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  INTRODUCTION



  by Isaac Asimov


  Human beings in their past history must have had mutations, sudden changes in their structure because of changes in their genes. Such things must be happening all the time. Perhaps every one of us has one or more mutations, a gene that changed in the body of one of our parents and was inherited by us.


  Such mutations can be very small, and pass unnoticed. Sometimes, however, they can be very noticeable, and then they are usually harmful. Once in a while, though, a mutation might be beneficial, produce something useful. Such mutations result in a human being who is better off, more capable, who may live longer and have more children, so that the mutation is passed on to an increased number of individuals. Each of these passes it on, too, to more and more, until, in the end, almost all human beings have it. The mutation becomes part of an evolving humanity through “natural selection.”


  What are the most important and useful mutations that have taken place in the past? What are the mutations that have made human beings what they are today?


  The key mutation took place four million years ago or more, when a certain apelike creature was born with a spine that curved in such a way that it was easier for him to stand up on his hind legs and balance on them for a long period of time.


  Modern apes can stand on their hind legs when they want to. So can bears and some other animals. All of them, however, have spines that curve like shallow arches. Such spines are not well adapted to being tipped on end. It’s an effort for the animals to stand on two legs, and they quit after a while. A human spine isn’t a simple arch, however. It is S-shaped. We can stand upright for hours at a time, balancing on that spine. We can walk and run on two legs with ease. It’s not a perfect mutation, for it puts a great strain on the spine, so that many people develop pains in the lower back as they grow older, but on the whole it serves us well.


  We don’t know how this mutation came about because we weren’t there to watch, and only very few human bones have survived from all those millions of years ago. It probably happened in steps. Every time someone was born with a spine that made it easier to stand on two legs, he was better off. Possibly that was because it raised his eyes higher, and he could see food, or enemies at greater distances. Each of these mutations spread by natural selection and, finally, there were small apelike creatures that walked upright as well as you and I.


  It might seem to you that this is a mutation that affected only the physical body, but strangely enough it didn’t. Everything we think of as human may have come about because of this ability to stand on two legs.


  Our eyes being higher, they were used more to see long distance, so more information continually flooded into the brain. What’s more, the forelimbs, which human beings no longer used for standing on, were free to hold things, pick them up, manipulate them, feel them, carry them to the mouth or eyes. Again, a great deal of new information flooded into the brain.


  As a result, any new mutation that made the brain larger or more efficient was very useful to the two-legged creature, for the brain could then handle the flood of information more easily. Such a mutation would, therefore, spread rapidly by natural selection. The brain, under those conditions, would (and did) increase in size. Over the last half million years, for instance, the human brain just about tripled in size until it is now enormous for a creature no larger than ourselves.


  In this way, a mutation that seemed to be a purely physical one resulted in further physical mutations that ended in making us the most intelligent creature that has ever existed on Earth. Only we learned how to develop speech and make use of fire, and then work out an advanced science and technology.


  And what now? Can we expect further mutations?


  Of course! They happen all the time, as I said earlier. I wonder, though, if further physical mutations are likely to be incorporated into human structure by natural selection very often. After all, our physical bodies are not the important thing about us anymore. Our bodies can’t fly as birds can, for instance, but who cares? We have airplanes that can go faster than any bird, and we even have rockets that will take us to the moon, and no bird can fly there.


  No, what is important about human beings is their enormous brain. What if there were mutations that affected it— small changes that could improve the efficiency of the brain or give it new powers? We don’t have any record of such changes; at least no changes that are big enough to notice, but then—


  Perhaps we don’t look carefully. Or perhaps we don’t quite understand what we see. Perhaps people with changed brains simply seem weird to us, so that they try to hide their powers from us.


  That may not seem very likely, but science fiction writers think about such things, and in this book, we have collected twelve fictional stories about those who have been born with mutations, and many of them are about mental and psychological mutations. The results are not always what one might expect.


  Hail and Farewell


  by Ray Bradbury


  During childhood days sometimes seem to last forever. But what would it be like if childhood lasted forever?


  


  


  But of course he was going away, there was nothing else to do, the time was up, the clock had run out, and he was going very far away indeed. His suitcase was packed, his shoes were shined, his hair was brushed, he had expressly washed behind his ears, and it remained only for him to go down the stairs, out the front door, and up the street to the small-town station where the train would make a stop for him alone. Then Fox Hill, Illinois, would be left far off in his past. And he would go on, perhaps to Iowa, perhaps to Kansas, perhaps even to California; a small boy, twelve years old with a birth certificate in his valise to show he had been born forty-three years ago.


  “Willie!” called a voice downstairs.


  “Yes!” He hoisted his suitcase. In his bureau mirror he saw a face made of June dandelions and July apples and warm summer-morning milk. There, as always, was his look of the angel and the innocent, which might never, in the years of his life, change.


  “Almost time,” called the woman’s voice.


  “All right!” And he went down the stairs, grunting and smiling. In the living room sat Anna and Steve, their clothes painfully neat.


  “Here I am!” cried Willie in the parlor door.


  Anna looked like she was going to cry. “Oh, good Lord, you can’t really be leaving us, can you, Willie?”


  “People are beginning to talk,” said Willie quietly. “I’ve been here three years now. But when people begin to talk, I know it’s time to put on my shoes and buy a railway ticket.”


  “It’s all so strange. I don’t understand. It’s so sudden,” Anna said. “Willie, we’ll miss you.”


  “I’ll write you every Christmas, so help me. Don’t you write me.”


  “It’s been a great pleasure and satisfaction,” said Steve, sitting there, his words the wrong size in his mouth. “It’s a shame it had to stop. It’s a shame you had to tell us about yourself. It’s an awful shame you can’t stay on.”


  “You’re the nicest folks I ever had,” said Willie, four feet high, in no need of a shave, the sunlight on his face.


