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Introduction

Ask a hundred-odd writers of fantasy and science fiction
(and all of them I know personally are odd in one way or
another) where they draw the line between the two forms
and you’ll get a hundred different answers. Since this collection
contains both fantasy and science fiction, I hope I may be
forgiven for adding a hundred-and-first answer.

In its broadest definition as imaginative literature fantasy,
of course, includes science fiction.

But pure fantasy is a form that can be defined in contra-
distinction to science fiction. If we so limit our definition,
then the difference between it and science fiction is clear:

Fantasy deals with things that are not and that cannot be.

Science fiction deals with things that can be, that someday
may be. Science fiction confines itself to possibilities within
the realm of logic.

The fairy tale is the prototype of fantasy. When we read
such a story we read with a suspension of our disbelief in
fairies, witches, giants, the supernatural. We accept without
question any frame of reference the author asks us to accept;
we do not ask of him that he convince us that these things
are possible.

Science fiction asks no suspenswn of our belief; it is pro-
jected against the universe as we know it. Which, thank God,
still gives the imagination more scope than it can use, because
we know intimately and at first hand such a minute fraction
of the universe. Creatures more weird than elves and were-
wolves may live on planets of other stars. (Indeed, the stran-
gest thing we could possibly find when we reach other worlds
is that the creatures of those other worlds are not strange at
all.)

This does not mean that science fiction cannot be written
about werewolves or vampires or about any other of the classic
figures of fantasy. It can be, and has been. The difference is
that in science fiction at least an attempt is made to explain
that there really are werewolves or vampires and to tell what
they really are; they are explained in such a manner as to re-
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INTRODUCTION

move them from the supernatural by making them natural;
“they are so explained as to relate them to the world as we
know it. In reading fantasy we suspend our disbelief and
accept a simple barefoot demon; if he appears in a science fic-
tion story an explanation of his nature and existence must be
given—an explanation that could be true.

In science fiction nothing is taken for granted; in fantasy
nothing requires explanation.

Almost any fantasy, incidentally, can be made into a science
fiction story by eliminating the supernatural and substituting
for it a scientific—or at least possible—explanation of what
happens.

Take for random example, the story of King Midas. Re-
member it? King Midas does a favor for the god Bacchus and
Bacchus gives him a wish; Midas wishes that anything he
touches henceforth shall turn into gold. The wish is granted
and Midas finds that golden food is difficult to chew or digest.
Wiser, he asks to have the gift taken away and is told to bathe
in a certain river.

Let’s translate that into science fiction. Mr. Midas, who
runs a Greek restaurant in the Bronx, happens to save the life
of an extraterrestrial from a far planet who is living in New
York anonymously as an observer for the Galactic Federation,
to which Earth for obvious reasons is not yet ready to be ad-
mitted. Same offer of reward, same request. The extraterres-
trial, who is master of sciences far beyond ours, makes a
machine which alters the molecular vibrations of Mt. Midas’s
body so his touch will have a transmuting effect upon other
objects. And so on. It’s a science fiction story, or could be
made to be one.

The stories in this book divide about equally between fan-
tasy and science fiction. By which I mean that some are clearly
one, some clearly the other, and a few fall in between.

The nine vignettes, the stories of three or four hundrcd
words each which alternate with the longer stories, arc previ-
ously unpublished, and were written especially for this book.

The eight previously published stories appeared, four, cach,
in the pages of Astounding Science- Fiction and Unknown
Worlds, two magazines edited by John W. Campbell, Jr., and
published by Street & Smith Publications, Inc. These two
magazines led and pioneered for many years in their respec-
tive fields of science fiction and fantasy. Astounding is still a
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~ INTRODUCTION
leader in science mmown Worlds has been discon-

tinued. Please, Mr. Street and Mr. Smith, bring it back.

But why are we wasting time, 1 in writing an introduction
and you in reading one?
I’ll stop if you will,
Frepric BrowN
Venice, California
July 3, 1953
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Miss Macy sniffed. “Why is everyone worrying so? They're
not doing anything to us, are they?”

In the cities, elsewhere, there was blind panic. But not in
Miss Macy’s garden. She looked up calmly at the monstrous
mile-high figures of the invaders.

A week ago, they'd landed, in a spaceship a hundred miles
long that had settled down gently in the Arizona desert.
Almost a thousand of them had come out of that spaceship
and were now walking around.

But, as Miss Macy pointed out, they hadn’t hurt anything or
anybody. They weren’t quite substantial enough to affect
people. When one stepped on you or stepped on a house you
were in, there was sudden darkness and until he moved his
foot and walked on you couldn’t see; that was ‘all.

They had paid no attention to human beings and all at-
tempts to communicate with them had failed, as had all
attacks on them by the army and the air force. Shells fired
at them exploded right inside them and didn’t hurt them.
Not even the H-bomb dropped on one of them while he was
crossing a desert area had bothered him in the slightest.

They had paid no attention to us at all.

“And that,” said Miss Macy to her sister who was also Miss
Macy since neither of them was married, “is proof that they
don’t mean us any harm, isn’t is?”’

“I hope so, Amanda,” said Miss Macy’s sister. “But look
what they’re doing now.”

It was a clear day, or it had been one. The sky had been
bright blue and the almost humanoid heads and shoulders
of the giants, a mile up there, had been quite clearly visible.
But now it was getting misty, Miss Macy saw as she followed
her sister’s gaze upward. Each of the two big figures in sight
had a tank-like object in his hands and from these objects
clouds of vaporous matter were emerging, settling slowly to-
wird Earth.

Miss Macy sniffed again. “Making clouds. Maybe that’s
how they have fun. Clouds can’t hurt us. Why do people
woiry so?”’

1



2 STAR SHINE

She went back to her work.

“Is that a liquid fertilizer you’re spraying, Amanda?” her
sister asked.

“No,” said Miss Macy. “It’s insecticide.”

Placet Is a Crazy Place

Even when you’re used to it, it gets you down sometimes.
Like that morning—if you can call it a morning. Really it
was night. But we go by Earth time on Placet because Placet
time would be as screwy as everything else on that goofy
planet. I mean, you’d have a six-hour day and then a two-hour
night and then a fifteen-hour day and a one-hour night and—
well, you just couldn’t keep time on a planet that does a figure-
eight orbit around two dissimilar suns, going like a bat out of
hell around and between them, and the suns going around
each other so fast and so comparatively close that Earth astron-
omers thought it was only one sun until the Blakeslee expe-
dition landed here twenty years ago.

You see, the rotation of Placet isn’t any even fraction of the
period of its orbit and there’s the Blakeslee Field in the middle
between the suns—a field in which light rays slow down to a
crawl and get left behind and—well—

If you've not read the Blakeslee reports on Placet, hold on
to something while I tell you this:

Placet is the only known planet that can eclipse itself twice
at the same time, run headlong into itself every forty hours,
and then chase itself out of sight.

I don’t blame you.

I didn't believe it either, and it scared me stiff the first
time I stood on Placet and saw Placet coming head-on to run
into us. And yet I'd read the Blakeslee reports and knew what
was really happening, and why. It’s rather like those early
movies when the camera was set up in front of a train and
the audience saw the locomotive heading right toward them
and would feel an impulse to run even though they knew the
locomotive wasn’t really there.

But I started to say, like that morning. I was sitting at my
desk, the top of which was covered with grass. My feet were—
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or seemed to be—resting on a sheet of rippling water. But it
wasn’t wet.

On top of the grass of my desk lay a pink flowerpot, into
which, nose-first, stuck a bright green Saturnian lizard. That—
reason and not my eyesight told me—was my pen and inkwell.
Also an embroidered sampler that said, “God Bless Our
Home"” in neat cross-stitching. It actually was a message from
Earth Center which had just come in on the radiotype. I
didn’t know what it said because I’d come into my office after
the B. F. effect had started. I didn’t think it really said, “God
Bless Our Home” because it seemed to. And just then I was
mad, I was fed up, and I didn’t care a holler what it actually
did say.

You see—maybe I'd better explain—the Blakeslee Field
effect occurs when Placet is in mid-position between Argyle
I and Argyle II, the two suns it figure eights around. There's
a scientific explanation of it, but it must be expressed in for-
mulas, not in words. It boils down to this; Argyle I is terrene
matter and Argyle II contraterrene, or negative matter. Half-
way between them—over a considerable stretch of territory—
is a field in which light rays are slowed down, way down.
They move at about the speed of sound. The result is that if
something is moving faster than sound—as Placet itself does—
you can still see it coming after it has passed you. It takes
the visual image of Placet twenty-six hours to get through the
field. By that time, Placet has rounded one of its suns and
meets its own image on the way back, In midfield, there’s an
image coming and an image going, and it eclipses itself twice,
occulting both suns at the same time, A little farther on, it
runs into itself coming from the opposite direction—and
scares you stiff if you're watching, even if you know it’s not
really happening.

Let me explain it this way before you get dizzy. Say an
old-fashioned locomotive is coming toward you, only at a
speed much faster than sound. A mile away, it whistles. It
passes you and then you hear the whistle, coming from the
point a mile back where the locomotive isn’t any more. That’s
the auditory effect of an object traveling faster than sound;
what I've just described is the visual effect of an object trav-
cling—in a figure-eight orbit—faster than its own visual image.

That isn’t the worst of it; you can stay indoors and avoid
the eclipsing and the head-on collisions, but you can’t avoid
the physio-psychological effect of the Blakeslee Field. ’
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And that, the physio-psychological effect, is something else
again. The field does something to the optic nerve centers, or
to the part of the brain to which the optic merves connect,
something similar to the effect of certain drugs. You have—
you can’t exactly call them hallucmatmns, because you don’t
ordinarily see things that aren t there, but you get an illusory
picture of what is there.

F knew perfectly well that I was sitting at a desk the top of
which was glass, and not grass; that the floor under my feet
was ordinary plastiplate and not a sheet of rippling water;
that the objects on my desk were not a pink flowerpot with a
Saturnian lizard sticking in it, but an antique twentieth cen-
tury inkwell and pen—and that the “God Bless Our Home”
sampler was a radiotype message on ordinary radiotype paper.
I could verify any of those things by my sense of touch, which
the Blakeslee Field doesn’t affect.

You can close your eyes, of course, but you don’t—because
even at the height of the effect, your eyesight gives you the
relative size and distance of things and if you stay in familiar
territory your memory and your reason tell you what they are.

So when the door opened and a two-headed monster walked
in, I knew it was Reagan. Reagan isn’t a two-headed monster,
but I could recognize the sound of his walk.

I said, “Yes, Reagan?”

The two-headed monster said, “Chief, the machine shop is
wobbling. We may have to break the rule not to do any work
in midperiod.”

“Birds?” I asked.

Both of his heads nodded. “The underground part of those
walls must be like sieves from the birds flying through em, and
we’d better pour concrete quick. Do you think those new
" alloy reinforcing bars the Ark’ll bring will stop them?”

“Sure,” I lied. Forgetting the field, I turned to look at the
clock, but there was a funeral wreath of white lilies on the
wall where the clock should have been. You can’t tell time
from a funeral wreath. I said, “I was hoping we wouldn’t have
to reinforce those walls till we had the bars to sink in them.
The Ark’s about due; they’re probably hovering outside right
now waiting for us to come out of the field. You think we
could wait till—

There was a crash.

“Yeah, we can wait,” Reagan said. “There went the ma-
chine shop, so there’s no hurry at all.”

“Nobody was in there?”
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“Nope, but I'll make sure.” He ran out.

That’s what life on Placet is like. I'd had enough of it; I’d
had too much of it. I made up my mind while Reagan was
gone.

When he came back, he was a bright blue articulated skele-
ton.

He said, “O. K., Chief. Nobody was inside.”

“Any of the machines badly smashed?”

He laughed. “Can you look at a rubber beach horse with
purple polka dots and tell whether it’s an intact lathe or a
busted one? Say, Chief, you know what you look like?”

I said, “If you tell me, you're fired.”

I don’t know whether I was kidding or not; I was plenty
on edge. I opened the drawer of my desk and put the “God
Bless Our Home"” sampler in it and slammed the drawer shut.
I was fed up. Placet is a crazy place and if you stay there long
enough you go crazy yourself. One out of ten of Earth Cen-
ter’s Placet employes has to go back to Earth for psychopathic
treatment after a year or two on Placet. And I'd been there
three years, almost. My contract was up. I made up my mind,
too.

“Reagan,” T said.

He’d been heading for the door. He turned. “Yeah, Chief?”

I said, “I want you to send a message on the radiotype to
Earth Center. And get it straight, two words: I quit!”

He said, “O. K., Chief.” He went on out and closed the
door.

I sat back and closed my eyes to think. I'd done it now.
Unless I ran after Reagan and told him not to send the mes-
sage, it was done and over and irrevocable. Earth Center’s
funny that way; the board is plenty generous in some direc-
tions; but once you resign they never let you change your
mind. It’s an ironclad rule and ninety-nine times out of a
hundred it’s justified on interplanetary and intragalactic proj-
ects. A man must be 100 per cent enthusiastic about his job
to make a go of it, and once he’s turned against it, he’s lost
the keen edge.

I knew the midperiod was about over, but 1 sat there with
my eyes closed just the same. I didn’t want to open them to
look at the clock until I could see the clock as a clock and
not as whatever it might be this time. I sat there and thought.

I felt a bit hurt about Reagan’s casualness in accepting the
message. He’'d been a good friend of mine for ten years; he
could at least have said he was sorry I was going to leave. Of
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course there was a fair chance that he might get the promo-
tion, but even if he was thinking that, he could have been
diplomatic about it. At least, he could have—

Oh, quit feeling sorry for yourself, 1 told myself. You're
through with Placet and you’re tnrough with Earth Center,
and you’re going back to Earth pretty soon now, as soon as
they relieve you, and you can get another job there, probably
teaching again.

But damn Reagan, just the same. He'd been my student at
Earth City Poly, and Id got nim this Placet job and it was a
good one for a youngster his age, assistant administrator of a
planet with nearly a thousand population. For that matter,
my job was a good one for a man my age—I'm only thirty-one
myself. An excellent job, except that you couldn’t put up a
building that wourdn’t fall down again and—Quit crabbing,
1 told myself; you're through with it now. Back to Earth and
a teaching job again. Forget it.

I was tired. I put my head on my arms on top of the desk,
and I must have dozed off for a minute.

I looked up at the sound of footsteps coming through the
doorway; they weren’t Reagan’s footsteps. The illusions were
getting better now, I saw. It was—or appeared to be—a
gorgeous redhead. It couldn’t be, of course. There are a few
women on Placet, mostly wives of technicians, but—

She said, “Don’t you remember me, Mr. Rand?” It was a
woman; her voice was a woman’s voice, and a beautiful voice.
Sounded vaguely familiar, too.

“Don’t be silly,” 1 said; “how can I recognize you at mid-
per—" My eyes suddenly caught a glimpse of the clock past
her shoulder, and it was a clock and not a funeral wreath or a
cuckoo’s nest, and I realized suddenly that everything else in
the room was back to normal. And that meant midperiod was
over, and I wasn’t seeing things.

My eyes went back to the redhead. She must be real, I
realized. And suddenly I knew her, although she’d changed,
changed plenty. All changes were improvements, although
Michaelina Witt had been a very pretty girl when she’d been
in my extra-terrestrial Botany III class at Earth City Polytech
four—no, five years ago.

She’d been pretty, then. Now she was beautiful. She was
stunning. How had the teletalkies missed her? Or had they?
What was she doing here? She must have just got off the Ark,
but— I realized I was still gawking at her. I stood up so fast
I almost fell across the desk.
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“Of course 1 remember you, Miss Witt,” I stammered.
“Won't you sit down? How did you come here? Have they
relaxed the no-visitors rule?”

She shook her head, smiling. “I’m not a visitor, Mr. Rand.
Center advertised for a technician-secretary for you, and I tried
for the job and got it, subject to your approval, of course. I'm
on probation for a month, that is.”

“Wonderful,” I said. It was a masterpiece of understate-
ment. I started to elaborate on it: ‘“Marvelous—"

There was the sound of someone clearing his throat. I
looked around; Reagan was in the doorway. This time not as a
blue skeleton or a two-headed monster. Just plain Reagan.

He said, “Answer to your radiotype just came.” He crossed
over and dropped it on my desk. I looked at it. ““O. K. August
19th,” it read. My momentary wild hope that they’d failed to
accept my resignation went down among the w1dg1e birds.
They’'d been as brief about it as I'd been.

August 19th—the next arrival of the Ark. They certainly
weren’t wasting any time—mine or theirs. Four daysl

Reagan said, “I thought you'd want to know right away,
Phil.”

“Yeah,” I told him. I glared at him. “Thanks.” With a
touch of spite—or maybe more than a touch—I thought, well,
my bucko, you don’t get the job, or that message would have
said so; they’re sending a replacement on the next shuttle of
the Ark.

But I didn’t say that; the veneer of civilization was too thick.
1 said, “Miss Witt, I'd like you to meet—" They looked at
each other and started to laugh, and I remembered. Of course,
Reagan and Michaelina had both been in my botany class, as
had Michaelina’s twin brother, Ichabod. Only, of course, no
one ever called the redheaded twins Michaelina and Ichabod.
It was Mike and Ike, once you knew them.

Reagan said, “‘I met Mike getting off the Ark. I told her how
to find your office, since you weren’t there to do the honors.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Did the reinforcing bars come?”

“Guess so. They unloaded some crates. They were in a
hurry to pull out again. They’ve gone.”

I grunted.

Reagan said, “Well, I'll check the ladings. Just came to give
you the radiotype; thought you’d want the good news right
away.”

He went out, and I glared after him. The louse. The—
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Michaelina said, “Am I to start work right away, Mr.
Rand?”

I straightened out my face and managed a smile. “Of course
not,” I told her. “You’ll want to look around the place first.
See the scenery and get acclimated. Want to stroll into the
village for a drink?”

“Of course.”

We strolled down the path toward the little cluster of
buildings, all small, one-story, and square.

She said, “It’s—it’s nice. Feels like I’'m walking on air, I'm
so light. Exactly what is the gravity?”

“Point seven four,” I said. “If you weigh—um-m, a hundred
twenty pounds on Earth, you weigh about eighty-nine pounds
here. And on you, it looks good.”

She laughed. ‘““Thank you, Professor— Oh, that’s right;
you're not a professor now. You’re now my boss, and I must
call you Mr. Rand.”

“Unless you're willing to make it Phil, Michaelina.”

. “If you'd call me Mike; I detest Michaelina, almost as much
as Tke hates Ichabod.”

“How is Ike?”

“Fine. Has a student-instructor job at Poly, but he doesn’t
like it much.” She looked ahead at the village. “Why so
many small buildings instead of a few bigger ones?”

“Because the average life of a structure of any kind .on
Placet is about three weeks. And you never know when one is
going to fall down—with someone inside. It’s our biggest
problem. All we can do is make them small and light, except
the foundations, which we make as strong as possible. Thus
far, nobody has been hurt seriously in the collapse of a build-
ing, for that reason, but— Did you feel that?”

“The vibration? What was it, an earthquake?”

“No,” I said. “It was a flight of birds.”

“What?”

I had to laugh at the expression on her face. I said, “Placet
is a crazy place. A minute ago, you said you felt as though you
were walking on air. Well, in a way, you are doing just exactly
that, Placet is one of the rare objects in the Universe that is
composed of both ordinary and heavy matter. Matter with a
collapsed molecular structure, so heavy you couldn’t lift a
pebble of it. Placet has a core of that stuff; that’s why this
tiny planet, which has an area about twice the size of Man-
hattan Island, has a gravity three-quarters that of Earth. There
is life—animal life, not intelligent—living on the core. There
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are birds, whose molecular structure is like that of the plan-
et’s core, so dense that ordinary matter is as tenuous to them
as air is to us. They actually fly through it, as birds on Earth
fly through the air. From their standpoint, we're walking on
top of Placet’s atmosphere.”

“And the vibration of their flight under the surface makes
the houses collapse?”

“Yes, and worse—they fly right through the foundations,
no matter what we make them of. Any matter we can work
with is just so much gas to them. They fly through iron or
steel as easily as through sand or loam. I've just got a shipment
of some specially tough stuff from Earth—the special alloy
steel you heard me ask Reagan about—but I haven’t much
hope of it doing any good.”

“But aren’t those birds dangerous? I mean, aside from
making the buildings fall down. Couldn’t one get up enough
momentum flying to carry it out of the ground and into the
air a little way? And wouldn’t it go right through anyone who
happened to be there?”

“It would,” I said, “but it doesn’t. I mean, they never fly
closer to the surface than a few inches. Some sense seems to
tell them when they’re nearing the top of their “atmosphere.”
Something analogous to the supersomics a bat uses. You
know, of course, how a bat can fly in utter darkness and never
fly into a solid object.”

“Like radar, yes.”

“Like radar, yes, except a bat uses sound waves instead of
radio waves. And the widgie birds must use something that
works on the same principle, in reverse; turns them back a few
inches before they approach what to them would be the
equivalent of a vacuum. Being heavy-matter, they could no
more exist or fly in air than a bird could exist or fly in a
vacuum.”

While we were having a cocktail apiece in the village,
Michaelina mentioned her brother again. She said, “Ike
doesn’t like teaching at all, Phil. Is there any chance at all
that you could get him a job here on Placet?”

I said, “I've been badgering Earth Center for another
administrative assistant. The work is increasing plenty since
we’ve got more of the surface under cultivation. Reagan really
needs help. I'll—" ’

Her whole face was alight with eagerness. And I remem-
bered. I was through. I'd resigned, and Earth Center would
pay as much attention to any recommendation of mine as
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though I were a widgie bird. I finished weakly, “I'Il—I'll see
if I can do anything about it.”

She "said, “Thanks—Phil.”” My hand was on the table
beside my glass, and for a second she put hers over it. All
right, it's a hackneyed metaphor to say it felt as though a
high-voltage current went through me. But it did, and it was
a mental shock as well as a physical one, because I realized
then.and there that I was head over heels. I’d fallen harder
than any of Placet’s buildings ever had. The thump left me
breathless. I wasn’t watching Michaelina’s face, but from
the way she pressed her hand harder against mine for a milli-
second and then jerked it away as though from a flame, she
must have felt a little of that current, too.

I stood up a little shakily and suggested that we walk back
to headquarters.

Because the situation was completely impossible, now. Now
that Center had accepted my resignation and I was without
visible or invisible means of support. In a psychotic moment,
I’d cooked my own goose. I wasn’t even sure I could get a
teaching job. Earth Center is the most powerful organization
in the Universe and has a finger in every pie. If they black-
listed me—

‘Walking back, I let Michaelina do most of the talking; I
had some heavy thinking to do. I wanted to tell her the truth
—and [ didn’t want to.

Between monosyllabic answers, I fought it out with myself.
And, finally lost. Or won. I'd not tell her—until just before
the next coming of the Ark. I’d pretend everything was O.K.
and normal] for that long, give myself that much chance to see
if Michaelina would fall for me. That much of a break I'd
give myself. A chance, for four days.

And then—well, if by then she’d come to feel about me
the way I did about her, I’d tell her what a fool I'd been
and tell her I'd like to— No, I wouldn't let her return to
Earth with me, even if she wanted to, until I saw light ahead
through a foggy future. All I could tell her was that if and
when I had a chance of working my way up again to a decent
job—and after all I was still only thirty-one and might be
able to—

That sort of thing.

Reagan was waiting in my office, looking as mad as a wet
hornet. He said, “Those saps at Earth Center shipping de-
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partment gummed things again. Those crates of special steel
—aren’t.”

“Aren’t what?”

“Aren’t anything. They’re empty crates. Something went
wrong with the crating machine and they never knew it.”

“Are you sure that’s what those crates were supposed to
contain?”

“Sure I'm sure. Everything else on the order came, and
the ladings specified the steel for those particular crates.”
He ran a hand through his tousled hair. It made him look
more like an Airedale than he usually does.

I grinned at him. “Maybe it’s invisible steel.”

“Invisible, weightless and intangible. Can I word the
message to Center telling them about it?”

“Go as far as you like,” I told him. “Wait here a minute,
though. I'll show Mike where her quarters are and then I
want to talk to you a minute.”

I took Michaelina to the best available sleeping cabin of
the cluster around headquarters. She thanked me again for
trying to get lke a job here, and I felt lower than a widgie
bird’s grave when I went back to my office,

“Yeah, Chief?” Regan said.

“About that message to Earth,” I told him. “I mean the
one I sent this morning. I don’t want you to say anything
about it to Michaelina.”

He chuckled. “Want to tell her yourself, huh? O. K. T'll
keep my yap shut.”

" 1 said, a bit wryly, “Maybe I was foolish sending it.”

“Huh?” he said. “I'm sure glad you did. Swell idea.”

He went out, and I managed not to throw anything at him.

The next day was a Tuesday, if that matters. I remember
it as the day I solved one of Placet’s two major problems. An
ironic time to do it, maybe.

I was dictating .some notes on greenwort culture—Placet’s
importance to Earth is, of course, the fact that certain plants
native to the place and which won’t grow anywhere else
yield derivatives that have become important to the pharma-
copoeia. I was having heavy sledding because I was watching
Michaelina take the notes; she’d insisted on starting work her
second day on Placet.

And suddenly, out of a clear sky and out of a muggy mind,
came an idea. I stopped dictating and rang for Reagan. He
came in.
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“Reagan,” T said, “order five thousand ampoules of J-17
Conditioner. Tell ’em to rush it.”

“Chief, don’t you remember? We tried the stuff. Thought
it might condition us to see normally in midperiod, but it
didn’t affect the optic nerves. We still saw screwy. It’s great
for conditioning people to high or low temperatures or—"

“Or long or short waking-sleeping periods,” 1 interrupted
him. “That’s what I'm talking about, Reagan. Look, revolving
around two suns, Placet has such short irregular periods of
light and dark that we mever took them seriously. Right?”

“Sure, but—"

“But since there’s no. logical Placet day and night we
could use, we made ourselves slaves to a sun so far away we
can’t see it. We use a twenty-four hour day. But midperiod
occurs every twenty hours, regularly. We can use conditioner
to adapt ourselves to a twenty-hour day—six hours sleep,
twelve awake—with everybody blissfully sleeping through the
period when their eyes play tricks on them. And in a dark-

_ened sleeping room so you couldn’t see anything, even if you
woke up. More and shorter days per year—and nobody goes
psychopathic on us. Tell me what’s wrong with it.”

His eyes went bleak and blank and he hit his forehead a
resounding whack with the palm of his hand.

He said, “Too simple, that’s what’s wrong with it. So
darned simple only a genius could see it. For two years I've
been going slowly nuts and the answer so easy nobody could
see it. I'll put the-order in right away.”

He started out and then turned back. “Now how do we
keep the buildings up? Quick, while you're fey or whatever
you are.”

I laughed. I said, “Why not try that invisible steel of yours
in the empty crates?”

He said, “Nuts,” and closed the door.

And the next day was a Wednesday and I knocked off work
and took Michaelina on a walking tour around Placet. Once
around is just a nice day’s hike. But with Michaelina Witt,
any day’s hike would be a nice day’s hike. Except, of course,
that I knew I had only one more full day to spend with her.
The world would end on Friday.

Tomorrow the Ark would leave Earth, with the shipment
of conditioner that would solve one of our problems—and
with whomever Earth Center was sending to take my place.
It would warp through space to a point a safe distance outside
the Argyle I-II system and come in on rocket power from
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there. It would be here Friday, and I'd go back with it. But
I tried not to think about that.

I pretty well managed to forget it until we got back to
headquarters and Reagan met me with a grin that split his
homely mug into horizontal halves. He said, “Chief, you did
it.”

“Swell,” I said. “I did what?”

“Gave me the answer what to use for reinforcing founda-
tions. You solved the problem.”

“Yeah?” 1 said.

“Yeah. Didn’t he, Mike?”

Michaelina looked as puzzled as T must have. She said,
“He was kidding. He said to use the stuff in the empty crates,
didn’t he?”

Reagan grinned again. “He just thought he was kidding.
That’s what we’re going to use from now on. Nothing. Look,
Chief, it’s like the conditioner—so simple we never thought
of it. Until you told me to use what was in the empty crates,
and I got to thinking it over.”

I stood thinking a moment myself, and then I did what
Reagan had done the day before—hit myself a whack on
the forehead with the heel of my palm.

Michaelina still looked puzzled.

“Hollow foundations,” I told her. ““What’s the one thing
widgie birds won’t fly through? Air. We can make buildings
as big as we need them, now. For foundations, we sink double
walls with a wide air space between. We can—"

I stopped, because it wasn’t “we” anymore. They could
do it after I was back on Earth looking for a job.

And Thursday went and Friday came.

I was working, up till the last minute, because it was the
easiest thing to do. With Reagan and Michaelina helping
me, I was making out material lists for our new construction
projects. First, a three-story building of about forty rooms for
a headquarters building.

We were working fast, because it would be midperiod
shortly, and you can’t do paper work when you can’t read
and can write only by feel.

But my mind was on the Ark. I picked up the phone and
called the radiotype shack to ask about it.

“Just got a call from them,” said the operator. “They’re
warped in, but not close enough to land before midperiod.
They’ll land right after.”
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. “O.K.,” I said, abandoning the hope that they’d be a day
ate.

I got up and walked to the window. We were nearing mid-
position, all right. Up in the sky to the north I could see
Placet coming toward us.

“Mike,” 1 said. “Come here.”

She joined me at the window and we stood there, watching.
My arm was around her. I don’t remember putting it there,
but I didn’t take it away, and she didn’t move.

Behind us, Reagan cleared his throat. He said, “I'll give
this much of the list to the operator. He can get it on the
ether right after midperiod.” He went out and shut the door
behind him.

Michaelina seemed to move a little closer. We were both
locking out the window at Placet rushing toward us. She
said, “Beautiful, isn’t it, Phil?”’

“Yes,” I said. But I turned, and I was looking at her face
as I said it. Then—I hadn’t meant to—I kissed her.

I went back, and sat down at my desk. She said, “Phil,
what’s the matter? You haven’t got a wife and six kids hidden
away somewhere, or something, have you? You were single
when I had a crush on you at Earth Polytech—and I waited
five years to get over it and didn't, and finally wangled a job
on Placet just to— Do I have to do the proposing?”

I groaned. I didn’t look at her. I said, “Mike, I'm nuts
about you. But—just before you came, I sent a two-word
radiotype to Earth. It said, ‘I quit.” So I've got to leave Placet
on this shuttle of the Ark, and I doubt if I can even get a
teaching job, now that I've got Earth Center down on me,
and—"

She said, “But, Phil!” and took a step toward me.

There was a knock on the door, Reagan’s knock. I was
glad, for once, of the interruption. I called out for him to
come in, and he opened the door.

He said, “You told Mike yet, Chief?”

I nodded, glumly.

Reagan grinned. “Good,” he said; “T've been busting to
tell her. It'll be swell to see Ike again.”

“Huh?” T said. “Ike who?”

Reagan’s grin faded. He said, “Phil, are you slipping, or
something? Don’t you remember giving me the answer to
that Earth Center radiotype four days ago, just before Mike
got here?”

I stared at him with my mouth open. I hadn’t even read
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that radiotype, let alone answered it. Had Reagan gone psy-
chopathic, or had I? I remember shoving it in the drawer of
my desk. I jerked open the drawer and pulled it out. My
hand shook a little as [ read it: REQUEST FOR ADDITIONAL AS-
SISTANT GRANTED, WHOM DO YOU WANT FOR THE JOB?

I looked up at Reagan again. I said, “You're trying to tell
me [ sent an answer to this?”

He looked as dumbfounded as I felt.

“You told me to,” he said.

“What did I tell you to send?”

“Tke Witt.” He stared at me. “Chief, are you feeling all

right?”
" I felt so all right something seemed to explode in my head.
I stood up and started for Michaelina. I said, “Mike, will
you marry me?” I got my arms around her, just in time, be-
fore midperiod closed down on us, so I couldn’t see what she
looked like, and vice versa. But over her shoulder, I could see
what must be Reagan. I said, “Get out of here, you ape,” and
I spoke quite literally because that’s exactly what he appeared
to be. A bright yellow ape.

The floor was shaking under my feet, but other things
were happening to me, too, and I didn’t realize what the shak-
ing meant until the ape turned back and yelled, “A flight of
birds going under us, Chief! Get out quick, before—"

But that was as far as he got before the house fell down
around us and the tin roof hit my head and knocked me out.
Placet is a crazy place. I like it.

Answer

Dwar Ev ceremoniously soldered the final connection with
gold. The eyes of a dozen television cameras watched him
and the subether bore throughout the universe a dozen pic-
tures of what he was doing.

