle Julius was rich and free of the Home and Ayre his only relative—
 
-
 
              After his nephew had gone, Bassett approached the assistant manager again. "Mr. Keogh, when's the doc due round again?"
 
              "Tomorrow," said Keogh. "Is something ailing you?" he added in a tone so hopeful that Bassett found it positively ghoulish.
 
              However, the old man hid his pique. "Naw, except that I thought it was about time I had a real checkup. Don't mind asking him to give me a good once-over, do you?"
 
              Keogh didn't mind. Hence when the Home's physician made his rounds the next day, he gave Bassett a thorough diagnostic examination and, at the examinee's insistence, wrote up a full report on the weakness of Bassett's heart, the hardness of his arteries, and the unreliability of his kidneys. Bassett saw that Keogh got a copy, then wrote Ayre asking for an appointment at his laboratory as soon as possible. Ayre telephoned that he could come next day, and at the appointed time Bassett tottered on his walking stick to the nearest bus station.
 
              He had never been in the laboratory of the Mahoney Pharmaceutical Manufacturing Company before, and found it fancier than he expected. It was less like the laboratories he was used to, cluttered with discarded pieces of wire and rubber tubing and old copies of technical magazines, and more like those gleaming ersatz labs one saw in the movies, with ail apparatus neatly in place and white-coated actors pretending to be scientists but not fooling anybody who knew science at first hand.
 
              "So this is where you roll your pills?" he said to Ayre. "Where's that critter you were telling me about—the one that's lived months longer than he ought to."
 
              "He's in here," said Ayre, and he led his uncle into a long room where the smell and the squeaks told of the presence of thousands of experimental animals in the aluminum-painted steel cages on wheels along the walls. Each cage was, in fact, a multiple unit with a number of drawers, each identified by a card with elaborate code numbers on the front.
 
              Ayre read the cards and pulled out one drawer. He then raised the top, showing an animal something like a large brindled mouse with a short tail. The animal waddled about with a dignity absurd in so small a beast and seemed not to mind Ayre's scooping it up in his hand. "There he is."
 
              "Got a name?" asked Bassett, touching the creature in a gingerly fashion.
 
              "No, just a number. I'd name him after you. Uncle, except that he has a sweet, friendly disposition." Ayre smiled to indicate this wasn't to be taken too seriously.
 
              "Huh. Every time I acted sweet and friendly, somebody handed me a sock in the puss. Like when old man Harrison sold out, and then blackballed me to the attorney who took over his practice. But never mind that. Got your needle ready, Bob?"
 
              "Sure."
 
              Ayre daubed Bassett's skinny arm with alcohol-soaked cotton and picked up the needle. "Have you made your will, by the way?"
 
              "What would I do with a will, huh? I've got that contract, remember? You just go ahead and jab; and if it don't work, the Home will plant me cheap."
 
              Ayre jabbed, pressed the button of the hypodermic, and withdrew the needle.
 
              "Didn't hurt," said Bassett. "Don't feel like a young sprig of twenty, either. How often do I have to go through this?"
 
              "We don't really know; you can't tell accurately from animal tests how it will work on a man, you know. The way I figure it, we'd better start with shots a week apart and string them out at longer intervals later on."
 
              "Uh. Say, how about that will probate?"
 
              "Well, Henry Lipmann wasn't keen about a delay, but when I put it to him real strong, he said he'd ask his lawyer to ask the court for a delay of a few weeks."
 
-
 
              For the next few weeks life at the Home continued much as usual: hamburger Monday, stew Tuesday, pork and beans Wednesday, spiced with a visit to Milly—When Milly told him that he'd never looked so spry and that he'd better be careful because the new arrival, Mrs. Eason, was setting her cap for him, it was all Bassett could do not to tell her his secret. But he remembered in time that if anyone overheard him, the jig would be up; so he hastily opened the novel his nephew had secured and spent the next few calling days reading aloud to Milly about gentlemen who tied their ladies' gloves to their helmets, lowered their lances, and rode forth to slay dragons and right the wrongs of the world.
 
              But Milly was right; Julius Bassett was feeling better than he had felt in years. As early as his third visit to the laboratory, he began to suspect that the walk to and from the bus stop was somewhat less of a struggle. By the fifth visit he was sure of it.
 
