FLYING PAN

by ROBERT F. YOUNG

Marianne Summers worked in afrying-pan factory. For eight hours every day and for five days every
week she stood by a production-line conveyor and every time afrying pan went by she put ahandle on
it. And dl the while she stood by one conveyor she rode along on another—abig conveyor with days
and nights over it instead of fluorescent tubes, and months standing along it instead of people. And every
time she passed amonth it added something to her or took something away, and as time went by she
becameincreasingly aware of the ultimate month—the one standing far down the line, waiting to put a
handle on her soul.

Sometimes Marianne sat down and wondered how she could possibly have gotten into such arut,
but al the while she wondered she knew that she was only kidding hersdf, that she knew perfectly well
why. Ruts were made for untaented people, and if you were untalented you ended up in one; moreover if
you were untalented and were too stubborn to go home and admit you were untalented, you stayed in
one.

Therewasagreat dedl of difference between dancing on TV and putting handles on frying pans. the
difference between being graceful and gawky, lucky and unlucky, or—to get right back to the basic truth
again—the difference between being talented and untaented. No matter how hard you practiced or how
hard you tried, if your legs were too fat, no one wanted you and you ended up in arut or in afrying-pan
factory, which was the same thing, and you went to work every morning and performed the same tasks
and you came home every night and thought the same thoughts, and dl the while you rode down the big
conveyor between the merciless months and came closer and closer to the ultimate month that would put
thefina touches on you and make you just like everybody ese. . . .

Mornings were getting up and cooking breakfastsin her smal apartment and taking the bus to work.
Evenings were going home and cooking londly suppers and afterward TV. Weekends were writing |etters
and waking in the park. Nothing ever changed and Marianne had begun to think that nothing ever would.

And then one night when she came home, she found aflying frying pan on her window ledge.

It had been aday like dl days, replete with frying pans, superintendents, boredom and tired feet.
Around ten o'clock the maintenance man stopped by and asked her to go to the Halloween Dance with
him. The Halloween Dance was ayearly event sponsored by the company and was scheduled for that
night. So far, Marianne had turned down fifteen woul d-be escorts.

A frying pan went by and she put ahandleonit. "No, | don't think s0," she said.

"Why?' the maintenance man asked bluntly.

It was agood question, one that Marianne couldn't answer honestly because she wasn't being honest
with herself. So shetold the samelittle white lie she had told dl the others: "'I—I don't like dances.”

"Oh." The maintenance man gave her the samelook hisfifteen predecessors had given her, and
moved on. Marianne shrugged her shoulders. | don't care what they think, shetold hersdf. Another
frying pan went by, and another and another.

After awhile, noon came, and Marianne and dl the other employees ate frankfurters and sauerkraut
in the company cafeteria. The parade of frying pans recommenced promptly at 12:30.

During the afternoon she was approached twice more by would-be escorts. Y ou'd have thought she
wasthe only girl in the factory. Sometimes she hated her blue eyes and round pink face, and sometimes
she even hated her bright yellow hair, which had some of the properties of amagnet. But hating the way
she looked didn't solve her problems—it only aggravated them—and by the time 4:30 came she had a
headache and she heartily despised the whole world.

Diminutive trick-or-treaters were already making the rounds when she got off the bus at the corner.
Witcheswalked and goblins leered, and pumpkin candles sputtered in the dusk. But Marianne hardly



noticed.

Haloween wasfor children, not for an embittered old woman of twenty-two who worked in a
frying-pan factory. She walked down the street to the apartment building and picked up her mail & the
desk. There were two |etters, one from her mother, one from—

Marianne's heart pounded al the way up in the eevator and al the way down the sixth-floor corridor
to her gpartment. But she forced herself to open her mother's letter first. It was atypical letter, not
essentidly different from the last one. The grape crop had been good, but what with the trimming and the
tying and the disking and the horse-hoeing, and paying off the pickers, there wasn't going to be much left
of the check—if and when it came; the henswere laying better, but then they dways did whenever egg
prices dropped; Ed Olmstead was putting a new addition on his generd store (it washigh time!); Doris
Hickett had just given birthto a7 Ib. baby boy; Pasent hislove, and please forget your foolish pride and
come home. P.S—Marianne should see the wonderful remodeling job Howard King was doing on his
house. It was going to be aregular palace when he got done.

