STRUCTURAL DEFECT

by Robert F. Young

Looking for a bluebird in that perfectly laid-out utopian suburb was not always quite as easy
as the blueprints had provided—in fact it was rather the reverse!

SPA RROWS had moved into the bluebird house again, and thistime Meray redly was annoyed.

Everything dsein the bright little garden managed to perform itsintended function efficiently enough: the
fountain twinkled with just the right iridescence in the summer morning sunlight, the petunias grew nesetly
along the precise pebbled paths, the rose vines made pleasant arabesques on thelr pink trellises....

The only reca citrant was the bluebird house. It smply re-fused to attract bluebirds.

Méeray looked over the white plagtic fence into Mr. Grover's garden. It was afac-smile of hisown,
of course (Standard Suburban, Fountain Included), aswere dl the oth-ersin the block. His eyes sought
the dender white pole with the little rustic house on top, and concentrated on the tiny orifice of the door
in search of awisp of blue. As hewatched, an arrogant sparrow came out and perched on the diminutive
front porch though it owned the world. After surveying its domain for amoment, it made brief flight to
Mr. Grover’s catalpatree where it disappeared among the ovate leaves and the crooked branches.

Méray concluded then that dl the bluebird housesin the block had sparrowsliving in them. Perhaps
even in thewhole city. It was a perfectly logica conclusonin view of the fact that the houses were
mass-produced: if astructural defect appeared in one or two it would inevitably be repeat-ed in al the
others. Mass production did have some disad-vantages. But of course when you considered dl of its
advant-ages, the disadvantages were rather inconsequentid.

Sparrows, for instance, weren't much of ahardship. They were adirty gray to be sure, ingtead of a
bright blue; but outside of that there was very little difference between them and the house'sintended
occupants.

Just the same, though, it could be nice to have a blue-bird in the garden for a change. He wondered if
you could buy domestic ones....

11
D ID YOU haveanicewak in the Garden, dear?' Barbara asked.

"Fine" Mdray said, sitting down at the bregkfast shelf. “ Except for onething. Thereés—"

"The poached eggs are done!” the stove said.

"Timeto butter the toast!" announced the toaster.

"Yes, dear?’

“l wasgoing to say," Méeray said, "that there's another family of—"

"Turn meon! Turn meon!” cried the Reassurer. ™Y ou don't want to miss the Happy Philosopher do
you?'
Barbara pressed the little blue button and sat down. "A family of what, dear?"

"A family of—"

"Good morning!" the Hap-py Philosopher said. "And what afine bright (0831) summer morning it isl
Flowers bloom-ing and birds singing. Happy people sitting down everywhere to delicious poached eggs
on toast and exquisite Barkam's coffeel!

"The daily prognosis? Y ou lucky people, you! The prog-nosisfor today is perfect! (0832). The
Office of Satis-tica Extragpolation anticipates a minimum of accidents, no deaths—"

"Don't people ever die any more?' Mdray asked loudly.

"Darling, don't say such thingd"

"—gpeaking of the low death rate, did you know that the Longevity Leve hasrisento 104.6? That's
right! 1sn't that Smply wonderful, folks?



"Wl folks, just one more day and another glorious week-end will be on hand. Don't for-get, al you
lucky people with red cars—thisis Red Car Sun-day coming up. It'sgoing to be your turn to usethe
highways! It's been an astonishingly short week, hasn't it! And filled with happiness and con-tentment and
well-being; bounteous (0833) leisure and fine, oh superbly fine, anamorphic entertainment. How do you
like the new family hour? The Smiths. Redly nice people to welcome into your living rooms, aren't they?
You  betthey ae”

"Thetroubleis." Mdray sad, "they comein whether they're welcome or not."

"Dont talk that way!" Barbarasaid. "If people hear you they'll think you're un-happy.”

"Maybe | am." He reached up and turned off the Reassur-er. "Weve got sparrowsin our bluebird
house agan!”

"Not again!"

"Yes, again. Grover'sgot themin his, too. Must have been abad batch of houses.”

"Why that'sashame!" Bar-barasaid, "We paid perfectly good creditsfor that house. It could at least
attract one blue-bird."

"I've been thinking." Md-ray said. "Maybe we could buy one, atame one of course. One that
wouldn' fly away. It would brighten up the garden alot.”

"Why don't you try, dear?"