              "Bob," he said on that occasion, "that will's due to come up for probate again soon. Can't we get Henry Lipmann to stall some more?"
 
              "I wouldn't like to ask him to," said Ayre. "After all, he doesn't owe me anything; in fact, my outfit's his main competitor."
 
              "Then fix a date between him and me, and I'll ask him," snorted Bassett with surprising self-assurance. "Don't think I'd let a million dollars slip out of my hands just because I was too shy to ask somebody something, do you?" He was thinking of Milly in the apartment hotel and of intrepid knights who did battle for their ladies' sakes.
 
              Ayre sighed. He rather dreaded introducing Bassett to young Lipmann for fear his "uncle would go off on a tirade about the degeneracy of these socially-conscious times.
 
              He need not have worried. Lipmann, a solemn, spectacled youth with curly black hair, listened with every appearance of respect to Bassett's account of giving his late father his start in life when he secured the elder Lipmann's first patent applications.
 
              Bassett ended: "I always had the greatest respect for your father. A square shooter. Now, what do you think he'd have wanted?"
 
              Lipmann looked at his hands. "He ... uh ... wanted you to have the patents, or he wouldn't have drawn the will the way he did. But I don't know what my—Just why do you want us to postpone the probate?"
 
              "You know Bob's giving me shots of your father's serum. Well, if the Home sees I'm not getting older, but younger instead, I think they'll listen to reason and let me out of my property-contract, before they hear about the patents." Bassett looked more cheerful than any turtle ever looked, since the first grand-daddy of them all heaved himself out of the Mesozoic seas.
 
              "But ... but is that entirely honest?"
 
              "What d'you mean honest?" and Bassett broke out a disarming leathery smile. "As long as the will ain't probated, I haven't inherited a thing, have I?"
 
              "But ... but—"              
 
              " 'Course, if those fellows at the Home ever heard about the patents and thought they might be worth something, they'd never let me go. I know 'em. Talk a line of idealism, but once they get their claws on some poor old duck who comes into a little money, they're a bunch of blood-sucking vampires. Won't actually steal anything, but they'll figure out a way to drain off the surplus—and make it sound like they're helping humanity, too."
 
              "Well ... uh ... how long do you think it'll take you to convince them?"
 
              "I'll ask for another medical check-up tomorrow; that'll show some improvement. Then 1 figure six more weeks of treatment will do the business."
 
              Lipmann clucked uncomfortably.
 
              "Want to see justice done, don't you?" Bassett pressed him: "Want to carry out your father's wishes?"
 
              "Yes but—" Lipmann cleared his throat. "Everybody's not: as interested in justice as I am, Mr. Bassett. My mother and sister, I don't mind telling you, were ... uh ... not at all pleased by that bequest to you. In fact, they wanted ... they tried to persuade me to sue to set aside this will in favor of an older one that didn't make anywhere near so many bequests to old friends and institutions, and that didn't give away the tissual antideteriorant patents at all."
 
              "What did your lawyer say to that?"
 
              "Oh, he ... ah ... said there was an outside chance of upsetting the latter will on grounds of incompetence because Father had been sick in bed for some months before he made it, and died a couple of weeks later. And we could show that he hadn't been at his best mentally during that time. It was as if lying there in bed he'd remembered a lot of people he hadn't thought of in years.
 
              "On the other hand, the lawyer said the will itself looked sound and reasonable enough to him, Nothing eccentric ... you know what I mean ... no cutting off members of the family or anything like that."
 
              "Hm-m-m," said Bassett. "How would this do, boy? Tell your lawyer to go ahead and file suit to upset the last will in favor of the earlier one. That will satisfy your mother, hold up the probate and give me time to get loose from the home. Then you can call off the suit, and everything will be jake."
 
              "Ahem. I don't know. My mother and sister might—"
 
              Bassett leaned forward, looking more like a turtle than ever, and gave young Lipmann the business. Ayre, remembering the line about „"He holds him with his glittering eye; he cannot choose but hear," was amazed at how plausible a high-powered salesman his aged uncle had become. Of course, he could not know that beneath his uncle's unstarched shirt beat the heart of a knight-at-arms in mortal combat to protect his lady.
 