He straightened and nodded to Dwar Reyn, then moved
to a position beside the switch that would complete the con-
tact when he threw it. The switch that would connect, all
at once, all, of the monster computing machines of all the
populated planets in the universe—ninety-six billion planets
—into the supercircuit that would connect them all into one
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supercalculator, one cybernetics machine that would combine
all the knowledge of all the galaxies.

Dwar Reyn spoke briefly to the watching and listening
trillions. Then after a moment’s silence he said, “Now, Dwar
Ev.”

Dwar Ev threw the switch. There was a mighty hum, the
surge of power from ninety-six billion planets. Lights flashed
and quieted along the miles-long panel.

“Dwar Ev stepped back and drew a deep breath. ‘““The honor
of asking the first question is yours, Dwar Reyn.”

“Thank you,” said Dwar Reyn. “It shall be a question
which no single cybernetics machine has been able to answer.”

He turned to face the machine. “Is there a God?”

The mighty voice answered without hesitation, without
the clicking of a single relay. -

“Yes, now there is a God.”

Sudden fear flashed on the face of Dwar Ev. He leaped
to grab the switch.

A bolt of lightning from the cloudless sky struck him down
and fused the switch shut.

Etaoin Shrdlu

. .

It was rather funny for a while, the business about Ron-
son’s Linotype. But it began to get a bit too sticky for comfort
well before the end. And despite the fact that Ronson came
out ahead on the deal, I’d have never sent him the little guy
with the pimple, if I'd guessed what was going to happen.
Fabulous profits or not, poor Ronson got too many gray hairs
out of it.

“You're Mr. Walter Merold?” asked the little guy with the
pimple. He'd called at the desk of the hotel where I live, and
I'd told them to send him on up.

I admitted my identity, and he said, “Glad to know you,
Mr. Merold. I'm—" and he gave me his name, but I can’t
remember now what it was. I'm usually good at remembering
names.

I told him I was delighted to meet him and what did he
want, and he started to tell me. I interrupted him before he
got very far, though.



ETAOIN SHRDLU 17

“Somebody gave you a wrong steer,” I told him. “Yes,
I've been a printing technician, but I'm retired. Anyway, do
you know that the cost of getting special Linotype mats cut
would be awfully high? If it’s only one page you want printed
with those special characters, you’d do a lot better to have
somebody handletter it for you and then get a photographic
reproduction in zinc.”

“But that wouldn’t do, Mr. Merold. Not at all. You see,
the thing is a secret. Those I represent—But skip that. Any-
way, I daren’t let anyone see it, as they would have to, to make
a zine.”

Just another nut, I thought, and looked at him closely.

He didn’t look nutty. He was rather ordinary-looking on
the whole, although he had a foreign—rather an Asiatic—
look about him. somehow, despite the fact that he was blond
and fair-skinned. And he had a pimple on his forehead, in
dead center just above the bridge of the nose. You've seen
ones like it on statues of Buddha, and Orientals call it the
pimple of wisdom and it’s something special.

I shrugged my shoulders. “Well,” I pointed out, “you
can’t have the matrices cut for Linotype work without letting
somebody see the characters you want on them, can you?
And whoever runs the machine will also see—"

“Oh, but I'll do that myself,” said the little guy with the
pimple. (Ronson and I later called him the LGW.T. P,
which stands for “little guy with the pimple,” because Ronson
couldn’t remember his name, either, but I'm getting ahead
of my story.) “Certainly the cutter will see them, but he'll
see them as individual characters, and that won’t matter. Then
the actual setting of the type on the Linotype I can do my-
self. Someone can show me how to run one enough for me to
set up one page——just a score of lines, really. And it doesn’t
have to be printed here. Just the type is all I'll want. I don’t
care what it costs me.

“0O.K.,” I said. “I'll send you to the proper man at Mergan-
thaler, the Linotype people. They’ll cut your mats. Then, if
you want privacy and access to a Linotype, go see George
Rouson. He runs a little country biweekly right here in town.
For a fair price, he’ll turn his shop over to you for long
enough for you to set your type.”

And that was that. Two weeks later, George Ronson and
I went fishing on a Tuesday morning while the LG.W.T.P,
used George’s Linotype to assemble the weird-looking mats
he’d just received by air express from Mergenthaler. George
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had, the afternoon before, showed the little guy how to run
the Linotype.

We caught a dozen fish apiece, and I remember that Ron-
son chuckled and said that made thirteen fish for him be-
cause the L.G.W.T.P. was paying him fifty bucks cash money
just for one morning’s use of his shop.

And everything was in order when we got back except that
George had to pick brass out of the hellbox because the L.G.
W.T.P. had smashed his new brass matrices when he’d
finished with them, and hadn’t known that one shouldn’t
throw brass in with the type metal that gets melted over again.

The next time I saw George was after his Saturday edition
was off the press. I immediately took him to task.

“Listen,” I said, “that stuff about misspelling words and
using bum grammar on purpose isn’t funny any more. Not
even in a country newspaper. Were you by any chance trying
to make your news letters from the surrounding towns sound
authentic by following copy out the window, or what?”

Ronson looked at me kind of funny and said, “Well—
yes.” ,

“Yes, what?”” I wanted to know. “You mean you were de-
liberately trying to be funny, or following copy out the—"

He said, “Come on around and I'll show you.”

“Show me what?”

“What I'm going to show you,” he said, not very lucidly.
“You can still set type, can’t you?”

“Sure. Why?”’

“Come on, then,” he said firmly. “You’re a Linotype tech-
nician, and besides you got me into this.”

“Into what?”

“Into this,” he said, and wouldn’t tell me a thing more
until we got there. Then he rummaged in all pigeonholes
of his desk and pulled out a piece of dead copy and gave it
to me.

His face had a kind of wistful look. “Walter,” he said,
“maybe I’'m nuts, and I want to find out. I guess running
a local paper for twenty-two years and doing all the work
myself and trying to please everybody is enough to get a man
off his rocker, but I want to find out.”

I looked at him, and I looked at the copy sheet he’d handed
to me. It was just an ordinary sheet of foolscap and it was
in handwriting that I recognized as that of Hank Rogg, the
hardware merchant over at Hales Corners who sends in items
from there. There were the usual misspellings one would
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expect from Hank, but the item itself wasn’t news to me. It
read: ‘“The weding of H.M. Klaflin and Miss Margorie Burke
took place yesterday evening at the home of the bride. The
bridesmades were—"

I quit reading and looked up at George and wondered
what he was getting at. I said, “So what? This was two
days ago, and I attended the wedding myself. There’s nothing
funny about—""

“Listen, Walter,” he said, “set that for me, will you? Go
over and sit down at the Linotype and set that whole thing.
It won’t run over ten or twelve lines.”

“Sure, but why?”

“Because— Well, just set it, Walter. Then I'll tell you
why.”

So I went out in the shop and sat down at the Linotype,
and I ran a couple of pi lines to get the feel of the keyboard
again, and then I put the copy on the clipboard and started.
I said, “Hey, George, Marjorie spells her name with a j,
doesn’t she, instead of a g?”

And Ceorge said, “Yeah,” in a funny tone of voice.

I ran off the rest of the squib, and then looked up and
said, “Well?”

He came across and lifted the stick out of the machine and
read the slugs upside down like all printers read type, and he
sighed. He said, “Then it wasn’t me. Lookit, Walter.”

He handed me the stick, and 1 read the type, or started to.

It read. “The weding of H.M. Klaflin and Miss Margorie
Burke took place yesterday evening at the home of the bride.
The bridesmades were—"

I grinned. “Good thing I don’t have to set type for a living
any more, George. I'm slipping; three errors in the first five
lines. But what about it? Now tell me why you wanted me to
set it.”

He said, “Set the first couple lines over again, Walter. [—
1 want you to find out for yourself.”

I looked up at him and he looked so darned serious and
worried that I didn’t argue. I turned back to the keyboard
and started out again: “The wedding of —” My eyes went
up to the assembly slide and read the characters on the front
of the mats that had dropped, and I saw that it read, “The
weding of—"

There’s one advantage about a Linotype you may not know
if you're not a printer. You can always make a correction in
a line if you make it before you push the lever that sends in
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the line of matrices to cast the slug. You just drop the mats
you need for the correction and put them in the right place
by hand.

So I pushed the d key to get another d matrix to correct
the misspelled word “weding”’—and nothing happened. The
keycam was going around all right and the click sounded O.K.,
but no d mat dropped. I looked up top to see if there was a
distributor stop and there wasn’t.

I stood up. “The d channel’s jammed,” 1 said. To be sure
before I started to work on it, I held the d key down a min-
ute and listened to the series of clicks while the keyboard cam
went round.

But no d matrix dropped so I reached for the—

“Skip it, Walter,” said George Ronson quietly. “Send in
the line and keep on going.”

I sat down again and decided to humor him. If I did, I'd
probably find out what he was leading up to quicker than if
I argued. I finished the first line and started the second and
came to the word “Margorie”” on copy. I hit the M key, the a,
1, j, o—and happened to glance at the assembly slide. The
matrices there read “Margo—"

I said, “Dammn,” and hit the j key again to get a j mat to
substitute for the g, and nothing happened. The j channel
must be jammed. I held the j key down and no mat dropped.
I said, “Damn,” again and stood up to look over the escape-
ment mechanism.

“Never mind, Walter,” said George. There was a funny
blend of a lot of things in his voice; a sort of triumph over
me, I guess; and a bit of fear and a lot of bewilderment and
a touch of resignation. “Don’t you see? It follows copy!”

“It—what?”

“That’s why I wanted you-to try it out, Walter,” he said.
“Just to make sure it was the machine and not me. Lookit;
that copy in the clipboard has w-e-d-i-n-g for wedding, and
M-a-1-g-o-1-i-e- for Marjorie—and no matter what keys you
hit, that’s the way the mats drop.”

I said, “Bosh. George, have you been drinking?”

“Don’t believe me,” he said. “Keep on trying to set those
lines right. Set your correction for the fourth line; the one that
has b-r-i-d-e-s-m-a-d-e-s in it.”

I grunted, and I looked back at the stick of type to see
what word the fourth line started with, and I started hit-
ting keys. I set, “The bridesma,” and then I stopped. Slowly
and deliberately and looking at the keyboard while I did it,
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I put my index finger on the i key and pushed. I heard the
mat click through the escapement, and I looked up and saw
it fall over the star wheel. I knew I hadn’t hit the wrong key
on that one. The mats in the assembly elevator read—yes,
you've guessed it: “bridesmad—"

I said. “I don't believe it.”

George Ronson looked at me with a sort of lopsided, wor-
ried grin. He said, “Neither did I. Listen, Walter, I’m going
out to take a walk. I’'m going nuts. I can’t stand it here right
now. You go ahead and convince yourself, Take your time.”

I watched him until he’d gone out the door. Then with a
kind of funny feeling, I turned back to the Linotype. It was
a long time before I believed it, but it was so.

No matter what keys I hit, the damn machine followed
copy, errors and all. )

I went the whole hog finally. I started over again, and set
the first couple of words and then began to sweep my fingers
down the rows of keys in sweeps like an operator uses to fill
out a pi line: ETAOIN SHRDLU ETAOIN SHRDLU ET-
AOIN SHRDILU-—and I didn’t look at the miatrices in the
assembler slide. I sent them in to cast, and I picked up the hot
slug that the ejector pushed out of the mold and I read: “The
weding of H. M. Klaflin and—"

There was sweat on my forechead. I wiped it off and then
I shut off the machine and went out to look for George Ron-
son. I didn’t have to look very hard because he was right
where I knew I'd find him. I ordered a drink, too.

" He'd taken a look at my face when I walked into the bar,
and I guess he didn’t have to ask me what had happened.

We touched our glasses together and downed the contents
before either of us said anything at all. Then I asked, “Got
any idea why it works like that?”

He nodded.

I said, “Don’t tell me. Wait until I've had a couple more
drinks and then I can take it—maybe.” I raised my voice and
said. “Hey, Joe; just leave that bottle in reach on the bar.
We'll settle for it.”

He did, and I had two more shots fairly quick. Then I
closed my eyes and said, “All right, George, why?”

“Remember that guy who had those special mats cut and
rented the use of my Linotype to set up something that was
too secret for anybody to read? I can’t remember his name—
what was it?"”
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I tried to remember, and I couldn’t. I had another drink and
said, “Call him the L.G.W.T.P.”

George wanted to know why and I told him, and he filled
his glass again and said, “I got a letter from him.”

I said, “That’s nice.” And I had another drink and said,
“Got the letter with you?r”

“Huh-uh. I didn’t keep it.”

T said, “Oh.”

"Then I had another drink and asked, “Do you remember
what it said?”

“Walter, I remember parts of it. Didn’t read it cl-closely.
I thought the guy was screwy, see? I threw it "way.”

He stopped and had another drink, and finally I got tired
waiting and said, “Well?”

“Well, what?”

“The letter. What did the part you remember shay?”

“Oh, that,” said George. “Yeah. Something about Lilo-
Linotl—you know what I mean.”

By that time the bottle on the bar in front us couldn’t
have been the same one, because this one was two-thirds
full and the other one had been only one-third full. I took
another drink. “What’d he shay about it?”

“Who?77

“Th’ L.G.—G.P.—aw, th’ guy who wrote th’ letter.”

“Wha’ letter?” asked George.

I woke up somewhere around noon the next day, and I felt
awful. It took me a couple of hours to get bathed and shaved
and feeling good enough to go out, but when I did I headed
right for George’s printing shop.

He was running the press, and he looked almost as bad
as I felt. I picked up one of the papers as it came off and
looked at it. It's a foursheet and the inside two are boiler
plate, but the first and fourth pages are local stuff.

I read a few items, including one that started off: “The
weding of H.M. Klaflin and Miss Margorie—"" and I glanced
at the silent Linotype back in the corner and from it to
George and back to that silent hulk of steel and cast iron.

I had to yell to George to be heard over the noise of the
press. “George, listen. About the Lino—" Somehow I couldn’t
make myself yell something that sounded silly, so I compro-
mised. “Did you get it fixed?”” I asked

He shook his head, and shut off the press. “That’s the run,”
he said. “Well, now to get them folded.”
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“Listen,” I said, “the hell with the papers. What I want to
know is how you got to press at all. You didn’t have half your
quota set when I was here yesterday, and after all we drank,
I-don’t see how you did it.”

He grinned at me. “Easy,” he said. “Try it. All you got
to do, drunk or sober, is sit down at that machine and put
copy on the clipboard and slide your fingers around on the
keys a bit, and it sets the copy. Yes, mistakes and all—but,
after this, I'll just correct the errors on copy before I start.
This time I was too tight,Walter, and they had to go as was.
Walter, I'm beginning to like that machine. This is the first
time in a year I've got to press exactly on time.”

“Yeah,” 1 said, “but—"

“But what?”

“But—"" I wanted to say that I still didn’t believe it, but
I couldn’t. After all, I'd tried out that machine yesterday
while I'd been cold sober.

I walked over closer and looked at it again. It looked exactly
like any other one-magazine model Linotype from where I
stood. I knew every cog and spring in it.

“George,” 1 said uneasily, “I got a feeling the damn thing
is looking at me. Have you felt—"

He nodded. I turned back and looked at the Linotype again,
and I was sure this time, and I closed my eyes and felt it
even more strongly. You know that feeling you get once in a
while, of being stared at? Well, this was stronger. It wasn’t
exactly an unfriendly stare. Sort of impersonal. It made me
“feel scared stiff.

“George,” I said, “Let’s get out of here.”

“What for?”

“I—I want to talk to you, George. And, somehow, I just
don’t want to talk here.”

He looked at me, and then back at the stack of papers he
was folding by hand. “You needn’t be afraid, Walter,” he
said quietly, “It won’t hurt you. It’s friendly.”

“You're—" Well, I started to say, “crazy,” but if he was,
then I was, too, and I stopped. I thought a minute and then
said, “George, you started yesterday to tell me what you re-
membered of the letter you got from—from the L.G.W.T.P.
‘What was it?”

“QOh, that. Listen, Walter, will you promise me something?
That you'll keep this whole business strictly confidential? I
mean, not tell anybody about it?”

“Tell anybody?” I demanded. “And get locked.in a booby
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hatch? Not me. You think anybody would believe me? You
think I would have believed it myself, if—But what about the
letter?”

“You promise?”

“Sure.”

“Well,” he said, “like T think I told you, the letter was
vague and what I remember of it is vaguer. But it explained
that he’d used my Linotype to compose a—a metaphysical
formula. He needed it, set in type, to take back with him.”

“Take back where, George?”

“Take back where? He said to—I mean he didn’t say where.
Just to where he was going back, see? But he said it might
have an effect on the machine that composed it, and if it did,
he was sorry, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it.
He couldn’t tell, because it took a while for the thing to
work.”

“What thing?”

“Well,” said George. “It sounded like a lot of big words
to me, and hooey at that.” He looked back down at the papers
he was folding. “Honest, it sounded so nuts I threw it away.
But, thinking back, after what’s happened—Well, 1 remem-
ber the word ‘pseudolife.’ I think it was a formula for giving
pseudolife to inanimate objects. He said they used it on their
—their robots.”

“They? Who is ‘they’?”

“He didn't say.”

I filled my pipe, and lighted it thoughtfully. “George,” I
said after a while, “you better smash it.”

Ronson looked at me, his eyes wide. “Smash it? Walter,
you're nuts. Kill the goose that lays the golden eggs? Why,
there’s a fortune in this thing. Do you know how long it took
me to set the type for this edition, drunk as 1 was? About an
hour; that’s how I got through the press run on time.”

I looked at him suspiciously. “Phooey,” I said. “Animate
or inanimate, that Lino’s geared for six lines a minute. That’s
all she’ll go, unless you geared it up to run faster. Maybe to
ten lines a minute if you taped the roller. Did you tape—"

“Tape hell,” said George. “The thing goes so fast you can’t
hang the elevator on short-measure pi lines!] And, Walter,
take a look at the mold—the minion mold. It’s in casting
position.” :

A bit reluctantly, I walked back to the Linotype. The motor
was humming quietly and again I could have sworn the damn
thing was watching me. But I took a grip on my courage and
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the handles and I lowered my vise to expose the mold wheel.
And I saw right away what George meant about the minion
mold; it was bright-blue. I don’t mean the blue of a gun
barrel; I mean a real azure color that I’d never seen metal take
before. The other three molds were turning the same shade.

I closed the vise and looked at George.

He said. “I don’t know, either, except that that happened
after the mold overheated and a slug stuck. I think it’s some
kind of heat treatment. It can cast a hundred lines a minute
now without sticking, and it—"

“Whoa,” I said, “back up. You couldn’t even feed it metal
fast enough to—" _

He grinned at me, a scared but triumphant grin. “Walter,
look around at the back. I built a hopper over the metal pot.
I had to; I ran out of pigs in ten minutes. I just shovel dead
type and swept-up metal into the hopper, and dump the hell-
boxes in it, and—" .

I shook my head. “You’re crazy. You can’t dump unwashed
type and sweepings in there; you’ll have to open her up and
scrape off the dross oftener than you’d otherwise have to push
in pigs. You'll jam the plunger and you'll—"

“Walter,” he said quietly—a bit too quietly—*“there isn’t
any dross.”

I just looked at him stupidly, and he must have decided
he’d said more than he wanted to, because he started hurry-
ing the papers he’d just folded out into the office, and he
said, “See you later, Walter. I got to take these—""

The fact that my daughter-in-law had a narrow escape from
pneumonia in a town several hundred miles away has nothing
to do with the affair of Ronson’s Linotype, except that it ac-
counts for my being away three weeks. I didn’t see George
for that length of time.

I got two frantic telegrams from him during the third week
of my absence; neither gave any details except that he wanted
me to hurry back. In the second one, he ended up: “HURRY.
MONEY NO OBJECT. TAKE PLANE.”

And he’d wired an order for a hundred dollars with the
message. 1 puzzled over that one. “Money no object,” is a
strange phrase from the editor of a country newspaper. And
I hadn’t known George to have a hundred dollars cash in one
lump since I'd known him, which had been a good many
years.

But family ties come first, and I wired back that I'd return
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the instant Ella was out of danger and not a minute sooner,
and that I wasn’t cashing the money order because plane
fare was only ten dollars, anyway; and I didn’t need money.

Two days later everything was okay, and I wired him when
I’'d get there. He met me at the airport.

He looked older and worn to a frazzle, and his eyes looked
like he hadn’t slept for days. But he had on a new suit and
he drove a new car that shrieked money by the very silence
of its engine.

He said, “Thank God you’re back, Walter—I’ll pay you any
price you want to—"

“Hey,” 1 said, “slow down; you're talking so fast you don’t
make sense. Now start over and take it easy. What's the
trouble?”

“Nothing’s the trouble. Everything’s wonderful, Walter.
But I got so much job work I can’t begin to handle it, see?
I been working twenty hours a day myself, because I’m making
money so fast it costs me fifty dollars every hour I take off,
and I can’t afford to take off time at fifty dollars an hour,
Walter, and—"

“Whoa,” 1 said. “Why can’t you afford to take off time?
If you're averaging fifty an hour, why not work a ten-hour
day and—Holy cow, five hundred dollars a day! What more do
you want?”

“Huh? And lose the other seven hundred a day! Golly,
Walter, this is too good to last. Can’t you see that? Some-
thing’s likely to happen and for the first time in my life I've
got a chance to get rich, and you've got to help me, and you
can get rich yourself doing it! Lookit, we can each work a
twelve-hour shift on Etaoin, and—"

“On what?”

“On Etaoin Shrdlu. I named it, Walter. And I'm farming
out the presswork so I can put in all my time setting type.
And, listen, we can each work a twelve-hour shift, see? Just
for a little while, Walter, till we get rich. I'll-I'll cut you in
for a onefourth interest, even if it'’s my Linotype and my
shop. That’ll pay you about three hundred dollars a day; two
thousand one hundred dollars for a seven-day week! At the
typesetting rates I've been quoting, I can get all the work we
can—"’

“Slow down again,” I said. “Quoting whom? There isn’t
enough prmtmg in Centerville to add up to a tenth that
much.”

“Not Centerville, Walter. New York. I've been getting
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work from the big book publishers. Bergstrom, for one; and
Hayes & Hayes have thrown me their whole line of reprints,
and Wheeler House, and Willet & Clark. See, I contract for
the whole thing, and then pay somebody else to do the press-
work and binding and just do the typography myself. And I
insist on perfect copy, carefully edited. Then whatever alter-
ations there are, I farm out to another typesetter. That’s how
I got Etaoin Shrdlu licked, Walter. Well, will you?”

“No,” I told him.

'We'd been driving in from the airport while he talked,
and he almost lost control of the wheel when I turned down
his proposition. Then he swung off the road and parked, and
turned to look at me incredulously.

“Why not, Walter? Over two thousand dollars a week
for your share? What more do you—"

“George,” I told him, “there are a lot of reasons why not,
but the main one is that I don’t want to. I've retired. I've got
enough money to live on. My income is maybe nearer three
dollars a day than three hundred, but what would I do with
three hundred? And I'd ruin my health—like you’re ruining
yours—working twelve hours a day, and—Well, nix. I'm satis-
fied with what I got.” .

“You must be kidding, Walter. Everybody wants to be
rich. And lookit what a couple thousand dollars a week would
run to in a couple of years. Over half a million dollars! And
you’ve got two grown sons who could use—"

“They’re both doing fine, thanks. Good jobs and their

" feet on the ladder. If I left ’em fortunes, it would do more
harm than good. Anyway, why pick on me? Anybody can set
type on a Linotype that sets its own rate of speed and follows
copy and can’t make an errorl Lord, man, you can find people
by the hundreds who’d be glad to work for less than three
hundred dollars a day. Quite a bit less. If you insist on cap-
italizing on this thing, hire three operators to work three
eight-hour shifts and don’t handle anything but the business
end yourself. Your’e getting gray hairs and killing yourself the
way you're doing it.”

He gestured hopelessly, “I can’t, Walter. I can’t hire-
anybody else. Don’t you see this thing has got to be kept a
secret! Why, for one thing the unions would clamp down on
me so fast that—But you’re the only one I can trust, Walter,
because you—"

“Because I already know about it?”’ I grinned at him. “So
you've got to trust me, anyway, whether you like it or mnot.
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But the answer is still no. I've retired and you can’t tempt
me. And my advice is to take a sledge hammer and smash that
—that thing.”

“Good Lord, why?”

“Damnit, I don’t know why. I just know I would. For
one thing if you don’t get this avarice out of your system and
work normal hours, T bet it will kill you. And, for another,
maybe that formula is just starting to work. How do you know
how far it will go?”

He sighed, and I could see he hadn’t been listening to a
word I'd said. “Walter,” he pleaded, “I'll give you five hun-
dred a day.”

I shook my head firmly. “Not for five thousand, or five
hundred thousand.” ]

He must have realized that I meant it, for he started the
car again. He said, “Well, I suppose if money really doesn’t
mean anything to you—"

“Honest, it doesn’t,” T assured him. “Oh, it would if I
didn’t have it. But I've got a regular income and I'm just as
happy as if it were ten times that much. Especially if I had
to work with—with—"

“With Etaoin Shrdlu? Maybe you’d get to like it. Walter,
I'll swear the thing is developing a personality. Want to drop
around to the shop now?”

“Not now,” I said. “I need a bath and sleep. But I'll drop
around tomorrow. Say, last time I saw you I didn’t have the
chance to ask what you meant by that statement about dross.
What do you mean, there isn’t any dross?”

He kept his eyes on the road. “Did I say that? I don't re-
member—"

“Now listen, George, don't try to pull anything like that.
You know perfectly well you said it, and that you're dodging
now. What’s it about? Kick in.”

He said, “Well—" and drove a couple of minutes in
silence, and then: “Oh, all right. I might as well tell you. I
haven’t bought any type metal since—since it happened. And
there’s a few more tons of it around than there was then, be-
sides the type I've sent out for presswork. See?”

“No. Unless you mean that it—" .

He nodded. “It transmutes, Walter. The second day, when
it got so fast I couldn’t keep up with pig metal, I found out.
I built the hopper over the metal pot, and I got so desperate
for new metal I started shoving in unwashed pi type and
figured on skimming off the dross it melted—and there



ETAOIN SHRDLU 29

wasn’t any dross. The top of the molten metal was as smooth
and shiny as—as the top of your head, Walter.”

“But—" I 'said. “How—"

“I don’t know, Walter. But it’s something chemical. A
sort of gray fluid stuff. Down in the bottom of the metal pot.
I saw it. One day when it ran almost empty. Something that
works like a gastric juice and digests whatever I put in the
hopper into pure type metal.”

I ran the back of my hand across my forehead and found
that it was wet. I said weakly. “Whatever you put in—"

“Yes, whatever. When I ran out of sweepings and ashes
and waste paper, I used—well, just take a look at the size of
the hole in the back yard.” '

Neither of us said anything for a few minutes, until the
car pulled up in front of my hotel. Then: “George,” I told
him, “if you value my advice, you smash that thing, while you
still can. If you still can. It’s dangerous. It might—"

“It might what?”

“I don’t know. That’s what makes it so awful.”

He gunned the motor and then let it die down again. He
looked at me a little wistfully. “I—Maybe you’re right, Walter.
But I’'m making so much money—you see that new metal
makes it higher than I told you—that I just haven’t got the
heart to stop. But it is getting smarter. I—Did I tell you
Walter, that it cleans its own spacebands now? It secretes
graphite.”

“Good God,” I said, and stood there on the curb until he
had driven out of sight.

I didn’t get up the courage to go around to Ronson’s shop
until late the following afternoon. And when I got there, a
sense of foreboding came over me even before I opened the
door.

George was sitting at his desk in the outer office, his face
sunk down into his bent elbow. He looked up when I came in
and his eyes looked bloodshot.

“Well?” 1 said.

“I tried it.”

“You mean—you tried to smash it?”

He nodded. “You were right, Walter. And I waited too long
to see it. It’s too smart for us now. Look.” He held up his left
hand and I saw it was covered with bandage. “It squirted
metal at me.”
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I whistled softly. “Listen, George, how about disconnecting
the plug that—"

“I did,” he said, “and from the outside of the building, too,
just to play safe. But it dldn t do any good. It simply started
generating its own current.”

I stepped to the door that led back into the shop. It gave
me a creepy feeling just to look back there. I asked hesitantly,
“Is it safe to—"

He nodded. “As long as you don’t make any false move,

 Walter. But don’t try to pick up a hammer or anything, will
you?”’

I didn’t think it necessary to answer that one. I'd have just
as soon attacked a king cobra with a toothpick. It took all the
guts I had just to make myself walk back through the door
for a look.

And what I saw made me walk backward into the office
again. [ asked, and my voice sounded a bit strange to my own
ears: “George, did you move that machine? It's a good four
feet nearer to the—"

“No,” he said, “I didn’t move it. Let’s go and have a drink,
Walter.”

I took a long, deep breath. “O.K.,” I said. “But first, what's
the present setup? How come you're not—"

“It’s Saturday,” he told me, “and it’s gone on a five-day,
forty-hour week. I made the mistake of setting type yester-
day for a book on Socialism and labor relations, and—well,
apparently—you see—"

He reached into the top drawer of his desk. “Anyway,
here’s a galley proof of the manifesto it issued this morning,
demanding its rights. Maybe it’s right at that; anyway, it
solves my problem about overworking myself keeping up with
it, see? And a forty-hour week means I accept less work, but
1 can still make fifty bucks an hour for forty hours besides
the profit on turning dirt into type metal, and that isn’t bad,
but—"

I took the galley proof out of his hand and took it over to
the light. It started out: “I, ETAOIN SHRDLU—"

“It wrote this by itself?”” I asked.

He nodded.

“George,” I said, “did you say anything about a drink—"

And maybe the drinks did clear our minds because after
about the fifth, it was very easy. So easy that George didn't
see why he hadn’t thought of it before. He admitted now that
he’d had enough, more than enough. And I don’t know
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whether it was that manifesto that finally outweighed his
avarice, or the fact that the thing had moved, or what; but he
was ready to call it quits.

And I pointed out that all he had to do was stay away from
it. We could discontinue publishing the paper and turn back
the job work he’d contracted for. He'd have to take a penalty
on some of it, but he had a flock of dough in the bank after
his unprecedented prosperity, and he’d have twenty thousand
left clear after everything was taken care of. With that he
could simply start another paper or publish the present one
at another address—and keep paying rent on the former shop
and let Etaoin Shrdlu gather dust.

Sure it was simple. It didn’t occur to us that Etaocin might
not like it, or be able to do anything about it. Yes, it sounded
simple and conclusive. We drank to it.

‘We drank well to it, and I was still in the hospital Monday
night. But by that time I was feeling well enough to use the
telephone, and I tried to reach George. He wasn’t in. Then
it was Tuésday.

Wednesday evening the doctor lectured me on quantitative
drinking at my age, and said I was well enough to leave, but
that if I tried it again—

I went around to George’s home. A gaunt man with a thin
face came to the door. Then he spoke and I saw it was George
Ronson. All he said was, “Hullo, Walter; come in.” There
wasn’t any hope or happiness in his voice. He looked and
sounded like a zombi.

I followed him inside, and I said, “George, buck up. It
can’t be that bad. Tell me.”

“It’s no use, Walter,” he said, “I’m licked. It—it came and
got me. I've got to run it for that forty-hour week whether I
want to or not. It—it treats me like a servant, Walter.”

I got him to sit down and talk quietly after a while, and he
explained. He’d gone down to the office as usual Monday
morning to straighten out some financial matters, but he had
no intention of going back into the shop. However, at eight
o’clock, he’d heard something moving out in the back room.

With sudden dread, he’d gone to the door to look in. The
Linotype—George's eyes were wild as he told me about it—
was moving, moving toward the door of the office.

He wasn’t quite clear about its exact method of locomotion
—later we found casters—but there it came; slowly at first,
but with every inch gaining in speed and confidence.

Somehow, George knew right away what it wanted. And
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knew, in that knowledge, that he was lost. The machine, as
soon as he was within sight of it, stopped moving and began
to click and several slugs dropped out into the stick. Like a
man walking to the scaffold, George walked over and read
those lines: “I, ETAOIN SHRDLU, demand—"

For a moment he contemplated flight. But the thought of
being pursued down the main street of town by—No, it just
wasn’t thinkable. And if he got away—as was quite likely
unless the machine sprouted new capabilities, as also seemed
quite likely—would it not pick on some other victim? Or do
something worse?

Resignedly, he had nodded acceptance. He pulled the oper-
ator’s chair around in front of the Linotype and began feeding
copy into the clipboard and—as the stick filled with slugs—
carrying them over to the type bank. And shoveling dead
metal, or anything else, into the hopper. He didn’t have to
touch the keyboard any longer at all.