  And then Anna did cry. “Willie, Willie.” And she sat down and looked as if she wanted to hold him but was afraid to hold him now; she looked at him with shock and amazement and her hands empty, not knowing what to do with him now.


  “It’s not easy to go,” said Willie. “You get used to things. You want to stay. But it doesn’t work. I tried to stay on once after people began to suspect. ‘How horrible!’ people said. ‘All these years, playing with our innocent children,’ they said, ‘and us not guessing! Awful!’ they said. And finally I had to just leave town one night. It’s not easy. You know darned well how much I love both of you. Thanks for three swell years.”


  They all went to the front door. “Willie, where’re you going?”


  “I don’t know. I just start traveling. When I see a town that looks green and nice, I settle in.”


  “Will you ever come back?”


  “Yes,” he said earnestly with his high voice. “In about twenty years it should begin to show in my face. When it does, I’m going to make a grand tour of all the mothers and fathers I’ve ever had.”


  They stood on the cool summer porch, reluctant to say the last words. Steve was looking steadily at an elm tree. “How many other folks’ve you stayed with, Willie? How many adoptions?”


  Willie figured it, pleasantly enough. “I guess it’s about five towns and five couples and over twenty years gone by since I started my tour.”


  “Well, we can’t holler,” said Steve. “Better to’ve had a son thirty-six months than none whatever.”


  “Well,” said Willie, and kissed Anna quickly, seized at his luggage, and was gone up the street in the green noon light, under the trees, a very young boy indeed, not looking back, running steadily.


  The boys were playing on the green park diamond when he came by. He stood a little while among the oak-tree shadows, watching them hurl the white, snowy baseball into the warm summer air, saw the baseball shadow fly like a dark bird over the grass, saw their hands open in mouths to catch this swift piece of summer that now seemed most especially important to hold onto. The boys’ voices yelled. The ball lit on the grass near Willie.


  Carrying the ball forward from under the shade trees, he thought of the last three years now spent to the penny, and the five years before that, and so on down the line to the year when he was really eleven and twelve and fourteen and the voices saying: “What’s wrong with Willie, missus?”

“Mrs. B., is Willie late a-growin’?”

“Willie, you smokin’ cigars lately?” The echoes died in summer light and color. His mother’s voice: “Willie’s twenty-one today!” And a thousand voices saying: “Come back, son, when you’re fifteen; then maybe we’ll give you a job.”


  He stared at the baseball in his trembling hand, as if it were his life, an interminable ball of years strung around and around and around, but always leading back to his twelfth birthday. He heard the kids walking toward him; he felt them blot out the sun, and they were older, standing around him.


  “Willie! Where you goin’?” They kicked his suitcase.


  How tall they stood in the sun. In the last few months it seemed the sun had passed a hand above their heads, beckoned, and they were warm metal drawn melting upward; they were golden taffy pulled by an immense gravity to the sky, thirteen, fourteen years old, looking down upon Willie, smiling, but already beginning to neglect him. It had started four months ago:


  “Choose up sides! Who wants Willie?”


  “Aw, Willie’s too little; we don’t play with ‘kids.’ ”


  And they raced ahead of him, drawn by the moon and the sun and the turning seasons of leaf and wind, and he was twelve years old and not of them any more. And the other voices beginning again on the old, the dreadfully familiar, the cool refrain: “Better feed that boy vitamins, Steve.”

“Anna, does shortness run in your family?” And the cold fist knocking at your heart again and knowing that the roots would have to be pulled up again after so many good years with the “folks.”


  “Willie, where you goin’?”


  He jerked his head. He was back among the towering, shadowing boys who milled around him like giants at a drinking fountain bending down.


  “Goin’ a few days visitin’ a cousin of mine.”


  “Oh.” There was a day, a year ago, when they would have cared very much indeed. But now there was only curiosity for his luggage, their enchantment with trains and trips and far places.


  “How about a coupla fast ones?” said Willie.


  They looked doubtful but, considering the circumstances, nodded. He dropped his bag and ran out; the white baseball was up in the sun, away to their burning white figures in the far meadow, up in the sun again, rushing, life coming and going in a pattern. Here, there! Mr. and Mrs. Robert Hanlon, Creek Bend, Wisconsin, 1932, the first couple, the first year! Here, there! Henry and Alice Boltz, Limeville, Iowa, 1935! The baseball flying. The Smiths, the Eatons, the Robinsons! 1939! 1945! Husband and wife, husband and wife, husband and wife, no children, no children! A knock on this door, a knock on that.


  “Pardon me. My name is William. I wonder if—”


  “A sandwich? Come in, sit down. Where you from, son?” The sandwich, a tall glass of cold milk, the smiling, the nodding, the comfortable, leisurely talking.


  “Son, you look like you been traveling. You run off from somewhere?”


  “No.”


  “Boy, are you an orphan?”


  Another glass of milk.


  “We always wanted kids. It never worked out. Never knew why. One of those things. Well, well. It’s getting late, son. Don’t you think you better hit for home?”


  “Got no home.”


  “A boy like you? Not dry behind the ears? Your mother’ll be worried.”


  “Got no home and no folks anywhere in the world. I wonder if—I wonder—could I sleep here tonight?”


  “Well, now, son, I don’t just know. We never considered taking in—” said the husband.


  “We got chicken for supper tonight,” said the wife, “enough for extras, enough for company. …”


  And the years turning and flying away, the voices, and the faces, and the people, and always the same first conversations. The voice of Emily Robinson, in her rocking chair, in summer-night darkness, the last night he stayed with her, the night she discovered his secret, her voice saying:


  “I look at all the little children’s faces going by. And I sometimes think: What a shame, what a shame, that all these flowers have to be cut, all these bright fires have to be put out. What a shame these, all of these you see in schools or running by, have to get tall and unsightly and wrinkle and turn gray or get bald, and finally, all bone and wheeze, be dead and buried off away. When I hear them laugh I can’t believe they’ll ever go the road I’m going. Yet here they come! I still remember Wordsworth’s poem: ‘When all at once I saw a crowd, A host of golden daffodils; Beside the lake, beneath the trees, Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.’ That’s how I think of children, cruel as they sometimes are, mean as I know they can be, but not yet showing the meanness around their eyes or in their eyes, not yet full of tiredness. They’re so eager for everything! I guess that’s what I miss most in older folks, the eagerness gone nine times out of ten, the freshness gone, so much of the drive and life down the drain. I like to watch school let out each day. It’s like someone threw a bunch of flowers out the school front doors. How does it feel, Willie? How does it feel to be young forever? To look like a silver dime new from the mint? Are you happy? Are you as fine as you seem?”