Marianne swalowed the lump in her throat. She opened the other letter with trembling fingers:

DEAR MARIANNE,

| said | wasn't going to write you any more, that 1'd already written you too many times asking
you to come home and marry me and you never gave me an answer one way or the other. But
sometimes a fellow's pride don't amount to much.

| guess you know I'm remodeling the house and | guess you know the reason why. In case you
don't it's the same reason | bought the house in the first place, because of you. | only got one
picture window and | don't know whether | should put it in the parlor or in the kitchen. The
kitchen would be fine, but all you can see fromthere is the barn and you know how the barn
looks, but if | put it in the parlor the northwest wind would be sureto crack it the first winter
though you'd get a good view of the road and the willows along the creek. | don't know what to
do.

The hills behind the south meadow are all red and gold the way you used to like them. The
willows look like they're on fire. Nights | sit on the steps and picture you coming walking down the
road and stopping by the gate and then | get up and walk down the path and | say, "I'm glad
you've come back, Marianne. | guess you know | still love you." | guessif anybody ever heard me
they'd think | was crazy because the road is always empty when | get there, and there's no one
ever standing by the gate.

HOWARD

There had been that crisp December night with the sound of song and laughter intermingling with the
crackling of theice beneath the runners and the chug-chugging of the tractor asit pulled the hay-filled
deigh, and the stars so bright and close they touched the topmost branches of the silhouetted trees, and
the snow, pale and clean in the starlight, stretching away over the hills, up and up, into the first dark fringe
of the forest; and hersdlf, itting on the tractor with Howard instead of in the hay with the rest of the
party, and the tractor lurching and bumping, its headbeams lighting the way over the rutted country road

Howard's arm was around her and their frosty breaths blended as they kissed. "I love you,
Marianne," Howard said, and she could see the wordsissuing from hislipsin little slvery puffsand
drifting away into the darkness, and suddenly she saw her own words, silver too, hovering tenuoudy in
the air before her, and presently she heard them in wondrous astonishment: "I love you, too; Howie. |
loveyouy, too. . . ."

She didn't know how long shed been sitting there crying before she first became aware of the ticking
sound. A long time, she guessed, judging by the stiffness of her limbs. The sound was coming from her
bedroom window and what it made her think of most was the common pins she and the other kids used
to tieon stringsand rig up so they'd keep swinging against the windowpanes of lonely old people Sitting
aone on Haloween.



She had lit the table lamp when she camein, and its beams splashed reassuringly on the living-room
rug. But beyond the aura of the light, shadowslay dong the walls, codesced in the bedroom doorway.
Marianne stood up, concentrating on the sound. The more she listened the more she doubted that she
was being victimized by the neighborhood small fry: the ticks came too regularly to be ascribed to apin
dangling at the end of astring. First there would be a staccato series of them, then silence, then another
series. Moreover, her bedroom window was six stories above the street and nowhere near afire
escape.

But if the small fry weren't responsible for the sound, who was? There was an excellent way to find
out. Marianne forced her legs into motion, walked dowly to the bedroom doorway, switched on the
celling light and entered the room. A few short steps brought her to the window by her bed.

She peered through the glass. Something gleamed on the window ledge but she couldn't make out
what it was. Theticking noise had ceased and traffic sounds drifted up from below. Acrossthe way, the
warm rectangles of windows made precise patterns in the darkness, and down the street ahuge sign said
inbig blueletters: SPRUCK'S CORN PADS ARE THE BEST.

Some of Marianne's confidence returned. She released the catch and dowly raised the window. At
first she didn't recognize the gleaming object as aflying saucer; shetook it for an upside-down frying pan
without a handle. And so ingrained was the habit by now that she reached for it ingtinctively, with the
unconsciousintention of putting ahandleoniit.

"Don't touch my ship!"

That was when Marianne saw the spaceman. He was standing off to one side, his diminutive helmet
glimmering in the radiance of SPRUCK'S CORN PADS. He wore agray, formfitting space suit replete
with ray guns, shoulder tanks, and boots with turned-up toes, and he was every bit of fiveinchestal. He
had drawn one of the ray guns (Marianne didn't know for sure they were ray guns, but judging from the
rest of his parapherndia, what else could they be?) and was holding it by the barrel. It was clear to
Marianne that he had been tapping on the window with it.

It was dso clear to Marianne that she was going, or had gone, out of her mind. She sarted to close
the window—"Stop, or I'll burn you!"