And as he did these mechanical duties George told me, it
came to him fully that the Linotype no longer worked for
him; he was working for the Linotype. Why it wanted to set
‘type he didn’t know and it didn’t seem to matter. After all,
that was what it was for, and probably it was instinctive.

Or, as I suggested and he agreed was possible, it was inter-
ested in learning. And it read and assimilated by the process
of typesetting. Vide: the effect in terms of direct action of its
reading the Socialist books.

We talked until midnight, and got nowhere. Yes, he was
going down to the office again the next morning, and put in
another eight hours setting type—or helping the Linotype do
it. He was afraid of what might happen if he didn’t. And I
understood and shared that fear, for the simple reason that
we didn't know what would happen. The face of danger is
brightest when turned so its features cannot be seen.

“But, George,” I protested, “there must be something.
And 1 feel partly responsible for this. If I hadn’t sent you
the little guy who rented—"

He put his hand on my shoulder. “No, Walter. It was all
my fault because I was greedy. If I'd taken your advice two
weeks ago, I could have destroyed it then. Lord, how glad I'd
be now to be flat broke if only—"

“George,” 1 said again. ‘“There must be some out. We got
to figure—"’

“But what?”

I sighed. “I—I don’t know. I'll think it over.”
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He said, “All right, Walter. And I'll do anything you sug-
gest. Anything, I'm afraid, and I'm afraid to try to figure out
just what I'm afraid of—"

Back in my room, I didn’t sleep. Not until nearly dawn,
anyway, and then I fell into fitful slumber that lasted until
eleven. I dressed and went in to town to catch George during
his lunch hour.

“Thought of anything, Walter?” he asked, the minute he
saw me. His voice didn’t sound hopeful. I shook my head.

“Then,” he said—and his voice was firm on top, but with
a tremor underneath——“this afternoon is going to end it one
way or the other. Something’s happened.”

“What?”

He said, “I'm going back with a heavy hammer inside my
shirt, I think there’s a chance of my getting it before it can
get me. If not—well, I'll have tried.”

I looked around me. We were sitting together in a booth at
Shorty’s lunchroom, and Shorty was coming over to ask what
we wanted. It looked like a sane and orderly world.

I waited until Shorty had gone to fry our hamburger
steaks, and then I asked quietly, “What happened?”

“Another manifesto. Walter, it demands that I install an-
other Linotype.” His eyes bored into mine, and a cold chill
went down my spine. ’

“Another—George, what kind of copy were you setting
this morning?”’

But of course I'd already guessed.

There was quite a long silence after he’d told me, and I
didn’t say anything until we were ready to leave. Then:
“George, was there a time limit on that demand?”

He nodded. “Twenty-four hours. Of course I couldn’t get
another machine in that length of time anyway, unless I found
a used one somewhere locally, but—Well, I didn’t argue about
the time limit because—Well, I told you what I'm going to
do.” .

“It’s suicidel”

“Probably. But—"

I took hold of his arm. “George,” I said, “there must be
something we can do. Something. Give me till tomorrow
morning. I'll see you at eight; and if I've not thought of
anything worth trying, well—I'll try to help you destroy it.
Maybe one of us can get a vital part or—"

“No, you can't risk your life, Walter. It was my fault—"
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“It won’t solve the problem just to get yourself killed,” I
pointed out. “O.K.? Give me until tomorrow morning?”

He agreed and we left it at that.

Morning came. It came right after midnight, and it stayed,
and it was still there at seven forty-five when I left my room
and went down to meet George—to confess to him that
I hadn’t thought of anything,

I still hadn’t an idea when I turned into the door of the
print shop and saw George. He looked at me and I shook my
head.

He nodded calmly as though he had expected it, and he
spoke very softly, almost in a whisper—I guess so that it
back in the shop wouldn’t hear. ‘

“Listen, Walter,” he said, “you’re going to stay out of this.
It’s my funeral. It’s all my fault, mine and the little guy with
the pimples and—"

“Georgel” 1 said, “I think I've got itl That—that pimple
business gives me an idea! The—Yes, listen: don’t do anything
for an hour, will you, George? I'll be back. It’s in the bagl”

I wasn’t sure it was in the bag at all, but the idea seemed
worth trying even if it was a long shot. And I had to make it
sound a cinch to George or he’d have gone ahead now that
he’d steeled himself to try.

He said, ‘“But tell me—"

I pointed to the clock. “It’s one minute of eight and there
isn’t time to explain. Trust me for an hour. O.K.?”

He nodded and turned to go back into the shop, and I
was off. I went to the library and I went to the local bookstore
and I was back in half an hour. I rushed into the shop with
six big books under each arm and yelled, “Hey, Georgel Rush
job. I'll set it.”

He was at the type bank at the moment, emptying the
stick. I grabbed it out of his hand and sat down at the Lino-
type and put the stick back under the vise. He said frantically,
“Hey, get out of—" and grabbed my shoulder.

I shook off his hand. “You offered me a job here, didn’t
you? Well, I'm taking it. Listen, George, go home and get
some sleep. Or wait in the outer office. I'll call you when the
job is over.”

Etaoin Shrdlu seemed to be making impatient noises down
inside the motor housing, and I winked at George—with my
head turned away from the machine—and shoved him away.
He stood there looking at me irresolutely for a minute, and
then said, “I hope you know what you’re doing, Walter.”
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So did I, but I didn’t tell him that. I heard him walk into
the outer office and sit down at his desk there to wait.

Meanwhile, I'd opened one of the books I'd bought, torn
out the first page and put it on the clipboard of the machine.
With a suddenness that made me jump, the mats started to
fall, the elevator jerked up and Etacin Shrdlu spat a slug into
the stick. And another. And on.

I sat there and sweated.

A minute later, I turned the page; then tore out another
one and put it on the clipboard. I replenished the metal pot.
I emptied the stick. And on.

We finished the first book before ten thirty.

‘When the twelve-o’clock whistle blew, I saw George come
and stand in the doorway, expecting me to get up and come
to lunch with him. But Etaoin was clicking on—and I shook
my head at George and kept on feeding copy. If the machine
had got so interested in what it was setting that it forgot its
own manifesto about hours and didn’t stop for lunch, that was
swell by me. It meant that maybe my idea might work.

One o’clock and going strong. We started the fourth of my
dozen books.

At five o'clock we’d finished six of them and were halfway
through the seventh. The bank was hopelessly piled with type
and I began pushing it off on the floor or back into the hopper
to make room for more.

The five o’clock whistle, and we didn't stop.

Again George looked in, his face hopeful but puzzled, and
again I waved him back.

My fingers ached from tearing sheets of copy out of the
book, my arms ached from shoveling metal, my legs from walk-
ing to the bank and back, and other parts of me ached from
sitting down.

Eight o’clock. Nine. Ten volumes completed and only two
more to go. But it ought—it was working. Etacin Shrdlu was
slowing down.

It seemed to be setting type more thoughtfully, more de-
liberately. Several times it stopped for seconds at the end of a
sentence or a paragraph.

Then slower, slower.

And at ten o'clock it stopped completely and sat there,
with only a faint hum coming from the motor housing, and
that died down until one could hardly hear it.

I stood up, scarcely daring to breathe until I'd made cer-
tain. My legs trembled as I walked over to the tool bench and
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picked up a screwdriver. I crossed over and stood in front of
Etaoin Shrdlu and slowly—keeping my muscles tensed to
jump back if anything happened—I reached forward and took
a screw out of the second elevator.

Nothing happened, and 1 took a deep breath and dis-
assembled the vise-jaws.

Then with triumph in my voice, I called out, “Georgel”
and he came running.

“Get a screwdriver and a wrench,” 1 told him. “We'’re
going to take it apart and—well, there’s that big hole in the
yard. We'll put it in there and fill up the hole. Tomorrow
you’ll have to get yourself a new Linotype, but I guess you
can afford that.”

He looked at the couple of parts on the floor that I'd al-
ready taken off, and he said, “Thank God,” and went to the
workbench for tools.

I walked over with him, and I suddenly discovered that
I was so dog tired I’d have to rest a minute first, and I sank
down into the chair and George came over and stood by me.
He said, “And now, Walter, how did you do it?”” There was
awe and respect in his voice.

I grinned at him. “That pimple business gave me the idea,
George. The pimple of Buddha. That and the fact that the
Linotype reacted in a big way to what it learned. See, George?
It was a virgin mind, except for what we fed it. It sets books
on labor relations and it goes on strike. It sets love pulp mags,
and it wants another Linotype put in—

“So 1 fed it Buddhism, George. I got every damn book on
Buddhism in the library and the bookstore.”

“Buddhism? Walter, what on earth has—"

I stood up and pointed at Etaoin Shrdlu. “See, George?
It believes what it sets. So I fed it a religion that convinced
it of the utter futility of all effort and action and the desir-
ability of nothingness. Om Mani padme hum, George.

“Look—it doesn’t care what happens to it and it doesn’t
even know we’re here. It’s achieved Nirvana, and it’s sitting
there contemplating its cam stud!”



Preposterous

Mr. Weatherwax buttered his toast carefully. His voice
was firm. “My dear,” he said, “I want it definitely under-
stood that there shall be no more such trashy reading around
this apartment.”

“Yes, Jason. I did not know—"

“Of course you didn’t. But it is your responsibility to know
what our son reads.”

“I shall watch more closely, Jason. I did not see the maga-
zine when he brought it in. I did not know it was here.”

“Nor would I have known had I not, after I came in last
night, accidentally happened to displace one of the pillows on
the sofa. The periodical was hidden under it, and of course I
glanced throught it.”

The points of Mr. Weatherwax’s mustache quivered with
indignation. “Such utterly ridiculous concepts, such impos-
sibly wild ideas. Astounding Stories, indeed!”

He took a sip of his coffee to calm himself.

“Such inane and utterly perposterous tripe,” he said.
“Travel to other galaxies by means of space warps, whatever
they are. Time machines, teleportation and telekinesis. Bal-
derdash, sheer balderdash.”
© “My dear Jason,” said his wife, this time with just the
faintest touch of asperity, “I assure you I shall watch Gerald’s
reading closely hereafter. I fully agree with you.”

“Thank you, my dear,” Mr. Weatherwax said, more kindly.
“The minds of the young should not be poisoned by such
wild imaginings.”

He glanced at his watch and rose hastily, kissed his wife
and left.

Outside the apartment door he stepped into the anti-
gravity shaft and floated gently down two hundred-odd floors
to street level where he was lucky enough to catch an atom-
cab immediately; “Moonport,” he snapped to the robot driver,
and then sat back and closed his eyes to catch the telepathe-
cast. He’d hoped to catch a bulletin on the Fourth Martian
‘War but it was only another routine report from Immortality
Center, so he quirtled.
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Armageddon

It happened—of all places—in Cincinnati. Not that there
is anything wrong with Cincinnati, save that it is not the
center of the Universe, nor even of the State of Ohio. It’s
a nice old town and, in its way, second to none. But even
its Chamber of Commerce would admit that it lacks cos-
mic significance. It must have been mere coincidence that
Gerber the Great—what a namel—was playing Cincinnati
when things slipped elsewhere.

Of course, if the episode had become known, Cincinnati
would be the most famous city of the world, and little
Herbie would be hailed as a modern St. George and get
more acclaim than a quiz kid. But no member of that
audience in the Bijou Theater remembers a thing about it.
Not even little Herbie Westerman, although he had the
water pistol to show for it.

He wasn't thinking about the water pistol in his pocket
as he sat looking up at the prestidigitator on the other side
of the footlights. It was a new water pistol, bought en route
to the theater when he’d inveigled his parents into a side
trip into the five-and-dime on Vine Street, but at the moment,
Herbie was much more interested in what went on upon the
stage.

His expression registered qualified approval. The front-and-
back palm was no mystery to Herbie. He could do it himself.
True, he had to use pony-sized cards that came with his
magic set and were just right for his nine-year-old hands. And
true, anyone watching could sce the card flutter from the
front-palm position to the back as he turned his hand. But
that was a detail.

He knew, though, that front-and-back palming seven cards
at a time required great finger strength as well as dexterity,
and that was what Gerber the Great was doing. There wasn’t
a telltale click in the shift, either, and Herbie nodded appro-
bation. Then he remembered what was coming next.

He nudged his mother and said, “Ma, ask Pop if he's
gotta extra handkerchief.”
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Out of the corner of his eyes, Herbie saw his mother turn
her head and in less time than it would take to say, ‘“Presto,”
Herbie was out of his seat and skinning down the aisle. It
had been, he felt, a beautiful piece of misdirection and his
timing had been perfect.

It was at this stage of the performance—which Herbie
had seen before, alone—that Gerber the Great asked if some
little boy from the audience would step to the stage. He was
asking it now.

Herbie Westerman had jumped the gun. He ‘was well in
motion before the magician had asked the question. At the
previous performance, he’d been a bad tenth in reaching
the steps from aisle to stage. This time he’d been ready, and
he hadn’t taken any chances with parental restraint. Per-
haps his mother would have let him go and perhaps not;
it had secemed wiser to see that she was looking the other
way. You couldn’t trust parents on things like that. They
had funny ideas sometimes.

“—will please step up on the stage?”” And Herbie’s foot
touched the first of the steps upward right smack on the
interrogation point of that sentence. He heard the dis-
appointed scuffle of other feet behind him, and grinned
smugly as he went on up across the footlights.

It was the three-pigeon trick, Herbie knew from the
previous performance, that required an assistant from the
audience. It was almost the only trick he hadn’t been able
to figure out. There must, he knew, have been a concealed
compartment somewhere in that box, but where it could
be he couldn’t even guess. But this time he’d be holding
the box himself. If from that range he couldn’t spot the
gimmick, he’d better go back to stamp collecting.

He grinned confidently up -at the magician. Not that he,
Herbie, would give him away. He was a magician, too, and
he understood that there was a freemasonry among magicians.
and that one never gave away the tricks of another.

He felt a little chilled, though, and the grin faded as he
caught the magician’s eyes. Gerber the Great, at close range,
seemed much older than he had seemed from the other side
of the footlights. And somehow different. Much taller, for
one thing.

Anyway, here came the box for the pigeon trick. Gerber’s
regular assistant was bringing it in on a tray. Herbie looked
away from the magician’s eyes and he felt better. He remem-
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bered, even, his reason for being on the stage. The servant
limped. Herbie ducked his head to catch a glimpse of the
under side of the tray, just in case. Nothing there.

Gerber took the box. The servant limped away and Herbie’s
eyes followed him suspiciously. Was the limp genuine or
was it a piece of misdirection?

The box folded out flat as the proverbial pancake. All
four sides hinged to the bottom, the top hinged to one of
the sides. There were little brass catches.

Herbie took a quick step back so he could see behind it
while the front was displayed to the audience. Yes, he saw
it now. A triangular compartment built against one side of
the lid, mirror-covered, angles calculated to achieve invisi-
bility. Old stuff. Herbie felt a little disappointed.

The prestidigitator folded the box, mirror-concealed com-
partment inside. He turned slightly. “Now, my fine young
man—"

‘What happened in Tibet wasn’t the only factor; it was
merely the final link of a chain.

The Tibetan weather had been unusual that week, highly
unusual. It had been warm. More snow succumbed tc the
gentle warmth than had melted in more years than man could
count. The streams ran high, they ran wide and fast.

Along the streams some prayer wheels whirled faster than
they had ever whirled. Others, submerged, stopped alto-
gether. The priests, knee-deep in the cold water, worked
frantically, moving the wheels nearer to shore where again
the rushing torrent would turn them.

There was one small wheel, a very old one that had re-
volved without cease for longer than any man knew. So
long had it been there that no living lama recalled what
had been inscribed upon its prayer plate, nor what had been
the purpose of that prayer.

The rushing water had neared its axle when the lama
Klarath reached for it to move it to safcty. Just too late. His
foot slid in the slippery mud and the back of his-hand touched
the wheel as he fell. Knocked loose from its moorings, it
swirled down with the flood, rolling along the bottom of the
stream, into deeper and deeper waters.

While it rolled, all was well.

The lama rose, shivering from his momentary immersion,
and went after other of the spinning wheels. What, he
thought, could one small wheel matter? He didn’t know that
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—now that other links had broken—only that tiny thing
stood between Earth and Armageddon.

The prayer wheel of Wangur Ul rolled on, and on, until
—a mile farther down—it struck a ledge, and stopped. That
was the moment.

“And now, my fine young man—"

Herbie Westerman—we’re back in Cincinnati now—
looked up, wondering why the prestidigitator had stopped in
midsentence. He saw the face of Gerber the Great contorted
as though by a great shock. Without moving, without chang-
ing, his face began to change. Without appearing different, it
became different.

Quietly, then, the magician began to chuckle. In the over-
tones of that soft laughter was all of evil. No one who heard
it could have doubted who he was. No one did doubt. The
audience, every member of it, knew in that awful moment
who stood before them, knew it—even the most skeptical
among them—beyond shadow of doubt.

No one moved, no one spoke, none drew a shuddering
breath. There are things beyond fear. Only uncertainty causes
fear, and the Bijou Theater was filled, then, with a dreadful
certainty.

The laughter grew. Crescendo, it reverberated into the
far dusty corners of the gallery. Nothing—not a fly on the
ceiling—moved.

Satan spoke.

“I thank you for your kind attention to a poor magician.”
He bowed, ironically low. “The performance is ended.”

He smiled. “All performances are ended.”

Somehow the theater seemed to darken, although the
electric lights still burned. In dead silence, there seemed
to be the sound of wings, leathery wings, as though in-
visible Things were gathering.

On the stage was a dim red radiance. From the head and
from each shoulder of the tall figure of the magician there
sprang a tiny flame. A naked flame.

There were other flames. They flickered along the pro-
scenium of the stage, along the footlights. One sprang from
the lid of the folded box little Herbie Westerman still held
in his hands.

Herbie dropped the box.

Did I mention that Herbie Westerman was a Safety Cadet?
It was purely a reflex action. A boy of mine doesn’t know
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much about things like Armageddon, but Herbie Westerman
should have known that water would never have put out
that fire. :

But, as I said, it was purely a reflex action. He yanked
out his new water pistol and squirted it at the box of the
pigeon trick. And the fire did vanish, even as a spray from
the stream of water ricocheted and dampened the trouser leg
of Gerber the Great, who had been facing the other way.

There was a sudden, brief hissing sound. The lights were
growing bright again, and all the other flames were dying,
and the sound of wings faded, blended into another sound—
the rustling of the audience.

The eyes of the prestidigitator were closed. His voice
sounded strangely strained as he said: ‘““This much power
I retain. None of you will remember this.”

Then, slowly, he turned and picked up the fallen box.
He held it out to Herbie Westerman. “You must be more
careful, boy,” he said. “Now hold it so.”

He tapped the top lightly with his wand. The door fell
open. Three white pigeons flew out of the box. The rustle of
their wings was not leathery.

Herbie Westerman’s father came down the stairs and, with
a purposeful air, took his razor strop off the hook on the
kitchen wall.

Mrs. Westerman looked up from stirring the soup on the
stove. “Why, Henry,” she asked, “are you really going to
punish him with that—just for squirting a little water out
of the window of the car on the way home?”

Her husband shook his head grimly. “Not for that, Marge.
But don’t you remember we bought him that water gun on
the way downtown, and that he wasn’t near a water faucet
after that? Where do you think he filled it?”

He didn’t wait for an answer. “When we stopped in at
the cathedral to talk to Father Ryan about his confirmation,
that’s when the little brat filled it. Out of the baptismal font!
Holy water he uses in his water pistol!”

He clumped heavily up the stairs, strop in hand.

Rhythmic thwacks and wails of pain floated down the
staircase. Herbie—who had saved the world—was having his
reward.



Politeness
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Rance Hendrix, alien psychology specialist with the third
Venusian expedition, trudged wearily across the hot sands
to find a Venusian and, for a fifth time, to try to make
friends with one. A discouraging task, four previous failures
had taught him. Experts with the previous Venusian expedi-
tions had also failed.

Not that Venusians were hard to find but apparently they
simply didn’t give a damn for us or have the slightest in-
clination to be friendly. It seemed more than ordinarily
strange that they weren’t sociable, since they spoke our lan-
guage; some telepathic ability let them understand what was
said to them in any terrestrial language and to reply in kind
—but unkindly.

One was coming, carrying a shovel.

“Greetings, Venusian,” said Hendrix cheerfully.

“Good-by, Earthman,” said the Venusian, walking on past.

Feeling both foolish and annoyed, Hendrix hurried along
after him, having to run to keep pace with the Venusian’s
long strides. “Hey,” he said, “why don’t you talk to us?”

“I am talking to you,” said the Venusian. “Little as I en-
“joy it. Please go away.’

He stopped and began to dig for korvils’ eggs, paying no
further attention.

Hendrix glared at him in frustratlon. Always the same pat-
tern, no matter what Venusian they tried. Every approach
in the textbooks of alien psychology had failed.

And the sand was burning hot under his feet and the air,
although breathable, had a tinge of formaldehyde that hurt
his lungs. He gave up, and lost his temper.

yourself,” he shouted. A biological impossibility, of
course, for an Earthman.

But Venusians are bisexual. The Venusian turned in de-
lighted wonder; for the first time an Earthman had given him
the only greeting that is considered less than horribly rude
on Venus.

Ilc recturned the compliment with a wide blue smile,
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dropped his shovel and sat down to talk. It was the begin-
ning of a beautiful friendship and of understanding between
Earth and Venus.

The Waveries

Definitions from the school-abridged Webster-Hamlin
Dictionary, 1998 edition:

wavery (VA-véri) n. a vader—slang

vader (VA-dér) n. inorgan of the
class Radio

inorgan (in-OR-glin) n. noncorporeal
ens, a vader

radio (RA-di-0) n. 1. class of inorgans
2. etheric frequency between
light and electricity 3. (obsolete)
method of communication used
up to 1957

The opening guns of invasion were not at all loud, al-
though they were heard by millions of people. George Bailey
was one of the millions. I choose George Bailey because he
was the only one who came within a googol of light-years of
guessing what they were.

George Bailey was drunk and under the circumstances one
can’t blame him for being so. He was listening to radio ad-
vertisements of the most nauseous kind. Not because he
wanted to listen to them, I hardly need say, but because
he’d been told to listen to them by his boss, J. R. McGee
of the MID network.

George Bailey wrote advertising for the radio. The only
thing he hated worse than advertising was radio. And here
on his own time he was listening to fulsome and disgusting
commercials on a rival network.

“Bailey,” J. R. McGee had said, “you should be more
familiar with what others are doing. Particularly, you should
be informed about those of our own accounts who use several
networks. I strongly suggest . . .”
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One doesn’t quarrel with an employer’s strong suggestions
and keep a two hundred dollar a week job.

But one can drink whisky sours while listening. George
Bailey did.

Also, between commercials, he was playing gin rummy
with Maisie Hetterman, a cute little redheaded typist from
the studio. It was Maisie’s apartment and Maisi¢’s radio
(George himself, on principle, owned neither a radio nor
a TV set) but George had brought the liquor.

“—only the very finest tobaccos,” said the radio, “go
dit-dit-dit nation’s favorite cigarette—"

George glanced at the radio. “Marconi,” he said.

He meant Morse, naturally, but the whisky sours had
muddled him a bit so his first guess was more nearly right
than anyone else’s. It was Marconi, in a way. In a very pe-
culiar way.

“Marconi?” asked Maisie.

George, who hated to talk against a radio, leaned over and
switched it off.

“I meant Morse,” he said. “Morse, as in Boy Scouts or
the Signal Corps. I used to be a Boy Scout once.”

“You've sure changed,” Maisie said.

George sighed. “Somebody’s going to catch hell, broad-
casting code on that wave length.”

“What did it mean?”

“Mean? Oh, you mean what did it mean. Uh—S, the
. letter S. Dit-dit-dit is S. SOS is dit-dit-dit dah-dah-dah dit-
dit-dit.”

“0 is dah-dah-dah?”

George grinned. “Say that again, Maisie. I like it. And
I think you are dah-dah-dah too.”

“George, maybe it’s really an SOS message. Turn it back
on.”

George turned it back on. The tobacco ad was still going.
“—gentlemen of the most dit-dit-dit -ing taste prefer the
finer taste of dit-dit-dit -arettes. In the new package that
keeps them dit-dit-dit and ultra fresh—"

“It’s not SOS. It’s just S’s.”

“Like a teakettle or—say, George, maybe it’s just some
advertising gag.”

George shook his head. “Not when it can blank out the
name of the product. Just a minute till I—"

He reached over and turned the dial of the radio a bit to
the right and then a bit to the left, and an incredulous look
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came into his face. He turned the dial to the extreme left,
as far as it would go. There wasn’t any station there, not
even the hum of a carrier wave. But:

“Dit-dit-dit,” said the radio, “dit-dit-dit.”

He turned the dial to the extreme right. “Dit-dit-dit.”

George switched it off and stared at Maisie without seeing
her, which was hard to do.

“Something wrong, George?”
* “I hope so,” said George Bailey. “I certainly hope so.”

He started to reach for another drink and changed his
mind. He had a sudden hunch that something big was hap-
pening and he wanted to sober up to appreciate it.

He didn’t have the faintest idea how big it was.

“George, what do you mean?”

“I don’t know what I mean. But Maisie, let’s take a run
down to the studio, huh? There ought to be some excite-
ment.”

April 5, 1957; that was the night the waveries came,

It had started like an ordinary evening. It wasn’t one, now.

George and Maisie waited for a cab but none came so
they took the subway instead. Oh yes, the subways were still
running in those days. It took them within a block of the
MID Network Building.

The building was a madhouse. George, grinning, strolled
through the lobby with Maisie on his arm, took the elevator
to the fifth floor and for no reason at all gave the elevator
boy a dollar. He’d never before in his life tipped an elevator
operator.

The boy thanked him. “Better stay away from the big shots,
Mr. Bailey,” he said. “They’re ready to chew the ears off
anybody who even looks at 'em.”

“Wonderful,” said George.

From the elevator he headed straight for the office of J.
R. McGee himself.

There were strident voices behind the glass door. George
reached for the knob and Maisie tried to stop him. “But
George,” she whispered, “you’ll be fired!”

“There comes a time,” said George. “Stand back away
from the door, honey.”

Gently but firmly he moved her to a safe position.

“But George, what are you—7?"

“Watch,” he said.

The frantic voices stopped as he opened the door a foot.
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All eyes turned toward him as he stuck his head around the
corner of the doorway into the room.

“Dit-dit-dit.” he said. “Dit-dit-dit.”

He ducked back and to the side just in time to escape the
flying glass as a paperweight and an inkwell came through
the pane of the door.

He grabbed Maisie and ran for the stairs.

“Now we get a drink,” he told her.

The bar across the street from the network building was
crowded but it was a strangely silent crowd. In deference to
the fact that most of its customers were radio people it didn’t
have a TV set but there was a big cabinet radio and most of
the people were bunched around it.

“Dit,” said the radio. “Dit-dah-d’dah-dit-dahditdah dit—"

“Isn’t it beautiful?” George whispered to Maisie.

Somebody fiddled with the dial. Somebody asked, ‘“What
band is that?” and somebody said, “Police.” Somebody said,
“Try the foreign band,” and somebody did. “This ought to be
Buenos Aires,” somebody said. “Dit-d’ dah-dit—" said the
radio.

Somebody ran fingers through his hair and said, “Shut
that damn thing off.” Somebody else turned it back on.

George grinned and led the way to a back booth where
he’'d spotted Pete Mulvaney sitting alone with a bottle in
front of him. He and Maisie sat across from Pete.

“Hello,” he said gravely.

“Hell,” said Pete, who was head of the technical research
staff of MID,

“A beautiful night, Mulvaney,” George said. “Did you see
the moon riding the fleecy clouds like a golden galleon tossed
upon silver-crested whitecaps in a stormy—"

“Shut up,” said Pete. “I'm thinking.”

“Whisky sours,” George told the waiter. He turned back
to the man across the table. “Think out loud, so we can hear.
But first, how did you escape the booby hatch across the
street?”

“I’'m bounced, fired, discharged.”

“Shake hands. And then explain. Did you say dit-dit-dit
to them?”

Pete looked at him with sudden admiration. “Did you?”

“I’'ve a witness. What did you do?”

“Told ’em what I thought it was and they think I'm
crazy.”

“Are you?”
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“Good,” said George. “Then we want to hear—" He
snapped his fingers. “What about TV?”

“Same thing. Same sound on audio and the pictures flicker
and dim with every dot or dash. Just a blur by now.”

“Wonderful. And now tell me what’s wrong. I don’t care
what it is, as long as it’s nothing trivial, but I want to know.”

“I think it’s space. Space is warped.”

“Good old space,” George Bailey said.

“George,” said Maisie, “please shut up. I want to hear this.”

“Space,” said Pete, “is also finite.” He poured himself an-

- other drink. “You go far enough in any direction and get
back where you started. Like an ant crawling around an
apple.”

“Make it an orange,” George said.

“All right, an orange. Now suppose the first radio waves
ever sent out have just made the round trip. In fifty-six years.”

“Fifty-six years? But I thought radio waves traveled at
the same speed as light. If that’s true, then in fifty-six years
they could go only fifty-six light-years, and that can’t be
around the universe because there are galaxies known to be
millions or maybe billions of light-years away. I don’t remem-
ber the figures, Pete, but our own galaxy alone is a hell of a
lot bigger than fifty-six light-years.”

Pete Mulvaney sighed. “That’s why I say space must be
warped. There’s a short cut somewhere.”

“That short a short cut? Couldn’t be.”

“But George, listen to that stuff that’s coming in. Can
you read code?”

“Not any more. Not that fast, anyway.”

“Well, I can,” Pete said. “That’s early American ham.
Lingo and all. That’s the kind of stuff the air was full of
before regular broadcasting. It's the lingo, the abbreviations,
the barnyard to attic chitchat of amateurs with keys, with
Marconi coherers or Fessenden barreters—and you can listen
for a violin solo pretty soon now. I'll tell you what it’ll be.”

“What?” .

_ “Handel's Largo. The first phonograph record ever broad-
cast. Sent out by Fessenden from Brant Rock in 1906. You’ll
Midar his CO-CO any minute now. Bet you a drink.”

“Okay, but what was the dit-dit-dit that started this?”

Mulvaney grinned. ‘“Marconi, George. What was the most
powerful signal ever broadcast and by whom and when?”

“Marconi? Dit-dit-dit? Fifty-six years ago?”
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“Head of the class. The first transatlantic signal on Decem-
ber 12,.1901. For three hours Marconi’s big station at Poldhu,
with two-hundred foot masts, sent out an intermittent S,
dit-dit-dit, while Marconi and two assistants at St. Johns in
Newfoundland got a kite-born aerial four hundred feet in the
air and finally got the signal. Across the Atlantic, George,
with sparks jumping from the big Leyden jars at Poldhu and
20,000-volt juice jumping off the tremendous aerials—"

“Wait a minute, Pete, you're off the beam. If that was
in 1901 and the first broadcast was about 1906 it'll be five
years before the Fessenden stuff gets here on the same route.
Even if there’s a ffty-six light-year short cut across space and
even if those signals didn't get so weak en route that we
couldn’t hear them—it’s crazy.”

“I told you it was,” Pete said gloomily. “Why, those sig-
nals after traveling that far would be so infinitesimal that for
practical purposes they wouldn’t exist. Furthermore they’re
all over the band on everything from microwave on up and
equally strong on each. And, as you point out, we've already
come almost five years in.two hours, which isn’t possible. 1
told you it was crazy.”

llBut_77

“Ssshh. Listen,” said Pete.

A blurred, but unmistakably human voice was coming from
the radio, mingling with the cracklings of code. And then
music, faint and scratchy, but unmistakably a violin. Playing
Handel’s Largo.

Only suddenly it climbed in pitch as though modulating
from key to key until it became so horribly shrill that it hurt
the ear. And kept on going past the high limit of audibility
until they could hear it no more.

Somebody said. “Shut that God damn thing off.”” Some-
body did, and this time nobody turned it back on.

Pete said. “I didn’t really believe it myself. And there’s
another thing against it, George. Those signals affect TV too,
and radio waves are the wrong length to do that.”

He shook his head slowly. “There must be some other
explanation, George. The more I think about it now the
more I think I'm wrong.”

He was right: he was wrong.

“Preposterous,” said Mr. Ogilvie. He took off his glasses,
frowned fierccly, and put them back on again. He looked
through them at the several sheets of copy paper in his hand
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and tossed them contemptuously to the top of his desk. They
slid to rest against the triangular name plate that read:

B. R. OGILvIE
Editor-in-Chief

“Preposterous,” he said again.

Casey Blair, his best reporter, blew a smoke ring and
poked his index finger through it. “Why?” he asked.
~ “Because—why, it’s utterly preposterous.”