  The baseball whizzed from the blue sky, stung his hand like a great pale insect. Nursing it, he hears his memory say:


  “I worked with what I had. After my folks died, after I found I couldn’t get man’s work anywhere, I tried carnivals, but they only laughed. ‘Son,’ they said, ‘you’re not a midget, and even if you are, you look like a boy I We want midgets with midgets’ faces! Sorry, son, sorry.’ So I left home, started out, thinking: What was I? A boy. I looked like a boy, sounded like a boy, so I might as well go on being a boy. No use fighting it. No use screaming. So what could I do? What job was handy? And then one day I saw this man in a restaurant looking at another man’s pictures of his children. ‘Sure wish I had kids,’ he said. ‘Sure wish I had kids.’ He kept shaking his head. And me sitting a few seats away from him, a hamburger in my hands. I sat there, frozen! At that very instant I knew what my job would be for all the rest of my life. There was work for me, after all. Making lonely people happy. Keeping myself busy. Playing forever. I knew I had to play forever. Deliver a few papers, run a few errands, mow a few lawns, maybe. But hard work? No. All I had to do was be a mother’s son and a father’s pride. I turned to the man down the counter from me. ‘I beg your pardon,’ I said. I smiled at him… .”


  “But, Willie,” said Mrs. Emily long ago, “didn’t you ever get lonely? Didn’t you ever want—things—that grownups wanted?”


  “I fought that out alone,” said Willie. “I’m a boy, I told myself, I’ll have to live in a boy’s world, read boys’ books, play boys’ games, cut myself off from everything else. I can’t be both. I got to be only one thing—young. And so I played that way. Oh, it wasn’t easy. There were times—” He lapsed into silence.


  “And the family you lived with, they never knew?”


  “No. Telling them would have spoiled everything. I told them I was a runaway; I let them check through official channels, police. Then, when there was no record, let them put in to adopt me. That was best of all; as long as they never guessed. But then, after three years, or five years, they guessed, or a traveling man came through, or a carnival man saw me, and it was over. It always had to end.”


  “And you’re very happy and it’s nice being a child for over forty years?”


  “It’s a living, as they say. And when you make other people happy, then you’re almost happy too. I got my job to do and I do it. And anyway, in a few years now I’ll be in my second childhood. All the fevers will be out of me and all the unfulfilled things and most of the dreams. Then I can relax, maybe, and play the role all the way.”


  He threw the baseball one last time and broke the reverie. Then he was running to seize his luggage. Tom, Bill, Jamie, Bob, Sam—their names moved on his lips. They were embarrassed at his shaking hands.


  “After all, Willie, it ain’t as if you’re going to China or Timbuktu.”


  “That’s right, isn’t it?” Willie did not move.


  “So long, Willie. See you next week!”


  “So long, so long!”


  And he was walking off with his suitcase again, looking at the trees, going away from the boys and the street where he had lived, and as he turned the corner a train whistle screamed, and he began to run.


  The last thing he saw and heard was a white ball tossed at a high roof, back and forth, back and forth, and two voices crying out as the ball pitched now up, down, and back through the sky, “Annie, Annie, over! Annie, Annie, over!” like the crying of birds flying off to the far south.


  In the early morning, with the smell of the mist and the cold metal, with the iron smell of the train around him and a full night of traveling shaking his bones and his body, and a smell of the sun beyond the horizon, he awoke and looked out upon a small town just arising from sleep. Lights were coming on, soft voices muttered, a red signal bobbed back and forth, back and forth in the cold air. There was that sleeping hush in which echoes are dignified by clarity, in which echoes stand nakedly alone and sharp. A porter moved by, a shadow in shadows.


  “Sir,” said Willie.


  The porter stopped.


  “What town’s this?” whispered the boy in the dark.


  “Valley ville.”


  “How many people?”


  “Ten thousand. Why? This your stop?”


  “It looks green.” Willie gazed out at the cold morning town for a long time. “It looks nice and quiet,” said Willie.


  “Son,” said the porter, “you know where you going?”


  “Here,” said Willie, and got up quietly in the still, cool, iron-smelling morning, in the train dark, with a rustling and stir.


  “I hope you know what you’re doing, boy,” said the porter.


  “Yes, sir,” said Willie. “I know what I’m doing.” And he was down the dark aisle, luggage lifted after him by the porter, and out in the smoking, steaming-cold, beginning-to-lighten morning. He stood looking up at the porter and the black metal train against the few remaining stars. The train gave a great wailing blast of whistle, the porters cried out all along the line, the cars jolted, and his special porter waved and smiled down at the boy there, the small boy there with the big luggage who shouted up to him, even as the whistle screamed again.


  “What?” shouted the porter, hand cupped to ear.


  “Wish me luck!” cried Willie.


  “Best of luck, son,” called the porter, waving, smiling. “Best of luck, boy!”


  “Thanks,” said Willie, in the great sound of the train, in the steam and roar.


  He watched the black train until it was completely gone away and out of sight. He did not move all the time it was going. He stood quietly, a small boy twelve years old, on the worn wooden platform, and only after three entire minutes did he turn at last to face the empty streets below.


  Then, as the sun was rising, he began to walk very fast, so as to keep warm, down into the new town.