Her handsfell away from the sash. The voice had seemed red enough, alittle on the thin side,
perhaps, but certainly audible enough. Wasit possble? Could thistiny creature be something morethan a
figment?

He had changed his gun to his other hand, she noticed, and its minute muzzle pointed directly at her
forehead. When she made no further move, he permitted the barrel to drop dightly and said, "That's
better. Now if you'll behave yourself and do as| say, maybe| can spare your life."

"Who are you?' Marianne asked. It was as though he had been awaiting the question. He stepped
dramaticdly into thefull radiance of the light streaming through the window and shesthed hisgun. He
bowed amost imperceptibly, and his helmet flashed like the tinsel on agum wrapper. "Prince Moy
Trehano," he said mgesticdly, though the mgesty was marred by the thinness of hisvoice, "Emperor of
10,000 suns, Commander of the vast space fleet which isat thisvery moment in orbit around this
indgnificant planet you cal "Earth'!"

"Wh—why?'

"Because were going to bomb you, that's why!"

"But why do you want to bomb us?'

"Because you're amenaceto gaactic civilization! Why es=?"

"Oh," Marianne sad.

"We're going to blow your citiesto smithereens. Therell be so much death and destruction in our
wakethat you'll never recover fromit. . . . Do you have any batteries?'

For amoment Marianne thought she had misunderstood. " Batteries?"

"Hashlight batterieswill do." Prince Moy Trehano seemed embarrassed, though it wasimpossibleto
tell for sure because hishelmet completely hid hisface. Therewasasmdl horizontd dit where,
presumably, hiseyeswere, but that was the only opening. "My atomic drive's been acting up,” he went
on. "In fact, thiswas aforced landing. Fortunately, however, | know a secret formulawhereby | can



convert the energy in adry-cell battery into a controlled chain reaction. Do you have any?'

"I'll see" Marianne said.

"Remember now, no tricks. I'll burn you right through the walls with my atcomic ray gun if you try to
cdl anyone!”

"|—I think theres aflashlight in my bed-table drawer."

Therewas. She unscrewed the base, shook out the batteries and set them on the window sill. Prince
May Trehano went into action. He opened alittle door on the side of his ship and rolled the batteries
through. Then heturned to Marianne. "Don't you move an inch from whereyou are!" hesaid. "I'll be
watching you through the viewports." He stepped inside and closed the door.

Marianne held her terror at bay and peered at the spaceship more closdly. They aren't redly flying
saucers at al, she thought; they'rejust likefrying pans. . . flying frying pans. It even had alittle bracket
that could have been the place where the handle was supposed to go. Not only that, its ventral regions
strongly suggested afrying-pan cover.

She shook her head, trying to clear it. First thing you knew, everything she saw would look like a
frying pan. She remembered the viewports Prince Moy Trehano had mentioned, and presently she made
them out—a series of tiny crinkly windows encircling the upper part of the saucer. She leaned closer,
trying to seeinto theinterior.

"Stand back!"

Marianne straightened up abruptly, so abruptly that she nearly lost her knedling position before the
window and toppled back into the room. Prince Moy Trehano had reemerged from his vessel and was
standing imperioudy in the combined radiance of the bedroom light and SPRUCK'S CORN PADS.

"Thetechnical secrets of my stellar empire are not for the likes of you," hesaid. "But asa
recompense for your assistance in the repairing of my atomic drive | am going to divulge my space fleet's
target aress.

"We do not contemplate the compl ete destruction of humanity. We wish merely to destroy the
present civilization, and to accomplish thisit is our intention to wipe out every city on Earth. Villages will
be exempt, aswill smdl townswith populations of less than 20,000 humans. The bombingswill begin as
soon as| get back to my fleet—amatter of four or five hours—and if | do not return, they will beginin
four or five hours anyway. So if you vaue your life, go ho— | mean, leave the city at once. |, Prince Moy
Trehano, have spoken!”

Once again the bow, and theiridescing of the tinsally helmet, and then Prince Moy Trehano stepped
into the spaceship and dammed the door. A whirring sound ensued, and the vessel began to shake.
Colored lightswent on in the viewports—ared one here, a blue one there, then agreen one—creseting a
Christmas-tree effect.

Marianne watched, entranced. Suddenly the door flew open and Prince Moy Trehano's head
popped out. "Get back!" he shouted. "Get back! Y ou don't want to get burned by thejets, do you?' His
head disappeared and the door dammed again.