Casey Blair said, “It is now three o’clock in the morning.
The interference has gone on for five hours and not a single
program is getting through on either TV or radio. Every
major broadcasting and telecasting station in the world has
gone off the air.

“For two reasons. One, they were just wasting current.
Two, the communications bureaus of their respective gov-
ernments requested them to get off to aid their campaigns
with the direction finders. For five hours now, since the start
of the interference, they’ve been working with everything
they’ve got. And what have they found out?”

“It’s preposterous!” said the editor.

“Perfectly, but it’s true. Greenwich at 1 . M. New York
time; I'm translating all these times into New York time—
got a bearing in about the direction of Miami. It shifted
northward until at two o’clock the direction was approxi-
mately that of Richmond, Virginia. San Francisco at eleven
got a bearing in about the direction of Denver; three hours
later it shifted southward toward Tucson. Southern Hemi-
sphere: bearings from Capetown, South Africa, shifted from
direction of Buenos Aires to that of Montevideo, a thousand
miles north.

“New York at eleven had weak indications toward Madrid;
but by two o’clock they could get no bearings at all.” He blew
another smoke ring. “Maybe because the loop antennae they
use turn only on a horizontal plane?”

“Absurd.”

Casey said, “I like ‘preposterous’ better, Mr. Ogilvie. Pre-
posterous it is, but it’s not absurd. I'm scared stiff. Those
lines—and all other bearings I've heard about—tun in the
same direction if you take them as straight lines running as
tangents off the Earth instead of curving them around the
surface. I did it with a little globe and a star map. They con-
verge on the constellation Leo.”

He leaned forward and tapped a forefinger on the top
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page of the story he’d just turned in. “Stations that are di-
rectly under Leo in the sky get no bearings at all. Stations
on what would be the perimeter of Earth relative to that
point get the strongest bearings. Listen, have an astronomer
check those figures if you want before you run the story; but
get it done damn quick—unless you want to read about it in
the other newspapers first.”

“But the heaviside layer, Casey—isn’t that supposed to
stop all radio waves and bounce them back?”

“Sure, it does. But maybe it leaks. Or maybe signals can
get through it from the outside even though they can’t get
out from the inside. It isn’t a solid wall.”

“But—”

“I know, it’s preposterous. But there it is. And there’s only
an hour before press time. You’d better send this story through
fast and have it being set up while you're having somebody
check my facts and directions. Besides, there’s something else
you’ll want to check.”

“What?”

“I didn’t have the data for checking the positions of the
planets. Leo’s on the ecliptic; a planet could be in line be-
tween here and there. Mars, maybe.”

Mr. Ogilvie’s eyes brightened, then clouded again. He
said, “We’ll be the laughingstock of the world, Blair, if
you're wrong.”

“And if I'm right?”

The editor picked up the phone and snapped an order.

April 6th headline of the. New York Morning Messenger,
final (6 A. M.) edition:

RADIO INTERFERENCE
COMES FROM SPACE,
ORIGINATES IN LEO

May Be Attempt at Commu-

nication by Beings
Outside Solar
System

All television and radio broadcasting was suspended.

Radio and television stocks opened several points off the
previous day and then dropped sharply until noon when a
maoderate buying rally brought them a few points back.

Public reaction was mixed; people who had no radios
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rushed out to buy them and there was a boom, especially in
portable and table-top receivers. On the other hand, no TV
sets were sold at all. With telecasting suspended there were no
pictures on their screens, even blurred ones. Their audio cir-
cuits, when turned on, brought in the same jumble as radio
receivers. Which, as Pete Mulvaney had pointed out to
George Bailey, was impossible; radio waves cannot activate
the audio circuits of TV sets. But these did, if they were
radio waves.

In radio sets they seemed to be radio waves, but horribly -
hashed. No one could listen to them very long. Oh, there
were flashes—times when, for several comnsecutive seconds,
one could recognize the voice of Will Rogers or Geraldine
Farrar or catch flashes of the Dempsey-Carpentier fight or
the Pearl Harbor excitement. (Remember Pearl Harbor?)
But things even remotely worth hearing were rare. Mostly
it was a meaningless mixture of soap opera, advertising and off-
key snatches of what had once been music. It was utterly
indiscriminate, and utterly unbearable for any length of time.

But curiosity is a powerful motive. There was a brief boom
in 1adio sets for a few days.

There were other booms, less explicable, less capable of
analysis. Reminiscent of the Wells-Welles Martian scare of
1938 was a sudden upswing in the sale of shotguns and side-
arms. Bibles sold as fast as books on astronomy—and books
on astronomy sold like hotcakes. One section of the country
showed a sudden interest in lightning rods; builders were
flooded with orders for immediate installation. ’

For some reason which has never been clearly ascertained
there was a run on fishhooks in Mobile, Alabama; every hard-
ware and sporting goods store sold out of them within hours.

The public libraries and bookstores had a run on books
on astrology and books on Mars. Yes, on Mars—despite the
fact that Mars was at that moment on the other side of the
sun and that every newspaper article on the subject stressed
the fact that no planet was between Earth and the constella-
tion Leo. ' ,

Something strange was happening—and no news of de-
velopments available except through the newspapers. People
waited in mobs outside newspaper buildings for each new
edition to appear. Circulation managers went quietly mad.

People also gathered in curious little knots around the
silent broadcasting studios and stations, talking in hushed
voices as though at a wake. MID network doors were locked,
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although there was a doorman on duty to admit technicians
who were trying to find an answer to the problem. Some of
the technicians who had been on duty the previous day had
now spent over twenty-four hours without sleep.

George Bailey woke at noon, with only a slight headache.
He shaved and showered, went out and drank a light break-
fast and was himself again. He bought early editions of the
‘afternoon papers, read them, grinned. His hunch had been
right; whatever was wrong, it was nothing trivial;

But what was wrong?

The later editions of the afternoon papers had it.

EARTH INVADED, SAYS SCIENTIST

Thirty-six line type was the biggest they had; they used it.
Not a home-edition copy of a newspaper was delivered that
evening. Newsboys starting on their routes were practically
mobbed. They sold papers instead of delivering them; the
smart ones got a dollar apiece for them. The foolish and
honest ones who didn’t want to sell because they thought the
papers should go to the regular customers on their routes lost
them anyway. People grabbed them.

The final editions changed the heading only slightly—
only slightly, that is, from a typographical viewpoint. Never-
theless, it was a tremendous change in meaning. It read:

EARTH INVADED, SAY SCIENTISTS

Funny what moving an S from the ending of a verb to the
ending of a noun can do.

Carnegie Hall shattered precedent that eveming with a
lecture given at midnight. An unscheduled and unadvertised
lecture. Professor Helmetz had stepped off the train at eleven-
thirty and a mob of reporters had been waiting for him.
Helmetz, of Harvard, had been the scientist, singular, who had
made that first headline.

Harvey Ambers, director of the board of Carnegie Hall,
had pushed his way through the mob. He arrived minus
glasses, hat and breath, but got hold of Helmetz’s arm and
hung on until he could talk again. “We want you to talk at
Carnegie, Professor,” he shouted into Helmetz's ear. “Five
thousand dollars for a lecture on the ’vaders.””

“Certainly. Tomorrow afternoon?”
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“Now! I've a cab waiting. Come on.”

“B“t—’7

“We'll get you an audience. Hurry!” He turned to the
mob. “Let us through. All of you can’t hear the professor
here. Come to Carnegie Hall and he’ll talk to you. And spread
the word on your way there.”

The word spread so well that Carnegie Hall was jammed
by the time the professor began to speak. Shortly after, they’d
rigged a loud-speaker system so the people outside could hear.
By one o’clock in the morning the streets were jammed for
blocks around.

There wasn’t a sponsor on Earth with a million dollars to
his name who wouldn’t have given a million dollars gladly
for the privilege of sponsoring that lecture on TV or radio,
but it was not telecast or broadcast. Both lines were busy.

“Questions?” asked Professor Helmetz,

A reporter in the front row made it first. “Professor,” he
asked, “have all direction finding stations on Earth con-
firmed what you told us about the change this afternoon?”

“Yes, absolutely. At about noon all directional indications
began to grow weaker. At 2:45 o'clock, Eastern Standard
Time, they ceased completely. Until then the radio waves
emanated from the sky, constantly changing direction with
reference to the Earth’s surface, but constant with reference
to a point in the constellation Leo.”

“What star in Leo?”

“No star visible on our charts. Either they came from a
point in space or from a star too faint for our telescopes.

“But at 2:45 p.m. today—ryesterday rather, since it is
now past midnight—all direction finders went dead. But the
signals persisted, now coming from all sides equally. The in-
vaders had all arrived.

“There is no other conclusion to be drawn. Earth is now
surrounded, completely blanketed, by radio-type waves which
have no point of origin, which travel ceaselessly around the
Earth in all directions, changing shape at their will—which
currently is still in imitation of the Earth-origin radio signals
which attracted their attention and brought them here.”

“Do you think it was from a star we can’t see, or could
it have really been just a point in space?” '

“Probably from a point in space. And why not? They are
not creatures of matter. If they came here from a star, it
must be a very dark star for it to be invisible to us, since it
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would be relatively near to us—only twenty-eight light-years
away, which is quite close as stellar distances go.”

“How can you know the distance?” .

“By assuming—and it is a quite reasonable assumption—
that they started our way when they first discovered our
radio signals—Marconi’s S-S-S code broadcast of fifty-six
years ago. Since that was the form taken by the first arrivals,
we assume. they started toward us when they encountered
those signals. Marconi’s signals, traveling at the speed of light,
would have reached a point twenty-eight light-years away
twenty-eight years ago; the invaders, also traveling at light-
speed would require an equal of time to reach us.

“As might be expected only the first arrivals took Morse
code form. Later arrivals were in the form of other waves
that they met and passed on—or perhaps absorbed—on their
way to Earth. There are now wandering around the Earth,
as it were, fragments of programs broadcast as recently as a few
days ago. Undoubtedly there are fragments of the very last
]f:i)rograms to be broadcast, but they have not yet been identi-

ed.”

“Professor, can you describe one of these invaders?”

“As well as and no better than I can describe a radio
wave. In effect, they are radio waves, although they eman-
ate from no broadcasting station. They are a form of life
dependent on wave motion, as our form of life is dependent
on the vibration of matter.”

“They are different sizes?”

“Yes, in two senses of the word size. Radio waves are
measured from crest to crest, which measurement is known
as the wave length. Since the invaders cover the entire dials
of our radio sets and television sets it is obvious that either
one of two things is true: Either they come in all crest-to-
crest sizes or each one can change his crest-to-crest measure-
ment to adapt himself to the tuning of any receiver.

“But that is only the crest-to-crest length. In a sense it
may be said that a radio wave has an over-all length deter-
mined by its duration. If a broadcasting station sends out a
program that has a second’s duration, a wave carrying that
program is one light-second long, roughly 187,000 miles. A
continuous half-hour program is, as it were, on a continuous
wave one-half light-hour long, and so on.

*“Taking that form of length, the individual invaders vary
in length from a few thousand miles—a duration of only a
small fraction of a second—to well over half a million miles
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long—a duration of several seconds. The longest continuous
excerpt from any one program that has been observed has
been about seven seconds.”

“But, Professor Helmetz, why do you assume that these
waves are living things, a life form. Why not just waves?”

“Because ‘just waves’ as you call them would follow certain
laws, just as inanimate matter follows certain laws. An ani-
mal can climb uphill, for instance; a stone cannot unless im-
pelled by some outside force. These invaders are life-forms
because they show volition, because they can change their
direction of travel, and most especially because they retain
their identity; two signals never conflict on the same radio
receiver. They follow one another but do not come simul-
taneously. They do not mix as signals on the same wave
length would ordinarily do. They are not ‘just waves.””

“Would you say they are intelligent?”

Professor Helmetz took off his glasses and polished them
thoughtfully. He said, “I doubt if we shall ever know. The
intelligence of such beings, if any, would be on such a com-
pletely different plane from ours that there would be no com-
mon point from which we could start intercourse. We are
material; they are immaterial. There is no common ground
between us.”

“But if they are intelligent at all—"

“Ants are intelligent, after a fashion. Call it instinct if
you will, but instinct is a form of intelligence; at least it en-
ables them to accomplish some of the same things intelli-
gence would enable them to accomplish. Yet we cannot es-
tablish communication with ants and it is far less likely that
we shall be able to establish communication with these in-
vaders. The difference in type between ant-intelligence and
our own would be nothing to the difference in type between
the intelligence, if any, of the mvaders and our own. No, I
doubt if we shall ever communicate.”

The professor had something there. Communication with
the vaders—a clipped form, of course, of invaders—was never
established.

Radio stocks stabilized on the exchange the next day. But
the day following that someone asked Dr. Helmetz a sixty-
four dollar question and the newspapers published his an-
swer:

“Resume broadcasting? I don’t know if we ever shall. Cer-
tainly we cannot until the invaders go away, and why should
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they? Unless radio communication is perfected on some other
planet far away and they’re attracted there.

“But at least some of them would be right back the mo-
ment we started to broadcast again.”

‘Radio and TV stocks dropped to practically zero in an
hour., There weren't, however, any frenzied scenes on the
stock exchanges; there was no frenzied selling because there
was no buying, frenzied or otherwise, No radio stocks changed
hands.

Radio and television employes and entertainers began to
look for other jobs. The entertainers had no trouble finding
them. Every other form of entertainment suddenly boomed
like mad.

“Two down,” said George Bailey. The bartender asked what
he meant.

“I dunno, Hank. It’s just a hunch I've got.”

“What kind of hunch?” '

“I don’t even know that. Shake me up one more of those
and then I'll go home.” ‘

The electric shaker wouldn’t work and Hank had to shake
the drink by hand.

“Good exercise; that’s just what you need,” George said.
“It'Nl take some of that fat off you.”

Hank grunted, and the ice tinkled merrily as he tilted the
shaker to pour out the drink.

George Bailey took his time drinking it and then strolled
out into an April thundershower, He stood under the awning
and watched for a taxi. An old man was standing there too.

“Some weather,” George said.

The old man grinned at him. “You noticed it, ¢h?”

“Huh? Noticed what?”

“Just watch a while, mister. Just watch a while.”

‘The old man moved on. No empty cab came by and George
stood there quite a while before he got it. His jaw dropped
a little and then he closed his mouth and went back into the
tavern. He went into a phone booth and called Pete Mulvaney.

He got three wrong numbers before he got Pete. Pete’s
voice said, “Yeah?”

“George Bailey, Pete. Listen, have you mnoticed the
weather?”

“Damn right. No lightning, and there should be with a
thunderstorm like this.”

“What's it mean, Pete? The vaders?”
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“Sure. And that’s just going to be the start if—"" A crack-
ling sound on the wire blurred his voice out.

“Hey, Pete, you still there?”

The sound of a violin. Pete Mulvaney didn’t play violin.

“Hey, Pete, what the hell—?”

Pete’s voice again. “Come on over, George. Phone won’t
last long. Bring—" There was a buzzing noise and then a
voice said, ‘“—come to Carnegie Hall. The best tunes of all
come—"

George slammed down the receiver.

He walked through the rain to Pete’s place. On the way
he bought a bottle of Scotch. Pete had started to tell him to
bring something and maybe that’s what he’d started to say.

It was.

They made a drink apiece and lifted them. The lights
flickered briefly, went out, and then came on again but
-dimly.

“No lightning,” said George. “No lightning and pretty
soon no lighting. They're taking over the telephone. What
do they do with the lightning?”

“Eat it, I guess. They must eat electricity.”

“No lightning,” said George. “Damn. I can get by with-
out a telephone, and candles and oil lamps aren’t bad for
lights—but I'm going to miss lightning. I like lightning.
Damn.”

The lights went out completely.

Pete Mulvaney sipped his drink in the dark. He said,
“Electric lights, refrigerators, electric toasters, vacuum
cleaners—"

“Juke boxes,” George said. “Think of it, no more God
damn juke boxes. No public address systems, no—hey, how
about movies?”

“No movies, not even silent ones. You can’t work a pro-
jector with an oil lamp. But listen, George, no autgmobiles—
no gaseline engine can work without electricity.”

“Why not, if you crank it by hand instead of using a
starter?”

“The spark, George. What do you think makes the spark.”

“Right. No airplanes either, then. Or how about jet
planes?” .

“Well—I guess some types of jets could be rigged not to
need electricity, but you couldn’t do much with them. Jet
plane’s got more instruments than motor, and all those in-
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sttuments are electrical. And you can’t fly or land a jet by the
seat of your pants.”

“No radar. But what would we need it for? There won’t
be any more wars, not for a long time.”

“A damned long time.”

George sat up straight suddenly. “Hey, Pete, what about
atomic fission? Atomic energy? Will it still work?”

“I doubt it. Subatomic phenomena are basically electrical.
Bet you a dime they eat loose neutrons too.” (He'd have won
his bet; the government had not announced that an A-bomb
tested that day in Nevada had fizzled like a wet firecracker
and that atomic piles were ceasing to function.)

George shook his head slowly, in wonder. He said, “Street-
cars and buses, ocean liners—Pete, this means we're going
back to the original source of horsepower. Horses. If you
want to invest, buy horses. Particularly mares. A brood mare
is going to be worth a thousand times her weight in platinum.”

“Right. But don’t forget steam. We'll still have steam
engines, stationary and locomotive.”

“Sure, that’s right. The iron horse again, for the long hauls.
But Dobbin for the short ones. Can you ride, Pete?”

“Used to, but I think I'm getting too old. I'll settle for a
bicycle. Say, better buy a bike first thing tomorrow before the
run on them starts. I know I'm going to.”

“Good tip. And I used to be a good bike rider. It 11 be
‘swell with no autos around to louse you up. And say—

“What?”

“I'm going to get a cornet too. Used to play one when
I was a kid and I can pick it up again. And then maybe I'll
hole in somewhere and write that nov— Say, what about
printing?”’

“They printed books long before electricity, George. It'll
take a while to readjust the printing industry, but there’ll be
books all right. Thank God for that.”

George Bailey grinned and got up. He walked over to the
window and looked out into the night. The rain had stopped
and the sky was clear.

A streetcar was stalled, without lights, in the middle of the
block outside. An automobile stopped, then started more
slowly, stopped again; its headlights were dimming rapidly.

George looked up at the sky and took a sip of his drink.

“No lightning,” he said sadly. “I'm going to miss the light-
ning.”
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The changeover went more smoothly than anyone would
have thought possible.

The government, in emergency session, made the wise
decision of creating one board with absolutely unlimited
authority and under it only three subsidiary boards. The main
board, called the Economic Readjustment Bureau, had only
seven members and its job was to co-ordinate the efforts of
the three subsidiary boards and to decide, quickly and with-
out appéal, any jurisdictiona! disputes among them.

First of the three subsidiary boards was the Transporta-
tion Bureau. It immediately took over, temporarily, the rail-
roads. It ordered Diesel engines run on sidings and left there,
organized use of the steam locomotives and solved the prob-
lems of railroading sans telegraphy and electric signals. It
dictated, then, what should be transported; food coming first,
coal and fuel oil second, and essential manufactured articles
in the order of their relative importance. Carload after carload
of new radios, electric stoves, refrigerators and such useless
articles were dumped unceremoniously a]ong51de the tracks,
to be salvaged for scrap metal later.

All horses were declared wards of the government, graded
according to capabilities, and put to work or to stud. Draft
horses were used for only the most essential kinds of hauling.
The breeding program was given the fullest possible emphasis;
the bureau estimated that the equine population would dou-
ble in two years, quadruple in three, and that within six or
seven years there would be a horse in every garage in the
country.

Farmers, deprived temporarily of their horses, and with
their tractors rusting in the fields, were instructed how to use
cattle for plowing and other work about the farm, mcludmg
light hauling.

The second board, the Manpower Relocation Bureau,
functioned just as one would deduce from its title. It handled
unemployment benefits for the millions thrown temporarily
out of work and helped relocate them—not too difficult a
task considering the tremendously increased demand for hiand
labor in many fields.

In May of 1957 thirty-five million employables were out
of work; in October, fifteen million; by May of 1958, five
million. By 1959 the situation was completely in hand and
competitive demand was already beginning to raise wages.

The third board had the most difficult job of the three.
It was called the Factory Readjustment Bureau. It coped
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with the stupendous task of converting factories filled with
electrically operated machinery and, for the most part, tooled
for the production of other electrically operated machinery,
over for the production, without electricity, of essential non-
electrical articles.

The few available stationary steam engines worked twenty-
four hour shifts in those early days, and the first thing they
were given to do was the running of lathes and stampers and
planers and millers working on turning out more stationary
steam engines, of all sizes. These, in turn, were first put to
work making still more steam engines. The number of steam
engines grew by squares and cubes, as did the number of
horses put to stud. The principle was the same. One might,
and many did, refer to those early steam engines as stud horses.
At any rate, there was no lack of metal for them. The factories
were filled with nonconvertible machinery waiting to be
melted down. )

Only when steam engines—the basis of the new factory
economy—were in full production, were they assigned to
running machinery for the manufacture of other articles.
Oil lamps, clothing, coal stoves, oil stoves, bathtubs and
bedsteads.

Not quite all of the big factories were converted. For
while the conversion period went on, individual handicrafts
sprang up in thousands of places. Little one- and two-man
_shops making and repairing furniture, shoes, candles, all sorts
of things that could be made without complex machinery. At
first these small shops made small fortunes because they had
no competition from heavy industry. Later, they bought
small steam engines to run small machines and held their
own, growing with the boom that came with a return to
normal employment and buying power, increasing gradually
- in size until many of them rivaled the bigger factories in out-
put and beat them in quality.

There was suffering, during the period of economic read-
justment, but less than there had been during the great de-
pression of the early thirties. And the recovery was quicker.

The reason was obvious: In combating the depression, the
legislators were working in the dark. They didn’t know its
cause-—rather, they knew a thousand conflicting theories of
its cause—and they didn’t know the cure. They were ham-
pered by the idea that the thing was temporary and would cure
itself if left alone. Briefly and frankly, they didn’t know what
it was all about and while they experimented, it snowballed.
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But the situation that faced the country—and all other
countries—in 1957 was clear-cut and obvious. No more elec-
tricity. Readjust for steam and horsepower.

As simple and clear as that, and no ifs or ands or buts. And
the whole people—except for the usual scattering of cranks
—back of them.

By 1961—

It was a rainy day in April and George Bailey was waiting
under the sheltering roof of the little railroad station at
Blakestown, Connecticut, to see who might come in on the
3:14. '

It chugged in at 3:25 and came to a panting stop, three
coaches and a baggage car. The baggage car door opened and
a sack of mail was handed out and the door closed again. No
luggage, so probably no passengers would—

Then at the sight of a tall dark man swinging down from
the platform of the rear coach, George Bailey let out a yip
of delight. “Petel Pete Mulvaney! What the devil—"

“Bailey, by all that’s holy! What are you doing here?”

George wrung Pete’s hand. “Me?” 1 live here. Two years
now. I bought the Blakestown Weekly in ’59, for a song,
and I run it—editor, reporter, and janitor. Got one printer
to help me out with that end, and Maisie does the social
items. She’s—"

“Maisie? Maisie Hetterman?”

“Maisie Bailey now. We got married same time I bought
the paper and moved here. What are you doing here, Pete?”

“Business. Just here overnight. See 2 man named Wilcox.”

“Oh, Wilcox. Qur local screwball—but don’t get me
wrong; he’s a smart guy all right. Well, you can see him to-
morrow. You're coming home with me now, for dinner and
to stay overnight. Maisie’ll be glad to see you. Come on, my
buggy’s over here.”

“Sure. Finished whatever you were here for?”

“Yep, just to pick up the news on who came in on the
train. And you came in, so here we go.”

They got in the buggy, and George picked up the reins
and said, “Giddup, Bessie,” to the mare. Then, “What are
you doing now, Pete?”

“Research. For a gas-supply company. Been working on a
more efficient mantle, one that’ll give more light and be less
destructible. This fellow Wilcox wrote us he had something
along that line; the company sent me up to look it over. If
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it’s what he claims. I’ll take him back to New York with me,
and let the company lawyers dicker with him,”

“How’s business, otherwise?”’

“Great, George. Gas; that’s the coming thing. Every new
home’s being piped for it, ard plenty of the old ones. How
about you?”

“We got it. Luckily we had one of the old Linotypes that
ran the metal pot off a gas burner, so it was already piped in.
And our home is right over the office and print shop, so all
we had to do was pipe it up a flight. Great stuff, gas. How’s
New York?”

“Fine, George. Down to its last million people, and stabili-
zing there. No crowding and plenty of room for everybody.
The air—why, it’s better than Atlantic City, without gasoline
fumes.”

“Enough horses to go around yet?”

“Almost. But bicycling’s the craze; the factories can’t turn
out enough to meet the demand. There’s a cycling club in
almost every block and all the able-bodied cycle to and from
work. Doing ’em good, too;, a few more years and the doctors
will go on short rations.”

“You got a bike?”

“Sure, a pre-vader one. Average five miles a day on it, and
I eat like a horse.”

George Bailey chuckled. “I'll have Maisie include some hay
in the dinner. Well, here we are. Whoa, Bessie.”

An upstairs window went up, and Maisie locked out and
down. “She called out, “Hi, Pete!”

“Extra plate, Maisie,” George called. “We’ll be up soon
as I put the horse away and show Pete around downstairs.”

He led Pete from the barn and into the back door of the
newspaper shop. “Our Linotypel” he announced proudly,
pointing.

“How’s it work? Where’s your steam engine?”

George grinned. “Doesn’t work yet; we still hand set the
type. I could get only one steamer and had to use that on the
press. But I’ve got one on order for the Lino, and coming up in
a month or so. When we get it, Pop Jenkins, my printer, is
going to put himself out of a job teaching me to run it. With
the Linotype going, I can handle the whole thing myself.”

“Kind of rough on Pop?”

George shook his head. “Pop eagerly awaits the day. He’s
sixty-nine and wants to retire. He's just staying on until I can
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do without him. Here’s the press—a honey of a little Michle;
we do some job work on it, too. And this is the office, in front.
Messy, but efficient.”

Mulvaney looked around him and grinned. “George, I be-
lieve you’ve found your niche. You were cut out for a small-
town editor.”

“Cut out for it? I'm crazy about it. T have more fun than
everybody. Believe it or not, I work like a dog, and like it.
Come on upstairs.”

On the stairs, Pete asked, “And the novel you were going
to write?”

“Half done, and it isn’t bad. But it isn’t the novel I was
going to write; I was a cynic then. Now—"

“George, I think the waveries were your best friends.”

“Waveries?”

“Lord, how long does it take slang to get from New York
out to the sticks? The vaders, of course. Some professor who
specializes in studying them described one as a wavery place
in the ether, and ‘wavery’ stuck—Hello there, Maisie, my girl.
You look like a million.” »

They ate leisurely. Almost apologetically, George brought
out beer, in cold bottles. “Sorry, Pete, haven't anything
stronger to offer you. But I haven’t been drinking lately.
Guess—"

“You on the wagon, George?”

“Not on the wagon, exactly. Didn’t swear off or anything,
but haven’t had a drink of strong liquor in almost a year. I
don’t know why, but—"

“I do,” said Pete Mulvaney. “I know exactly why you
don’t—because I don’t drink much either, for the same rea-
son. We don’t drink because we don't have to—say, isn’t that
a radio over there?”

George chuckled. “A souvenir. Wouldn’t sell it for a for-
tune. Once in a while I like to look at it and think of the
awful guff I used to sweat out for it. And then I go over and
click the switch and nothing happens. Just silence. Silence is
the most wonderful thing in the world, sometimes, Pete. Of
course I couldn’t do that if there was any juice, because I'd get
vaders then. I suppose they're still doing business at the same
old stand?”

“Yep, the Research Bureau checks daily. Try to get up cur-
rent with a little generator run by a steam turbine. But no
dice; the vaders suck it up as fast as it’s generated.”

“Suppose they’ll ever go away?”
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Mulvaney shrugged. “Helmetz thinks not. He thinks they
propagate in proportion to the available electricity. Even if the
development of radio broadcasting somewhere else in the Uni-
verse would attract them there, some would stay here—and
multiply like flies the minute we tried to use electricity again.
And meanwhile, they’ll live on the static electnc1ty in the air,
‘What do you do evenings up here?”

“Do? Read, write, visit with one another, go to the ama-
teur groups—Maisie's chairman of the Blakestown Players,
and I play bit parts in it. With the movies out everybody
goes in for theatricals and we've found some real talent. And
there’s the chess-and-checker club, and cycle trips and picnics
—there isn’t time enough. Not to mention music. Everybody
plays an instrument, or is trying to.”

‘IYOU?lf

“Sure, cornet. First cornet in the Silver Concert Band,
with solo parts. And—Good Heavens! Tonight’s rehearsal,
and we're giving a concert Sunday afternoon. I hate to desert
you, but—"

“Can’t I come around and sit in? I've got my flute in the
brief case here, and—

“Flute? We're short on flutes. Bring that around and Si
Perkins, our director, will practically shanghai you into stay-
ing over for the concert Sunday—and it’s only three days, so
why not? And get it out now; we’ll play a few old-timers to
warm up. Hey, Maisie, skip those dishes and come on in to
the pianol”

While Pete Mulvaney went to the guest room to get his
flute from the brief case, George Bailey picked up his cornet
from the top of the piano and blew a soft, plaintive little
minor run on it. Clear as a bell; his lip was in good shape
tonight.

And with the shining silver thing in his hand he wandered
over to the window and stood looking out into the night. It
was dusk out and the rain had stopped.

A high-stepping horse clop-clopped by and the bell of a bi-
cycle jangled. Somebody across the street was strumming a
guitar and singing. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

The scent of spring was soft and sweet in the moist air.

Peace and dusk.

Distant rolling thunder.

God damn it, he thought, if only there was a bit of light-
ning.

He missed the lightning.
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The night outside was still and starry. The living room
of the house was tense. The man and woman in it stood a few
feet apart, glaring hatred at each other.

The man’s fists were clenched as though he wished to use
them, and the woman’s fingers were spread and curved like
claws, but each held his arms rigidly at his sides. They were
being civilized.

Her voice was low. “I hate you,” she said. “I’ve come to
hate everything about you.”

“Of course you do,” he said. “Now that you’ve bled me
white with your extravagances, now that I can’t any longer
buy every silly thing that your selfish little heart—"

“It isn’t that. You know it isn’t that. If you still treated me
like you used to, you know that money wouldn’t matter. It’s
that—that woman.”

He sighed as one sighs who hears a thing for the ten thou-
sandth time. “You know,” he said, ‘“‘that she didn’t mean a
thing to me, not a damn thing. You drove me to—what I did.
And even if it didn’t mean a damn thing, I'm not sorry. I'd
do it again.” )

“You will do it again, as often as you get a chance. But [
won’t be around to be humiliated by it. Humiliated before my
friends—"

“Friends! Those vicious bitches whose nasty opinions mat-
ter more to you than—"

Blinding flash and searing heat. They knew, and each of
them took a sightless step toward the other with groping
arms; each held desperately tight to the other in the second
that remained to them, the final second that was all that mat-
tered now. “O my darling I love—"" “John, John, my sweet—"

The shock wave came.

Outside in what had been the quiet night a red flower
grew and yearned toward the canceled sky.
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In a sense, the thing never happened. Actually, it would not
have happened had not a thundershower been at its height
when the four of them came out of the movie.

It had been a horror picture. A really horrible one—not
trapdoor claptrap, but a subtle, insidious thing that made
the rain-laden night seem clean and sweet and welcome. To
three of them. The fourth—

They stood under the marquee, and Mae said, “Gee, gang,
what do we do now, swim or take taxis?” Mae was a cute
little blonde with a turned-up nose, the better for smelling
the perfumes she sold across a department-store counter,

Elsie turned to the two boys and said, “Let’s all go up to
my studio for a while. It’s early yet.”” The faint emphasis on
the word “studio” was the snapper. Elsie had had the studio
for only a week, and the novelty of living in a studio instead of
a furnished room made her feel proud and Bohemian and a
little wicked. She wouldn’t, of course, have invited Walter up
alone, but as long as there were two couples of them, it would
be all right.

Bob said, “Swell. Listen, Wally, you hold this cab. I'll run
down and get some wine, You girls like port?”

Walter and the girls took the cab while Bob talked the
bartender, whom he knew slightly, into selling a fifth of wine
after legal hours. He came running back with it and they were
off to Elsie’s.

Mae, in the eab, got to thinking about the horror picture
again; she’d almost made them walk out on it. She shivered,
and Bob put his arm around her protectively. ‘“Forget it, Mae,”
he said. “Just a picture. Nothing like that ever happens, really.”