  Keep Out


  by Fredric Brown


  Change the body’s shape and function and we might also change the person’s point of view.


  


  Daptine is the secret of it. Adaptine, they called it first; then it got shortened to daptine. It let us adapt.


  They explained it all to us when we were ten years old; I guess they thought we were too young to understand before then, although we knew a lot of it already. They told us just after we landed on Mars.


  “You’re home, children,’’ the Head Teacher told us after we had gone into the glassite dome they’d built for us there. And he told us there’d be a special lecture for us that evening, an important one that we must all attend.


  And that evening he told us the whole story and the whys and wherefores. He stood up before us. He had to wear a heated space suit and helmet, of course, because the temperature in the dome was comfortable for us but already freezing cold for him and the air was already too thin for him to breathe. His voice came to us by radio from inside his helmet.


  “Children,” he said, “you are home. This is Mars, the planet on which you will spend the rest of your lives. You are Martians, the first Martians. You have lived five years on Earth and another five in space. Now you will spend ten years, until you are adults, in this dome, although toward the end of that time you will be allowed to spend increasingly long periods outdoors.


  “Then you will go forth and make your own homes, live your own lives, as Martians. You will intermarry and your children will breed true. They, too, will be Martians.


  “It is time you were told the history of this great experiment of which each of you is a part.”


  Then he told us.


  Man, he said, had first reached Mars in 1985. It had been uninhabited by intelligent life (there is plenty of plant life and a few varieties of nonflying insects) and he had found it by terrestrial standards uninhabitable. Man could survive on Mars only by living inside glassite domes and wearing space suits when he went outside of them. Except by day in the warmer seasons it was too cold for him. The air was too thin for him to breathe and long exposure to sunlight—less filtered of rays harmful to him than on Earth because of the lesser atmosphere—could kill him. The plants were chemically alien to him and he could not eat them; he had to bring all his food from Earth or grow it in hydroponic tanks.


  For fifty years he had tried to colonize Mars and all his efforts had failed. Besides this dome, which had been built for us, there was only one other outpost, another glassite dome much smaller and less than a mile away.


  It had looked as though mankind could never spread to the planets of the solar system other than Earth, for of all of them Mars was the least inhospitable; if he couldn’t live here there was no use even trying to colonize the others.


  And then, in 2034, thirty years ago, a brilliant biochemist named Waymoth had discovered daptine, a miracle drug that worked not on the animal or person to whom it was given but on the progeny he conceived during a limited period of time after inoculation.


  It gave his progeny almost limitless adaptability to changing conditions, provided the changes were made gradually.


  Dr. Waymoth had inoculated and then mated a pair of guinea pigs; they had borne a litter of five and by placing each member of the litter under different and gradually changing conditions, he had obtained amazing results. When they attained maturity one of those guinea pigs was living comfortably at a temperature of forty degrees below zero Fahrenheit, another was quite happy at a hundred and fifty above. A third was thriving on a diet that would have been deadly poison for an ordinary animal and a fourth was contented under a constant X-ray bombardment that would ha\ e killed one of its parents within minutes.


  Subsequent experiments with many litters showed that animals who had been adapted to similar conditions bred true and their progeny was conditioned from birth to live under those conditions.


  “Ten years later, ten years ago,” the Head Teacher told us, “you children were born. Born of parents carefully selected from those who volunteered for the experiment. And from birth you have been brought up under carefully controlled and gradually changing conditions.


  “From the time you were born the air you have breathed has been very gradually thinned and its oxygen content reduced. Your lungs ha\e compensated by becoming much greater in capacity, which is why your chests are so much larger than those of your teachers and attendants: when you are fully mature and are breathing air like that of Mars, the difference will be even greater.


  “Your bodies are growing fur to enable you to stand the increasing cold. You are comfortable now under conditions which would kill ordinary people quickly. Since you were four years old. your nurses and teachers have had to wear special protection to survive conditions that seem normal to you.


  “In another ten years, at maturity, you will be completely acclimated to Mars. Its air will be your air; its food plants your food. Its extremes of temperature will be easy for you to endure and its median temperatures pleasant to you. Already, because of the five years we spent in space under gradually decreased gravitational pull, the gravity of Mars seems normal to you.


  “It will be your planet, to live on and to populate. You are the children of Earth but you are the first Martians.”


  Of course we had known a lot of those things already.


  The last year was the best. By then the air inside the dome—except for the pressurized parts where our teachers and attendants lived—was almost like that outside, and we were allowed out for increasingly long periods. It is good to be in the open.


  The last few months they relaxed segregation of the sexes so we could begin choosing mates, although they told us there is to be no marriage until after the final day, after our full clearance. Choosing was not difficult in my case. I had made my choice long since and I’d felt sure that she felt the same way; I was right.


  Tomorrow is the day of our freedom. Tomorrow we will be Martians, the Martians. Tomorrow we shall take over the planet.


  Some among us are impatient, have been impatient for weeks now, but wiser counsel prevailed and we are waiting. We have waited twenty years and we can wait until the final day.


  And tomorrow is the final day.


  Tomorrow, at a signal, we will kill the teachers and the other Earthmen among us before we go forth. They do not suspect, so it will be easy.


  We have dissimulated for years now, and they do not know how we hate them. They do not know how disgusting and hideous we find them, with their ugly, misshapen bodies, so narrow shouldered and tiny chested, their weak, sibilant voices that need amplification to carry in our Martian air, and above all their white, pasty, hairless skins.


  We shall kill them and then we shall go and smash the other dome so all the Earthmen there will die, too.


  If more Earthmen ever come to punish us, we can live and hide in the hills where they’ll never find us. And if they try to build more domes here we’ll smash them. We want no more to do with Earth.


  This is our planet and we want no aliens. Keep out!


  What Friends Are For


  by John Brunner


  Children often use their parents’ behavior as a model for their own actions.