Jets? Were flying saucersjet-propelled? Even as she ingtinctively shrank back into her bedroom,
Marianne pondered the question. Then, as the saucer rose from the window ledge and into the night, she
saw thelittle streams of fireissuing from its base. They were far more suggestive of sparksfrom aZippo
lighter than they were of jets, but if Prince Moy Trehano had said they were jets, then jetsthey were,
Marianne was not inclined to argue the point.

When she thought about the incident afterward she remembered alot of pointsthat she could have
argued—if sheld wanted to. Prince Moy Trehano's knowledge of the English language, for one, and his
dip of the tongue when he started to tell her to go home, for another. And then there was the matter of
his atomic drive. Certainly, Marianne reflected later, if the bombs hisfleet was supposed to have carried
were astechnicaly naive as his atomic drive, the world had never had much to worry abot.

But at the moment she didn't fed like arguing any points. Anyway, she wastoo busy to argue. Busy
packing. Under ordinary circumstances Prince Moy Trehano's threatened destruction of the cities of
Earth would never have been reason enough to send her scurrying to the sticks. But Lord, when you
were so Sck of the pinched little channels of blue that city dwellers called asky, of the disciplined little



plots of grass that took the place of fields, of bored agents who sneered at you just because you had fat
legs, when, deep in your heart, you wanted an excuse to go home—then it was reason enough.

More than enough.

At the terminal she paused long enough to send atelegram:

DEAR HOWIE: PUT THE PICTURE WINDOW IN THE KITCHEN, | DON'T MIND THE
BARN. WILL BEHOME ON THE FIRST TRAIN. MARIANNE

When the lights of the city faded into the dark line of the horizon, Prince Moy Trehano relaxed & the
controls. His mission, he reflected, had come off reasonably well.

Of course there had been the inevitable unforeseen complication. But he couldn't blame anyonefor it
besides himslf. He should have checked the flashlight batteries before he swiped them. He knew well
enough that half the stock in Olmstead's generd store had been gathering dust for years, that Ed
Olmstead would rather die than throw away anything that some unwary customer might buy. But held
been s0 busy rigging up his ship that he just hadn't thought.

Inaway, though, his having to ask Marianne's help in the repairing of hisimprovised motor had lent
his story aconviction it might otherwise have lacked. If held said right out of aclear blue sky that his
"fleet" was going to bomb the cities and spare the villages, it wouldn't have sounded right. Her giving him
the batteries had supplied him with amoativation. And hisimpromptu explanation about converting their
energy into a controlled chain reaction had been a perfect cover-up. Marianne, he was sure, didn't know
any more about atomic drivesthan he did.

Prince Moy Trehano shifted to amore comfortable position on his matchbox pilot's seet. He took off
histinfoil hemet and let his beard fal free. He switched off the Christmas-tree lights beneeth the Saran
Wrap viewports and looked out at the village-bejeweled countryside.

By morning hed be home, snug and securein his miniature mangion in the willows. Firgt, though, hed
hide the frying pan in the same rabbit hole where held hidden the handle, so no onewould ever find it.
Then he could sit back and take it easy, comforted by the knowledge of a good deed well done—and by
the happy prospect of his household chores being cut in half.

A witch went by on abroom. Prince Moy Trehano shook his head in disgust. Such an outmoded
means of locomotion! It was no wonder humans didn't believe in witches any more. Y ou had to keep up
with the timesiif you expected to stay in the race. Why, if he were as old-fashioned and as antiquated as
his contemporaries he might have been stuck with abachelor for therest of hislife, and ashiftless
bachd or—when it came to housework, anyway—at that. Not that Howard King wasn't afine human
being; hewas asfine asthey came. But you never got your dusting and your sweeping done mooning on
the front stepslike asick cdf, talking to yoursaf and waiting for your girl to come home from the city.
When you cameright down to it, you had to be modern. Why, Marianne wouldn't even have seen him,
to say nothing of hearing what he'd had to say, if hed worn histraditional clothing, used his own name
and employed hisnorma means of locomotion. Twentieth-century humanswere just asimaginative as
e ghteenth-century and nineteenth-century humans: they believed in creatures from black lagoons and
mongters from 20,000 fathoms and flying saucers and beings from outer space

But they didn't believein brownies. . . .