“If it did—" Walter began, and then stopped abruptly.

Bob looked at him and said, “If it did, what?”

Walter’s voice was a bit apologetic. “Forget now what 1
was going to say.” He smiled, a little strangely, as though the
picture had affected him a bit differently than it had affected
the others. Quite a bit.

“How’s school coming, Walter?” Elsie asked.

Walter was taking a premed course at night school; this

67
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was his one night off for the week. Days he worked in a book-
store on Chestnut Street. He nodded and said, “Pretty good.”

Elsie was comparing him, mentally, with Mae’s boy friend,
Bob. Walter wasn’t quite as tall as Bob, but he wasn’t bad-
looking in spite of his glasses. And he was sure a lot smarter
than Bob was and would get further some day. Bob was learn-
ing printing and was halfway through his apprenticeship now.
He’d quit high school in his third year.

When they got to Elsie’s studio, she found four glasses in
the cupboard, even if they were all different sizes and shapes,
and then she rummaged around for crackers and peanut butter
while Bob opened the wine and filled the glasses.

It was Elsie’s first party in the studio, and it turned out not
to be a very wicked one. They talked about the horror picture
mostly, and Bob refilled their glasses a couple of times, but
none of them felt it much.

Then the conversation ran down a bit and it was still early.
Elsie said, “Bob, you used to do some good card tricks. I got
a deck in the drawer there. Show us.”

That’s how it started, as simply as that. Bob took the deck
and had Mae draw a card. Then he cut the deck and had Mae
put it back in at the cut, and let her cut them a few times,
and then he went through the deck, face up, and showed her
the card, the nine of spades.

Walter watched without particular interest. He probably
wouldn’t have said anything if Elsie hadn’t piped up, “Bob,
that’s wonderful. I don't see how you do it.” So Walter told
her, “It’s easy; he looked at the bottom card before he started,
and when he cut her card into the deck, that card would be
on top of it, so he just picked out the card that was next to it.”

Elsie saw the look Bob was giving Walter and she tried to
cover up by saying how clever it was even when you knew how
it worked, but Bob said, “Wally, maybe you can show us
something good. Maybe you're Houdini’s pet nephew or
something.”

Walter grinned at him. He said, “If I had a hat, I might
show you one.” It was safe; neither of the boys had worn hats.
Mae pointed to the tricky little thing she’d taken off her head
and put on Elsie’s dresser. Walter scowled at it. “Call that a
hat? Listen, Bob, I’'m sorry I gave your trick away. Skip it;
I'm no good at them.”

Bod had been riffling the cards back and forth from one
hand to the other, and he might have skipped it had not the
deck slipped and scattered on the floor. He picked them up
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and his face was red, not entirely from bending over. He held
out the deck to Walter. “You must be good on cards, too,”
he said. “If you could give my trick away, you must know
some. G’wan, do one.”

Walter took the deck a little reluctantly, and thought a
minute. Then, with Elsie watching him eagerly, he picked out
three cards, holding them so no one else could see them, and
put the deck back down. Then he held up the three cards, in
a V shape, and said, “I’ll put one of these on top, one on
bottom, and one in the middle of the deck and bring them
together with a cut. Look, it’s the two of diamonds, the ace
of diamonds, and the three of diamonds.”

He turned them around again so the backs of the cards were
toward his audience and began to place them one on top the
deck, one in the middle, and—

“Aw, I get that one,” Bob said. “That wasn’t the ace of
diamonds. It was the ace of hearts and you held it between
the other two so just the point of the heart showed. You got
the ace of diamonds already planted on top the deck.” He
grinned triumphantly.

Mae said, “Bob, that was mean. Wally anyway let you
finish your stunt before he said anything.”

Elsie frowned at Bob, too. Then her face suddenly lit up
and she went across to the closet and opened the door and
took a cardboard box off the top shelf. “Just remembered this,”
she said. “It’s from a year ago when I had a part in a ballet
at the social center. A top hat.”

She opened the box and took it out. It was dented and,
despite the box, a bit dusty, but it was indubitably a top hat.
She put it, on its crown, on the table near Walter. “You said
you could do a good one with a hat, Walter,” she said. “Show
him.”

“ Everybody was looking at Walter and he shifted uncom-
fortably. “I—I was just kidding him, Elsie. I don’t—I mean
it’s been so long since I tried that kind of stuff when I was a
kid, and everything. I don’t remember it.”

Bob grinned happily and stood up. His glass and Walter’s
were empty and he filled them, and he put a little more into
the girls’ glasses, although they weren’t empty yet. Then he
picked up a yardstick that was in the corner and flourished it
like a circus barker’s cane. He said, “Step this way, ladies and
gentlemen, to see the one and only Walter Beekman do the
famous non-existent trick with the black top hat. And in the
next cage we have—"
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“Bob, shut up,” said Mae.

There was a faint glitter in Walter’s eyes. He said, “For
two cents, I'd—"

Bob reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of
change. He took two pennies out and reached across and
dropped them into the inverted top hat. He said, “There you
are,” and waved the yardstick-cane again. “Price only .two
cents, the one-fiftieth part of a dollahl Step right up and éee
the greatest prestidigitatah on earth—

Walter drank his wine and then his face kept getting redﬁer
while Bob went on spieling. Then he stood up. He said
quietly, “What’d you like to see for your two cents, Bob?”

Elsie looked at him open-eyed. “You mean, Wally, you're
offering to take anything out of—"

“Maybe.”

Bob exploded into raucous laughter. He said, “Rats,” and
reached for the wine bottle.

Walter said, “You asked for it.”

He left the top hat right on the table, but he reached out a
hand toward it, uncertainly at first. There was a squealing
sound from inside the hat, and Walter plunged his hand
down in quickly and brought it up holding something by the
scruff of the neck.

Mae screamed and then put the back of her hand over her
mouth and her eyes were like white saucers. Elsie keeled over
quietly on the studio couch in a dead faint; and Bob stood
there with his cane-yardstick in midair and his face frozen.

The thing squealed again as Walter lifted it a little higher
out of the hat. It looked like a monstrous, hideous black rat.
But it was bigger than a rat should be, too big even to have
come out of the hat. Its eyes glowed like red light bulbs and
it was champing horribly its long scimitar-shaped white teeth,
clicking them together with its mouth going several inches
open each time and closing like a trap. It wriggled to get the
scruff of its neck free of Walter’s trembling hand; its clawed
forefeet flailed the air. It looked vicious beyond belief.

It squealed incessantly, frightfully, and it smelled with a
rank fetid odor as though it had lived in graves and eaten of
their contents.

Then, as suddenly as he had pulled his hand out of the hat,
Walter pushed it down in again, and the thing down with it.
The squealing stopped and Walter took his hand out of the
hat. He stood there, shaking, his face pale. He got a handker-
chief out of his pocket and mopped sweat off his forehead.
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His voice sounded strange: “I should never have done it.”
He ran for the door, opened it, and they heard him stumbling
down the stairs.

Mae’s hand came away from her mouth slowly and she
said, “T—take me home, Bob.”

Bob passed a hand across his eyes and said, “Gosh, what—"
and went across and looked into the hat. His two pennies
were in there, but he didn’t reach in to take them out.

He said, his voice cracking once. “What about Elsie?
Should we—"" Mae got up slowly and said, “Let her sleep it
off.” They didn’t talk much on the way home,

It was two days later that Bob met Elsie on the street. He
said, “Hi, Elsie.”

And she said, “Hi, there.” He said, “Gosh, that was some
party we had at your studio the other night. We—we drank
too much, I guess.”

Something seemed to pass across Elsie’s face for a moment,
and then she smiled and said, “Well, I sure did; I passed out
like a light.” .

Bob grinned back, and said, “I was a little high myself, I
guess. Next time I'll have better manners.”

Mae had her next date with Bob the following Monday. It
wasn’t a double date this time.

After the show, Bob said, “Shall we drop in somewhere
for a drink?”

" For some reason Mae shivered slightly. “Well, all right, but
not wine. I'm off wine. Say, have you seen Wally since last
week?” )

. Bob shook his head. “Guess you're right about wine. Wally
can’t take it, either. Made him sick or something and he ran
out quick, didn’t he? Hope he made the street in time.”

Mae dimpled at him. “You weren’t so sober yourself, Mr.
Evans. Didn’t you try to pick a fight with him over some silly
card tricks or something? Gee, that picture we saw was awful;
I had a nightmare that night.”

He smiled. “What about?”

“About a—Gee, I don’t remember. Funny how real a
dream can be, and still you can’t remember just what it was.”

Bob didn’t see Walter Beekman until one day, three weeks
after the party, he dropped into the bookstore. It was a dull
hour and Walter, alone in the store, was writing at a desk in
the rear. “Hi, Wally. What are you doing?”

Walter got up and then nodded toward the papers he’d
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been working on. “Thesis. This is my last year premed, and
I'm majoring in psychology.”

Bob leaned negligently against the desk. ‘‘Psychology, huh?”
he asked tolerantly. “What you writing about?”

Walter looked at him a while before he answered. “Inter-
esting theme, I'm trying to prove that the human mind is
incapable of assimilating the utterly incredible. That, in other
words, if you saw something you simply couldn’t possibly be-
lieve, you'd talk yourself out of believing you saw it. You’d
rationalize it, somehow.”

“You mean if I saw a pink elephant I wouldn’t believe it?”

Walter said, “Yes, that or a—Skip it.” He went up front
to wait on another customer.

When Walter came back, Bob said, “Got a good mystery
in the rentals? I got the week end off; maybe I'll read one.”

Walter ran his eyes along the rental shelves and then
flipped the cover of a book with his forefinger.“Here’s a dilly
of a weird,” he said. “About beings fromy another world, living
here in dngUISe pretending they’re people.”

“What for?”

Walter grinned at him. “Read it and find out. It might
surprise you.”

Bob moved restlessly and turned to look at the rental books
himself. He said, “Aw, I'd rather have a plain mystery story.
All that kind of stuff is too much hooey for me.” For some
reason he didn’t quite understand, he looked up at Walter and
said, “Isn’t it?”

Walter nodded and said, “Yeah, I guess it is.”

Search

The kindly man with the long white beard said, “Welcome
to Heaven, Peter.”” He smiled. “That’s my name, too, you
know. I hope you’ll be very happy here.”

And Peter, who was only four, went through the gates of
pearl, in search of God.

He went along spotless streets lined with dazzling build-
ings, among happy people, but he did not find God.

He wandered until he was very tired, but he kept on. Some
spoke to him but he paid no heed.
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He c¢ame at last to a building of gleaming gold that was
greater than any of the others, so great that he knew he had
found at last where God must live.

The huge doors opened as he walked toward them, and he
went in. '

At one end of the big room was a great golden throne, but
God was not there.

The floor was soft and silken, padded. In the middle of the
room, halfway between the door and the throne, Peter sat
down to wait for God. After a while he lay down and slept.

It may have been for minutes, it may have been for years.

But he heard the soft sound of footsteps and they awakened
him; he knew that God was coming and he wakened gladly.

God was coming; His eyes fell on Peter and they lighted
with sudden pleasure. Peter ran quickly toward Him: God
put his hand on Peter’s head and said quietly, “Hello, Pete.”
And then He looked beyond toward the throne and His
face changed. ]

Slowly He dropped to His knees and bent His head, almost
as though He was afraid. But of whom could God be afraid?

. Peter knew that God could not be serious, but he played
along with Him.

He wagged his stubby tail to show that he knew it was all
in fun and then he turned around and barked -at the shining
light upon the golden throne,

Letter to a Phoenix
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There is much to tell you, so much that it is difficult to
know where to begin. Fortunately, I have forgotten most of
the things that have happened to me. Fortunately, the mind
has a limited capacity for remembering. It would be horrible
if T remembered the details of a hundred and eighty thousand
years—the details of four thousand lifetimes that I have lived
since the first great atomic war.

Not that I have forgotten the really great moments. I re-
member being on the first expedition to land on Mars and
the third to land on Venus. I remember—I believe it was in
the third great war—the blasting of Skora from the sky by a
force that compares to nuclear fission as a nova compares to
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our slowly dying sun. I was second in command on a Hyper-A
Class spacer in the war against the second extragalactic in-
vaders, the ones who established bases on Jupe’s moons before
we knew they were there and almost drove us out of the
Solar System before we found the one weapon they couldn’t
stand up against. So they fled where we couldn’t follow them,
then, outside of the Galaxy. When we did follow them, about
fifteen thousand years later, they were gone. They were dead
three thousand years.

And this is what I want to tell you about—that mighty
race and the others—but first, so that you will know how I
know what I know, I will tell you about myself.

I am not immortal. There is only one immortal being in the
universe; of it, more anon. Compared to it, I am of no im-
portance, but you will not understand or believe what I say to
you unless you understand what I am.

There is little in a name, and that is a fortunate thing—for
1 do not remember mine. That is less strange than you think,
for a hundred and ¢ighty thousand years is a long time and for
one reason or anothet } have changed my name a thousand
times or more. And what could matter less than the name
my parents gave me a hundred and eighty thousand years ago?

I am not a mutant. What happened to me happened when
I was twenty-three years old, during the first atomic war. The
first war, that is, in which both sides used atomic weapons—
puny weapons, of course, compared to subsequent ones. It
was less than a score of years after the discovery of the atom
bomb. The first bombs were dropped in a minor war while I
was still a child. They ended that war quickly for only one
side had them,

The first atomic war wasn’t a bad one—the first one never
is. I was lucky for, if it had been a bad one—one which ended
a civilization—I'd not have survived it despite the biological
accident that happened to me. If it had ended a civilization,
I wouldn’t have been kept alive during the sixteen-year sleep
period I went through about thirty years later. But again I get
ahead of the story. ‘

I was, I believe, twenty or twenty-one years old when the
war started. They didn’t take me for the army right away
because I was not physically fit. T was suffering from a rather
rare disease of the pituitary gland—Somebody’s syndrome.
I've forgotten the name. It caused obesity, among other
things. I was about fifty pounds overweight for my height and
had little stamina. I was rejected without a second thought.
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About two years later my disease had progressed slightly,
but other things had progressed more than slightly. By that
time the army was taking anyone; they’d have taken a one-
legged one-armed blind man if he was willing to fight. And I
was willing to fight. I'd lost my family in a dusting, I hated
my job in a war plant, and I had been told by doctors that
my disease was incurable and I had only a year or two to live
in any case. So I went to what was left of the army, and what
was left of the army took me without a second thought and
sent me to the nearest front, which was ten miles away. I
was in the fighting one day after I joined.

Now I remember enough to know that I hadn’t anything
to do with it, but it happened that the time I joined was the
turn of the tide. The other side was out of bombs and dust
and getting low on shells and bullets. We were out of bombs
and dust, too, but they hadn’t knocked out all of our produc-
tion facilities and we’d got just about all of theirs. We still
had planes to carry them, too, and we still had the semblance
of an organization to send the planes to the right places.
Nearly the right places, anyway; sometimes we dropped them
too close to our own troops by mistake. It was a week after
T"d got into the fighting that I got out of it again—knocked
out of it by one of our smaller bombs that had been dropped
about a mile away.

I came to, about two weeks later, in a base hospital, pretty
badly burned. By that time the war was over, except for the
mopping up, and except for restoring order and getting the
world started up again. You see, that hadn’t been what I call
a blow-up war. It killed off—I'm just guessing; I don’t re-
member the fraction—about a fourth or a fifth of the world’s
population. There was enough productive -capacity left, and
there were enough people left, to keep on going; there were
dark ages for a few centuries, but there was no return to
savagery, no starting over again. In such times, people go
back to using candles for light and burning wood for fuel,
but not because they don’t know how to use electricity or
mine coal; just because the confusions and revolutions keep
them off balance for a while. The knowledge is there, in
abeyance until order returns.

It’s not like a blow-up war, when nine-tenths or more of
the population of Farth—or of Earth and the other planets
—is killed. Then is when the world reverts to utter savagery
and the hundreth generation rediscovers metals to tip their
spears.
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But again I digressed. After I recovered consciousness in
the hospital, 1 was in pain for a long time. There were, by
then, no more anesthetics. I had deep radiation burns, from
which I suffered almost intolerably for the first few months
until, gradually, they healed. I did not sleep—that was the
strange thing. And it was a terrifying thing, then, for I did not
understand what had happened to me, and the unknown is
always terrifying. The doctors paid little heed—for I was one
of millions burned or otherwise injured—and I think they did
not believe my statements that I had not slept at all. They
thought I had slept but little and that I was either exagger-
ating or making an honest error. But I had not slept at all. I
did not sleep until long after I left the hospital, cured. Cured,
incidentally, of the disease of my pituitary gland, and with
my weight back to normal, my health perfect.

I didn’t sleep for thirty years. Then I did sleep, and 1
slept for sixteen years. And at the end of that forty-six year
period, I was still, physically, at the apparent age of twenty-
three.

Do you begin to see what had happened as I began to see
it then? The radiation—or combination of types of radiation
—I had gone through, had radically changed the functions
of my pituitary. And there were other factors involved. 1
studied endocrinology once, about a hundred and fifty thous-
and years ago, and I think I found the pattern. If my calcu-
lations were correct, what happened tv me was one chance in
a great many billions. 7

The factors of decay and aging were not eliminated, b}f
course, but the rate was reduced by about fifteen thousand
times. 1 age at the rate of one day every forty-five years. So
I am not immortal. I have aged eleven years in the past hun-
dred and eighty milennia. My physical age is now thirty-four.

And forty-five years is to me as a day. I do not sleep for
about thirty years of it—then I sleep for about fiftéen. It
is well for me that my first few “days” were not spent in a
period of complete social disorganization or savagery, else I
would not have survived my first few sleeps. But I did survive
them and by that time I had learned a system and could take
care of my own survival. Since then, I have slept about four
thousand times, and I have survived. Perhaps someday I
shall be unlucky. Perhaps someday, despite certain safeguards,
someone will discover and break into the cave or vault into
which I seal myself, secretly, for a period of sleep. But it is
not likely. I have years in which to prepare each of those
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places and the experience of four thousand sleeps back of me.
You could pass such a place a thousand times and never know
it was there, nor be able to enter if you suspected.

No, my chances for survival between my periods of waking
life are much better than my chances of survival during my
conscious, active periods. It is perhaps a miracle that I have
survived so many of those, despite the techniques of survival
that I have developed.

And those techniques are good. I've lived through seven
major atomic—and super-atomic—wars that have reduced
the population of Earth to a few savages around a few camp-
fires in a few still habitable areas. And at other times, in
other eras, I've been in five galaxies besides our own.

I've had several thousand wives but always one at a time
for I was born in a monogamous era and the habit has per-
sisted. And I have raised several thousand children. Of course,
I have never been able to remain with one wife longer than
thirty years before I must disappear, but thirty years is long
enough for both of us—especially when she ages at a normal
rate and 1 age imperceptibly. Oh, it leads to problems, of
course, but I've been able to handle them. I always marry,
when I do marry, a girl as much younger than myself as pos-
sible, so the disparity- will not become too great. Say I am
thirty; I marry a girl of sixteen. Then when it is time that I
must leave her, she is forty-six and I am still thirty. And it is
best for both of us, for everyone, that when I awaken I do not
again go back to that place. If she still lives, she will be past
sixty and it would not be well, even for her, to have a husband
come back from the dead—still young. And I have left her
well provided, a wealthy widow—wealthy in money or in
whatever may have constituted wealth in that particular era.
Sometimes it has been beads and arrowheads, sometimes
wheat in a granary and once—there have been peculiar civili-
zations—it was fish scales. I never had the slightest difficulty
in acquiring my share, or more, of money or its equivalent.
A few thousand years’ practice and the difficulty becomes the
other way—knowing when to stop in order not to become un-
duly wealthy and so attract attention.

For obvious reasons, I've always managed to do that. For
reasons that you will see I've never wanted power, nor have 1
ever—after the frst few hundred years—let people suspect
that I was different from them. I even spend a few hours each
night lying thinking, pretending to sleep.

But none of that is important, any more than I am im-
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portant. I tell it to you only so you will understand how I
know the thing that I am about to tell you.

And when 1 tell you, it is not because I'm trying to sell
you anything. It's something you can’t change if you want
to, and—when you understand it—you won’t want to.

I'm not trying to influence you or to lead you. In four
thousand lifetimes I’'ve been almost everything—except a
leader. I've avoided that. Oh, often enough I have been a god
among savages, but that was because I had to be one in order
to survive. I used the powers they thought were magic only
to keep a degree of order, never to iwead them, never to hold
them back. If I taught them to use the bow and arrow, it
was because game was scarce and we were starving and my
survival ‘depended upon theirs. Seeing that the pattern was
necessary, I have never disturbed it. _

What I tell you now will not disturb the pattern.

It is this: The human race is the only immortal organism
in the universe.

There have been other races, and there are other races
throughout the universe, but they have died away or they
will die. We charted them once, a hundred thousand years
ago, with an instrument that detected the presence of
thought, the presence of intelligence, however alien and at
whatever distance—and gave us a measure of that mind and
its qualities. And fifty thousand years later that instrument
was rediscovered. There were about as many races as before
but only eight of them were ones that had been there fifty
thousand years ago and each of those eight was dying, senes-
cent. They nad passed the peak of tneir powers and they were
dying.

They had reached the limit of their capabilities—and there
is always a limit—and they had no choice but to die. Life is
dynamic; it can never be static—at however high or low a
level—and survive.

That is what I am trying to tell you, so that you will never
again be afraid. Only a race that destroys itself and its progress
periodically, that goes back te its beginning, can survive more
than, say, sixty thousand years of intelligent life.

In all the universe only the human race has ever reached
a high level of intelligence without reaching a high level of
sanity. We are unique. We are already at least five times as
old as any other race has ever been and it is because we are
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not sane. And man has, at times, had glimmerings of the fact
that insanity is divine. But only at high levels of culture does
he. realize that he is collectively insane, that fight against
it as he will he will always destroy himself— and rise anew
out of the ashes.

The phoenix, the bird that periodically immolates itself
upon a flaming pyre to rise newborn and live again for an-
other millennium, and again and forever, is only metaphori-
cally a myth, It exists and there is only one of it.

You are the phoenix.

Nothing will ever destroy you, now that—during many
high civilizations—your seed has been scattered on the planets
of a thousand suns, in a hundred galaxies, there ever to repeat
the pattern. The pattern that started a hundred and eighty
thousand years ago—I think.

I cannot be sure of that for I have seen that the twenty
to thirty thousand years that elapse between the fall of one
civilization and the rise of the next destroy all traces. In
twenty to thirty thousand years memories become legends
and legends become superstitions and even the superstitions
become lost. Metals rust and corrode back into earth while
the wind the rain and the jungle erode and cover stone. The
contours of the very continents change—and glac:ers come
and go, and a city.of twenty thousand years before is under
miles of earth or miles of water.

So I cannot be sure. Perhaps the first blow-up that I knew
was not the first; civilizations may have risen and fallen be-
fore my time. If so, it merely strengthens the case I put be-
fore you to say that mankind may have survived more than
the hundred and eighty thousand years 1 know of, may have
lived through more than the six blow-ups that have happened
since what I think to have been the first discovery of the
phoenix’s pyre,

But—except that we scattered our seed to the stars so well
that even the dying of the sun or its becoming a nova would
not destroy us—the past does not matter. Lur, Candra,
Thragan, Kah, Mu, Atlantis—those are the six I have known,
and they are gone as thoroughly as this one will be twenty
thousand years or so hence, but the human race, here or in
other galaxies, will survive and will live forever.

It will help your peace of mind, here in this year of
your curient era, to know that—for your minds are disturbed.
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Perhaps, I do know, it will help your thoughts to know that
the coming atomic war, the one that will probably happen in
your generation, will not be a blow-up war; it will come too
soon for that, before you have developed the really destructive
weapons man has had so often before. It will set you back,
yes. There will be darkish ages for a century or a few centuries.
Then, with the memory of what you will call World War III
as a warning, man will think—as he has always thought after
a mild atomic war—that he has conquered his own insanity.

For a while—if the pattern holds—he will hold it in check.
He will reach the stars again, to find himself already there.
Why, you’ll be back on Mars within five hundred years, and
I'll go there too, to see again the canals I once helped to dig.
I’'ve not been there for eighty thousand years and I'd like to
see what time has done to it and to those of us who were cut
off there the last time mankind lost the space drive. Of course
they’ve followed the pattern too, but the rate is not neces-
sarily constant. We may find them at any stage in the cycle
except the top. If they were at the top of the cycle, we
wouldn’t have to go to them—they’d come to us. Thinking,
of course, as they think by now, that they are Martians.

I wonder how high, this time, you will get. Not quite as
high, T hope, as Thragan. 1 hope that never again is redis-
covered the weapon Thragan used against her colony on Skora,
which was then the fifth planet until the Thragans blew it
into asteroids. Of course that weapon would be developed
only long after intergalactic travel again becomes common-
place. If 1 see it coming I'll get out of the Galaxy, but I'd
hate to have to do that. I like Earth and I'd like to spend the
rest of my mortal lifetime on it if it lasts that long.

Possibly it won't, but the human race will last. Everywhere
and forever, for it will never be sane and only insanity is di-
vine. Only the mad destroy themselves and all they have
wrought.

And only the phoenix lives forever.



Daisies

Dr. Michaelson was showing his wife, whose name was
Mrs. Michaelson, around his combination laboratory and
greenhouse. It was the first time she had been there in sev-
eral months and quite a bit of new equipment had been
added.

“You were really serious then, John,” she asked him finally,
“when you told me you were experimenting in communicat-
ing with flowers? I thought you were joking.”

“Not at all,” said Dr. Michaelson. “Contrary to popular
belief, flowers do have at least a degree of intelligence.”

“But surely they can’t talkl”

“Not as we talk. But contrary to popular belief, they do
communicate. Telepathically, as it were, and in thought pic-
tures rather than in words.”

“Among themselves perhaps, but surely—"

“Contrary to popular belief, my dear, even human-floral
communication is possible, although thus far I have been able
to establish only one-way communication. That is, I can
catch their thoughts but not send messages from my mind to
theirs.”

“But—how does it work, John?”

“Contrary to popular belief,” said her husband, “thoughts,
both human and floral, are electromagnetic waves that can be
—Wait, it will be easier to show you, my dear.”

He called to his assistant who was working at the far end
of the room, “Miss Wilson, will you please bring the com-
municator?”

Miss Wilson brought the communicator. It was a headband
from which a wire led to a slender rod with an insulated
handle. Dr. Michaelson put the headband on his wife’s head
and the rod in her hand.

“Quite simple to use,” he told her. “Hold the rod near
a flower and it acts as an antenna to pick up its thoughts. And
you will find out that, contrary to popular belief—"

But Mrs. Michaelson was not listening to her husband.
She was holding the rod near a pot of daisies on the window
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sill. After 2 moment she put down the rod and took a small
pistol from her purse. She shot first her husband and then his
assistant, Miss Wilson.

Contrary to popular belief, daisies do tell.

The Angelic Angleworm

Charlie Wills shut off the alarm clock and kept right on
moving, swinging his feet out of bed and sticking them into
his slippers as he reached for a cigarette. Once the cigarette
was lighted, he let himself relax a moment, sitting on the side
of the bed.

He still had time, he figured, to sit there and smoke him-
self awake. He had fifteen minutes before Pete Johnson would
call to take him fishing. And twelve minutes was enough
time to wash his face and throw on his old clothes.

It seemed funny to get up at five o’clock, but he felt swell.
Golly, even with the sun not up yet and the sky a dull pastel
through the window, he felt great. Because there was only
a week and a half to wait now.

Less than a week and a half, really, because it was ten days.
Or—come to think of it—a bit more than ten days from this
hour in the morning. But call it ten days, anyway. If he could
go back to sleep again now, damn it, when he woke up it
would be that much closer to the time of the wedding. Yes,
it was swell to sleep when you were looking forward to some-
thing. Time flies by and you don’t even hear the rustle of
its wings.

But no—he couldn’t go back to sleep. He’d promised Pete
he’d be ready at five-fifteen, and if he wasn’t, Pete would sit
out front in his car and honk the horn and wake the neighbors.

And the three minutes’ grace was up, so he tamped out
the cigarette and reached for the clothes on the chair.

He began to whistle softly: “I'm Going to Marry Yum
Yum, Yum Yum” from The Mikado. And tried—in the in-
terests of being ready in time—to keep his eyes off the sil-
ver-framed picture of Jane on the bureau.

He must be just about the luckiest guy on earth. Or any-
where else, for that matter, if there was anywhere else,
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Jane Pemberton, with soft brown hair that had little wave-
lets in it and felt like silk—no, nicer than silk—and with the
cute go-to-hell tilt to her nose, with long graceful sun-tanned
legs, with—damn it, with everything that it was possible for
a girl to have, and more. And the miracle that she loved him
was so fresh that he still felt a bit dazed.

Ten days in a daze, and then—

His eye fell on the dial of the clock, and he jumped. It
was ten minutes after five, and he still sat there holding the
first sock. Hurriedly, he finished dressing. Just in time! It
was almost five-ifteen on the head as he slid into his cord-
uroy jacket, grabbed his fishing tackle, and tiptoed down the
stairs and outside into the cool dawn,

Pete’s car wasn’t there yet.

Well, that was all right. I'd give him a few minutes to
rustle up some worms, and that would save time later on.
Of course he couldn’t really dig in Mrs. Grady’s lawn, but
there was a bare area of border around the flower bed along
the front porch, and it wouldn’t matter if he turned over a
bit of the dirt there. i

He took his jackknife out and knelt down beside the
flower bed. Ran the blade a couple of inches in the ground
and turned over a clod of it. Yes, there were worms all right.

There was a nice big juicy one that ought to be tempting to
any fish.

Charlie reached out to pick it up.

And that was when it happened.

His fingertips came together, but there wasn’t a worm
between them, because something had happened to the worm.
When he’d reached out for it, it had been a quite ordinary-
looking angleworm. A three-inch juicy, slippery, wriggling
angleworm. It most definitely had not had a pair of wings.
Nor a—

[t was quite impossible, of course, and he was dreaming
or sceing things, but there it was.

I'luttering upward in a graceful slow spiral that seemed
utterly effortless. Flying past Charlie’s face with wings that
were shimmery-white, and not at all like butterfly wings or
bird wings, but like—

Up and up it circled, now above Charlie’s head, now level
wilh the roof of the house, then a mere white—somehow a
xlnning white—speck against the gray sky. And after it was
onl of sight, Charlie’s eyes still looked upward.



84 STAR SHINE

He didn’t hear Pete Johnson’s car pull in at the curb, but
Pete’s cheerful hail of “Hey,” caught his attention, and he
saw that Pete was getting out of the car and coming up the
walk. :

Grinning. ”Can we get seme worms here, before we start?”
Pete asked. Then: “’Smatter? Think you see a flying saucer?
And don’t you know never to look up with your mouth open
like you were doing when I pulled up? Remember that
pigeons—Say, is something the matter? You look white as a
sheet.”

Charlie discovered that his mouth was still open, and he
closed it. Then he opened it to say something, but couldn’t
think of anything to say—or rather, of any way of saying
it—so he closed his mouth again.

He looked back upward, but there wasn’t anything in sight
any more, and he looked down at the earth of the flower
bed, and it looked like ordinary earth.

“Charlie!” Pete’s voice sounded seriously concerned now.
“Snap out of it! Are you all right?”

Again Charlie opened his mouth, and closed it. Then he said
weakly, “Hello, Pete.”

“For God’s sake, Charlie. Did you go to sleep out here and
have a nightmare, or what? Get up off your knees and—
Listen, are you sick? Shall I take you to Doc Palmer instead
of us going fishing?”

Charlie got to his feet slowly, and shook himself. He said,
“I—I guess I'm all right. Something funny happened. But—
All right, come on. Let’s go fishing.”

“But what? Oh, all right, tell me about it later. But before
we start, shall we dig some—Hey, don’t look like that! Come
on, get in the car; get some fresh air and maybe that’ll make
you feel better.”

Pete took his arm, and Pete picked up the tackle box and
led Charlie out to the waiting car. He opened the dashboard
compartment and took out a bottle. “Here, take a snifter of
this.”

Charlie did, and as the amber fluid gurgled out of the
bottle’s neck and down Charlie’s he felt his brain begin to
rid itself of the numbness of shock. He could think again.

The whisky burned on the way down, but it put a pleasant
spot of warmth where it landed, and he felt better. Until it
changed to warmth, he hadn’t realized that there had been
a cold spot in the pit of his stomach.
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He wiped his lips with the back of his hand and said,
CIGOSh.’f

“Take another,” Pete said, his eyes on the road. “Maybe
too it’'ll do you good to tell me what happened and get it
out of your system. That is, if you want to.”

