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She'd never seen so many birds. The woods were blue
with them. And then a bird perched on her shoulder!

Robert F, Young, author of WISH UPON A STAR, our lead novel in our December 1956 issue,
works in a machine shop in upstate New York and usually writes stories critical of tomorrow's

machine age. Hereisa gentler story, however, an exception—the story of a lonely woman, and a
bird.

THE SHIP had landed in aclearing in aforest. The grasswas jet-burned just beneath it, but alittle
ways away the grass was green, and dancing in asummer wind. And beyond the dancing grass the forest
trees curtsed liketimid girlsm new summer dresses.

Miss Mintz could hardly believe her eyes. They'd said that Deneb 6 was alovely planet, and they'd
said that once you landed there you'd never want to leave; and they'd said, just wait till you seethe
moon! But Miss Mintz was invariably skeptical of the third person plurd, particularly when it referred to
travel agency pitchmen, and she'd taken what they had said with severd grainsof sdit.

But she needn't have, she saw now. She climbed therest of the way down the disembarking stairs
and stepped into the dancing grass. The Senior Class came tumbling down behind her, laughing and
shouting like the kids they redlly were beneath the blase exteriors they had affected throughout the trip.
Therewas awiny tang to the sparkling air, and winsomelittle white clouds hung high in the bright blue
Kky.

In the clearing the whole class began talking at once:

"Did you ever see such green grass?”

"Just look at that sky!"

"Say— Therésabluebird!”

"Where?'

"Over therel Why— There's another!”

"And another!"

Miss Mintz saw them then. Theforest wasfull of them. Her heart began to pound. It pounded even
harder when Chief Petty Officer Burke, whose responsibility it was to see that excursion parties got
started off on the right foot, appeared in the ship'slock at the top of the stairs and raised his hand for
Slence.

"The bluebirds can wait," he said when the seniors had quieted. He pointed to where Deneb blazed
like amacrocoamic gasoline lantern in the middle of the afternoon sky. "When that sun setsit'sgoing to
get dark awful quick, so what you kids had better do is start setting up camp right away—unless you
want to spend another night aboard ship.”



Therewasachorus of "Oh no'sl” and "I should say not'sl” followed by enthusiastic activity. Miss
Mintz took command in her capacity as chaperon and oversaw the unloading of the collapsible
camp-village. After consulting with Mr. Burke she selected aSite a the edge of the forest conveniently
closeto an effervescent brook. The Jffy Huts were set up in ajiffy, and by the time thefirst night
shadows had begun to creep in out of the forest there was allittle plastic village nestling at the feet of the
trees within shouting distance of the ship. Shortly thereafter a portable generator began to hum, and
new-strung electric lights cameto radiant life dong Little Main Street and shone warmly from the square
screened windows of the huts.

The Mess Hut had been assembled with loving care and alittle after sundown it was ceremonioudy
christened the Deneb Six Cafe. After the christening the mae division of the Senior Class carried the
treasured provisions from the ship's deep freeze across the clearing to the kitchen wherethe female
division took over thetask of preparing the first cooked medl the class had had since leaving Earth.
Everyone got in each other's way, and Miss Mintz found hersdlf involved in achaos of kidswhose
appetites had merely been stimulated by the condensed breakfast, lunch, and dinner tabletswhich
Excursion Lines, Inc., called food, but presently the chaos gave way to a semblance of order and after
awhile the aroma of pork chops and scalloped potatoes rode appetizingly on the night air of Deneb 6.

Miss Mintz was afraid, at first, that Mr. Burke had forgotten her invitation, and she wasrdieved
when shefindly saw him come striding up Little Main Street, bedecked in his spaceman’s blues. She met
him just outside the entrance. "Welcome to the Deneb Six Cafe," she said.

Mr. Burke sniffed the night air. " Smellsamost like pork chops,” he said. "But of coursethat's
impossible. Y ou couldn't really be having pork chops.”