  


  After Tim killed and buried the neighbors’ prize terrier the Pattersons took him to the best-reputed—and most expensive—counselor in the state: Dr. Hend.


  They spent forty of the fifty minutes they had purchased snapping at each other in the waiting room outside his office, breaking off now and then when a scream or a smashing noise eluded the soundproofing, only to resume more fiercely a moment later.


  Eventually Tim was borne out, howling, by a strong male nurse who seemed impervious to being kicked in the belly with all the force an eight-year-old can muster, and the Pattersons were bidden to take his place in Dr. Hend’s presence. There was no sign of the chaos the boy had caused. The counselor was a specialist in such cases, and there were smooth procedures for eliminating incidental mess.


  “Well, Doctor?” Jack Patterson demanded.


  Dr. Hend studied him thoughtfully for a long moment, then glanced at his wife, Lorna, reconfirming the assessment he had made when they arrived. On the male side: expensive clothing, bluff good looks, a carefully constructed image of success. On the female: the most being made of what had, to begin with, been a somewhat shallow prettiness, even more expensive clothes, plus ultra-fashionable hair style, cosmetics, and perfume.


  He said at last, “That son of yours is going to be in court very shortly. Even if he is only eight, chronologically.”


  “What?” Jack Patterson erupted. “But we came here to—”


  “You came here,” the doctor cut in, “to be told the truth. It was your privilege to opt for a condensed-development child. You did it after being informed of the implications. Now you must face up to your responsibilities.”


  “No, we came here for help!” Lorna burst out. Her husband favored her with a scowl: Shut up!


  “You have seven minutes of my time left,” Dr. Hend said wearily. “You can spend it wrangling or listening to me. Shall I proceed?”


  The Pattersons exchanged sour looks, then both nodded.


  “Thank you. I can see precisely one alternative to having your child placed in a public institution. You’ll have to get him a Friend.”


  “What? And show the world we can’t cope?” Jack Patterson rasped. “You must be out of your mind!”


  Dr. Hend just gazed at him.


  “They’re—they’re terribly expensive, aren’t they?” Lorna whispered.


  The counselor leaned back and set his fingertips together.


  “As to being out of my mind … Well, I’m in good company. It’s customary on every inhabited planet we know of to entrust the raising of the young to Friends programed by a consensus of opinion among other intelligent races. There was an ancient proverb about not seeing the forest for the trees; it is well established that the best possible advice regarding optimum exploitation of juvenile talent comes from those who can analyze the local society in absolute, rather than committed, terms. And the habit is growing commoner here. Many families, if they can afford to, acquire a Friend from choice, not necessity.


  “As to expense—yes, Mrs. Patterson, you’re right. Anything which has had to be shipped over interstellar distances can hardly be cheap. But consider: this dog belonging to your neighbors was a show champion with at least one best-of-breed certificate, quite apart from being the boon companion of their small daughter. I imagine the courts will award a substantial sum by way of damages…. Incidentally, did Tim previously advance the excuse that he couldn’t stand the noise it made when it barked?”


  “Uh …” Jack Patterson licked his lips. “Yes, he did.”


  “I suspected it might have been rehearsed. It had that kind of flavor. As did his excuse for breaking the arm of the little boy who was the best batter in your local junior ball team, and the excuse for setting fire to the school’s free-fall gymnasium, and so forth. You have to accept the fact, I’m afraid, that thanks to his condensed-development therapy your son is a total egocentric. The universe has never yet proved sufficiently intractable to progress him out of the emotional stage most infants leave behind about the time they learn to walk. Physically he is ahead of the average for his age. Emotionally, he is concerned about nothing but his own gratification. He’s incapable of empathy, sympathy, worrying about the opinions of others. He is a classic case of arrested personal development.”


  “But we’ve done everything we can to—”


  “Yes, indeed you have. And it is not enough.” Dr. Hend allowed the comment to rankle for a few seconds, then resumed.


  “We were talking about expense. Well, let me remind you that it costs a lot of money to maintain Tim in the special school you’ve been compelled to send him to because he made life hell for his classmates at a regular school. The companionship of a Friend is legally equivalent to a formal course of schooling. Maybe you weren’t aware of that.”

“Sure!” Jack snapped. “But—oh, hell! I simply don’t fancy the idea of turning my son over to some ambulating alien artifact!”


  “I grant it may seem to you to be a radical step, but juvenile maladjustment is one area where the old saw remains true, about desperate diseases requiring desperate measures. And have you considered the outcome if you don’t adopt a radical solution?”


  It was clear from their glum faces that they had, but he spelled it out for them nonetheless.


  “By opting for a modified child, you rendered yourselves liable for his maintenance and good behavior for a minimum period of twenty years, regardless of divorce or other legal interventions. If Tim is adjudged socially incorrigible, you will find yourselves obliged to support him indefinitely in a state institution. At present the annual cost of keeping one patient in such an establishment is thirty-thousand dollars. Inflation at the current rate will double that by the twenty-year mark, and in view of the extensive alterations you insisted on having made in Tim’s heredity, I think it unlikely that any court would agree to discontinue your liability as early as twelve years from now. I put it to you that the acquisition of a Friend is your only sensible course of action—whatever you may think of the way alien intelligences have evaluated our society. Besides, you don’t have to buy one. You can always rent.”


  He glanced at his desk clock. “I see your time is up. Good morning. My bill will be faxed to you this afternoon.”


  That night there was shouting from the living area of the Patterson house. Tim heard it, lying in bed with the door ajar, and grinned from ear to shell-like ear. He was an extremely beautiful child, with curly fair hair, perfectly proportioned features, ideally regular teeth, eyes blue and deep as mountain pools, a sprinkling of freckles as per specification to make him a trifle less angelic, a fraction more boylike, and—naturally—he was big for his age. That had been in the specification, too.


  Moreover, his vocabulary was enormous compared to an unmodified kid’s—as was his IQ, theoretically, though he had never cooperated on a test which might have proved the fact—and he fully understood what was being said.