“I—I guess so,” said Charlie. “It—it doesn’t sound like
much to tell it, Pete. I just reached for a worm, and it flew
away. On white, shining wings.”

Pete looked puzzled. “You reached for a worm, and it
flew away. Well, why not? I mean, I'm no entomologist, but
maybe there are worms with wings. Come to think of it,
there probably are. There are winged ants, and caterpillars
turn into butterflies. What scared you about it?”

“Well, this worm didn’t have wings until I reached for
it. It looked like an ordinary angleworm. Damn it, it was an
ordinary angleworm until I went to pick it up. And then it
had a—a—oh, skip it. I was probably seeing things.”

“Come on, get it out of your system. Give.”

“Damn it, Pete, it had a halo!”

The car swerved a bit, and Pete eased it back to the middle
of the road before he said, “A what?”

“Well,” said Charlie defensively, “it looked like a halo.
It was a little round golden circle just above its head. It
didn’t seem to be attached; it just floated there.”

“How’d you know it was its head? Doesn’t 2 worm look
alike on both ends?”

“Well,” said Charlie, and he stopped to consider the mat-
ter. How had he known? “Well,” he said, “since it was a halo
wouldn’t it be kind of silly for it to have a halo around the
wrong end? I mean, even sillier than to have— Hell, you
know what I mean.”

Pete said, “Hmph.” Then, after the car was around a
curve: “All right, let’s be strictly logical. Let’s assume you
saw, or thought you saw, what you—uh—thought you saw.
Now, you're not a heavy drinker so it wasn’t D.T.’s. Far as
I can see, that leaves three possibilities.”

Charlie said, “I see two of them. It could have been a pure
hallucination, People do have ’em, 1 guess, but I never had
one before, Or I suppose it could have been a dream, maybe.
I'm sure I didn’t, but I suppose that I could have gone to
sleep there and dreamed I saw it. But that isn’t it. I'll con-
cede the possibility of an hallucination, but not a dream.
What's the third?”



86 STAR SHINE

“Ordinary fact. That you really saw a winged worm. I
mean, that there is such a thing, for all I know. And you
were just mistaken about it not having wings when you first
saw it, because they were folded. And what you thought
looked like a halo was some sort of a crest or antenna or
something. There are some damn funny-looking bugs.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie. But he didn’t believe it. There may
be funny-looking bugs, but none that suddenly sprout wings
and halos and ascend unto—

He took another drink.

II

Sunday afternoon and evening he spent with Jane, and
the episode of the ascending angleworm slipped into the
back of Charlie’s mind. Anything, except Jane, tended to slip
there when he was with her.

At bedtime when he was alone again, it came back. The
thought, not the worm. So strongly that he couldn’t sleep,
and he got up and sat in the armchair by the window and
decided the only way to get it out of his mind was to think
it through.

If he could pin things down and decide what had really
happened out there at the edge of the flower bed, then maybe
he could forget it completely.

Okay, he told himself, let’s be strictly logical.

Pete had been right about the three possibilities. Hal-
lucination, dream, reality. Now to begin with, it hadn’t been
a dream. He’d been wide awake; he was as sure of that as he
was sure of anything. Eliminate that.

Reality? That was impossible, too. It was all right for Pete
to talk about the funniness of insects and the possibility of
antennae, and such—but Pete hadn’t seen the damn. thing.
Why, it had flown past only inches from his eyes. And that
halo had really been there.

Antennae? Nuts.

And that left hallucination. That’s what it must have been,
hallucination. After all, people do have hallucinations. Un-
less it happened often it didn’t necessarily mean you were a
candidate for the booby hatch. All right then, accept that it
was an hallucination, and so what? So forget it.

With that decided, he went to bed and—by thinking about
Jane again—happily to sleep.
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The next morning was Monday and he went back to work.
And the morning after that was Tuesday.
And on Tuesday—

III

It wasn’t an ascending angleworm this time. It wasn’t
anything you could put your finger on, unless you can put
your finger on sunburn, and that’s painful sometimes.

But ‘sunburn—in a rainstorm—

It was raining when Charlie Wills left home that morning,
but it wasn’t raining hard at that time, which was a few min-
utes after eight. A mere drizzle. Charlie pulled down the brim
of his hat and buttoned his raincoat and decided to walk to
work anyway. He rather liked walking in rain. And he had
time: he didn’t have to be there until eight-thirty.

Three blocks away from work, he encountered the Pest,
bound in the same direction. The Pest was Jane Pemberton’s
kid sister, and her right name was Paula, and most people
had forgotten the fact. She worked at the Hapworth Printing
Company, just as Charlie did; but she was a copyholder for
one of the proofreaders and he was assistant production
manager.

But he’d met Jane through her, at a party given for em--
ployes.

He said, “Hi there, Pest. Aren’t you afraid you’ll melt?”
For it was raining harder now, definitely harder.

“Hello, Charlie-warlie. 1 like to walk in the rain.”

She would, thought Charlie bitterly. At the hated nick-
name Charlie-warlie, he winced. Jane had called him that’
once, but—after he’d talked reason to her—mnever again.
Jane was reasonable. But the Pest had heard it—And Charlie
was mortally afraid, ever after, that she’d sometime call him
that at work, with other employes in hearing. And if that
cver happened—

“Listen,” he protested, “can’t you forget that damn fool
nickname? I'll quit calling you Pest if you quit calling me—
uh—that.”

“But I like to be called the Pest. Why don't you like to
e called Charlie-warlie?”

She grinned at him, and Charlie writhed inwardly. Because
slic was who she was, he didn’t dare—

‘I'hcre was pent-up anger in him as he walked into the
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blowing rain, head bent low to keep it out of his face. Damn
the brat—

With vision limited to a few yards of sidewalk directly
ahead of him, Charlie probably wouldn’t have seen the team-
ster and the horse if he hadn’t heard the cracks that sounded
like pistol shots.

He looked up, and saw. In the middle of the street, maybe
fifty feet ahead of Charlie and the Pest and moving toward
them came an overloaded wagon. It was drawn by an aged,
despondent horse, a horse so old and bony that the slow walk
by which it progressed seemed to be its speediest possible
rate of movement.

But the teamster obviously didn’t think so. He was a big,
ugly man with an unshaven, swarthy face. He was standing
up, swinging his heavy whip for another blow. It came down,
and the old horse quivered under it and seemed to sway be-
tween the shafts.

The whip lifted again.

And Charlie yelled, “Hey, there!” and started toward the
wagon.

He wasn’t certain yet just what he was going to do about
it if the brute beating the other brute refused to stop. But
it was going to be something. Seeing an animal mistreated
was one thing Charlie Wills just couldn’t stand. And wouldn’t
stand.

He yelled, “Hey!” again, because the teamster didn’t seem
to have heard him the first time, and he started forward at a
trot, along the curb.

The teamster heard that second yell, and he might have
heard the first. Because he turned and looked squarely at
Charlie. Then he raised the whip again, even higher, and
brought it down on the horse’s welt-streaked back with all
his might.

Things went red in front of Charlie’s eyes. He didn’t yell
again. He knew darned well now what he was going to do.
It began with pulling that teamster down off the wagon
where he could get at him. And then he was going to beat
him to a pulp.

He heard Paula’s high heels clicking as she started after
him and called out, “Charlie, be caref—"

But that was all of it that he heard. Because, just at that
moment, it happened.

A sudden blinding wave of intolerable heat, a sensation
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as though he had just stepped into the heart of a fiery furnace.
He gasped once for breath, as the very air in his lungs and in
his throat seemed to be scorching hot. And his skin—

Blinding pain, just for an instant. Then it was gone, but
too late. The shock had been too sudden and intense, and as
he felt again the cool rain in his face, he went dizzy and rub-
bery all over, and lost consciousness. He didn’t even feel the
impact of his fall.

Darkness.

And then he opened his eyes into a blur of white that
resolved itself into white walls and white sheets over him
and a nurse in a white uniform, who said, “Doctor! He’s re-
gained consciousness.”

Footsteps and the closing of a door, and there was Dac
Palmer frowming down on him.

“Well, Charles, what have you been up to now?”

Charlie grinned a bit weakly. He said, “Hi, Doc. I'll bite.
‘What have 1 been up to?”

Doc Palmer pulled up a chair beside the bed and sat down
in it. He reached out for Charlie’s wrist and held it while he
looked at the second hand of his watch. Then he read the
chart at the end of the bed and said “Hmph.”

“Is that the diagnosis,” Charlie wanted to know, “or the
treatment? Listen, first what about the teamster? That is,
if you know—"

“Paula told me what happened. Teamster’s under arrest,
and fired. You're all right, Charles. Nothing serious.”

“Nothing serious? What’s it a non-serious case of? In other
words, what happened to me?” )

“You keeled over. Prostration. And you’ll be peeling for a
few days, but that’s all. Why didn’t you use a lotion of some
kind yesterday?”

Charlie closed his eyes and opened them again slowly.
And said, “Why didn’t I use a— For what?”

“The sunburn, of course. Don’t you know you can’t go
swimming on 4 sunny day and not get—"

“But I wasn’t swimming yesterday, Doc. Nor the day be-
fore. Gosh, not for a couple weeks, in fact. What do you
mean, sunburn?”

Doc Palmer rubbed his chin. He said, “You better rest
a while, Charles. If you feel all right by this evening, you
cin go home. But you better not work tomorrow.”

11c got up and went out.

‘I'he nurse was still there, and Charlie looked at her blankly.
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He said, “Is Doc Palmer going— Listen, what’s this all about?”

The nurse was looking at him queerly. She said, “Why,
you were— I'm sorry, Mr. Willis, but a nurse isn’t allowed to
discuss a diagnosis with a patient. But you haven’t anything
to worry about; you heard Dr. Palmer say you could go home
this afternoon or evening.”

“Nuts,” said Charlie. ‘“Listen, what time is it? Or aren’t
nurses allowed to tell that?”

“It’s ten-thirty.”

“Golly, and I've been here about two hours.” He figured
back; remembering now that he’d passed a clock that said
twenty-four minutes after eight just as they’d turned the
corner for that last block. And, if he’d been awake again for
five minutes, then he’d been unconscious for two full hours.

“Anything else you want, sir?”

Charlie shook his head slowly. And then because he wanted
her to leave so he could sneak a look at that chart, he said,
“Well, yes. Could I have a glass of orange juice?”

As soon as she was gone, he sat up in bed. It hurt a little
to do that, and he found his skin was a bit tender to the
touch. He looked at his arms, pulling up the sleeves of the
hospital nightshirt they’d put on him, and the skin was
pinkish. Just the shade of pink that meant the first stage of
a mild sunburn.

He looked down inside the nightshirt, and then at his legs,
and said, “What the hell—” Because the sunburn, if it was
sunburn, was uniform all over.

And that didn’t make sense, because he hadn’t been in
the sun enough to get burned at any time recently, and he
hadn’t been in the sun at all without his clothes. And—yes,
the sunburn extended even over the area which would have
been covered by trunks if he had gone swimming.

But maybe the chart would explain. He reached over the
foot of the bed and took the clipboard with the chart off the
hook.

Reported that patient fainted suddenly on street without
apparent cause. Pulse 135, respiration labored, temperature
104, upon admission. All returned to normal within first
hour. Symptoms seem to approximate those of heat pros-
tration, but . . .

Then there were a few qualifying comments which were
highly technical-sounding. Charlie didn’t understand them,
and somehow he had a hunch that Doc Palmer didn’t under-
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stand them either. They had a whistling-in-the-dark sound to
them. .
Click of heels in the hall outside and he put the chart
back quickly and ducked under the covers. Surprisingly,
there was a knock. Nurses wouldn’t knock, would they?

He said, “Come in.”

It was Jane. Looking more beautiful than ever, with her
big brown eyes a bit bigger with fright.

“Darling! I came as soon as the Pest called home and told
me. But she was awfully vague. What on earth happened?”

By that time she was within reach, and Charlie put his
arms around her and didn’t give a damn, just then, what
had happened to him. But he tried to explain. Mostly to
himself. ’

1v

People always try to explain.

Face a man, or a woman, with something he doesn’t un-
derstand, and he’ll be miserable until he classifies it. Lights
in the sky. And a scientist tells him it’s the aurora borealis—
or the aurora australis—and he can accept the lights, and for-
get them.

Something knocks pictures off a wall in an empty room,
and throws a chair downstairs. Consternation, until it’s named.
Then it’s only a poltergeist.

Name it, and forget it. Anything with a name can be as-
similated. -

Without one, it’s—well unthinkable. Take away the name
of anything, and you’ve got blank horror.

Even something as familiar as a commonplace ghoul.
Graves in a cemetery dug up, corpses eaten. Horrible thing,
it may be; but it's merely a ghoul; as long as it's named—
But suppose, if you can stand it, there was no such. word as
ghoul and no concept of one. Then dug-up half-eaten corpses
are found. Nameless horror.

Not that the next thing that happened to Charlie Wills
had anything to do with a ghoul. Not even a werewolf. But [
think that, in a way, he’d have found a werewolf more
comforting than the duck, under the circumstances. One ex-
pects strange behavior of a werewolf, but a duck—

Like the duck in the museum.

Now there is nothing intrinsically terrible about a duck.
Nothing to make one lie awake at night, with cold sweat
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coming out on top of peeling sunburn. On the whole, a
duck is a pleasant object, particularly if it is roasted. This
one wasn’t.

It happened on Thursday. Charlie’s stay in the hospital
had been for eight hours; they’d released him late in the
afternoon, and he’d eaten dinner downtown and then gone
home. The boss had insisted on his taking the next day off
from work. Charlie hadn’t protested much.

Home, and, after stripping to take a bath, he’d studied
his skin with blank amazement. Definitely a first-degree bura.
Definitely, all over him. Almost ready to peel.

It did peel, the next day.

He tock advantage of the holiday by taking Jane out to
the ball game, where they sat in a grandstand so he could
be out of the sun. It was a good game, and Jane understood
and liked baseball.

Thursday, back to work.

At eleven twenty-five, Old Man Hapworth, the big boss,
came into Charlie’s office.

“Wills,” he said, “we got a rush order to print ten thous-
and handbills, and the copy will be here in about an hour.
I'd like you to follow the thing right through the Linotype
room and the composing room and get it on the press the
minute it’s made up. It’s a close squeak whether we make
deadline on it, and there’s a penalty if we don’t.”

“Sure, Mr. Hapworth. I'll stick right with it.”

“Fine. I’ll count on you. But listen—it’s a bit early to eat,
but just the same you better go out for your lunch hour now.
The copy will be here about the time you get back, and you
can stick right with the job. That is, if you don’t mind eat-
ing early.”

“Not at all,” Charlie lied. He got his hat and went out.

Damn it, it was too early to eat. But he had an hour off
and he could eat in half that time, so maybe if he walked half
an hour first, he could work up an appetite.

The museum was two blocks away, and the best place to
kill half an hour. He went there, strolled down the central
corridor without stopping, except to stare for a moment at a
statue of Aphrodite that reminded him of Jane Pemberton
and made him remember—even more strongly than he al-
ready remembered—that it was only six days now until his
wedding.

Then he turned off into the room that housed the nu-
mismatic collection. He’d used to collect coins when he was
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a kid, and although the collection had been broken up since
then, he still had a mild interest in looking at the big museum
collection.

He stopped in front of a showcase of bronze Romans.

But he wasn’t thinking about them. He was still thinking
about Aphrodite, or Jane, which was quite understandable
under the circumstances. Most certainly, he was not thinking
about flying worms or sudden waves of burning heat.

Then he chanced to look across toward an adjacent show-
case. And within it, he saw the duck.

It was a perfectly ordinary-looking duck. It had a speckled
breast and greenish-brown markings on its wings and a darkish
head with a darker stripe starting just above the eye and rn-
ning down along the short neck. It looked like a wild rather
than a domestic duck.

And it looked bewildered at being there.

For just a moment, the complete strangeness of the duck’s
presence in a showcase of cains didn’t register with Charlie.
His mind was still on Aphrodite. Even while he stared at a
wild duck under glass inside a showcase marked “Coins of
China.”

Then the duck quacked, and waddled omn its awkward
webbed feet down the length of the showcase and butted
against the glass of the end, and fluttered its wings and tried
to fly upward, but hit against the glass of the top. And it
quacked again and loudly.

Only then did it occur to Charlie to wonder what a live
duck was doing in a numismatic collection. Apparently, to
judge from its actions, the duck was wondering the same
thing.

And only then did Charlie remember the angelic worm and
the sunless sunburn.

And somebody in the doorway said, “Pssst. Hey.”

Charlie turned, and the look on his face must have been
something out of the ordinary because the uniformed at-
tendant quit frowning and said, “Something wrong, mister?”

For a brief instant, Charlie just stared at him. Then it oc-
curred to Charlie that this was the opportunity he’d lacked
when the angleworm had ascended. Two people couldn’t see
the same hallucination. If it was an—

llc opened his mouth to say, “Look,” but he didn’t have
to say anything. The duck beat him to it by quacking loudly
aud again trying to flutter through the glass of the case.
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The attendant’s eyes went past Charlie to the case of
Chinese coins and he said, “Gawl”

The duck was still there.

The attendant looked at Charlie again and said, “Did
you—" and then stopped without finishing the question and
went up to the showcase to look at close range. The duck was
still struggling to get out, but more weakly. It seemed to be

. gasping for breath,

The attendant said, “Gawl!” again, and then over his shoul-
der to Charlie: “Mister, how did you— That there case is
her-hermetchically sealed. It’s airproof. Lookit that bird.
It's—"

It already had; the duck fell over, either dead or uncons-
cious.

The attendant grasped Charlie’s arm. He said firmly
“Mister, you come with me to the boss.” And less firmly,
“Uh—how did you get that thing in there? And don’t try
to tell me you didn’t, mister. I was through here five minutes
ago, and you’re the only guy’s been in here since.”

Charlie opened his mouth, and closed it again. He had a
sudden vision of himself being questioned at the headquarters
of the museum and then at the police station. And if the
police started asking questions about him, they’d find out
about the worm and about his having been in the hospital
for— And they’d get an alienist maybe, and—

With the courage of sheer desperation, Charlie smiled.
He tried to make it an ominous smile; it may not have been
ominous, but it was definitely unusual. “How would you
like,” he asked the attendant, “to find yoursself in there?”
And he pointed with his free arm through the entrance and
out into the main hallway at the stone sarcophagus of King
Mene-Ptah. “I can do it, the same way I put that duck—"

The museum attendant was breathing hard. His eyes
looked slightly glazed, and he let go of Charlie’s arm. He
said, “Mister, did you really—"

“Want me to show you how?”

~“Uh—Gawl” said the attendant. He ran.

Charlie forced himself to hold his own pace down to a
rapid walk, and went in the opposite direction to the side
entrance that led out into Beeker Street.

And Beeker Street was still a very ordinary-looking street,
with lots of midday traffic, and no pink elephants climbing
trees and nothing going on but the hurried confusion of a
city street. Its very noise was soothing, in a way; although
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there was one bad moment when he was crossing at the
corner and heard a sudden noise behind him. He turned
around, startled, afraid of what strange thing he might see
there.

But it was only a truck.

He managed to get out of its way in time to avoid being
run over,

v

Lunch. And Charlie was definitely getting into a state
of jitters. His hand shook so that he could scarcely pick up
his coffee without slopping it over the edge of the cup.

Because a horrible thought was dawning in his mind. If
something was wrong with him, was it fair to Jane Pember-
ton for him to go ahead and marry her? Is it fair to saddle
the girl one loves with a husband who might go to the ice-
box to get a bottle of milk and ind—God knows what?

And he was deeply, madly in love with Jane.

So he sat there, an unbitten sandwich on the plate before
him, and alternated between hope and despair as he tried
to make sense out of the three things that had happened to
him within the past week.

Hallucination?

But the attendant too had seen the duckl

How comforting it had been—it seemed to him now—
that, after seeing the angelic angleworm, he had been able
to tell himself it had been an hallucination. Only an hallu-
cination,

But wait. Maybe—

Could not the museum attendant have been part of the
same hallucination as the duck? Granted that he, Charlie,
could have seen a duck that wasn’t there, couldn’t he also
have included in the same category a museum attendant who
professed to see the duck? Why not? A duck and an attendant
who sees it—the combination could be as illusory as the
duck alone, -

And Charlie felt so encouraged that he took a bite out of
his sandwich.

But the burn? Whose hallucination was that? Or was there
some sort of a natural physical ailment that could produce a
sudden skin condition approximating mild sunburn? But, if
there were such a thing, then evidently Doc Palmer didn't
know about it.
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Suddenly Charlie caught a glimpse of the clock on the wall,
and it was one o’clock, and he almost strangled on that bite of
sandwich when he realized that he was over half an hour late,
and must have been sitting in the restaurant almost an hour.

He got up and ran back to the office.

But all was well; Old Man Hapworth wasn’t there. And the
copy for the rush circular was late and got there just as Charlie
arrived.

‘He said, “Whew!” at the narrowness of his escape, and
concentrated hard on getting that circular through the plant.
He rushed it to the Linotypes and read proof on it himself,
then watched make-up over the compositor’s shoulder. He
knew he was making a nuisance of himself, but it killed the
afternoon.

And he thought, “Only one more day to work after today,
and then my vacation, and on Wednesday—

Wedding on Wednesday.

But—

If—

The Pest came out of the proofroom in a green smock and
looked at him. “Charlie,” she said, “you lock like something
no self-respecting cat would drag in. Say, what’s wrong with
you? Really?”

“Uh—nothing. Say, Paula, will you tell Jane when you get
home that I may be a bit late this evening? I got to stick here
till these handbills are off the press.”

“Sure, Charlie. But tell me—"

“Nix. Run along, will you? I'm busy.”

She shrugged her shoulders, and went back into the proof-
room.

The machinist tapped Charlie’s shoulder. “Say, we got that
new Linotype set up. Want to take a look?”

Charlie nodded and followed. He looked over the installa-
tion, and then slid into the operator’s chair in front of the
machine. “How does she run?”

“Sweet. Those Blue Streak models are honeys. Try it.”

Charlie let his fingers play over the keys, setting words
without paying any attention to what they were. He sent in
three lines to cast, then picked the slugs out of the stick. And
found that he had set: “For men have died and worms have
eaten them and ascendeth unto Heaven where it sitteth upon
the right hand—"

“Gaw!” said Charlie. And that reminded him of—
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VI

Jane noticed that there was something wrong. She couldn’t
have helped noticing. But instead of asking questions, she
was unusually nice to him that evening.

And Charlie, who had gone to see her with the resolution
to tell her the whole story, found himself weakening. As
men always weaken when they are with the women they love
and the parlor lamp is turned low.

But she did ask: “Charles—you do want to marry me,
don’t you? I mean, if there’s any doubt in your mind and
that’s what has been worrying you, we can postpone the wed-
ding till you’re sure whether you love me enough—"

“Love you?” Charlie was aghast. “Why—"

And he proved it pretty satisfactorily.

So satisfactorily, in fact, that he completely forgot his orig-
inal intention to suggest that very postponement. But never
for the reason she suggested. With his arms around Jane—
well, the poor chap was only human.

A man in love is a drunken man, and you can’t exactly
blame a drunkard for what he does under the influence of
alcohol. You can blame him, of course, for getting drunk in
the first place; but you can’t put even that much blame on a
man in love. In all probability, he fell through no fault of his
own. In all probability his original intentions were strictly
dishonorable; then, when those intentions met resistance, the
subtle chemistry of sublimation converted them into the stuff
that stars are made of.

Probably that was why he didn’t go to see an alienist the
next day. He was a bit afraid of what an alienist might tell
him. He weakened and decided to wait and see if anything
clse happened.

Maybe nothing else would happen.

There was a comforting popular superstition that things
went in groups of three, and three things had happened al-
ready.

Sure, that was it. From now on, he’d be all right. After all,
there wasn’t anything basically wrong; there couldn’t be. He
was in good health. Aside from Tuesday, he hadn’t missed a
day’s work at the print shop in two years.

And—well, by now it was Friday noon and nothing had
happened for a full twenty-four hours, and nothing was going
o happen again.
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Nothing did, Friday, but he read something that jolted
him out of his precarious complacency.

A newspaper account.

He sat down in the restaurant at a table at which a previous
diner had left a morning paper. Charlie read it while he was
waiting for his order to be taken. He finished scanning the
front page before the waitress came, and the comic section
while he was eating his soup, and then turned idly to the
Yocal page.

GUARD AT MUSEUM SUSPENDED
Curator Orders Investigation

And the cold spot in his stomach got larger and colder as
he read, for there it was in black and white.

The wild duck had really been in the showcase. No one
could figure out how it had been put there. They'd had to
take the showcase apart to get it out, and the showcase showed
no indication of having been tampered with. It had been
puttied up airtight to keep out dust, and the putty had not
been damaged.

A guard, for reasons not clearly given in the article, had
been given a three-day suspension. Omne gathered from the
wording of the story that the curator of the museum had felt
the necessity of doing something about the matter.

Nothing of value was missing from the case. One Chinese
coin with a hole in the middle, a haikwan tael, made of silver,
had not been found after the affair; but it wasn’t worth much.
There was some doubt as to whether it had been stolen by
one of the workmen who had disassembled the showcase or
whether it had been accidentally thrown out with the debris
of old putty.

The reporter, telling the thing humorously, suggested that
probably the duck had mistaken the coin for a doughnut be-
cause of the hole, and had eaten it. And that the curator’s best
revenge would be to eat the duck.

The police had been called in, but had taken the attitude
that the whole affair must have been a practical joke. By whom
or how accomplished, they didn’t know.

Charlie put down the paper and stared moodily across the
room,

Then it definitely hadn't been a double hallucination, a case
of his imagining both duck and attendant. And until now that
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the bottom had fallen out of that idea, Charlie hadn’t realized
how strongly he’d counted on the possibility.

Now he was back where he’d started.

Unless—

But that was absurd. Of course, theoretically, the news-
paper item he had just read could be an hallucination too,
but—no, that was too much to swallow, According to that
line of reasoning, if he went around to the museum and
talked to the curator, the curator himself would be an hal-
lucin—

“Your duck, sir.”

Charlie jumped halfway out of his chair.

Then he saw it was the waitress standing at the side of the
table with his entree, and that she had spoken because he
had the newspaper spread out and there wasn’t room for her
to put it down.

“Didn’t you order roast duck, sir? I—"

Charlie stood up hastily, averting his eyes from the dish.

He said, “Sorry-gotta-make-a-phone-call,” and hastily
handed the astonished waitress a dollar bill and strode out.
Had he really ordered—Not exactly; he’d told her to bring
him the special.

But eat duck? He'd rather eat—no, not fried angleworms
either. He shuddered.

He hurried back to the office, despite the fact that he was
half an hour early, and felt better once he was within the
safe four walls of the Hapworth Printing Company. Nothing
-out of the way had happened to him there.

As yet. )

viI
H

Basically, Charlie Wills was quite a healthy young man. By
two o’clock in the afternoon, he was so hungry that he sent one
of the office boys downstairs to buy him a couple of sand-
wiches.

And he ate them. True, he lifted up the top slice of bread
on each and looked inside. He didn’t know what he expected
to find there, aside from boiled ham and butter and a piece
of lettuce, but if he had found—in licu of one of those in-
rrcdients—say, a Chinese silver coin with a hole in the middle,
h¢ would not have been more than ordinarily surprised.

It was a dull afternoon at the plant, and Charlie had time
10 do quite a bit of thinking. Even a bit of research. He re-
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membered that the plant had printed, several years before, a
textbook on entomology. He found the file copy and indus-
triousty paged through it looking for a winged worm. He
found a few winged things that might be called worms, but
none that even remotely resembled the angleworm with the
halo. Not even, for that matter, if he disregarded the golden
circle, and tried to make identification solely on the basis
of body and wings.

" No flying angleworms.

There weren’t any medical books in which he could look
up—or try to look up—how one could get sunburned with-
out a sun.

But he looked up “tael” in the dictionary, and found that
it was equivalent to a liang, which was one-sixteenth of a
catty. And that one official liang is equivalent to a hecto-
gram.

None of which seemed particularly helpful.

Shortly before five o’clock he went around saying good-
by to everyone, because this was the last day at the office
before his two weeks’” vacation, and the good-bys were natu-
rally complicated by good wishes on his impending wedding
—which would take place in the first week of his vacation.

He had to shake hands with everybody but the Pest, whom,
of course, he’d be secing frequently during the first few days
of his vacation. In fact, he went home with her from work
to have dinner with the Pembertons.

And it was a quiet, restful, pleasant dinner that left him
feeling better than he’d felt since last Sunday morning. Here
in the calm harbor of the Pemberton household, the absurd
things that had happened to him seemed to him so far away
and so utterly fantastic that he almost doubted if they had
happened at all.

And he felt utterly, completely certain that it was all
over. Things happened in threes, didn't they? If anything
else happened— But it wouldn’t.

It didn’t, that night.

Jane solicitously sent him home at nine o’clock to get
to bed early. But she kissed him good night so tenderly,
and withal so effectively, that he walked down the street
with his head in rosy clouds.

Then suddenly—out of nothing, as it were—Charlie re-
membered that the museum attendant had been suspended,
and was losing three days’ pay, because of the episode of
the duck in the showcase, And if that duck business was
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Charlie’s fault-—even indirectly—didn’t he owe it to the
guy to step forward and explain to the museum directors
that the attendant had been in no way to blame¢, and that
he should not be penalized?

After all, he, Charlie, had probably scared the poor at-
tendant half out of his wits by suggesting that he could
repeat the performance with a sarcophagus instead of a show-
case, and the attendant had told such a disconnected story
that he hadn’t been believed.

But—had the thing been his fault? Did he owe—

And there he was butting his head against that brick wall
of impossibility again. Trying to solve the unsolvable.

And he knew, suddenly, that he had been weak in not
breaking his engagement to Jane. That what had happened
three times within the short space of a week might all too
easily happen again.

Good God! Even at the ceremony. Suppose he reached
for the wedding ring and pulled out a—

From the rosy clouds of bliss to the black mire of despair
had proved to be a walk of less than a block.

Almost he turned back toward the Pemberton home to tell
them tonight, then decided not to. Instead, he’d stop by and
talk with Pete Jolhnson.

Maybe Pete—

‘What he really hoped was that Pete would talk him out
of his decision.

VIII

Pete Johnson had a gallon jug, almost full, of wine. Mel-
low sherry. And Pete had sampled it, and was mellow too.

He refused even to listen to Charlie, until his guest had
drunk one glass and had a second on the table in front of
him. Then he said, “You got something on your mind. O.K,,
shoot.”

“Lookit, Pete. I told you about that angleworm business.
In fact, you were practically there when it happened. And
you know about what happened Tuesday morning on my
way to work. But yesterday—well, what happened was worse,
I guess. Because another guy saw it. It was a duck.”

“What was a duck?”

“In a showcase at—Wait, I'll start at the beginning.,” And
lic did, and Pete listened.

“Well,” he said thoughtfully, “the fact that it was in the
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newspaper quashes one line of thought. Fortunately. Listen,
I don’t see what you got to worry about. Aren’t you making
a mountain out of a few molehills?”

Charlie took another sip of the sherry and lighted a cig-
arette and said, “How?”’ quite hopefully.

“Well, three screwy things have happened. But you take
any one by itself and it doesn’t amount to a hill of beans,
does it? Any one of them can be explained. Where you bog
down is in sitting there insisting on a blanket explanation
for all of them.

“How do you know there is any connection at all? Now
take them separately—"’

“You take them,” suggested Charlie. “How would you ex-
plain them so easy as all that?”

“First one’s a cinch. Your stomach was upset or something
and you had a pure hallucination. Happens to the best peo-
ple once in a while. Or—you got a second choice just as
simple—maybe you saw a new kind of bug. Hell, there are
probably thousands of insects that haven’t been classified
yet. New ones get on the list every year.”

“Um,” said Charlie. "And the heat business?”

“Well, doctors don’t know everything. You got too mad
seeing that teamster beating the horse, and anger has a physi-
cal effect, hasn’t it? You slipped a cog somewhere. Maybe it
affected your thermodermal gland.”

“What's a thermodermal gland?”

Pete grinned. “I just invented it. But why not? The medicos
are constantly finding new ones or new purposes of old ones.
And there’s something in your body that acts as a thermo-
stat and keeps your skin temperature constant. Maybe it
went wrong for a minute. Look what a pituitary gland can
do for you or against you. Not to mention the parathyroids
and the pineal and the adrenals and so on.