              After ten minutes Lipmann gave in, muttering unhappily: "O.K., O.K. I only hope nothing goes wrong—"
 
-
 
              At the next visit from the physician, Bassett succeeded in getting another diagnostic examination. The doctor looked at him speculatively.
 
              "This is remarkable, Mr. Bassett. Ordinarily I think I'm doing all right with the Home's guests if they don't fall further apart, between my visits. But you seem to be actually improving. Heart's stronger; specimen's better—"
 
              And when Bassett got another examination six weeks later, the doctor compared his three reports and whistled.
 
              "I can't believe this. There must be some mistake, somewhere."
 
              Bassett grinned. "No, Doc, don't worry. There's no mistake. Ever hear of tissual antideteriorant?"
 
              "Only a rumor. Some lab's experimenting with it, isn't it?"
 
              "Right. And I'm the guinea pig. Or rather, hamster. Now, maybe you'll step into Mr. Keogh's office with me and back up my statements?"
 
              Bassett buttoned his shirt, gripped the astonished doctor's elbow, and briskly marched him into the assistant manager's office.
 
              "Mr. Keogh," began Bassett, "about that contract of mine—"
 
              "Mr. Bassett, I informed you on a previous occasion—"
 
              "Just a minute, Mr. Keogh; just a minute. Tell him what you found, Doc."
 
              The doctor did so. Keogh looked blank. "Are you trying to say that Mr. Bassett is actually becoming younger each week?"
 
              The doctor nodded, murmured something about having an appointment, and left.
 
              "Of course," said Bassett pleasantly, "nobody knows how far it will go. They tell me there's no danger; of my turning into a college boy; but for practical purposes you may consider me immortal. And you gentlemen have a contract to support me as long as I live."
 
              Keogh gulped and was silent for a space. Then he said, "This is all very irregular. I shall have to consult the manager."
 
              He stepped into the adjoining room; and Bassett with his improved hearing could detect a hurried conversation. A moment later Keogh returned, followed by the manager. Bassett was surprised to see that he was smiling.
 
              "May I congratulate you on your improved health, Mr. Bassett? No doubt those treatments you have been taking at the Mahoney Pharmaceutical Manufacturing Company are responsible for your remarkable rejuvenation."
 
              Bassett was alarmed. "How'd you know that?"
 
              "We feel obligated to keep ourselves informed about all our guests—for their own protection, you know. I don't think you realize, Mr. Bassett, that we are your friends and are genuinely interested in your welfare. Aren't we, Ben?"
 
              Keogh nodded confirmation, but the sour look he gave Bassett showed there was some question as to the extent of his benevolence.
 
              "And so we'll gladly keep you with us and hope you'll live to be two hundred." The manager paused: "Incidentally, we have also learned that you have been willed some patents which, of course, become the property of the Home."
 
              Bassett's alarm became despair. He'd been a fool to hope! He was beaten! He bowed his head, like a knight awaiting the coup de grace. Then he thought of Milly, and his dreams of them together; and he rallied his wits for one last, desperate attack. An idea struck him with the force of lightning.
 
              "Gentlemen, you'll never get your hands on those patents. You'd suppress them just to keep your miserable business going for as long as the patents are in force. I've already told young Lipmann to have his lawyer break the will; and I'll urge him to get that serum into production as soon as he can so that old folks here and everywhere can go on and on and on."
 
              The manager's smile faded into a tight-lipped grimace. "Call Havranek, Ben, and check that statement about the will being broken."
 
              When Keogh returned with a curt "It's true," the manager gave Bassett a stare that would have frozen sea water. Then he relaxed.
 
              "Well, well, Mr. Bassett, aren't you being a bit disloyal to the Home? But no matter. As far as serum for everyone goes, it's a splendid idea—only our guests don't have the kind of money such treatments would cost. Now, do they?"
 
-
 
              Bassett narrowed his eyes. He was no longer fighting for himself, not even for Milly, but against injustice to all the old folks in the Home.
 
              He said, "No, but they won't need money. The lab must have lots of human guinea pigs ... I mean hamsters ... before putting such a serum on the market. They'll gladly pay taxi fare for any of your guests who'd volunteer for treatment. I'm going to tell 'em all about it tonight."
 
              The manager turned white. "You can't do that!"
 