"Ohyeswe could,” MissMintz said, "and we're having scalloped potatoes with them. Comeon in,
Mr. Burke. Were just starting to serve.”

There were three long collapsible tables and two small ones. Miss Mintz chose one of the small ones,
alittle gpart from the others, and one of the senior girls came over and took their order. Mr. Burke
winked at her just asthough she were aregular waitress, just as though he and Miss Mintz had been out
doing the town and had stopped in for abite to eat before grabbing a skycar home.

Looking at him acrossthelittle table, Miss Mintz could hardly believethe last three days. Thefirgt
one had been the most incredible of al. That was when Mr. Burke had said good morning to her on the
passenger deck and had stopped to pass the time of day. He had never even noticed her before and
Miss Mintz was sure it was the dress she was wearing that had caught his eye. It was anew dress, one of
the two sheld bought especidly for the trip—anovelty number with an upturned collar and agirlish swirl
skirt that was guaranteed to make you look younger and feel younger.

She had been sure at first that it was the dress, but the next day she wasn't quite so sure, because on
that day she wore her ordinary lounging dacks and her ship and planet blouse with the little space ships
gtenciled on it, and Mr. Burke said good morning to her anyway, and stopped for an even longer timeto
passthetime of day. Hed had agreat dedl to say that morning, particularly about the monotony of the
ration tablets. Hed reminisced alittle about the "old days', only it was asort of vicarious reminiscing, for
Mr. Burke was much too young to have had much to do with the "old days." He was around Miss
Mintz's age, and Miss Mintz was only twenty-nine.

"Can you imagine, MissMintz!" he had said. "They used to serve hot beansfor breskfast on the first
gar ships. Hot beans, mind you! And I've heard—though | don't believe it for one minutel —that the
crews used to gripe about the chow. Imagine anybody griping about real beans! They should have had
condensed ones, then they'd really have had something to gripe about!™

That night she hadn't been able to get him out of her mind and sheéld had aslly dream about
him—one that made her blush the next morning when he stopped to talk to her on the passenger deck
just after the ship had come out of trangphotic and Deneb 6 was agauzy ball of blueyarninthe
viewplates. Hed gone into more detail about the monotony of the chow, and that was when the
inspiration had cometo her, when sheld said, vibrant with sudden singing happiness, "Why Mr. Burke,
why don't you eat with us during stop-over? We've brought al our own food from home and we're going
to cook our own mealsfor awholeweek. I'm sure you'l like some of the thingswe have.”



That was the way it had happened, but it was still hard to believe, even with Mr. Burke Sitting across
the table from her, smiling hisdisarming smile, his carefree blue eyeslighting up when the "waitress'
brought over two plates heaped with scalloped potatoes and pork chops. The pork chopswere alittle
on the crisp side, but they tasted so good that Miss Mintz, who ordinarily ate like a bird, had two of
them. Mr. Burke had five.

After the medl shewalked to the end of Little Main Street with him. "Y ou know," she said, asthey
paused benegth the last light bulb, "I think I'm going to love it here.”

"It sureisapretty place,” Mr. Burke said.

"All those bluebirdd! | think we should call it Magterlinck's Planet, don't you?”

"Did he discover it? | thought it was atrader by the name of Schmidt who landed herefirg."

"l—I didn't mean it quite that way," MissMintz said. "But we could cal it the Bluebird Planet. That
would be just asgood.”

"Soundsdl right tome," Mr. Burke said. Heraised hisfingersto hislips, sifling asmal burp. "Excuse
me, MissMintz," hesaid. "l guess| ate too much. But everything was so good | couldn't helpiit.... Well,
I've got to be getting shipside.”

"Oh... Areyou on duty, Mr. Burke?"'

"We're short-handed, or | wouldn't be. Imagine aC.P.O. having to pull thefirst watch! But ther€'s
nothing | can do except make the best of it. Good night, MissMintz." He started to turn away.

"You'll bewith usfor breskfast, won't you, Mr. Burke?' Miss Mintz said. "We're having bacon and
egos”

"Eggs? Real eggs, MissMintz? Not powdered, pulverized, condensed or synthetic?'