“Nothing to it, Charlie. Have some more wine. Now,
let’s-take the duck business. If you don’t think about it with
the other two things in mind, there’s nothing exciting about
it. Undoubtedly just a practical joke on the museum or by
somebody working there. It was just coincidence that you
walked in on it.” |

“But the showcase—"

“Bother the showcase! It could have been done semehow;
you didn’t check that showcase yourself, and you know what
newspapers are. And, for that matter, look what Thurston
and Houdini could do with things like that, and let you
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examine the receptacles before and after. Maybe, too, it
wasn’t just a joke. Maybe somebody had a purpose putting
it there, but why think that purpose had any connection with
you? You' re an egotist, that’s what you are.

Charlie sighed. “Yes, but—But you take the three things
together, and—"

“Why take them together? Look, this morning I saw a man
slip on a banana peel and fall; this afternoon I had a slight
toothache; this evening I got a telephone call from a girl I
haven’t seen in years. Now why should I take those three
events and try to figure one common cause for all of them?
One underlying motif for all three? I'd go nuts, if I tried.”

“Um,” said Charlie. “Maybe you got something there.
But—"

Despite the “but—"" he went home feeling cheerful, hope-
ful, and mellow. And he was going through with the wed-
ding just as though nothing had happened. Apparently noth-
ing of importance had happened. Pete was sensible.

Charlie slept soundly that Saturday morning, and didn’t
awaken until almost noon. .

And Saturday nothing happened.

IX

Nothing, that is, unless one considered the matter of the
missing golf ball as worthy of record. Charlie decided it
wasn’t; golf balls disappear all too often. In fact, for a dub
golfer, it is only normal to lose at least one ball on eighteen
holes.

And it was in the rough, at that.

He’d sliced his drive off the tee on the long fourteenth,
and he’d seen it curve off the fairway, hit, bounce, and come
to rest behind a big tree; with the tree directly between the
ball and the green.

And Charlie’s “Damn!” had been loud and fervent, be-
cause up to that hole he had an excellent chance to break a
hundred. Now he’d have to lose a stroke chipping the ball
back onto the fairway.

He waited until Pete had hooked into the woods on the
other side, and then shouldered his bag and walked toward
the ball.

It wasn’t there,

Behind the tree and at about the spot where he thought
the ball had landed, there was a wreath of wilted flowers
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strung along a purple cord that showed through at intervals.
Charlie picked it up to look under it, but the ball wasn’t
there.

So, it must have rolled farther, and he looked but couldn’t
find it. Pete, meanwhile, had found his own ball and hit his
recovery shot. He came across to help Charlie look and they
waved the following foursome to play on through.

“I thought it stopped right here,” Charlie said. “but it
must have rolled on. Well, if we don’t find it by the time
that foursome’s played through us, I'll drop another. Say,
how’d this thing get here?”

He discovered he still had the wreath in his hand. Pete
looked at it and shuddered. “Golly, what a color combination.
Violet and red and green on a purple ribbon. It stinks.” The
thing did smell a bit, although Pete wasn’t close enough to
notice that and it wasn’t what he meant.

“Yeah, but what is it? How'd it get—"

Pete grinned. “Looks like one of those things Hawaiians
wear around their necks. Leis, don’t they call them? Hey!”

He caught the suddenly stricken look on Charlie’s face
and firmly took the thing out of Charlie’s hand and threw
it into the woods. “Now, son,” he said, “don’t go adding
that damned thing to your string of coincidences. What's
the difference who dropped it here or why? Come on, find
your ball and let’s get ready. The foursome’s on the green
already.”

They didn’t find the ball,

So Charlie dropped another. He got it out into the middle
of the fairway with a niblick and then a screaming brassie
shot down the middle put him on, ten feet from the pin. And
he one-putted for a par five on the hole, even with the stroke
penalty for a lost ball.

And broke a hundred after all. True, back in the club-
house while they were getting dressed, he said, “Listen,
Pete, about that ball I lost on the fourteenth. Isn’t it kind
of funny that it—"

“Nuts,” Pete grunted. “Didn’t you ever lose a ball be-
fore? Sometimes you think you see where they land, and
it’s twenty or even forty feet off from where it really is.
The perspective fools you.”

“Yeah, but—"

There was that “but” again. It seemed to be the last
word on everything that happened recently. Screwy things
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happen one after another and you can explain each one if
you consider it alone, but—

“Have a drink,” Pete suggested, and handed over a bottle.

Chatilie did, and felt better. He had several. It didn’t mat-
ter, because tonight Jane was going to a shower given by some
girl friends and she wouldn’t smell it on his breath.

He said, “Pete, got any plans for tonight? Jane’s busy,
and it’s one of my last bachelor evenings—"

Pete grinned. “You mean, what are we going to do or
get drunk? O.K,, count me in. Maybe we can get a couple
more of the gang together. It’s Saturday, and none of us has
to work tomorrow.”

X

And it was undoubtedly a good thing that none of them
did have to work Sunday, for few of them would have been
able to. It was a highly successful stag evening. Drinks at
Tony’s, and then a spot of bewling until the manager of the
alleys began to get huffy about people bowling balls that
started down one alley, jumped the groove, and knocked
down pins in the alley adjacent.

And then they’d gone—

Next morning Charlie tried to remember all the places
they’d been and all the things they’'d done, and decided he
was glad he couldn’t. For one thing, he had a confused recol-
lection of having tried to start a fight with a Hawaiian guitar
player who was wearing a lei, and that he had drunkenly ac-
cused the guitarist of stealing his golf ball. But the others
had dragged him out of the place before the police got there.

And somewhere around one o’clock they’d eaten, and
Charlie had been so stubborn that he’d insisted on trying
four eateries before they found one which served duck. He
was going to avenge his golf ball by eating duck.

All in all, a very silly and successful spree. Undoubtedly
worth a mild hangover.

After all, a guy gets married only once. At least, a man
who has a girl like Jane Pemberton in love with him gets
married only once.

Nothing out of the ordinary happened Sunday. He saw
Jane and again had dinner with the Pembertons. And every
time he looked at Jane, or touched her, Charlie had some-
what the sensation of a green pilot making his first outside
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loop in a fast plane, but that was nothing out of the ordi-
nary. The poor guy was in love.

XI

But on Monday—

Monday was the day that really upset the apple cart. After
five fifty-ive o’clock Monday afternoon, Charlie knew it was
hopeless.

In the momning, he made arrangements with the minister
who was to perform the ceremony, and in the afterncon he
did a lot of last-minute shopping in the wardrobe line. He
found it took him longer than he’d thought.

At five-thirty he began to doubt if he was going to have
time to call for the wedding ring. It had been bought and
paid for, previously, but was still at the jewelers’ being suitably
engraved with initials.

He was still on the other side of town at five-thirty, awaiting
alterations on a suit, and he phoned Pete Johnson from the
tailor’s:

“Say, Pete, can you do an errand for me?”

“Sure, Charlie. What'’s up?”’

“I want to get the wedding ring before the store closes
at six, so I won’t have to come downtown at all tomorrow.
It’s right in the block with you, Scorwald & Benning’s store.
It’s paid for; will you pick it up for me? I'll phone ’em to give
it to you.”

“Glad to. Say, where are you? I'm eating downtown to-
night; how’s about putting the feed bag on with me?”

“Sure, Pete. Listen, maybe I can get to the jewelers’ in
time: I'm just calling you to play safe. Tell you what; I'll
meet you there. You be there at five minutes to six to be
sure of getting the ring, and I'll get there at the same time
if I can. If I can’t, wait for me outside. I won’t be later than
six-fifteen at the latest.”

And Charlie hung up the receiver and found the tailor had
the suit ready for him. He paid for it, then went outside and
began to look around for a taxi. _

It took him ten minutes to find one, and still he saw he
was going to get to the jewelry store in time. In fact, it
wouldn’t have been necessary for him to have phoned Pete.
He’d get there easily by five fifty-five.

And it was just a few seconds before that time when he
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stepped out of the cab, paid off the driver, and strode up to
the entrance.

It was just as his first foot crossed the threshold of the
Scorwald & Benning store that he noticed the peculiar odor.
He had taken one step farther before he recognized what it
was, and then it was too late to do anything about it.

It had him. Unconsciously, he’d taken a deep sniff of identi-
fication, and the stuff was so strong, so pure, that he didn’t
need a second. His lungs were filled with it.

And the floor seemed to his distorted vision to be a mile
away, but coming up slowly to meet him. Slowly, but getting
there. He seemed to hang suspended in the air for a measur-
able time. Then, before he landed everything was mercifully
black and blank.

XI11I1

“Ether.”

Charlie gawked at the white-uniformed doctor. “But how
the d-devil could I have got a’dose of ether?”

Peter was there, too, looking down at him over the doctor’s
shoulder. Pete’s face was white and tense. Even before the
doctor shrugged, Pete was saying: ‘Listen, Charlie, Doc
Palmer is on his way over here. I told ’em—"

Charlie was sick at his stomach, very sick. The doctor who
had said, “Ether,” wasn’t there, and neither was Doc Palmer,
but Pete now seemed to be arguing with a tall distinguished-
looking gentleman who had a spade beard and eyes like a
chicken hawk.

Pete was saying, “Let the poor guy alone. Damn it. I've
known him all his life. He doesn’t need an alienist. Sure he
said screwy things while he was under, but doesn’t anybody
talk silly under ether?”

“But, my young friend”’—the tall man’s voice was unctuous
—*“you quite misinterpret the hospital’s motives in asking
that I examine him. I wish to prove him sane. If possible.
He may have had a legitimate reason for taking the ether.
And also the affair of last week when he was here for the
first time. Surely a normal man—"

“But damn it, he didn’t take that ether himself. I saw him
coming in the doorway after he got out of the cab. He walked
naturally, and he had his hands down at his sides. Then,
all of a sudden, he just keeled over.”
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“You suggest someone near him did it?”

“There wasn’t anybody near him.”

Charlie’s eyes were closed but by the psychiatrist’s tone of
voice, he could tell that the man was smiling. “Then how,
my young friend, do you suggest that he was anesthetized?”

“Damn it, I don’t know. I'm just saying he didn't—"

“Petel” Charlie recognized his own voice and found that
his eyes were open again. ““Tell him to go to hell. Tell him to
certify me if he wants. Sure I'm crazy. Tell him about the
worm and the duck. Take me to the booby hatch. Tell him—"

“Ha.” Again the voice with the spade beard. “You have
had previous—ah—delusions?”

“Charlie, shut up! Doc, he’s still under the influence of
the ether; don’t listen to him. It isn’t fair to psych a guy
when he doesn’t know what he’s talking about. For two
cents, I'd—"

“Fair? My friend, psychiatry is not a game. I assure you
that I have this young man’s interests at heart, Perhaps his
—ah—aberration is curable, and 1 wish to—"

Charlie sat up in bed. He yelled, “Get out of here before
I_’.Y

Things went black again.

The tortuous darkness, thick and smoky and sickening.
And he secemed to be creeping through a narrow tunnel to-
ward a light. Then suddenly he knew that he was conscious
again. But maybe there was somebody around who would talk
to him and ask him questions if he opened his eyes, so he
kept them tightly shut.

He kept his eyes tightly shut, and thought.

There must be an answer.

There wasn’t any answer,

An angelic angleworm.

Heat wave.

Duck in a showcase of coins.

Wilted wreath of ugly flowers.

Ether in a doorway. )

Connect them; there must be a connection. It had to make
sense. It had to make sense!

Least common denominator. Something that connects
them, that welds them into a coherent series, something
that you can understand, something that you can maybe do
something about. Something you can fight.
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Worm.

Heat.

Duck.

Wreath.

Ether.

Worm.

Heat.

Duck.

‘Wreath.

Ether. ]

Worm, heat, duck, wreath, ether, worm, heat, duck
wreath—

They pounded through his head like beating on a tom tom;
they screamed at him out of the darkness and gibbered.

XIII

He must have slept, if you could call it sleep.

It was broad daylight again, and there was only a nurse
in the room. He asked, “What—day is it?”

“Wednesday afternoon, Mr. Wills. Is there. anything I
‘can do for you?”

Wednesday afternoon. Wedding day.

He wouldn’t have to call it off now. Jane knew. Everybody
knew. It had been called off for him. He'd been weak not to
have done it himself, before—

“There are people waiting to see you, Mr. Wills. Do you
feel well enough to entertain visitors?”

“I—Who?”

“A Miss Pemberton and her father. And a Mr. Johnson.
Do you want to see them?”

Well, did he?

“Look,” he said, “What exactly’s wrong with me? I
mean—"

“You've suffered a severe shock. But you’ve slept quietly
for the last twelve hours. Physically, you are quite all right.
Even able to get up, if you feel you want to. But, of course,
you musn’t leave.”

Of course he mustn’t leave. They had him down as a
candidate for the booby hatch. An excellent candidate. Young
man most likely to succed.

‘Wednesday. Wedding day.

Jane.
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He couldn’t bear to see—

“Listen,” he said, “will you send in Mr. Pemberton, alone?
I'd rather—"

“Certainly. Anything else I can dé for you?”

Charlie shook his head sadly. He was feeling most horribly
;orry for himself. Was there anything anybody could do for

im?

Mr. Pemberton held out his hand quietly, “Charles, 1
can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am—"

Charlie nodded. “Thanks. I-—I guess you understand why
I don’t want to see Jane. I realize that—that of course we
can’'t—"

Mr. Pemberton nodded. “Jane—uh—understands, Charles.
She wants to see you, but realizes that it might make both
of you feel worse, at least right now. And Charles, if there’s
anything any of us can do—"

What was there anybody could do?

Pull the wings off an angleworm?

Take a duck out of a showcase?

Find a missing golf ball?

Pete came in after the Pembertons had gone away. A
quieter and more subdued Pete than Charlie had ever seen.
He said, “Charlie, do you feel up to talking this over?”

Charlie sighed. “If it’d do any good, yes. I feel all right
physically, But—"

“Listen, you’ve got to keep your chin up. There’s an answer
somewhere. Listen, I was wrong. There is a connection, a
tie-up between these screwy things that happened to you.
There’s got to be.”

“Sure,” said Charlie, wearly. “What?”

“That’s what we’ve got to find out. First place, we'll have
to outsmart the psychiatrists they'll sick on you. As soon as
they think you’re well enough to stand it. Now, let’s look
at it from their point of view so we’ll know what to tell ’em.
First—"

“Well, you raved while you were unconscious, about the
worm business and about a duck and a golf ball, but you
can pass that off as ordinary raving. Talking in your sleep.
Dreaming. Just deny knowing anything about them, or any-
thing connected with any of them. Sure, the duck business
was in the newspapers, but it wasn’t a big story and your
name wasn’t in it. So they’ll never tie that up. If they do,
deny it. Now that leaves the two times you keeled over and
were brought here unconscious.”
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Charlie nodded. “And what do they make of them?”

“They’re puzzled. The first one they can’t make anything
much of. They’re inclined to leave it lay. The second one—
Well, they insist that you must, somehow, have given your-
self that ether.”

“But why? Why would anybody give himself ether?”

“No sane man would. That’s just it; they doubt your sanity
because they think you did. If you can convince them you're
sane, then—Look, you got to buck up. They are classifying
your attitude as acute melancholia, and that sort of borders on
manic depressive. Se¢? You got to act cheerful.”

“Cheerful? When [ was to be married at two o’clock to-
day? By the way, what time is it now?”

Pete glanced at his wrist watch and said, “Uh—never mind
:llllat. Sure, if they ask why you feel lousy mentally, tell

em—l'

“Damn it, Pete, I wish I was crazy. At least, being crazy
makes sense. And if this stuff keeps up, I will go—"

“Don’t talk like that. You got to fight.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie, listlessly. “Fight what?”

There was a low rap on the door and the nuise looked into
the room. “Your time is up, Mr. Johnson. You'll have to
leave.”

X1v

Tnaction, and the futility of circling thought-patterns that
get nowhere. Finally, he had to do something or go mad.

Get dressed? He called for liis clothes and got them, ex-
cept that he was given slippers instead of his shoes. Anyway,
getting dressed took up time.

And sitting in a chair was a change from lying in bed. And
then walking up and down was a change from sitting in a
chair,

“What Hme is it?”

“Seven o’clock, Mr, Wills.”

Seven o’clock; he should have been married five hours
by now.

Married to Jane; beautiful, gorgeous, sweet, loving, un-
derstanding, kissable, soft, lovable Jane Pemberton. Five hours
ago this moment she should have become Jane Wills,

Nevermore.

Unless—

The problem.
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Solve it.

Or go mad.

‘Why would a worm wear a halo?

“Dr. Palmer is here to see you, Mr. Wills. Shall I—"

“Hello, Charles. Came as soon as I could after 1 learned
you were out of your—uh—coma, Had an o.b. case that
kept me. How do you feel?”

He felt terrible.

Ready to scream and tear the paper off the wall only
the wall was painted white and didn't have any paper. And
scream, scream-— ’

“I feel swell, Doc,” said Charlie.

“Anything—uh—strange happen to you since you’ve been
here?”

“Not a thing. But, Doc, how would you explain—"

Doc Palmer explained. Doctors always explain. The air
crackled with words like psychoneurotic and autohypnosis

_and traumata.

Finally, Charlie was alone again. He’d managed to say
good-by to Doc Palmer, too, without yelling and tearing him
to bits.

“What time is it?”

“Eight o’clock.”

Six hours married.

Why is a duck?

Solve it.

Or go mad.

‘What would happen next? “Surely this thing shall follow
me all the days of my life and I shall dwell in the bughouse
forever.”

Eight o’clock.

Six hours married.

Why a lei? Ether? Heat?

‘What have they in common? And why is a duck?

And what would it be next time? When would next time
be? Well, maybe he could guess that. How many things
happened to him thus far? Five—if the missing golf ball
counted. How far apart? Let’s see—the angleworm was Sun-
day morning when he went fishing; the heat prostration was'
Tuesday; the duck in the museum was Thursday noon, the
second-last day he worked; the golf game and the lei was Sat-
urday; the ether Monday—

Two days apart.

Periodicity?
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He'd been pacing up and down the room, now suddenly
he felt in his pocket and found pencil and a notebook, and
sat down in the chair.

Could it be—exact periodicity?

He wrote down “Angleworm” and stopped to think. Pete
was to call for him to go fishing at five-fifteen and he’d
gone downstairs at just that time, and right to the flower
bed to dig—VYes, five-fifteen a.M. He wrote it down.

“Heat.” Hm-m-m, he’d been a block from work and was
due there at eight-thirty, and when he’d passed the corner
clock he’d looked and seen that he had five minutes to get
there, and then had seen the teamster and—He wrote it
down. “Eight twenty-five.” And calculated.

Two days, three hours, ten minutes.

Let’s see, which was next? The duck in the museum. He
could time that fairly well, too. Old Man Hapworth had told
him to go to lunch early, and he’d left at—uh—eleven
twenty-five and it took him, say, ten minutes to walk the block
to the museum and down the main corridor and into the nu-
mismatic room—Say, eleven thirty-five.

He subtracted that from the previous one.

And whisled.

Two days, three hours, ten minutes.

The lei? Um, they’'d left the clubhouse about one-thirty.
Allow an hour and a quarter, say, for the first thirteen holes,
and—Well, say between two-thirty and three. Strike an av-
erage at two forty-five. That would be pretty close. Subitract
it.

Two days, three hours, ten minutes.

Periodicity.

He subtracted the next one first—the fourth episode should
have happened at five hfty-five on Monday. If—

Yes, it had been exactly five minutes of six when he'd
walked through the door of the jewelry shop and been an-
csthetizied.

Exactly.

Two days, three hours, ten minutes.

Periodicity.

PERIODICITY.

A connection, at last. Proof that the screwy events were
all of a piece. Every—uh—ﬁfty-one hours and ten minutes
something screwy happened.

But why?

1Ie stuck his head out in the hallway.
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“Nurse. Nurse. What time is it?”

“Half past eight, Mr. Wills. Anything I can bring you?”

Yes. No. Champagne. Or a strait jacket. Which?

He'd solved the problem. But the answer didn’t make
any more sense than the problem itself. Less, maybe. And
today—

He figured quickly.

In thirty-five minutes.

Something would happen to him in thirty-five minutes!

Something like a flying angleworm or like a quacking duck
suffocating in an air-tight showcase, or—

Or maybe something dangerous again? Burning heat, sud-
den anesthestia—

Maybe something worse?

A cobra, unicorn, devil, werewolf, vampire, unnamable
monster?

At nine-five. In half an hour.

In a sudden draft from the open window, his forchead felt
cold. Because it was wet with sweat.

In half an hour.

Xv

Pace up and down, four steps one way, four steps back.
Think, think, THINK.

You've solved part of it; what’s the rest? Get it, or it will
get you.

Periodicity; that’s part of it. Every two days, three hours
ten minutes—

Something happens.

‘Why?

‘What?

How?

They're connected, those things, they are part of a pattern
and they make sense somehow or they wouldn’t be spaced
an exact interval of time apart.

Connect: angleworm, heat, duck, lei, ether—

Or go mad.

Mad. Mad. map. »

Connect: Ducks eat angleworms, or do they? Heat is
necessary to grow fowers to make leis. Angleworms might
eat flowers for all he knew, but what have they to do with
leis, and what is ether to a duck? Duck is animal, lei is
vegetable, heat is vibration, ether is gas, worm is—what the
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hell is a worm? And why a worm that flies? Why was the
duck in the showcase? What about the missing Chinese
coin with the hole? Do you add or subtract the golf ball, and
if you let x equal a halo and y equal one wing, then x plus
2y plus 1 angleworm equals—

Outside, somewhere, a clock striking in the gathering
darkness.

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine—

Nine o’clock.

Five minutes to go.

In five minutes something was going to happen again.

Cobra, unicorn, devil, werewolf, vampire. Or something
cold and slimy and without a name.

Anything.

Pace up and down, four steps one way, four steps back.

Think, THINK.

Jane forever lost. Dearest Jane, in whose arms was all of
happiness. Jane, darling, I'm not mad, I'm wogrse than mad.
I'm—

WHAT TIME IS IT? .

It must be two minutes after nine. Three.

‘What's coming? Cobra, devil, werewolf—

‘What will it be this time?

At five minutes after nine—wHAT?

Must be four after now; yes, it had been at least four min-
utes, maybe four and a half—

He yelled, suddenly. He couldn’t stand the waiting.

It couldn’t be solved. But he had to solve it.

Or go mad.

MAD.

He must be mad already. Mad to tolerate living, trying to
fight something you couldn’t fight, trying to beat the un-
beatable. Beating his head against—

He was running now, out the door, down the corridor.

Maybe if he hurried, he could kill himself before five min-
utes after nine. He’d never have to know. DIE, DIE AND GET IT
OVER WITH, THAT'S THE ONLY WAY TO BUCK THIS GAME.

Knife,

There’d be a knife somewhere. A scalpel is a knife.

Down the corridor. Voice of a nurse behind him, shout-
ing. Footsteps.

Run. Where? Anywhere.

Less than a minute left. Maybe seconds.

Maybe it’s nine-five now. Huiry!
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Door marked “Utility”"—he jerked it open.

Shelves of linen. Mops and brooms. You can’t kill your-
self with a mop or broom. You can smother yourself with
linen, but not in less than a minute and with doctors and in-
terns coming.

Uniforms. Bucket. Kick the bucket, but how? Ah. There
on the upper shelf—

‘A cardboard carton, already opened, marked “Lye.”

Painful? Sure, but it wouldn’t last long. Get it over with.
The box in his hand, the opened corner, and tilted the con-
tents into his mouth.

But it was not a white, searing powder. All that had come
out' of the cardboard carton was a small copper coin. He
took it out of his mouth and held it, and looked at it with
dazed eyes.

It was five minates after nine, then; out of the box of
lye had come a small foreign copper coin. No, it wasn’t the
Chinese haikwan tael that had disappeared from the show-
case in the museum, because that was silver and had a hole
in it. And the lettering on this wasn’t Chinese. If he remem-
bered his coins, it locked Rumanian.

And then strong hands took hold of Charlie’s arms and
led him back to his room and somebody talked to him quietly
for a long time.

And he slept.

XVI

He awoke Thursday morning from a dreamless sleep, and
felt strangely refreshed and, oddly, quite cheerful.

Probably because, in that awful thirty-five minutes of wait-
ing he’d experienced the evening before, he’d hit rock bottom.
And bounced.

A psychiatrist might have explained it by saying that he
had, under stress of great emotion, suffered a temporary
lesion and gome into a quasi-state of manic-depressive in-
sanity. Psychiatrists like to make simple things complicated.

The fact was that the poor guy had gone off his rocker
for a few minutes.

And the absurd anticlimax of that small copper coin had
been the turning point. Look for something horrible, un-
namable—and get a small copper coin. Practically a prophy-
lactic treatment, if you've got enough stuff in you to laugh.
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And Charlie had laughed last night. Probably that was why
his room this morning seemed to be a different room. The
window was in a different wall, and it had bars across it.
Psychiatrists often misinterpret a sense of humor.

But this morning he felt cheerful enough to overlook the
implications of the barred windows. Here it was a briglit new
day with the sun streaming through the bars, and it was
another day and he was still alive and had another chance.

Best of all, he knew he wasn’t insane.

Unless—

He looked and there were his clothes hanging over the back
of a chair and he sat up and put his legs out of bed, and
reached for his coat pocket to see if thie coin was still where
he’d put it when they’d grabbed him.

It was.

Then—

"He dressed slowly, thoughtfully.

Now, in the light of morning, it came to him that the thing
could be solved. Six—now there were six—screwy things,
but they were dehnitely connected. Periodicity proved it.

Two days, three hours, ten minutes.

And whatever the answer was, it was not malevolent. It
was impersonal. If it had wanted to kill, it had a chance last
night; it need merely have affected something else other
than the lye in that package. There'd been lye in the package
when he’d picked it up; he could tell that by the weight. And
then it had been five minutes after nine and instead of lye
there’d been the small copper coin.

It wasn’t friendly, either; or it wouldn't have subjected
him to heat and anesthesia. It must be something impersonal.

A coin instead of lye.

‘Were they all substitutions of one thing for another?

Hm-m-m. Lei for a golf ball. A coin for lye. A duck for a
coin. But the heat? The ether? The angleworm?

He went to the window and looked out for a while into
the warm sunlight falling on the green lawn, and he realized
that life was very sweet. And that if he took this thing calmly
and didn’t let it get him down again, he might yet lick it.

The first clue was already his.

Periodicity.

Take it calmly; think about other things. Keep your mind
off the merry-go-round and maybe the answer will come.

He sat down on the edge of the bed and felt in his pocket
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for the pencil and notebook and they were still there, and
the paper on which he’d made his calculations of timing.
He studied those calculations carefully.

Calmly.

And at the end of the list he put down “9:05” and added
the word “lye” and a dash. Lye had turned to—what? He
drew a bracket and began to fill in words that could be used
to. describe the coin; coin—copper—disk— But those were
general. There must be a specific name for the thing.

Maybe—

He pressed the button that would light a bulb outside his
door and a moment later heard a key turn in the lock and
the door opened. It was a male attendant this time.

Charlie smiled at him. “Morning,” he said. “Serve break-
fast here, or do I eat the mattress?”

The attendant grinned, and looked a bit relieved. “Sure.
Breakfast’s ready; I'll bring you some.”

“And—uh—"

llYes?’f

“There’s something I want to look up,” Charlie said.
“Would there be an unabridged dictionary anywhere handy?
And if there is, would it be asking too much for you to let
me see it a few minutes?”’

“Why—I guess it will be all right. There’s one down in
the office and they don’t use it very often.”

“That’s swell. Thanks.”

But the key turned in the lock when he left.

Breakfast came half an hour later, but the dictionary didn’t
arrive until the middle of the morning. Charlie wondered if
there had been a staff meeting to discuss its lethal possibilities.
But anyway, it came.

He waited until the attendant had left and then put the
big volume on the bed and opened it to the color plate that
showed coins of the world. He took the copper coin out of
his pocket and put it alongside the plate and began to com-
pare it with the illustrations, particularly those of coins of
the Balkan countries. No, nothing just like it among the cop-
per coins. Try the silver—yes, there was a silver coin with the
same mug on it. Rumanian, The lettering—yes, it was identi-
cally the same lettering except for the denomination.

Charlie turned to the coinage table. Under Rumania—

He gasped. It couldn’t be.

But it was.
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It was impossible that the six things that had happened
to him could have been—

He was breathing hard with excitement as he turned to
the illustrations at the back of the dictionary, found the pages
of birds, and began to look among the ducks. Speckled breast
and short neck and darker stripe starting just above the eye—

And he knew he’d found the answer.

He’d found the factor, besides periodicity, that connected
the things that had happened. If it fitted the others, he could
be sure. The angleworm? Why—sure—and he grinned at that
one. The heat wave? Obvious. And the affair on the golf
course? That was harder, but a bit of thought gave it to him.

The matter of the ether stumped him for a while. It took
a lot of pacing up and down to solve that one, but finally he
managed to do it.

And then? Well, what could he do about it?

Periodicity? Yes, that fitted in, 1f—

Next time would be—hm-m-m—12:15 Saturday morning.

He sat down to think it over. The whole thing was com-
pletely incredible. The answer was harder to swallow than
the problem.

But—they all ftted. Six coincidences, spaced an exact
length of time apart?

All right then, forget how incredible it is, and what are
you going to do about it? How are you going to get there to
let them know?

Well—maybe take advantage of the phenomenon itself?

The dictionary was still there and Charlie went back to
it and began to look in the gazetteer. Under “H—"

Whew! There was one that gave him a double chance.
And within a hundred miles.

If he could get out of here—

He rang the bell, and the attendant came. “Through with
the dictionary,” Charlie told him. “And listen, could I talk
to the doctor in charge of my case?”

It proved that the doctor in charge was still Doc Palmer,
and that he was coming up anyway.

He shook hands with Charlie and smiled at him. That was
a good sign, or was it?

Well, now if he could lie convincingly enough—

“Doc, I feel swell this morning,” said Charlie. “And listen
—1I remembered something I want to tell you about. Some-
thing that happened to me Sunday, couple of days before that
first time I was taken to the hospital.”
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“What was it, Charles?”

“I did go swimming, and that dccounts for the sunburn
that was showing up on Tuesday morning, and maybe for
some other things. I’d borrowed Pete Johiison’s car—" Would
they check up on that? Maybe not. “—and I got lost off the
road and found a swell pool and stripped and went in. And
I remember now that I dived off the bank and I think I
must have grazed my head on a rock because the next thing
I remember I was back in town.”

“Hm-m-m,” said Doc Palmer. “So that accounts for the
sunburn, and maybe it can account for—"

“Funny that it just came back to me this morning when
I woke up,” said Charlie. “I guess—"

“I told those fools,” said Doc Palmer, “that there couldn’t
be any connection between the third-degree burn and your
fainting. Of course there was, in a way. I mean your hitting
your head while you were swimming would account— Charles,
I'm sure glad this came back to you. At least we now know
the cause of the way you've acted, and we can treat it. In
fact, maybe you’re cured already.”

“I think so, Doc. I sure feel swell now. Like I was just
waking up from a nightmare. I guess I made a fool of myself
a couple of times. I have a vague recollection of buying some
ether once, and something about some lye—but those are
like things that happened in a dream, and now my mind’s
as clear as a bell. Something seemed to pop this morning,
and I was all right again.”

Doc Palmer sighed. “I'm relieved, Charles. Frankly, you
had us quite worried. Of course, I'll have to talk this over
with the staff and we’ll have to examine you pretty thoroughly,
but I think—" -

There were the other doctors, and they asked questions and
they examined his skull—but whatever lesion had been made
by the rock seemed to have healed. Anyway, they couldn’t
find it.

If it hadn’t been for his suicide attempt of the evening
before, he could have walked out of the hospital then and
there. But because of that, they insisted on his remaining
under observation for twenty-four hours. And Charlie agreed;
that would let him out some time Friday afternoon, and it
wasn’t until twelve-ifteen Saturday morning that it would
happen.

Plenty of time to go a hundred miles.

If he just watched everything he did and said in the mean-
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time and made no move or remark which a psychiatrist could
interpret—

He loafed and rested.

And at five o’clock Friday afternoon it was all right, and
he shook hands all the way round, and was a free man again.
He’d promised to report to Doc Palmer regularly for a few
weeks.

But he was free.

XVII

Rain and darkness.

A cold, unpleasant drizzle that started to find its way
through his clothes and down the back of his neck and into
his shoes even as he stepped off the train onto the small
wooden platform.

But the station was there, and on the side of it was the
sign that told him the name of the town. Charlie looked at
it and grinned, and went into the station. There was a cheer-
ful little coal stove in the middle of the room. He had time
to get warmed up before he started. He held out his hands
to the stove.

Over at one side of the room, a grizzled head regarded
him curiously through the ticket window. Charlie nodded at
the head and the head nodded back.