"Theresabird store near the factory. I’ll stop off on my way to work and see what they've got." He
stood up." Timefor the bus, Babs. Got to go.”

She came round the shelf and kissed him. "Why don't you drop over to Birth Administra-tion during
your lunch hour,” she said shyly to hislapel. "Maybe they didn't get our ap-plication a al. Or maybe they
logtit. We should have heard by now."

He smiled softly into her chestnut hair. "All right, Bobs, I'll check onit. But | think they got it dl right.
Thewait-ing period might be longer than we figured.... See you, Baby."

" 'Bye, Darling."

M ELRAY had never seen so many birds. There were red ones and yellow ones and green ones

and multicolored ones; big ones and little ones, quiet ones and noisy ones; caged ones, chained ones,
some perched on little trapezes, some fluttering about the shop.

Thelittle gray-haired pro-prietor gporoached him. "Can | help you, sir?"

"I'mlooking for ablue-bird." Tvldray sad.

The man gave him an odd stare. "'Y ou know, it'sthe strangest thing, Sir," he said. ™Y oure thefifth
person to come in here this morning look-ing for abluebird. Why, you're at least the hundredth onethis
week!”

"Do you have them in stock?"

"I have cockatoos and parakeets and lories and lovebirds —practicaly every kind of do-mestic bird
in existence. | have asplendid pair of Martian palavavavas if you'reinterest-ed in extraterrestrial—"

"But bluebirds. Do you have bluebirds?!

"You see, S, bluebirds aren't adomestic species. Even if | wanted to carry them | wouldn't be able
to get them. Now | have asingularly fine pair of Venusian arises—"

"Then you don't have blue-birds at dl?' Méelray tried to conced his disgppointment.

"I'm sorry, Sir. I'm afraid not. But you might try The Bird House on Center Boule-vard. They might
carry them. But | doubt it very much.”

"Thanks" Médray sad. ."Maybe I'll stop there on my way home...."

YOUR APPLICATION isonfile, gr," thethin faced girl behind the window said. "Y ou'll just have
towait till it comes up for gpproval.”

"But can't you give me someideahow long it will take?" Mdray asked.

"lssuance of Maternity Li-censesis contingent upon the death rate. Surely you're aware of that, Sir.
Surely you atend Citizen Classregularly!”



"Ohyes. Of course" Mdray said. "But | thought—"

"Y our gpplication will come up for gpprova in due course. Definitely within the next ten years. You
may be confident of that. Was there anything el se you wanted to know, Sr?"

Méray stepped back from the window, bumping againg the first man in the long line of men behind
him. Hefelt numb. "No, that'sal,” he heard himself say. "Thanks."

Center Boulevard was awide straight river with white high banks of buildings. It wasfilled now with
glaring after-noon sunlight and homeward-hurrying people. Méeray |eft the airbus ablock from The Bird
House. Hefdt like stretching hislegsalittle, soak-ing up some summer sun. Air-buses were fine—you
couldn't ask for better transportation—abut they were crowded some-times, and very little of the bright
fresh air they traveled through ever penetrated as far astheir interiors.

Therewas along queue of people lining the dazzling facades. Mdray waked past them, wondering
what new deepie had opened, wondering why any deepie would open a such an unconventiona hour.
There was no kaleidoscopic marquee at the end of the queue, however. When he reached the end of the
gueue he discovered an ordinary store front with an ordinary sign over it that said, The Bird House.
Benegth the Sgn aflustered little man was stand-ing, waving his arms and shout-ing. "Go away, go
away!" hewas shouting. "1 tell you | haven't got any bluebirds. | haven't got any!™

I T WAS nice to have aretentive memory; to be able to recall an obscure little store on an obscure

little Sde street that you'd visited only once, and quite along time ago at that. Melray was rather pleased
with himself when he left the airbus at Center 6-41. He was even more pleased with himsalf when he
turned down the side street and discovered—as held expected to, of course—that there was no queue of
peo-ple up before The Aviary.

Barbarawas going to be up-set when he didn't show up for dinner on time, but it couldn't be hel ped.
Sheld have trouble keeping the—let’ s see, it was Thursday, so it would be brai sed beef—warm for him.
But held been looking for bluebird practicaly adl day, and somehow he hated to go home without one.
Besides, abluebird might take her mind off what he had to tell her about the application....