"Why of courseredl eggs”

"MissMintz, you're adream!™ Mr. Burke said. "I could kissyou." For amoment Miss Mintz thought
he was going to, but he didn't. Instead heraised his blue kepi and executed an exaggerated bow. "I'll be
waiting a your doorstep. Good night, Miss Mintz."

"Good night, Mr. Burke." She watched him walk across the clearing toward the ship. The huge
Deneb 6 moon was rising behind her, infiltrating the forest with Slver, turning the clearing into an argent
lake. The slvered ship was like apeaceful church steeple on agtill summer's night on Earth, and Mr.
Burkewasalondy slver figure wading through slver-drenched grass. For amoment Miss Mintz could
hardly bresthe. Abruptly she turned and ran like a high school girl up Little Main Street to her hut.

Betty Lou Faraday, one of her two hut mates, awakened her the following morning. "Miss Mintz!
MissMintz! Look! I've caught abluebird!™

It was the second time in twenty-four hours that Miss Mintz could hardly believe her eyes. She
rubbed them to make sure that she wasredly e and not having another slly dream, but when she got
through rubbing them Betty Lou was gtill standing by her bed and the bluebird was till perched
charmingly on Betty Lou'sforefinger. Its plumage was even bluer than Betty Lou's eyes.

"See, Miss Mintz? I'm going to build acagefor it with my Do-It-Y oursdf Kit!"

"Why, it's beautiful, Betty Lou. How did you catch it?!

"Oh, they're easy to catch, Miss Mintz. All you do iswalk into the woods and they fly right up to
you. All the kids are out looking for them. Why don't you catch one, MissMintz? I'll build acagefor you
to keepitin."

Why not indeed! A bluebird would just match the way shefdt. She heard her happiness singing
ingdeof her. "I think | will, Betty Lou,” she said, getting up. "l —I've aways wanted abluebird...”

Miss Mintz had never seen so many birds. The woods were blue with them. And she had hardly
gone two steps before one of them—the bluest one of al, it seemed— flew right down from aleafy limb
and perched upon her shoulder. Miss Mintz trembled with excitement. She raised her forefinger to her
shoulder and the bluebird hopped daintily upon it, itstiny golden eyestwinkling in the sunlight.

And asthough that were not enough, when she returned to her hut there was Mr. Burke waiting on
her doorstep just as he had promised.”



“Good morning, MissMintz," he said. "'l see you've been joining the youngstersin bluebird hunting.”

"Oh, | have, Mr. Eurke! Why, | never saw so many bluebirds!”

Betty Lou came out of the hut then with two plastic cages. One of them aready had a blue occupant
and she exhibited it proudly. She gave the other cage to Miss Mintz. "Thank you, Betty Lou,” MissMintz
said. She put her bluebird into the cage, secured the little door, and carried the cage into the hut and
placed it on top of her collapsible wardrobe. Then she returned to the street and walked with Mr. Burke
to the Deneb Six Cafe.

In every hut they passed, enthusiastic seniors, breskfast forgotten, were hard at work with their
Do-It-Y oursdlf Kitsfashioning plastic cages. Bluebirds were everywhere— perched on youthful
shoulders, on roof pesaks, on door R slls; weaving ephemerd blue patternsin the sparkling summer air.

Miss Mintz shook her head in wonderment. "Are al the birds on Deneb 6 blue, Mr. Burke?' she
asked.

"I've heard they are," Mr. Burke said. "I've heard other things about them too. For instance, they're
hypersensitive: When you caich one and keep it, it reflects the way you fedd—something like adog, only
more s0."

"Why | didn't know that, Mr. Burke. It'sfunny the guidebook doesn't say anything about it. The
guidebook doesn't even mention bluebirds.”

"Guidebooks!" Mr. Burke said. "What the people who write guidebooks don't knew would fill a
thousand times as many books asthey writel I'll bet your guidebook doesn't mention the Deneb 6
Exodus either.”