              "Who's to stop me? Said yourselves you couldn't legally stop any of us from going out and coming back in, as long as you hang on to our property." Bassett gulped, amazed at his own temerity.
 
              The manager frowned, then said cautiously, "This whatever-you-call-it serum—how would it be if we made a deal, you and the Home? Say fifty-fifty on all profits? And you leave the Home today, now. O.K.?"
 
              Bassett settled into the folds of his collar, like a turtle preparing for a nap. He rubbed his mouth to cover a little smile.
 
              "Why, Mr. Humphries, you wouldn't want me to be disloyal to my friends, now would you? No ... I'll stay."
 
              "Just a minute. You are sure you haven't told a soul here about this serum?" As Bassett nodded, the manager exchanged an anguished glance with Keogh and hurried into the inner office. A moment later he returned with a document.
 
              "Here's your contract, Mr. Bassett. I'll have the attendant pack your bags and bring them down to you. But before you go, I must ask you to sign an agreement to have no further contact with anyone at the Home, now or later."
 
              Bassett felt punch-drunk. Victory had come so fast, so incredibly fast. Free, free—rich and free! He reached out his hand for the contract; then drew it back abruptly.
 
              "Eh, what's that you said?"
 
              "You must sign an agreement never to contact anyone in the Home as long as you live."
 
              "Can't," snapped Bassett, and he blew his nose hard to hide the tears which suddenly stung his eyes.
 
              "Why not?" The manager's voice was edgy. "You've got what you want, haven't you?"
 
              But Bassett already knew he hadn't got what he wanted at all. What "good were health, money, power if there was no one to be proud and pleased, no one to care!
 
              "I've got to see Mrs. Milly Minter—something I got to ask her. I can't go without asking, if I was to stay here forever." He was too upset to notice the effect of his words on the anxious managers.
 
              "Something about the serum?"
 
              As Bassett shook his head, the manager sighed. "O.K., Ben, send for her. But we'll be here during the interview, Mr. Bassett, listening to every word you say."
 
-
 
              Milly was a walking Victorian miniature as she fluttered into the room ahead of her nurse, a lace handkerchief hiding her gnarled hands. But behind the prim facade, her eyes sparkled like Christmas candles as she smiled and said, " 'Afternoon, gentlemen. Why Julius Bassett, whatever are you doing here? I hardly recognized you—looking so handsome and stern and all."
 
              Bassett tugged at his collar, cleared his throat, and cast an appealing look at the cold face of the managers and the nurse. Milly sensed the tension and threw him a life line: "Has something happened, Julius?"
 
              "Milly, this ain't the time and it ain't the place and I can't explain why I'm leaving, but—"
 
              The Christmas candles in Milly's eyes flickered out. "Leaving, Julius?"
 
              When Bassett saw how forlorn and frail she looked, he forgot his audience, his aching embarrassment, and hurried on: "Will you come with me? We'll get married. I've got it all figured out—I'll take good care of you, Milly."
 
              "Of course you will, Julius." The candles all twinkled again and danced over Bassett's unbelieving face. "Well, whatever are we waiting for?"
 
              Julius Bassett tasted triumph for the first time in all his life. He squared his shoulders, drew Milly's arm through his with old-school courtesy, and turned to the astonished manager.
 
              "Will you kindly send our things to the Plaza Hotel as soon as convenient? I'll sign your agreement there. Good day."
 
-
 
              The following afternoon Julius Bassett showed up at Henry Lipmann's office with his nephew in tow. Bassett looked under sixty, poised, vigorous, with a flower in his buttonhole and a devilish swish to the walking stick which he carried from habit born of the days when he relied on its support.
 
              He wrung young Lipmann's hand cordially and said, "Well Hank, my boy, I'm a free man now, thanks to your starting that lawsuit to break your father's will."
 
              Henry Lipmann seemed more tongue-tied than usual. "Now, Mr. Bassett ... you see ... well, I've been thinking ... it doesn't seem right to exploit a mon-monumental discovery like this for financial gain."
 
              Bob Ayre exploded; "Why not? You don't mean you're planning to go on with that suit, do you? My uncle's got his rights."
 
              He turned to his uncle, expecting vitriolic corroboration. But Bassett was benign.
 