Apparently, everybody in the city was looking for bluebirds. All of the bluebird houses produced
within the last few years must have been defective; there was no other way to ac-count for acommon
bird spe-cies having become so much in demand virtualy overnight.

Widl, Mdray thought, find-ing bluebirdswas like finding anything ese. Y ou smply had to know
whereto look for them.

Heturned into the, sunken entrance of the little shop. There was abig sign on the door. We Do Not
Have Bluebirds, thesign sad.

EVEN WITH the anamorphic images of The Smiths crowding into it, the living room seemed

strangely empty, Barbara had scarcely spoken at al since held explained to her about the application. A
pecu-liar look had comeinto her eyes, a sort of glazed, empty look, and she hadn't even seemed to hear
him when he'd told her about the dearth of bluebirds.

She sat now garing at Lit-tle Timmie Smith with akind of mesmeric fascination. Lit-tle Timmie Smith
was jumping glesfully up and down on the Smith's davenport which ob-truded itself (anamorphically)
right out of the life-gize aspect screen and into the living room. He was so close and so redl that you
would have felt that you could have reached right out and touched his pink, roly-poly, little boy's bodly if
you hadn't known before hand that al you would really touch would bethin air.

Mr. Smith was Sitting in hisbig comfortable chair (part of that stuck out of the screen too), discussing
the comfy, trivia matters of everyday living with Mrs. Smith, who sat comfortably on the davenport
(complacently tolerant of Lit-tle Timmi€e's ecstatic tramp-ling), crocheting antimacassars. ™Y ou know,
Mother," Mr. Smith was saying, "thisisapetty finelittle old world we live in. Whenever people want
something al they haveto doissay so, and bingo! right away they can buy it!"



"It'sagredt little old world dl right,” Mrs. Smith said.

Mr. Smith it his pipe. He leaned forward in his comfort-able chair. "Yessr," hesaid. "Why, look
what everybody's got dready!" He began to enumerate on hisfingers: "A swell new car, afine new
garageto keep it in, abeautiful new modern house with al the latest conveniences, apleasant garden to
relax in, an anamor-phic set— Why, | could go on forever, Mother!"

"Waich me jump!” Little Timmie shouted.

"Were pretty lucky peopledl right," Mrs. Smith said. "Be careful, Timmie!"

"Well | guesswe are!"” Mr. Smith said. He blew abig cloud of smoke. "And now, do you know
what, Mother? Lots of people are looking for do-mestic bluebirds. That'sright. Bluebirds. It seemsabad
ship-ment of bluebird houses got dis-tributed by mistake. A pretty bad shipment, | understand. And
bluebirds, being pretty persnickety critters, just won't come around and livein them." He blew an even
bigger cloud of smoke. "Can you best that, Mother?

"Wl | declare!” Mrs. Smith said.

"Yessr. And that'swhy | say that thisisa pretty finelittle old world, because do you know whet,
Mother? Some fine big company heard about this sudden demand for bluebirds and they went way out
of their way to get some. Just so al those dissatisfied people could be happy. Now isn't that some-thing,
Mother?'

Mrs. Smith shook her head in reverant admiration. She cluck-clucked. "Wdl | guessso!" shesaid. "'l
think itssm-ply marveloud™

"Youjud bet it'smarvel-oud" Mr. Smith shifted around in his comfortable chair so that he faced the
Méeray living room, and every other living room in the city. "Now thisfine big company is mak-ing
bluebird ddiveriesthis very night to every aviary, eve-ry department store, and every credit storein the
city. Now dl you dissatisfied folks have got to do," he said, looking Méeray straight in the eye and
point-ing stabbingly with his pipe, "is step into one of those stores tomorrow morning and therell bea
bluebird ready for you, just waiting for you to buy it and take it home. How'sthat for service, folks? By
tomor-row night therell be abluebird in every backyard!"

"Say," Mdray said, "tha'sdl right. Did you hear that, Babs?'

Barbards eyes rductantly relinquished Little Timmie. They weren't empty any more, Melray noticed.
They were overflowing now; overflowing with something that was even worse than the emptiness had
been. "Hear what, dear?'

"About the bluebirds. Y ou can buy them now."

"That'swonderful, dear."

"I'll stop by first thing in the morning before they're dl gone." He watched her eyes asthey drifted
away from his— drifted back to the screen and Little Timmie Smith. The slence that crept into the room
was S0 tangible that even Mr. Smith's complacent braying could scarcely penetrateit.

