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Poor Henry
by E. C. Tubb

One of the annoying things about Mars was that no intelligent life lived there—except a few
Earth colonists intent upon high pay. Henry was one of the fortunate few who managed to have
an ambitious wife with him—not that it did him much good.
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The sand car stopped, the motor whining down into silence, and Henry swore alittle as he operated the
unresponsive controls.

“Damnit! What' swrong now?’

“Please! ” Lucy wasn't aprude but she didn’'t want Henry to forget his manners either. “1I’m sure that
swearing a it won't do any good.”

“Sorry, darling.” Henry did blush, a crimson tide suffusing hisface and accentuating hisfine, blonde hair.
“I"'m not used to having awoman around, especialy such abeautiful woman asyou.”

“Silly.” Lucy smiled at him, secretly pleased with his boyish adoration. “1sthat why you married me?’

The answer to that took some time and many gestures and it wasn't until much later that Henry returned
to the problem of the breakdown. Irritably he swung the rheostats and kicked at the pedals. Nothing.
The sand car remained alifel ess hegp of metal and pladtic.

“That mechanic! Hetold methat this vehicle had been thoroughly checked. Just wait until we get back.”

Lucy nodded. Henry was right, of course, it would serve the man right to be discharged and perhaps
fined by the tourist bureau. Personaly she had no time for bad servants and she was pleased to see that,
in that respect at least, Henry would prove no trouble. But future actions wouldn’t get them back to the
Dome. She stared at her husband.

“Can't you mend it?’

“I don't know.” Hekicked at the pedds. “I’ ve driven these things nearly dl over the planet but I’ ve
never bothered to take amechanic’ s course. After dl, why should 1?1’ m abusiness man, not agrease
monkey.”

“That’ sright, dear. But couldn’t you twiddle awire or something?’ Lucy looked at the rolling dunes
beyond the plastic windows. “We can't stay heredl night.”

Henry nodded, somehow fedling that he was being put to atest and that, unless he repaired the vehicle,
he would suffer for it in many ways later on. Lucy was beautiful—at least he thought so—but therewasa
certain hardness about her mouth and her eyes that would have warned amore experienced man at first
sght. Henry hadn’t bothered with first sight or second. He was young, on a planet where women were
scarce, and Lucy had been redolent of al the good things of Earth.
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He hadn’t even stopped to think why, if she was such abargain, she had found it necessary to travel to
Marsin order to find a husband.

Henry was very young.

Sowly he unbolted the engine cover and stared helplesdy at the twisting wires and mysterious
connections. Cautioudy he touched them, jerking back as current stabbed at hisfingers. “Damn! At least
the batteries are charged, that’ s something.”

“Isit,” shesaid digtantly. A smear of dirt had marred the smooth perfection of her dress. “Redly, Henry!
Can’t you be more careful ?”

“I"'m sorry, darling, but thereisn’t much roomin here.” He blushed as he spread more dirt on her
stocking. “Sorry.”

“If you' re going to make the cabin filthy perhaps I’ d better wait outsde.” Lucy stared at the scene
beyond thewindow. “Isit safe?’

“Of course, and if you wait outsideit will give me more room in which to work.”

“Wdl then?” Lucy didn’t move, but her expression was unmistakable. Henry swallowed, unlatched the
door, and stepped out onto the barren plain. Lucy followed him and, for amoment, the two stood
motionless asthey stared over the eterna sands of Mars.

“I fed funny.” Lucy sat down and pressed her handsto her chest. “Giddy and alittlesick.”

“It' sduetothethinair,” explained Henry quickly. “Y ou can bregth it—just, and then only because of
your conditioning. The air ingde the Dome and the carsis dways kept much higher than outsde.” He
fussed around her as she dowly recovered. “Just St quietly and don’'t move. That way you'll useless
oxygen and won't fed uncomfortable.”

“I’ve never been outside before.” Lucy forced hersdf to smile. “Why can't | breathe properly?’

“Theair hereistoo thin to support human life. That is, it would be unless you have been conditioned to it.
Y ou have, everyone who arrives on Mars hasto take the trestment.” He gestured vaguely. “ Something to
do with increased corpusclesin the blood or something, | don’t know much about these things, but it
works.”

“I fed better now.” Lucy relaxed on the harsh, gritty sand. “Y ou get back to work, dear. Don't forget
that we have an gppointment for dinner to-night. It wouldn't do to missit.”

“No, dear.”

“Our socid caendar isjust asimportant as your business. It isn't just what you can do, you know Henry.
I’ sknowing the right people. The Addams scan help usalot.”

“Yes, dear.”
“Wadll, then?” Lucy looked towards the motionless vehicle. “Hurry and fix it, Henry.”
“Yes, dear.” He moved away from her side and entered the sand car.