  “You and your goddamn vanity! Insisting on all those special features like wavy golden hair and baby-blue eyes and—and, my God, freckles! And now the little devil is apt to drive us into bankruptcy! Have you seen what it costs to rent a Friend, even a cheap one from Procyon?”


  “Oh, stop trying to lay all the blame on me, will you? They warned you that your demand for tallness and extra strength might be incompatible with the rest, and you took not a blind bit of notice—”


  “But he’s a boy, dammit, a boy, and if you hadn’t wanted him to look more like a girl—”


  “I did not, I did not! I wanted him to be handsome and you wanted to make him into some kind of crazy beefcake type, loaded down with useless muscles! Just because you never made the college gladiator squad he was condemned before birth to—”


  “One more word about what I didn’t do, and I’ll smash your teeth down your ugly throat! How about talking about what I have done for a change? Youngest area manager in the corporation, tipped to be the youngest-ever vice-president … small thanks to you, of course. When I think where I might have gotten to by now if you hadn’t been tied around my neck—”


  Tim’s grin grew so wide it was almost painful. He was becoming drowsy because that outburst in the counselor’s office had expended a lot of energy, but there was one more thing he could do before he dropped off to sleep. He crept from his bed, went to the door on tiptoe, and carefully urinated through the gap onto the landing carpet outside. Then, chuckling, he scrambled back under the coverlet and a few minutes later was lost in colorful dreams.


  The doorbell rang when his mother was in the bathroom and his father was calling on the lawyers to see whether the matter of the dog could be kept out of court after all.


  At once Lorna yelled, “Tim, stay right where you are— I’ll get it!”


  But he was already heading for the door at a dead run. He liked being the first to greet a visitor. It was such fun to show himself stark naked and shock puritanical callers, or scream and yell about how Dad had beaten him mercilessly, showing off bruises collected by banging into furniture and blood trickling from cuts and scratches. But today an even more inspired idea came to him, and he made a rapid detour through the kitchen and raided the garbage pail as he passed.


  He opened the door with his left hand and delivered a soggy mass of rotten fruit, vegetable peelings, and coffee grounds with his right, as hard as he could and at about face height for a grownup.


  Approximately half a second later the whole loathsome mass splattered over him, part on his face so that his open mouth tasted the foulness of it, part on his chest so that it dropped inside his open shirt. And a reproachful voice said, “Tim! I’m your Friend! And that’s no way to treat a friend, is it?”


  Reflex had brought him to the point of screaming. His lungs were filling, his muscles were tensing, when he saw what had arrived on the threshold and his embryo yell turned into a simple gape of astonishment.


  The Friend was humanoid, a few inches taller than himself and a great deal broader, possessed of two legs and two arms and a head with eyes and a mouth and a pair of ears … but it was covered all over in shaggy fur of a brilliant emerald green. Its sole decoration—apart from a trace of the multicolored garbage it had caught and heaved back at him, which still adhered to the palm of its left hand—was a belt around its waist bearing a label stamped in bright red letters—AUTHORIZED AUTONOMIC ARTIFACT (SELF-DELIVERING)—followed by the Patterson family’s address.


  “Invite me in,” said the apparition. “You don’t keep a friend standing on the doorstep, you know, and I am your Friend, as I just explained.”


  “Tim! Tim!” At a stumbling run, belting a robe around her, his mother appeared from the direction of the bathroom, a towel clumsily knotted over her newly washed hair. On seeing the nature of the visitor, she stopped dead.


  “But the rental agency said not to expect you until—” She broke off. It was the first time in her life she had spoken to an alien biofact, although she had seen many both live and on tri-vee.


  “We were able to include more than the anticipated quantity in the last shipment from Procyon,” the Friend said. “There has been an advance in packaging methods. Permit me to identify myself.” It marched past Tim and removed its belt, complete with label, and handed it to Lorna. “I trust you will find that I conform to your requirements.”


  “You stinking bastard! I won’t have you fucking around in my home!” Tim shrieked. He had small conception of what the words he was using meant, except in a very abstract way, but he was sure of one thing: they always made his parents good and mad.


  The Friend, not sparing him a glance, said, “Tim, you should have introduced me to your mother. Since you did not, I am having to introduce myself. Do not compound your impoliteness by interrupting, because that makes an even worse impression.”


  “Get out!” Tim bellowed, and launched himself at the Friend in a flurry of kicking feet and clenched fists. At once he found himself suspended a foot off the floor with the waistband of his pants tight in a grip like a crane’s.


  To Lorna the Friend said, “All you’re requested to do is thumbprint the acceptance box and fax the datum back to the rental company. That is, if you do agree to accept me.”


  She looked at it, and her son, for a long moment, and then firmly planted her thumb on the reverse of the label.


  “Thank you. Now, Tim!” The Friend swiveled him around so that it could look directly at him. “I’m sorry to see how dirty you are. It’s not the way one would wish to find a friend. I shall give you a bath and a change of clothes.”


  “I had a bath!” Tim howled, flailing arms and legs impotently.


  Ignoring him, the Friend continued, “Mrs. Patterson, if you’ll kindly show me where Tim’s clothes are kept, I’ll attend to the matter right away.”


  A slow smile spread over Lorna’s face. “You know something?” she said to the air. “I guess that counselor was on the right track after all. Come this way—uh … Say! What do we call you?”


  “It’s customary to have the young person I’m assigned to select a name for me.”


  “If I know Tim,” Lorna said, “he’ll pick something so filthy it can’t be used in company!”


  Tim stopped screaming for a moment. That was an idea which hadn’t occurred to him.


  “But,” Lorna declared, “we’ll avoid that, and just call you Buddy right from the start. Is that okay?”


  “I shall memorize the datum at once. Come along, Tim!”