"Why no, it doesn't,” MissMintz said.

"About athousand years ago—!ong before we had space travel—the origind nativestook off and
never came back. | don't mean al a once, of course, but over aperiod of three or four centuries.
They're scattered dl over the galaxy now, I'veread. They—"

"But why? Why did they leave, Mr. Burke?'

"Why?" He dtared at her. "Now that'sasilly question if | ever heard one, Miss Mintz. Why wouldn't
they leave once they'd developed a technology that enabled them to? There's nothing here but trees, and
trees aren't good for anything any more. Everything's made of metal now, and thereisn't adecent ore
depost left on the whole planet. And theré's hardly an ounce of uranium elther!”

"Oh..." MissMintz sad.

They were at the entrance to the Deneb Six Cafe by then, and Mr. Burke sniffed the morning air.
"Bacon and eggs,” he breathed. "Real, honest to God bacon and eggs! Miss Mintz, | love you!™

It was apurely hyperbolic remark of course, but it left Miss Mintz breathless just she same. She
could hardly speak dl through breskfast, but then, speech wouldn't have been appropriate anyway, for
Mr. Burke was too preoccupied with his bacon and eggs. Miss Mintz was alittle bit awed by his
appetite, but then of course you had to figure that the poor man had been eating ration tablets for at least
athird of hislife, and anyway, Six eggs wasn't such an awful lot for arobust man to put away. Lots of
people ate six eggs for breskfast. Sheld have liked to see him eat twelve, for that matter: it made her
happy to be able to give something away. Sheld never had much of anything to give before...

The medl over, she went out to the kitchen and got a handful of bread crumbsfor her bluebird, then
shewaked with Mr. Burketo the end of Little Main Stret. "Y ou'll have lunch with us, won't you, Mr.
Burke?'

"I'm afraid I'm taking advantage of you, MissMintz. | don't want to eat up all your food on you.”

"Oh, don't worry about that. We've got plenty more than well ever be able to get away with by
ourselves. And werre awfully glad to have you with us”

"Well, inthat case, it would be sort of foolish for meto stay away, wouldn't it?* Mr. Burke smiled his
disarming amile, exposing hiswhite, even teeth to the morning sunlight. He doffed hiskepi in the charming
way he had, and executed his exaggerated little bow. "I'll be waiting at your doorstep,” he said.

And hewas. And he was waiting there again for dinner. Miss Mintz accompanied him part way back
to the ship that night. The full moon was risng—on Deneb 6 there was dways afull moon; the guidebook



had got that much right—and once again the ship seemed like achurch steeple, al soft and slvered, the
forest like atossed dlver seaaround it, the grass so drenched with Slver that it splashed on your shoes
when you walked through it and splotched your legs with evanescent patterns....

"Well, I've got to get ship-sde, Miss Mintz. That watch again.”

"You'l bewith usfor breakfast, won't you? We're having wheatcakes and sausage.”

"Redl, honest to God sausage?’

"Why of coursereal sausage. Don't you like sausage, Mr. Burke?"

"Dol likeit?MissMintz, | loveit! And | love you too!" He doffed his kepi and executed his bow.
"I'll bewaiting at the usua corner of your doorstep. Good night, MissMintz."

"Good night, Mr. Burke."

THE next morning Miss Mintz couldn't get over how blue her bluebird was. It put Betty Lou'sto
shame, and beside it Teresa Best's—her other hut mate—seemed postively lacklustre—asthin and
pinched and colorless as Teresa hersalf.

"Gosh, you found the bluest bird on the whole planet, MissMintz," Betty Lou said.

"I'll say," Teresasaid. "What do you feed it, Miss Mintz?'

"A few bread crumbsfrom the kitchenisal,” MissMintz said. "Birds don't require much food."

"| feed mine bread crumbstoo, but it doesn't seemto fill out. It lookslikeit's haf starved.”

"So doesmine," Betty Lou said. . . "Areyou coming to the Farewell Dance, Miss Mintz? We're
holding it in the Deneb Six Cafe.”