I T WASafinebird al right—so brightly blueit dmost hurt your eyesto look at it. It perched
charmingly initslittle plastic cage, itstiny radiant eyes steadfastly regarding its surroundings. Every now
and then it would ruffle its bluer-than-blue plumage, and make a soft twittering sound. Shortly after that it
would legp to the transparent wall of the cage and beat itswings rhythmically for severa seconds, as
though in flight, and then it would return dutifully to its perch.

When he got to the factory, Mdray set the cage on the bench beside his pand, and dl day long,
during the inter-vals when no buttons were lighted up for him to push, and during his lunch hour, he
watched its azure occupant. He was so excited that he could hardly wait to get home so that be could
show the bluebird to Barbara.

"Look, Barbaral" he said, the minute he came in the door, "lsn't it beautiful ?"

"Oh, it id"

"I'm going to put it in the bird house. Want to come out and watch?”

"Of course, darling.”

He shooed the sparrows away. They made angry gray streaks against the late after-noon sky,



twittered shrilly in and out of the catal patree. Melray opened the cage, took out the bluebird, and set it
on thelittle front porch of the bluebird house. It perched there motionlessy for amo-ment; then, after
ruffling its plumage and softly twittering, it pread itswings and became ablue blur in the shimmering
summer air. Mdray watched, entranced. Why, that waswhat it had been trying to do dl day! After flying
twice around the catapatree it returned to the little parch and perched there charmingly.

"See," Mdray said proudly. "It dways comes back.” He pointed to asmall plagtic tag riveted to the
base of the cage. "Guaranteed not to fly away," he read.

| T WAS an empty, londly sound; a deep, broken sound. A sound of desperate, yearning sobbing in

thenight. A terrible, hopeless sobbing....

Méeray sat up in bed, the soporific sheets billowing around him like surf-crested waves. The
moonlight softly streaming through the trand u-cent roof lay like silver snow in the room. He got up and
went over and stood helplessly by the silver snowbank of Bar-bara's bed.

He stood there for along time, till the coolness of the ar-tificial temperature penetrated his pgjamas
and touched hisskin; till he was shivering, sanding there, sanding there helplessly, listening to hiswife's
broken sobs.

Hefound his bathrobe in the dim wasteland of the room, and he dipped hisicy feet into his sandds.
The thought of the bluebird flew through hismind, awarm, bright blur of blue. He knew suddenly that
that was what he needed, that that was what he had to have.

Hewould bring it back to the room and show it to Barbara, and the two of them would sit there
through the lonely hours discussing its blueness and its beauty; and somehow the night would go by
without bitterness and pain, without emptiness....

The moon was amellow, ma-crocosmic fruit suspended againgt a scattered, twinkling foliage of sars.
The garden was aquiet place of argent pat-terns. He could see the dainty silhouette of the bluebird as he
walked down the pebbled path. It was ruffling its plumage. As he approached, it twittered softly. Then it
spread itswings and flew twice around the ca-tal patree.

Didn't it ever deep?

He reached up and took it down. It perched obediently on his forefinger, itstiny, pincer-like feet cold
agang hisskin. Metal cold. In sudden, shocked horror he fdlt its cold blue body, searching desperately
for the warmth that must be there, for the tiny quiver of heartbesat that had to be there.

Thebody waslikeice. The samdl breast was slent Thelittle radiant eyeslooked a him blindly.

It ruffled its plumage. After apreciseinterva it made a soft twittering sound.

It was dmost time for the flight around the catdpatree....

Méray toreits head off. There was abrief flurry of blue sparks, a stench of shorted wires. Thetiny
light-bulb eyes popped out like bright beebees and dropped to the ground.

Hetore off the plagtic wings and crumpled them in his hand. He snapped the little metal feet and he
ripped off the plastic legs. He plucked out the cellophane feathers one by one.

When his hands had stopped trembling he went back to the wasteland of the bedroom and lay in the
cold moonlight listening to Barbara's sobs. And seeing Mr. Smith every time he closed hiseyes, and dl
the mass-produced houses and the mass-produced gardens; and al the mass-produced people living out
their mass-produced livesin pursuit of mass-produced happiness....

After awhile he got up and was horribly sick in the bathroom.

THEEND