  “Well, I guess it’s good to find such prompt service these days,” Jack Patterson muttered, looking at the green form of Buddy curled up by the door of Tim’s bedroom. Howls, yells, and moans were pouring from the room, but during the past half-hour they had grown less loud, and sometimes intervals of two or three minutes interrupted the racket, as though exhaustion were overcoming the boy. “I still hate to think what the neighbors are going to say, though. It’s about the most public admission of defeat that parents can make, to let their kid be seen with one of those things at his heels!”


  “Stop thinking about what the neighbors will say and think about how I feel for once!” rapped his wife. “You had an easy day today—”


  “The hell I did! Those damned lawyers—”


  “You were sitting in a nice quiet office! If it hadn’t been for Buddy, I’d have had more than even my usual kind of hell! I think Dr. Hend had a terrific idea. I’m impressed.”


  “Typical!” Jack grunted. “You can’t cope with this, buy a machine; you can’t cope with that, buy another machine… . Now it turns out you can’t even cope with your own son. I’m not impressed!”


  “Why, you goddamn—”


  “Look, I paid good money to make sure of having a kid who’d be bright and talented and a regular all-around guy, and I got one. But who’s been looking after him? You have! You’ve screwed him up with your laziness and bad temper!”


  “How much time do you waste on helping to raise him?” She confronted him, hands on hips and eyes aflame. “Every evening it’s the same story, every weekend it’s the same— ‘Get this kid off my neck because I’m worn out!’ ”


  “Oh, shut up. It sounds as though he’s finally dropped off. Want to wake him again and make things worse? I’m going to fix a drink. I need one.”


  He spun on his heel and headed downstairs. Fuming, Lorna followed him.


  By the door of Tim’s room, Buddy remained immobile except that one of his large green ears swiveled slightly and curled over at the tip.


  At breakfast the next day Lorna served hot cereal—to Buddy as well as Tim, because among the advantages of this model of Friend was the fact that it could eat anything its assigned family was eating.


  Tim picked up his dish as soon as it was set before him and threw it with all his might at Buddy. The Friend caught it with such dexterity that hardly a drop splashed on the table.


  “Thank you, Tim,” it said, and ate the lot in a single slurping mouthful. “According to my instructions you like this kind of cereal, so giving it to me is a very generous act. Though you might have delivered the dish somewhat more gently.”


  Tim’s semi-angelic face crumpled like a mask made of wet paper. He drew a deep breath, and then flung himself forward across the table aiming to knock everything off it onto the floor. Nothing could break—long and bitter experience had taught the Pattersons to buy only resilient plastic utensils—but spilling the milk, sugar, juice, and other items could have made a magnificent mess.


  A hair’s breadth away from the nearest object, the milk bottle, Tim found himself pinioned in a gentle but inflexible clutch.


  “It appears that it is time to begin lessons for the day,” Buddy said. “Excuse me, Mrs. Patterson. I shall take Tim into the backyard, where there is more space.”


  “To begin lessons?” Lorna echoed. “Well—uh … But he hasn’t had any breakfast yet!”


  “If you’ll forgive my saying so, he has. He chose not to eat it. He is somewhat overweight, and one presumes that lunch will be served at the customary time. Between now and noon it is unlikely that malnutrition will claim him. Besides, this offers an admirable opportunity for a practical demonstration of the nature of mass, inertia, and friction.”


  With no further comment Buddy rose and, carrying Tim in effortless fashion, marched over to the door giving access to the yard.


  * So how has that hideous green beast behaved today?” Jack demanded.


  “Oh, it’s fantastic! I’m starting to get the hang of what it’s designed to do.” Loma leaned back in her easy chair with a smug expression.


  “Yes?” Jack’s face by contrast was sour. “Such as what?”


  “Well, it puts up with everything Tim can do—and that’s a tough job because he’s pulling out all the stops he can think of—and interprets it in the most favorable way it can. It keeps insisting that it’s Tim’s Friend, so he’s doing what a friend ought to do.”


  Jack blinked at her. “What the hell are you talking about?” he rasped.


  “If you’d listen, you might find out!” she snapped back.


  He threw his breakfast at Buddy, so Buddy ate it and said thank you. Then because he got hungry he climbed up and got at the candy jar, and Buddy took that and ate the lot and said thank you again, and … Oh, it’s all part of a pattern, and very clever.”


  “Are you crazy? You let this monstrosity eat not only Tim’s breakfast but all his candy, and you didn’t try and stop it?”


  “I don’t think you read the instructions,” Lorna said.


  “Quit needling me, will you? Of course I read the instructions!”


  “Then you know that if you interfere with what a Friend does, your contract is automatically void and you have to pay the balance of the rental in a lump sum!”


  “And how is it interfering to give your own son some more breakfast in place of what the horrible thing took?”


  “But Tim threw his dish at—”


  “If you gave him a decent diet he’d—”


  It continued. Above, on the landing outside Tim’s door, Buddy kept his furry green ears cocked, soaking up every word.


  “Tim!”


  “Shut up, you fucking awful nuisance!”


  “Tim, if you climb that tree past the first fork, you will be on a branch that’s not strong enough to bear your weight. You will fall about nine feet to the ground, and the ground is hard because the weather this summer has been so dry.”


  “Shut up! All I want is to get away from you!”


  Crack!


  “What you are suffering from is a bruise, technically called a subcutaneous hemorrhage. That means a leak of blood under the skin. You also appear to have a slight rupture of the left Achilles tendon. That’s this sinew here, which …”


  “In view of your limited skill in swimming, it’s not advisable to go more than five feet from the edge of this pool. Beyond that point the bottom dips very sharply.”


  “Shut up! I’m trying to get away from you, so—glug!”


  “Insufficient oxygen is dissolved in water to support an air-breathing creature like a human. Fish, on the other hand, can utilize the oxygen dissolved in water, because they have gills and not lungs. Your ancestors …”


  “Why, there’s that little bastard Tim Patterson! And look at what he’s got trailing behind him! Hey, Tim! Who said you had to live with this funny green teddy bear? Did you have to go have your head shrunk?”