"Why of course. | have to bethere."

"Oh, | didn't meaninyour official capacity, MissMintz." Betty Lou lowered her blue eyes. "
thought maybe you'd ask that handsome officer who eatswith us.”

Miss Mintz turned pink. "1—I never thought about that."

"l bet he'd like to come. Why don't you ask him?"

"Maybe | will," MissMintz said. Shefinished dressng and made her cot, her heart snging. It had
been years since she'd danced. Lonely years. Her breath caught in her throat. | wonder if he would
come, she thought. | could wear my new white dress with the star and galaxy sequins. It'sjust decollete
enough for such an occasion, and it'sredly not too young for me.

Theinvitation trembled on her lips during breskfast and during lunch and during dinner; but it wasn't
until she waswalking part way back to the ship with Mr. Burke that she found the courage to ddliver it.

For amoment Mr. Burkewas silent. "Of courseI'd like to come, MissMintz," hesaid findly. "But
you seeit'sthat first watch—"

"Oh..." MissMintz wilted in the moonlight. "I—I forgot al about that, Mr. Burke."

"We're so short handed it's pretty hard to get rdli€f. ... | could ask someone to take my place for
awhile, though—Iong enough to drop in for acouple of dances. How would that be?*

"Oh, that'll befine, Mr. Burke. |— Well be ever so glad to have you."

"WEell leaveit that way then... See you in the morning, Miss Mintz. Theusua corner of your
doorstep.”

"Good night, Mr. Burke."

The daysflew by. The seniorsfished, hunted, played tennis, baseball, badminton and scuffle; laughed
and sang; had ephemera romances and brief broken hearts—

And one by one, their bluebirds sickened and died...

Miss Mintz couldn't understand it. If what Mr. Burke bad said wastrue, their bluebirds should have
been blue and beautiful with so much happinessto reflect, for she had never seen ahappier bunch of kids
indl herlife

Morning was a seven in her own world, and al of her hillsdes ware dew-pearled. Day after day,
before her shining eyes, Mr. Burke ate hisway through roast beef, southern fried chicken, Virginiaham,
Venerian swamp duck, and Martian pfall; smiling hisdisarming smile and exposing hiseven white teeth,
doffing hiskepi and showing hiswavy brown hair, uttering his outlandish hyperboles and making his



nightly quip about her doorstep. Her own bluebird was athing to behold: it was so brightly blueit dmost
hurt her eyesto look at it, and it grew more and more beautiful every day.

Findly the night of the dance arrived.

"Why what's the matter, Betty Lou?' Miss Mintz asked, coming into the hut after her nightly walk
with Mr. Burke.

Betty Lou raised her tear-wet face from her pillow. "Everything,” she said. "Just everything'sthe
metter!”

MissMintz sat down on the edge of the cot and lent Betty Lou her handkerchief. "Everything can't
be the matter, Betty Lou. One or two things, but not everything. Why don't you tell me what's wrong?"*

"It'smy dress, Miss Mintz," Betty Lou said. "The one | was planning to wear to the dance. | forgot to
pack it and now | won't be able to go. And my bluebird's dead!™

"Dead?' Miss Mintz got up and looked into the cage. She saw amotionlesslittle heap of faded blue
feathers. "Did you feed it every day, Betty Lou? It looks so thin, so sarved—"

"Why of coursel fedit! | fed it just as much asyou feed yours. But it didn't do any good, it kept
getting thinner and thinner al the time, and tonight when | looked in the cage it was dead!”

She began to cry again and Miss Mintz patted her shoulder, "Why such asilly thing to cry about,” she
said. "Tomorrow you can catch another bluebird, and I'm sure one of the other girls has an extradress
they can let you take."

"No!" Betty Lou said. "The only extradresses they've got arerags, and | won't wear them. | won't!"