              "Bob, boy, keep your shirt on. I understand what Hank's trying to say. Came here to say it myself, really. A discovery as important as this ought to ... uh ... belong to all the people. I mean, life's the greatest gift ... it don't seem right to ask a price for it."
 
              Ayre looked at his uncle blankly. "Uncle Julius, do you. know what you're saying? Those patents are yours—and they're worth a fortune! You—"
 
              Young Lipmann cut in. "I agree with Mr. Bassett; those patents should be free to all. They will be in seventeen years anyway. And if any lab can produce the stuff, think of all the lives that will be saved!"
 
              Bob Ayre turned stubborn. The empires he'd been building with his uncle's inheritance were rapidly dissolving into pipe dreams, like gold in mercury. He snatched at an idea.
 
              "You two lion-hearted idiots—you make me sick!" he said. "Free patents—lives saved—have you thought of the effect of that? Don't you know the world's population is bursting at the seams now? That all arable land is already farmed; that there are countries where, no matter what you do for them, people will starve because there just isn't enough land to feed them? And it's getting worse every year, with millions more people being born!"
 
              He pounded the desk. "So you propose to cut the death rate down to a fraction of what it is now, and the population instead of growing by millions every year will grow by hundreds of millions! So soon you'll have the earth so crowded there won't be a wild animal or a stick of timber left; and people will be eating each other for want of other food! So you'll have atomic wars of extermination just to get farm land!"
 
              "But what can we do about it?" cried young Lipmann holding his head in his hands. "The patents are public property—will be in seventeen years anyway, whatever we do."
 
-
 
              Julius Bassett quietly took command. Far into the night he and Milly had discussed the antideteriorant serum and the patents he'd come so near to owning and now didn't even want. They had thought of the hope that extra years of life might give to old folks everywhere. They had thought of the problems, financial and social, that living great-grandfathers and great-great grandfathers would make of the young. They had concluded that maybe death wasn't so cruel after all, if you'd had your fun and done your work. Yet, civilization doesn't stand still. Here was a new discovery; here were new problems that had to be met.
 
              "Hank's right," he said, "the patents run for only seventeen years. And since they are public records, there's no way to keep the stuff secret, now that the patents have been issued. Bob's right, too, in a way. People ain't ready yet for thirty-forty more years of life. They need to be educated up to it. If we keep a tight control on the manufacturing and distribution of the serum until the patents expire, it'd hold off the crisis and give the world at least a chance to get set."
 
              "That sounds like a good idea," said Lipmann, solemnly cheerful once more. "But how would you handle this control, Mr. Bassett?"
 
              "If I were yon, I'd set up a nonprofit foundation—the Sidney Lipmann Institute, after your father, Hank—to control the patents. I'd apply treatments only to the ... uh ... select few, but it wouldn't be a matter of wealth. I'd set up a committee to choose great scientists, statesmen, artists, and such people—whoever seems most useful to mankind. And I'd propagandize to warn the world to do something about natural increase. I'd take it up with the United Nations. I'd—"
 
              Young Lipmann blinked excitedly behind his thick glasses.
 
              "It would take a man with a real sense of social responsibility to decide whom to treat and whom to turn away!" he said. "And the educational program would be a colossal job. Say, Mr. Bassett, will you take the post of Director of the Institute? Say, at twenty thousand dollars a year?"
 
              "Yes, Hank, I will. And I'll want you on the Committee for Selections."
 
              "Uncle Julius," pleaded Ayre, "don't let this starry-eyed idealist talk you out of a million bucks, a billion, maybe, by offering yon some job! Think of your old age; think of your ... er ... heirs."
 
              Bassett's eyes twinkled as he regarded his nephew thoughtfully. "What's happened to your social-consciousness, Bob? Oh, you'll get along, boy, the way you always have, without any legacy from me."
 
              He looked out of the window and drew a slow, contented breath before he continued: "And I ... I've got my health, my home, my work ... world's work ... to do, and only seventeen years to do it in. If I do it well, maybe the Committee will think me worth my salt and keep me going on serum. If I fail, they'd do right to scrap me, the way you'd scrap your old car."
 
              He glanced at his heavy gold pocket watch, then snapped it shut with an air of authority.
 
              "I have a dinner engagement this evening, Hank. But I'll be in touch with you tomorrow. Good night, gentlemen."
 
 
 
The End
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