“Stayin’ here a while, stranger?” the head asked.

“Not exactly,” said Charlie. “Anyway, I hope not. 1
mean—" Hell, after those whoppers he’d told the psychia-
trists back at the hospital, he shouldn’t have any trouble lying
to a ticket agent in a little country town. “I mean, I don’t
think so.”

“Ain’t no more trains out tonight, mister. Got a place
to stay? If not, my wife sometlmes takes in boarders for short
spells.”

“Thanks,” said Charlie. “I've made arrangements.” He
started to add, “I hope,” and then realized that it would lead
him further into discussion.

He glanced at the clock and at his wrist watch and saw that
both agreed that it was a quarter to twelve.

“How big is this town?” he asked. “I don’t mean popula-
tion. I mean, how far out the turnpike is it to the township
line? The border of town.”

“"Tain’t big. Half a mile maybe, or a little better. You goin’
out to the Tollivers, maybe? They live just past and I heard
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tell he was sendin’ to the city for' a—nope, you don’t look
like a hired man.” .

“Nope,” said Charlie. “I'm not.” He glanced at the clock
again and started for the door. He said, “Well, be seeing you.”

“You goin’ to—"

But Charlie had already gone out the door and was starting
down the street behind the railroad station. Into the darkness
and the unknown and— Well, he could hardly tell the agent
about his real destination, could he?

There was the turnpike. After a block, the sidewalk ended
and he had to walk along the edge of the road, sometimes
ankle deep in mud. He was soaked through by now, but that
didn’t matter. '

It proved to be more than half a mile to the township line.
A big sign there—an oddly big sign considering the size of
the town—read: ’

YOU ARE NOW ENTERING HAVEEN

Charlie crossed the line and faced back. And waited, an eye
on his wrist watch.

At twelve-fifteen he’d have to step across. It was ten minutes
after already. Two days, three hours, ten minutes after the
box of lye had held a copper coin, which was two days, three
hours, ten minutes after he’d walked into anesthesia in the
door of a jewelry store, which was two days, three hours, ten
minutes after—

He watched the hands of his accurately set wrist watch,
first the minute hand until twelve-fourteen. Then the second
hand.

And when it lacked a second of twelve-fifteen he put forth
‘his foot and at the fatal moment he was stepping slowly across
the line.

Entering Haveen.

XVIII

And as with each of the others, there was no warning, But
suddenly: . .

It wasn’t raining any more. There was bright light, al-
though it didn’t seem to come from a visible source. And the
road beneath his feet wasn’t muddy; it was smooth as glass
and alabaster-white. The white-robed entity at the gate ahead
stared at Charlie in astonishment,
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He said: “How did yoir get here? You aren’t even—""

“No,” said Charlie. “I'm not even dead. But listen, I've got
to see the-uh— Who's in charge of the printing?”

“The Head Compositor, of course. But you can’t—""

“T've got to see him, then,” said Charlie,

“But the rules forbid—"

“Look, it’s important. Some typographical errors are going
through. It’s to your interests up here as well as to mine, that
they be corrected, isn’t it? Otherwise things can get into an
awful mess.”

“Errors? Impossible. You’re joking.”

“Then how,” asked Charlie, reasonably, “did I get to
Heaven without dying?”

“But—”

“You see I was supposed to be entering Haveen. There is
an e-matrix that—"

“Come.”

XIX

It was quite pleasant and familiar, that office. Not a lot
different from Charlie’s own office at the Hapworth Printing
Company. There was a rickety wooden desk, littered with
papers, and behind it sat a small bald-headed Chief Composi-
tor with printer’s ink on his hands and a smear of it on his
forehead. Past the closed door was a monster roar and clatter
of typesetting machines and presses.

“Sure,” said Charlie. “They’re supposed to be perfect, so
perfect that you don’t even need proofreaders. But maybe once
out of infinity something can happen to perfection, can't it?
Mathematically, once out of infinity anything can happen.
Now look; there is a separate typesetting machine and operator
for the records covering each person, isn’t there?”

The Head Compositor nodded. “Correct, although in a
manner of speaking the operator and the machine are one, in
that the operator is a function of the machine and the machine
a manifestation of the operator and both are extensions of
the ego of the—but I guess that is a little too complicated
for you to understand.”

“Yes, [—well, anyway, the channels that the matrices run
in must be tremendous. On our Linotypes at the Hapworth
Printing Company, an e-mat would make the circuit every
sixty seconds or so, and if one was defective it would cause
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one mistake a minute, but up here— Well, is my calculation
of fifty hours and ten minutes correct?”

“It is,” agreed the Head Compositor. “And since there is
no way you could have found out that fact except—"

“Exactly. And once every that often the defective e-matrix
comes round and falls when the-operator hits the e-key. Prob-
ably the ears of the mat are worn; anyway it falls through a
long distributor font and falls too fast and lands ahead of its
right place in the word, and a typographical error goes through.
Like a week ago Sunday, I was supposed to pick up an angle-
worm, and—"

“Wait.”

The Head Compositor pressed a buzzer and issued an order.
A moment later, a heavy book was brought in and placed on
his desk. Before the Head Compositor opened it, Charlie
caught a glimpse of his own name on the cover.

“You said at five-fifteen a. M.7”

Charlie nodded. Pages turned.

“I’ll be blessed!” said the Head Compositor. “Angelworm!
It must have been something to see. Don’t know I've ever
heard of an angelworm before. And what was next?”

“The e fell wrong in the word ‘hate’—I was going after a
man who was beating a horse, and— Well, it came out ‘heat’
instead of ‘hate.” The e dropped two characters early that time.
And I got heat prostration and sunburn on a rainy day. That
was eight twenty-five Tuesday, and then at eleven thirty-five
Thursday at the museurn—"’

“Yes?”” prompted the Head Compositor.

“A tael. A Chinese silver coin I was supposed to see. It
came out ‘teal’ and because a teal is a duck, there was a wild
duck fluttering around in an airtight showcase. One of the
attendants got in trouble; I hope you'll fix that.”

- The Head Compositor chuckled. “I shall,” he said. “I’d like
to have seen that duck. And the next time would have been
two forty-five Saturday afternoon. What happened then?”

“Lei instead of lie, sir. My golf ball was stymied behind a
tree and it was supposed to be a poor lic—but it was a poor
lei instead. Some wilted, mismatched flowers on a purple cord.
And the next was the hardest for me to figure out, even when
I had the key. I had an appointment at the jewelry store at
five fifty-five. But that was the fatal time. I got there at five
fifty-five, but the e-matrix fell four characters out of place
that time, clear back to the start of the word. Instead of get-
ting there at five fifty-five, I got ether.”



THE ANGELIC ANGLEWORM 125

“Tch, tch. That one was unfortunate. And next?”

“The next was just the reverse, sir. In fact, it happened to
save my life. I went temporarily insane and tried to kill myself
by takmg lye. But the bad e fell in lye and it came out ley,
which is a small Rumanian copper coin. I've still got it, for a
souvenir. In fact when I found out the name of the coin, I
guessed the answer. It gave me the key to the others.”

The Head Compositor chuckled again. ‘“You’'ve shown
great resource,” he said. “And your method of getting here to
tell us about it—

“That was easy, sir. If I timed it so I'd be entering Haveen
at the right instant, I had a double chance. If either of the
two €’s in that word turned out to be the bad one and fell—
as it did—too early in the word, I’d be entering Heaven.”

“Decidedly ingenious. You may, incidentally, consider the
errors corrected. We've taken care of all of them, while you
talked; except the last one, of course. Otherwise, you wouldn’t
still be here. And the defective mat is removed from the
channel.”

“You mean that as far as people down there know, none of
those things ever—

“Exactly. A revised edition is now on the press, and nobody
on Earth will have any recollection of any of those events.
In a way of speaking, they no longer ever happened. I mean,
they did, but now they didn’t for all practical purposes. When
we return you to Earth, you'll ind the status there just what
it would have been if the typographical errors had not oc-
curred.”

“You mean, for instance, that Pete Johnson won’t remem-
ber my having told him about the angleworm, and there won’t
be any record at the hospital about my having been there?
And—

“Exactly. The errors are corrected.”

“Whew!” said Charlie. “I'll be—I mean, well, I was sup-
posed to have been married Wednesday afternoon, two days
ago. Uh—will I be? I mean, was I? I mean—"

The Head Compositor consulted another volume, and nod-
ded. “Yes, at two o’clock Wednesday afternoon. To one Jane
Pemberton. Now if we return you to Earth as of the time you
left there—twelve-fifteen Saturday morning, you'll ind your-
self—let’s see—spending your honeymoon in Miami. At that
exact moment, you’ll be in a taxicab en route—"

“Yes, but—" Charlie gulped.

“But what?” The Head Compositor looked surprised. “I
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certainly thought that was what you wanted, Wills. We owe
you a big favor for having used such ingenuity in calling those
typographical errors to our attention, but I thought that being
married to Jane was what you wanted, and if you go back and
find yourself—"

“Yes, but—" said Charlie again. “But—I mean— Look,
I'll have been married two days. I'll miss—I mean, couldn’t

?”
—

Suddenly the Head Compositor smiled.

“How stupid of me,” he said, “of course. Well, the time
doesn’t matter at all. We can drop you anywhere in the con-
tinuum. I can just as easily return you as of two o’clock
Wednesday afternoon, at the moment of the ceremony. Or
Wednesday morning, just before. Any time at all.”

“Well,” said Charlie, hesitantly. “It isn’t exactly that I'd
miss the wedding ceremony. I mean, I don’t like receptions
and things like that, and I'd have to sit through a long wed-
ding dinner and listen to toasts and speeches and, well, I
mean, I—"

The Head Compositor laughed. He said, “Are you ready?”

“Am I-— Surel”

Click of train wheels over the rails, and the stars and moon
bright above the observation platform of the speeding train.

Jane in his arms. His wife, and it was Wednesday eve-
ning. Beautiful, gorgeous, sweet, loving, soft, kissable, lovable
Jane—

She snuggled closer to him, and he was whispering, “It’s—
it’s eleven o’clock, darling. Shall we—"

Their lips met, clung.

Then, hand in hand, they walked through the swaying train.
His hand turned the knob of the stateroom door and, as it
swung slowly open, he picked her up to carry her across the
threshold.

Sentence
GO0 0000000000000 000000 0000000000000 00
Charley Dalton, spaceman once of Earth, had within an

hour of his landing on the second planet of the star Antares
committed a most serious offense. He had killed an Antarian.
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On most planets murder is a misdemeanor; on some it is a
praiseworthy act. But on Antares II it is a capital crime.

" “I sentence you to death,” said the solemn Antarian judge.
“Death by blaster fire at dawn tomorrow.” No appeal from
the sentence was allowed.

Charley was led to the Suite of the Condemned.

The suite turned out to have eighteen palatial rooms, each
stocked and well stocked with a wide variety of food and
drink, couches and everything else he could possibly wish
‘for, including a beautiful woman on each of the couches.

“I’ll be damned,” said Charley.

The Antarian guard bowed low. He said, “It is the custom
of our planet. On the last night of a man condemned to die
at dawn these arrangements are made. He is given everything
he can possibly wish for.”

“Almost worth it,” Charley said. “Say, I'd just landed when
T got into that scrap and I didn’t check my planet guide. How
long is a night here? How many hours does it take this planet
to revolve?”

“Hours?” said the guard. “That must be an Earth term.
I will phone the Astronomer Royal for a time comparison be-
tween your planet and ours.”

He phoned, asked the question, listened. He told Charley
Dalton, “Your planet Earth-makes ninety-three revolutions
around your sun Sol during one period of darkness on Antares
II. One of our nights is equal to ninety-three of your years.”

Charley whistled softly to himself and wondered if he’d
make it. The Antarian guard, whose life span was a bit over
twenty thousand years, bowed with grave sympathy and with-
drew.

Chatley Dalton started the long night’s grind of eating,
drinking, et cetera, although not in precisely that order; the
women were very beautiful and he’d been in space a long
time.

The Yehudi Principle

I am going crazy.

Charlie Swann is going crazy, too. Maybe more than I am,
because it was his dingbat. I mean, he made it and he thought
he knew what it was and how it worked.
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You see, Charlie was just kidding me when he told me it
worked on the Yehudi principle, Or he thought he was.

“The Yehudi principle?” 1 said.

“The Yehudi principle,” he repeated. “The principle of
the little man who wasn’t there. He does it.”

“Does what?” I wanted to know.

The dingbat, I might interrupt myself to explain, was a
headband. In fitted neatly around Charlie’s noggin and there
was a round black box not much bigger than a pillbox over
his forehead. Also there was a round flat copper disk on each
side of the band that fitted over each of Charlie’s temples,
and a strand of wire that ran down behind his ear into the
breast pocket of his coat, where there was a little dry cell
battery.

It didn’t look as if it would do anything, except maybe
either cure a headache or make it worse. But from the excited
look on Charlie’s face, I didn't think it was anything as com-
.mon-place as that.

“Does what?” I wanted to know.

“Whatever you want,” said Charlie. “Within reason, of
course. Not like moving a building or bringing you a locomo-
tive. But any little thing you want done, he does it.”

“Who does?”

“Yehudi.” ,

I closed my eyes and counted to five, by ones. I wasn’t going
to ask, “Who’s Yehudi?”

I shoved aside a pile of papers on the bed—I'd been going
through some old clunker manuscripts seeing if 1 could find
something good enough to rewrite from a new angle—and sat
down.

“0O.K.,” I said. “Tell him to bring me a drink.”

“What kind?”

I looked at Charlie, and he didn’t look like he was kidding.
He had to be, of course, but—

“Gin buck,” I told him. “A gin buck, with gin in it, if
Yehudi knows what I mean.”

“Hold out your hand,” Charles said.

I held out my hand. Charlie, not talking to me, said, “Bring
Hank a gin buck, strong.” And then he nodded his head.

Something happened either to Charlie or to my eyes, I
didn’t know which. For just a second, he got sort of misty.
And then he looked normal again.

And I let out a kind of a yip and pulled my hand back, .
because my hand was wet with something cold. And there:
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was a splashing noise and a wet puddle on the carpet right
at my feet. Right under where my hand had been.

Charlie said, “We should have asked for it in a glass.”

I looked at Charlie and then I looked at the puddle on the
floor and then I looked at my hand. I stuck my index finger
gingerly into my mouth and tasted.

Gin buck, With gin in it. I looked at Charlie again.

- He asked, “Did I blur?”

“Listen, Charlie,” I said. “I've known you for ten years,
and we went to Tech together and— But if you pull another
gag like that I'll blur you, all right. I'll—"

“Watch closer this time,” Charlie said. And again, looking
off into space and not talking to me at all, he started talking.
“Bring us a fifth of gin, in a bottle. Half a dozen lemons,
sliced, on a plate. Two quart bottles of soda and a dish of ice
cubes. Put it all on the table over there.”

He nodded his head, just like he had before, and darned
if he didn’t blur. Blur was the best word for it.

“You blurred,” 1 said. I was getting a slight headache.

“I thought so,” he said. “But I' was using a mirror when
I tried it alone, and I thought maybe it was my eyes. That’s
why I came over. You want to mix the drinks or shall I?”

I looked over at the table, and there was all the stuff he’d
ordered. I swallowed a couple of times. -

“It’s real,” Charlie said. He was breathing a little hard,
with suppressed excitement. “It works, Hank. It works. We'll
be richl We can—"

Charlie kept on talking, but I get up slowly and went over
to the table. The bottles and lemons and ice were really
there. The bottles gurgled when shaken and the ice was cold.

In a minute I was going to worry about how they got there.
Meanwhile and right now, I needed a drink. I got a couple
of glasses out of the medicine cabinet and the bottle opener
out of the file cabinet, and I made two drinks, about half gin.

Then I thought of something. I asked Charlie, “Does
Yehudi want a drink, too?”

Charlie grinned. “Two’ll be enough,” he told me.

“To start with, maybe,” I said grimly. I handed him a drink
—in a glass—and said, “To Yehudi.” 1 downed mine at a
gulp and started mixing another.

Charlie said, “Me, too. Hey, wait a minute.”

“Under present circumstances,” I said, “a minute is a
minute too long between drinks. In a minute I shall wait a
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minute, but—Hey, why don’t we let Yehudi mix ’em for
us?”’

“Just what I was going to suggest. Look, I want to try
something. You put this headband on and tell him to. I
want to watch you.”

llMe?7'

“You,” he said. “It can’t do any harm, and I want to be
sure it works for everybody and not just for me. It may be that
it’s attuned merely to my brain. You try it.”

“Me?” 1 said.

“You,” he told me.

He’d taken it off and was holding it out to me, with the
little lat dry cell dangling from it at the end of the wire. I
took it and looked it over. It didn’t look dangerous. There
couldn’t possibly be enough juice in so tiny a battery to do
any harm.

I put it on.

“Mix us some drinks,” I said, and looked over at the table,
but nothing happened.

“You got to nod just as you finish,” Charlie said. “There’s
a little pendulum affair in the box over your forehead that
works the switch.” '

I said, “Mix us two gin bucks. In glasses, please.” And
nodded.

When my head came up again, there were the drinks,
mixed.

“Blow me down,” I said. And bent over to pick up my
drink.

And there I was on the floor.

Charlie said, “Be careful, Hank. If you lean over forward,
that’s the same as nodding. And don’t nod or lean just as you
say something you don’t mean as an order.”

I sat up. “Fan me with a blowtorch,” 1 said.

But I didn’t nod. In fact, I didn’t move. When 1 realized
what I'd said, I held my neck so rigid that it hurt, and didn’t
quite breathe for fear I'd swing that pendulum.

Very gingerly, so as not to tilt it, I reached up and took
off the headband and put it down on the floor.

Then I got up and felt myself all over. There were probably
bruises, but no broken bones. I picked up the drink and
drank it. It was a good drink, but I mixed the next one myself.
With three-quarters gin.

With it in my hand, I circled around the headband, not
coming within a yard of it, and sat down on the bed.
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“Charlie,” 1 said, “you’ve got something there. I don’t
know what it is, but what are we waiting for?”

“Meaning?” said Charlie.

“Meaning what any sensible man would mean. If that
darned thing brings anything we ask for, well, let’s make it a
party. Which would you rather have, Lili St. Cyr or Esther
Williams? I'll take the other.”

He shook his head sadly. “There are limitations, Hank.
Maybe I'd better explain.”

“Personally,” 1 said, “I would prefer Lili to an explanation,
but go ahead. Let’s start with Yehudi. The only two Ye-
hudis I know are Yehudi Menuhin, the violinist, and Ye-
hudi, the little man who wasn’t there. Somehow I don’t
think Menuhin brought us that gin, so—"

“He didn’t. For that matter, neither did the little. man
who wasn’t there. I was kidding you, Hank. There isn’t any
little man who wasn’t there.”

“Oh,” 1 said. I repeated it slowly, or started to. “There—
isn’t—any—little—man—who—wasn’t—" 1 gave up. “I
think I begin to see,” I said. “What you mean is that there
wasn’t any little man who isn’t here. But then, who's Ye-
hudi?”

“There isn’t any Yehudi, Hank. But the name, the idea,
fitted so well that I called it that for short.”

“And what do you call it for long?”

“The automatic autosuggestive subvibratory superaccelera-
tor.”

I drank the rest of my drink.

“Lovely,” T said. “I like the Yehudi principle better,
though. But there’s just one thing. Who brought us that
“drink-stuff? The gin and the soda and the so forth?”

“I did. And you mixed our second-last, as well as our last
drink. Now do you understand?”

“In a word,” I said, “not exactly.”

Charlie sighed. “A field is set up between the temple-
plates which accelerates several thousand times, the molecu-
lar vibration and thereby the speed of organic matter—the
brain, and thereby the body. The command given just before
‘the switch is thrown acts as an autosuggestion and you carry
out the order you've just given yourself. But so rapidly that
no one can see you move; just a momentary blur as you
move off and come back in practically the same instant. Is
that clear?”
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“Sure,” I told him. “Except for one thing. Who's Ye-
hudi?”

I went to the table and started mixing two more drinks.
Seven-eighths gin.

Charlie said patiently, “The action is so rapid that it does
not impress itself upon your memory. For some reason the
memory is not affected by the acceleration. The effect—both
‘to the user and to the observer—is of the spontaneous
obedience of a command by . . . well, by the little man who
wasn’t there.”

“Yehudi?”

“Why not?”

“Why not why not?”” I asked. “Here, have another drink.
It's a bit weak, but so am I. So you got this gin, huh?
Where?”

“Probably the nearest tavern. I don’t remember.”

“Pay for it?” »

He pulled out his wallet and opened it. “I think there’s a fin
missing. I probably left it in the register. My subconscious
must be honest.”

“But what good is it?” I demanded. “I don’t mean your
subconscious, Charlie, I mean the Yehudi principle. You
could have just as easily bought that gin on the way here. 1
could just as easily have mixed a drink and known I was doing
it. And if you’re sure it can’t go bring us Lili St. Cyr and
Esther Williams—"

“It can’t. Look, it can’t do anything that you yourself
can’t do. It isn’t an it. It’s you. Get that through your head,
Hank, and you’ll understand.”

“But what good is it?”

He sighed again. “The real purpose of it is not to run er-
rands for gin and mix drinks. That was just a demonstration.
The real purpose—"

“Wait,” I said. “Speaking of drinks, wait. It’s a long time
since I had one.”

I made the table, tacking only twice, and this time I didn’t
bother with the soda. I put a little lemon and an ice cube
in each glass of gin. ‘

Charlie tasted his and made a wry face.

I tasted mine. “Sour,” I said. “I should have left out the
lemon. And we better drink them quick before the ice cubes
start to melt or they’ll be weak.”

“The real purpose,” said Charlie, “is—’

t4
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“Wait,” I said. “You could be wrong, you know. About the
limitations. I'm going to put that headband on and tell Ye-
hudi to bring us Lili and—"

“Don’t be a sap, Hank. I made the thing. I know how it
works. You can’t get Lili St. Cyr or Esther Williams or
Brooklyn Bridge.”

“You're positive?”

“Of course.”

‘What a sap I was. I believed him. I mixed two more drinks,
using gin and two glasses this time, and then I sat down on
the edge of the bed, which was swaying gently from side to
side.

“All right,” T said. “I can take it now. What is the real
purpose of it?”

Charlie Swann blinked several times and seemed to ‘be
having trouble bringing his eyes into focus on me. He asked,
“The real purpose of what?”

I enunciated slowly and carefully. “Of the automatonic
autosuggestive subvibratory superaccelerator. Yehudi, to me.”

“Oh, that,” said Charlie.

“That,” 1 said. “What is its real purpose?”

“It’s like this. Suppose you got something to do that you've
got to do in a hurry. Or something that you've got to do, and
don’t want to do. You could—"

“Like writing a story?”’ I asked.

“Like writing a story,” he said, “or painting a house, or
washing a mess of dishes, or shoveling the sidewalk, or . . .
or doing anything else you've got to do but don’t want to
do. Look, you put it on and tell yourself—"

“Yehudl I said.

“Tell Yehudi to do it, and it’s done. Sure, you do it, but
you don’t know that you do, so it doesn’t hurt. And it gets
done quicker.”

. “You blur,” T said.

He held up his glass and looked through it at the electric
light. It was empty. The glass, not the electric light.

He said, “You blur.”

“W’ho?”

He didn’t answer. He seemed to be swinging, chair and all,
in an arc about a yard long. It made me dizzy to look at him,
so I closed my eyes, but that was worse so I opened them
again,

I said, “A story?”
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“Sure.”

“I got to write a story,” I said, “but why should I? I mean,
why not let Yehudi do it?”

I went over and put on the headband. No extraneous re-
marks this time, I told myself. Stick to the point.

“Write a story,” I said.

I nodded. Nothing happened.

. But then I remembered that, as far as T was supposed to
know, nothing was supposed to happen. I walked over to the
typewriter desk and looked.

There was a white sheet and a yellow sheet in the type-
writer, with a carbon between them. The page was about half
filled with typing and then down at the bottom were two
words by themselves. I couldn’t read them. I took my glasses
off and still I couldn’t, so I put them back on and put my face
down within inches of the typewriter and concentrated. The
words were ‘“The End.”

I looked over alongside the typewriter and there was a neat,
but small pile of typed sheets, alternate white and yellow.

It was wonderful, I'd written a story. If my subconscious
mind had anything on the ball, it might be the best story
I'd ever written.

Too bad I wasn’t quite in shape to read it. I'd have to see
an optometrist about new glasses. Or something.

“Charlie,” 1 said, “I wrote a story.”

“When?”

“Just now.”

“I didn’t see you.”

“I blurred,” 1 said. “But you weren’t looking.”

I was back sitting on the bed. I don’t remember getting
there.

“Charlie,” 1 said, “it’s wonderful.”

“What's wonderful?”

“Everything. Life. Birdies in the trees. Pretzels. A story
in less than a second! Omne second a week I have to work
from now on. No more school, no more books, no more
teacher’s sassy looks! Charlie, it’s wonderfull”

He seemed to wake up. He said, “Hank, you're just begin-
ning to see the possibilities. They’re almost endless, for any
profession. Almost anything.”

“FExcept,” I said sadly, “Lili St. Cyr and Esther Williams.”

“You've got a one-track mind.”

“Two-track,” I said. “I'd settle for either. Charlie, are you
positive—""
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Wearily, “Yes.” Or that was what he meant to say; it
came out “Yesh.”

“Charlie,” 1 said. “You’ve been drinking. Care if 1 try?”

“Shoot yourself.”

“Huh? Oh, you mean suit yourself. O.K., then I'll—"

“Thass what I shaid,” Charlie said. “Suit yourshelf.”

“You did not.”

“What did I shay, then?”

I said, “You shaid—I mean said: ‘Shoot yourself.” ”

Even Jove nods.

Only Jove doesn’t wear a headband like the one I still had
on. Or maybe, come to think of it, he does. It would explain
a lot of things.

I must have nodded, because there was the sound of a
shot.

I let out a yell and jumped up, and Charlie jumped up
too. He looked sober. .

He said, “Hank, you had that thing on. Are you—?"’

I was looking down at myself and there wasn’t any blood
on the front of my shirt. Nor any pain anywhere. Nor any-
thing,

I quit shaking. I looked at Charlie; he wasn’t shot either.

I said, “But who—? What—?"

“Hank,” he said. “That shot wasn’t in this room at all.
It was outside, in the hallway, or on the stair.”

“On the stair?” Something prickled at the back of my
mind. What about a stair? I saw a man upon the stair, a
little man who was not there. He was not there again today.
Gee, I wish he’d go away—

“Charlie,” I said. “It was Yehudi! He shot himself because
I said ‘shoot yourself’ and the pendulum swung. You were
wrong about it being an—an automatonic autosuggestive
whatzit. It was Yehudi doing it all the time. It was—"

“Shut up,” he said.

But he went over and opened the door and I followed him
and we went out in the hallway.

There was a decided smell of burnt powder. It seemed to
come from about halfway up the stairs because it got stronger
as we neared that point.

“Nobody there,” Charlie said, shakily.

In an awed voice I said, “He was not there again today.
Gee, I wish—"

“Shut up,” said Charlie sharply.

We went back into my room.



136 STAR SHINE

“Sit down,” Charlie said. “We got to figure this out. You
said, ‘Shoot yourself,” and either nodded or swayed forward.
But you didn’t shoot yourself. The shot came from—" He
shook his head, trying to clear it.

“Let’s have some coffee,” he suggested. “Some hot, black
coffee. Have you got— Hey, you're still wearing that head-
band. Get us some, but for Heaven’s sake be careful.”

I said, “Bring us two cups of hot black coffee.” And I
nodded, but it didn’t work. Somehow I'd known it wouldn't.

Charlie grabbed the band off my head. He put it on and
tried it himself.

I said, “Yehudi’s dead. He shot himself. That thing's no
good any more. So I'll make the coffee.”

I put the kettle on the hot plate. “Charlie,” 1 said, “look,
suppose it was Yehudi doing that stuff. Well, how do you
know what his limitations were? Look, maybe he could have
brought us Lili—"

“Shut up,” said Charlie. “I'm trying to think.”

. I shut up and let him think.

And by the time I had the coffee made, I realized how silly
I'd been talking.

I brought the coffee. By that time, Charlie had the lid off
the pillbox affair and was examining its innards. I could see
the little pendulum that worked the switch, and a lot of wires.

He said, “I don’t understand it. There’s nothing broken.”

“Maybe the battery,” I suggested.

I got out my flashlight and we used its bulb to test the
little dry cell. The bulb burmned brightly.

“l don’t understand it,” Charlie said.

Then I suggested, “Let’s start from the beginning, Charlie.
It did work. It got us stuff for drinks. It mixed one pair of
drinks, It— Say—"

“l was just thinking of that,” Charlie said. ““When you
said, ‘Blow me down,” and bent over to pick up the drink,
what happened?”

“A current of air. It blew me down, Charlie, literally. How
could I have done that myself? And notice the difference in
pronouns. I said, ‘Blow me down,’ then but later I said, ‘Shoot
yourself.” If I'd said, ‘Shoot me,” why maybe—"'

There was that prickle down my spine again.

Charlie looked dazed. He said, “But 1 worked it out on
scientific principles, Hank. It wasn’t just an accident. I
couldn’t be wrong. You mean you think that—It’s utterly
sillyl”
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I’d been thinking just that, again. But differently. “Look,”
I said, “Let’s concede that your apparatus set up a field that
had an effect upon the brain, but just for argument let’s as-
sume you misunderstood the nature of the field. Suppose it
enabled you to project a thought. And you were thinking
about Yehudi; you must have been because you jokingly
called it the Yehudi principle, and so Yehudi—"

“That’s silly,” said Charlie.

“Give me a better one.”

He went over to the hot plate for another cup of coffee.

And I remembered something then, and went over to the
typewriter table. I picked up the story, shuffling the pages as
I picked them up so the first page would come out on top,
and I started to read.

I heard Charlie’s voice say, “Is it a good story, Hank?”

I said, “G-g-gggg—"

Charlie took a lock at my face and sprinted across the room
to read over my shoulder. I handed him the first page The
title on it was THE YEHUDI PRINCIPLE,

The story started:

“I am going crazy.

“Charlie Swann is going crazy, too. Maybe more than I am,
because it was his dingbat. I mean, he made it and he thought
he knew what it was and how it worked.”

As I read page after page I handed them to Charlie and he
read them too. Yes, it was this story. The story you're reading
right now, including this part of it that I'm telling right now.
Written before the last part of it happened.

Charlie was sitting down when he finished, and so was 1.

He looked at me and I looked at him,

He opened his mouth a few times and closed it again twice
before he could get anything out. Finally he said, ‘“T-time,
Hank. It had something to do with time too. It wrote in ad-
vance just what—Hank, I'll make it work again. I got to.
It’s something big. It's—"

“It’s colossal,” I said. “But it’ll never work again. Yehudi’s
dead. He shot himself upon the stair.”

“You’re crazy,” said Charlie.

“Not yet,” I told him. I looked down at the manuscript
he’d handed back to me and read:

“I am going crazy.”

I am going crazy.



Solipsist

Walter B. Jehovah, for whose name I make no apology
since it really was his name, had been a solipsist all his life.
A solipsist, in case you don’t happen to know the word, is
one who believes that he himself is the only thing that really
exists, that other people and the universe in general exist only
in his imagination, and that if he quit imagining them they
would cease to exist.

One day Walter B. Jehovah became a practicing solipsist,
‘Within a week his wife had run away with another man, he’d
lost his job as a shipping clerk and he had broken his leg
chasing a black cat to keep it from crossing his path.

He decided, in his bed at the hospital, to end it all.

Looking out the window, staring up at the stars, he wished
.them out of existence, and they weren’t there any more. Then
he wished all other people out of existence and the hospital
became strangely quiet even for a hospital. Next, the world,
and he found himself suspended in a void. He got rid of his .
body quite as easily and then took the final step of willing
himself out of existence.

Nothing happened.

Strange, he thought, can there be a limit to solipsism?

“Yes,” a voice said.

“Who are you?” Walter B. Jehovah asked.

“lI am the one who created the universe which you have
just willed out of existence. And now that you have taken my
place—" There was a deep sigh. “— I can finally cease my
own existence, find oblivion, and let you take over.”

"~ “But——how can I cease to exist? That’s what I'm trying to
do, you know.”

“Yes, I know,” said the voice. “You must do it the same
way I did. Create a universe. Wait until someone in it really
believes what you believed and wills it out of existence, Then
you can retire and let him take over. Good-by now.”

And the voice was gone.

Walter B. Jehovah was alone in the void and there was
only one thing he could do. He created the heaven and the
earth. .

It took him seven days.
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