Lucy smiled. Henry was agood boy, rather young but al the more easily controlled. Automatically her
hand went to her face, the fingers caressing the skin as she tried to discover whether the scars of the
plastic surgery were noticeable. They weren't, but then she paid more than enough for a perfect job and



the beauticians were very efficient.

She sighed as she settled back, staring up at the cloudless sky, so dark asto be almost black. Stars
shone up there, tiny points of light still bright despite the shrunken ball of the sun, and, as shelooked at
them, shetried to decide which was Earth.

Not that it mattered. It was good to be free of care, with ayoung and handsome husband only too willing
to be managed, and with the prospect of an enviablelife ahead of her. Marswas till rough, till very
much the frontier planet, but aready there was askimming of culture, asmall and exclusive circle of the
important and wedlthy. To Lucy the terms were synonymous.

Something traced arapid path over one shin, hesitated a moment, then she jerked to a sudden pain. Her
scream coincided with the vanishing of aglistening black body, then Henry was a her side, hisarms
around her, his hands caressing her hair.

“Darling! What' swrong?’
“Something bit me! Something horrible and black. | saw it!”
“Where?” He stared down at the unbroken skin. “Whereisit, dear?’

“I don’t know. Don't ask such stupid questions.” Anger and fear made her voice harsh and brittle. “1 tell
youthat | saw it.”

“Yes, dear.”

“Did| tel you, Henry. Black and insect-like. It bit my leg.”

“Yes, dear.”

“Don’t keep saying ‘yesdear’ like afool! Hurry up and mend the car.”

“Yes, dear.” Heturned away, hesitated at the door of the vehicle, then looked back. “Y ou know, dear,
thereisn’'t anything on Marsthat could hurt you. Areyou sure...”

“Yes.” She stepped back as something glistened on the sand. “Look! There' sanother of them?’
“Where?” Henry lunged forward his eyes searching the desert. “ That?’
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“Why, Lucy, that can’t harm you. It’sjust a sand-ant, just like the ants back home. Look.” He spread his
fingers on the sand and let the little insect run acrossthem “ See? Harmless.”

“It bit me” sheingsted stubbornly. “| fetit.”

“Perhapsit wasasharp grain of sand?” he suggested. “ Or nerves? A sengitive girl like you would be
bound to fed alittle out of place here.” He stepped forward, his intention obvious, but sheturned just in
timeto avoid hishungry ams.

“Have you mended the car yet?’

“Not yet.” Hesghed ashisarmsfdl to hissides. “1 don't know what’ s the matter with it. Thefuses seem
intact and | can’t see anything wrong with the wiring. Must be ashort somewhere.”



“Doesthat mean we' re going to be stuck out here al night?’

“I don't think so. I’ ve tripped the emergency radio-call and someone will be coming after us” He
scowled towards the setting sun. “ Just wait until 1 get back! That mechanic!”

“It' stoo uncomfortable in the car,” said Lucy. “ Can we walit out here?’

“Of course. There are coversin the vehicle and we can build abarrier of sand to shelter usfrom what
wind thereis.” Henry smiled. *Y ou know, darling, thisis awfully romantic. Just you and me aone
together out on the desert... I’'m so lucky to have such a beautiful wife.”

“Yes, dear.” She remembered not to wince as he kissed her. Y outhful husbands had their advantages but
they had their disadvantages too. A more mature man would never dream of trying to make lovein the
centre of awilderness. But then amature man would never have married her.

Later, when Henry had fetched the covers and piled sand into arough heap against which they rested,
she questioned him about hope of rescue.

“They’ll pick up our radio-call back at the Dome and send out for us,” he explained for the tenth time.
“WEe re quite safe, nothing can harm us, it’ sjust amatter of time.”

“They should have been here by now,” she said crosdy. “Redlly! Theinefficiency isterrible! What the
Addams swill say | smply can’t think. How could you do such athing?’

“ Me?!

“Yes, you. Y ou should have checked the car before we started. It was aridiculousthing to do in the first
place, dl thissand...” Shedug her fingersvicioudy into the reddish grit. “Marsl Why did | ever come
here?’

“It wasfate,” said Henry smply. “We were fated to meet and fall inlove. | do loveyou, darling. | can’t
tell you how much. I...”

“Look,” shesad hadtily. “There' s some more of those horrible ants.”

Henry grunted, hesitated amoment, then reluctantly stopped to examine where she pointed. The sand,
where she had disturbed it, was swarming with little black bodies. Henry laughed.

“They can't hurt you. Probably they’ ve been attracted by the warmth of our bodies. Forget them.”

“| hateinsects.” Lucy shuddered and frowned towards the half-hidden ball of the sun. “It’ s getting dark.
Will they be adleto find usat night?’

“Yes, dear,” said Henry wearily. “1 keep tdlling you that they will follow our signa. Now will you please
stop worrying.”