She was crying harder than ever. Miss Mintz walked nervoudy around the hut. Inaway it wasa
shameto be as beautiful as Betty L ou was, she thought. Being beautiful warped your perspective; it made
you too self-centered. Betty Lou would be attractive no matter what she wore to the dance, but being
merely attractive wasn't enough: she had to be the most attractive, the cynosure—

Of course| could let her take my dress, Miss Mintz thought.

But I'm not going to! Why should 17?7 1've looked forward al week to wearing it. It's the most beautiful
thing | have, and—and Mr. Burke isthe most beautiful thing that's ever happened to me. Therell be
hundreds of dancesfor Betty Lou. There may never be another one for me.

She went over and sat on her cot.

Of course | could wear my second best one—the plain one without the stars—

But I'm not going to! Betty Lou isyoung—shell get over having to go to onedanceina
not-quite-new dress. Shelll be the center of attraction anyway. All the young men will flock around her
the way they dways have—the way they alwayswill. They never flocked around me. Never, no matter
what | wore, and now, just when, when—I'm smply not going to let her takeit...

Presently she gave alittle sigh. She got up and opened her collapsible wardrobe and unhooked the
dressfromits hanger. The starswinked in the eectric lights, the gal axies pinwhed ed; the dressitsdlf
snowed in billows and flurriesto the floor. Miss Mintz choked back alittle sob as she carried it over to
Betty Lou's cot. She patted Betty Lou on the shoulder. "Here," she said, "you can wear my dress. I'm
sureit will fit you, and | wasn't going to wear it anyway. It's much too young for me..."

The seniors had brought aong a payload of canned music. Mogt of it was
ultra-modern—incomprehensible, that is, to anyone past the age of eighteen. But there were afew old
numbers mixed in with the scinti 1lating array of avant-garde pieces—ones that had been around when
Miss Mintz had gone on her Senior Trip.

She stood by the soft drink dispenser listening to them, watching the kids dance incongruous dances
to them. Remembering.

The soft drink dispenser was opposite the door, and standing by it, Miss Mintz had agood view of
Little Main Street, slvered with moonlight now, despiteitstinsely eectric lights, and if anyone wereto
come gtriding in the direction of the Deneb Six Cafe, she would be the first to see him.

But no one came driding in the direction of the Deneb Six Cafe, and thelittle musica minutes
accumulated, became an hour. Two hours. The dancers whirled and pirouetted, and young faces swam
dreamily in the subdued light of muted eectric light bulbs.



He probably couldn't get anyoneto relieve him, Miss Mintz thought, Sipping her fourth Centaurian
fizz. | wonder if he can hear the music from there. I'll bet he can. His post must be outside the ship. It
must be londly, standing there dl donein the moonlight—

One of the senior boys came over and asked her to dance. Laughing, Miss Mintz shook her head.

"Y ou go ahead and dance with your girl," she said, looking over the youthful shoulder a empty Little
Main Street. "Never mind your Ancient Literature teacher.”

Hisgirl of the moment was Betty Lou Faraday. Miss Mintz watched them asthey floated away.
Betty Lou waslike asiver snowstorm on asummer's night, al white flakes and flashing starsand
coruscating gaaxies. It made Miss Mintz's chest fed tight just to see her, she was so beautiful.

| wonder what made her bluebird die, she thought. She's so happy—All of them are so happy. Why
didn't their bluebirdsreflect their happinessinstead of dying? Maybethey're just ordinary birds after dl.
Maybe they don't reflect anything but hunger. Maybe bread crumbs redlly aren't enough to keep them
aive. Maybe they're nothing but sparrowsin bluebirds plumage.

But bread crumbs seam to be enough for mine. Mine certainly isnt sckly. Mineisbeautiful. And it
must be beautiful because I'm happy, because I'm happier than Betty L ou, than the others. And | am
happy. So very very happy...

She glanced up Little Main Street again. It was just as empty asthe last time she had glanced up it.
Hell never come now, she thought. Y ou'd think there'd be at |east one of his ship mates who'd be decent
enough to rdieve himfor alittlewhile. Unless, unless he forgot—

But that was absurd. Mr. Burke had never forgotten before. He had never neglected asingle
invitation; he'd always been there waiting "at her doorstep” just as held promised. And tonight he'd been
there just as punctually as usud to help finish up the left-overs. Hed really helped to finish them up, too:
his stalwart appetite had been just the right supplement to the stalwart appetites of the seniors;, there
hadn't even been enough food Ieft to prepare a snack for the dance—

A rather horrid suspicion obtruded itself into Miss Mintz's mind. She swayed momentarily, her paper
cup of Centaurian fizz dmaost dipping from her fingers. She set the cup down and gripped the handle of
the dispenser for support.

But she recovered hersdf quickly. Sheforced alaugh to her trembling lips. | am aparanoid old
maid! she thought: thinking thingslike that. Why, Mr. Burkeisthe nicest person I've ever met; he couldn't
possibly have any but the highest motives. He's probably standing by the ship right now, listening to the
music, just wishing he could join us here. Standing there dl done in the moonlight, watching the sars.

All done. I'll bet he'd love to have someoneto talk to. I'll bet—She knew that if she hesitated she
wouldn't obey the impulse, and she wanted desperately to obey it. She dipped out of the Deneb Six Cafe
and ran up Little Main Street. The clearing was asilver dream, and the ship was more like achurch
Steeple than ever—a church steeple overlooking an imaginary village on atropica Chrisgmas Eve. Miss
Mintz's heart pounded as she ran through the gossamer night, her shadow playfully traipsing before her.
The church steeple grew out of the moonlight, resolved gradudly into the ship it redlly was, and the
companionway light gleamed through the open lock, pae and sickly against the argent grandeur al
around it.

Apparently Mr. Burke's post wasn't at the base of the ship as she had thought. Miss Mintz paused at
thefoot of the disembarking stairs, looking about her. Suddenly she heard voices coming from the open
lock, voices accompanied by apeculiar rattling sound. One voicein particular—

"Saeven again!" thevoicein particular said.

"That finishesme," another voice said.

"Metoo," gtill another voice said. "Y ou're hot tonight, Burke.”

"That's because I've been eating right,” the voicein particular said. ™Y ou guys don't have foresight.

Y ou see an old maid school teacher with a payload of chow under her fingertips and you don't even think
to play up to her. Now you take me—"

Miss Mintz stood just within the door of her hut, afraid to turn on the light. She was sure that her
bluebird was dead.

She felt her way through the darknessto her cot. Her eyes had dried by now, but her shoulders still



shook. She saw the small dark blur of the cage on top of her collapsible wardrobe and she visuaized the
little pile of faded blue feathersinsde of it. Suddenly she couldn't stland it any more and she switched on
her cot lamp with aconvulsive jerk of her fingers.

And then she gasped. For her bluebird wasn't dead at dl. It was even bluer than it had been before.
It wasavivid flame of blue, abeautiful shining flame—

Miss Mints sat there looking at it for along time, and as she looked it seemed to become bluer and
bluer. Presently she heard the soft sound of footstepsin Little Main Street and she switched off the light
and went to the door. A boy and agirl werewalking in the moonlight, hand in hand. The girl waswearing
awhite dress frosted with stars and galaxies, asnowfal of adress, alovely snowfal of adressona
summer'snight.

Miss Mintz watched them pass. She saw their moon-softened faces. She saw Betty Lou'sface. Her
breath caught in her throat. Betty Lou's face had changed. The dress and the moonlight had subtly altered
it, had lent it a serenity and amaturity it had never known before—transformed itstinsdlly prettinessinto
something very closeto beauty.

| helped create this moment, Miss Mintz thought. | made this moment possible.

She stood in the doorway long after the couple had gone by. Shefelt her happiness glowing warmly
ingde of her, the ordinary quiet kind that never sang fase tunes, the kind that was uniquely her own; the
cam, trusting, generous kind that was an inseparable part of her, that throbbed deep within her in
cadence with the rhythmic beating of her heart.