“| can’t understand why you couldn’t mend the car. Surely aman should know about such things? It isn't
right that awoman should have to trust herself to aman who is so helplesswhen it comesto an
emergency. | must say, Henry, that I'm alittle disgppointed in you.”

“Please, Lucy. It wasn't my fault.”

“That' swhat you men dways say. Whaose fault was it then if not yours? Mine? Am | to blamethat we' re
stuck out herein this horrible desert?” She sniffed. 1 should think that aman would have more
condderation for hiswife than to blame her when anything went wrong.”



“I’'m not blaming you, darling. I... ” Henry clutched air as she moved away. “ Please, dearest. Don't let’s
quarre.”

“I'm not quarrdling.”

“No.” Again shemoved justintime. “Look! There are some more of those ant things. Bigger onesthis
ti rre”

“Sothereare” Henry squinted down in the dying light. “ That’sodd! I’ ve never heard of these before.”

“| thought that Mars was devoid of life” She sounded accusing asif it was hisfault that the books had
been proved wrong. “Now it seemsthat the desert isteeming with insects.”

“Not exactly teeming, dear.” Henry grasped at something and held it before his eyes. “Y ou know, we
could have made an important discovery. Look at thisfellow! Almost threeincheslong!”

“Insects can't grow that big,” Lucy said primly. “I’ ve read about them. Something to do with their weight
or something.”

“There massincreases with the cube but their strength only by the square.” Henry nodded. “ On Earth the
largest ant isjust under an inch long. If you doubleitssizeit will weigh eight times as much but only have
four timesthe strength. Increaseits Sze three times and it would weigh twenty-seven times as much and
have ninetimesitsorigina srength. That’ swhy thisfellow is so important. Even alowing for reduced
gravity it ill seemshbig.”

“Throw it down, Henry. It' shorrible!”
“No, I... " Henry swore and threw the wriggling body away from him. “Damnit! The thing bit me!”

“There! | told you that they bit and you wouldn’t believe me. It servesyou right, Henry, for being so
stubborn.”

“Yes.” Henry dapped at hisleg. “1t must have been abig onethat bit you.” He brushed at hisarm.
“Damn them! The things seem to be everywhere.”

“Pleasel” Lucy moved away from her husband. “ Do you have to swear?’

“I...”" Henry jumped to hisfeet and tore something from his neck. “Lucy! Help me! Theantsaredl over
m”

“I can't, Henry, and it'swrong of you to ask me.” Lucy stepped further away from the prancing figure of
her husband. “Y ou know that | hate insects. Why don’t you just knock them of f?”

“Y ou stupid bitch!” Henry yelled as he threshed in pain and terror. “ Can't you see that the damn things
are attacking me?’

“Henry! How dare you tak to me like that?’
“Lucy! For God's sake do something! I'm being eaten divel”

Hewastoo. Attracted by the blood from his bitten finger, drawn no doubt by its moisture content, the
big, three-inch insects seemed to pour out of the sand asthey swarmed towards him. They crawled up
hislegs, dong hisarms, scurried up hisback and, wherever they could, they bit through his skin and into



hisflesh.
The new supplies of blood only served to attract them the more.

He went insane then. He shrieked and rolled, swore and cursed, begged and pleaded and, when that
didn’t work, piled invective and insult onto hiswife' s head. No salf-respecting woman could stand such
language. No-one, with the dightest claim to breeding and decency, could ever even admit that she knew
what the words meant. Lucy had aways considered hersef to be alady.

The sand car was amess with the dust covers removed from the engine and the seats disarranged, but,
with the door shut, it did serve to protect her ddlicate ears from the gutter-language outside. Primly she
settled down to wait until Henry should have recovered his senses. She wouldn't forgive him at once, oh
no, she would make him suffer first until he fully realised what he had done. Then, after he had been duly
humbled, shewould permit some of those minor liberties common between married couples.

She amiled as she visudised the future.

It was better thisway. Henry was young and the youthful are dwaysimpetuous. Hislove making for
example... Lucy forced hersdf not to think of that. He was healthy and able to work hard. Twenty years
perhaps would see him bald with a paunch and ulcers, but they would be agood twenty years and she,
with care, might just be able to retain her appearance.

It would take money, of course, lots of money, but Henry would supply that.

She opened the door a crack and listened. The screaming had stopped and so had the insults. Good.
Soon he would be coming over to gpologisefor his performance. It wasredly disgusting that agrown
man would make such afuss over afew insect bites. Why, onetime at apicnic she had literaly been
eaten alive by mosquitoes, and she was certain that nothing could be worse than that.

And so she settled down to wait, and wait, and wait. Waiting until the dawn broke and the rescue car
came churning over the sand.

But therewasno sign at al of Henry, not even a clean-picked bone.
Poor Henry.
TheEnd.
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