  Crowding around him, a dozen neighborhood kids, both sexes, various ages from nine to fourteen.


  “Tim’s head, as you can doubtless see, is of normal proportions. I am assigned to him as his Friend.”


  “Hah! Don’t give us that shit! Who’d want to be a friend of Tim’s? He busted my brother’s arm and laughed about it!”


  “He set fire to the gym at my school!”


  “He killed my dog—he killed my Towser!”


  “So I understand. Tim, you have the opportunity to say you were sorry, don’t you?”


  “Ah, he made that stinking row all the time, barking his silly head off—’’


  “You bastard! You killed my dog!”


  “Buddy, help! Help!”


  “As I said, Tim, you have an excellent opportunity to say how sorry you are… . No, little girl: please put down that rock. It’s extremely uncivil, and also dangerous, to throw things like that at people.’’


  “Shut up.”


  “Let’s beat the hell out of him! Let him go whining back home and tell how all those terrible kids attacked him, and see how he likes his own medicine!’’


  “Kindly refrain from attempting to inflict injuries on my assigned charge.’’


  “I told you to shut up, greenie!”


  “I did caution you, as you’ll recall. I did say that it was both uncivil and dangerous to throw rocks at people. I believe what I should do is inform your parents. Come, Tim.’’


  “No!”


  “Very well, as you wish. I shall release this juvenile to continue the aggression with rocks.’’


  “No!”


  “But, Tim, your two decisions are incompatible. Either you come with me to inform this child’s parents of the fact that rocks were thrown at you, or I shall have to let go and a great many more rocks will probably be thrown— perhaps more than I can catch before they hit you.”


  “I—uh … I—I’m sorry that I hurt your dog. It just made me so mad that he kept on barking and barking all the time, and never shut up!”


  “But he didn’t bark all the time! He got hurt—he cut his paw and he wanted help!”


  “He did so bark all the time!”


  “He did not! You just got mad because he did it that one time!”


  “I—uh … Well, I guess maybe …”


  “To be precise, there had been three complaints recorded about your dog’s excessive noise. On each occasion you had gone out and left him alone for several hours.”


  “Right! Thank you, Buddy! See?”


  “But you didn’t have to kill him!”


  “Correct, Tim. You did not. You could have become acquainted with him, and then looked after him when it was necessary to leave him by himself.”


  “Ah, who’d want to care for a dog like that shaggy brute?”

“Perhaps someone who never was allowed his own dog?”

“Okay. Okay! Sure I wanted a dog, and they never let me have one! Kept saying I’d—I’d torture it or something! So I said fine, if that’s how you think of me, let’s go right ahead! You always like to be proven right!”


  “Kind of quiet around here tonight,” Jack Patterson said. “What’s been going on?”


  “You can thank Buddy,” Lorna answered.


  “Can I now? So what’s he done that I can’t do, this time?”


  “Persuaded Tim to go to bed on time and without yelling his head off, that’s what!”


  “Don’t feed me that line! ‘Persuaded’! Cowed him, don’t you mean?”


  “All I can say is that tonight’s the first time he’s let Buddy sleep inside the room instead of on the landing by the door.”


  “You keep saying I didn’t read the instructions—now it turns out you didn’t read them! Friends don’t sleep, not the way we do at any rate. They’re supposed to be on watch twenty-four hours per day.”


  “Oh, stop it! I he first peaceful evening we’ve had in heaven knows how long, and you’re determined to ruin it!”


  “I am not!”


  “Then why the hell don’t you keep quiet?”


  Upstairs, beyond the door of Tim’s room, which was as ever ajar, Buddy’s ears remained alert with their tips curled over to make them acoustically ultrasensitive.


  “Who—? Oh! I know you\ You’re Tim Patterson, aren’t you? Well, what do you want?”


  “I … I . .


  “Tim wishes to know whether your son would care to play ball with him, madam.”


  “You have to be joking! I’m not going to let Teddy play with Tim after the way Tim broke his elbow with a baseball bat!”


  “It did happen quite a long time ago, madam, and—”


  “No! That’s final! No!”


  Slam!


  “Well, thanks for trying, Buddy. It would have been kind of fun to … Ah, well!”


  “That little girl is ill-advised to play so close to a road carrying fast traffic—Oh, dear. Tim, I shall need help in coping with this emergency. Kindly take off your belt and place it around her leg about here…. That’s correct. Now pull it tight. See how the flow of blood is reduced? You’ve put a tourniquet on the relevant pressure point, that’s to say a spot where a large artery passes near the skin. If much blood were allowed to leak, it might be fatal. I note there is a pen in the pocket of her dress. Please write a letter T on her forehead, and add the exact time; you see, there’s a clock over there. When she gets to the hospital the surgeon will know how long the blood supply to her leg has been cut off. It must not be restricted more than twenty minutes.”


  “Uh … Buddy, I can’t write a T. And I can’t tell the time either.”


  “How old did you say you were?”


  “Well … Eight. And a half.”


  “Yes, Tim. I’m actually aware both of your age and of your incompetence. Give me the pen, please…. There. Now go to the nearest house and ask someone to telephone for an ambulance. Unless the driver, who I see is backing up, has a phone right in his car.”


  “Yes, what do you want?” Jack Patterson stared at the couple who had arrived without warning on the doorstep.


  “Mr. Patterson? I’m William Vickers, from up on the 1100 block, and this is my wife, Judy. We thought we ought to call around after what your boy, Tim, did today. Louise—that’s our daughter—she’s still in the hospital, of course, but… Well, they say she’s going to make a quick recovery.”


  “What the hell is that about Tim?” From the living area Lorna emerged, glowering and reeking of gin. “Did you say Tim put your daughter in the hospital? Well, that finishes it! Jack Patterson, I’m damned if I’m going to waste any more of my life looking after your goddamn son! I am through with him and you both—d’you hear me? Through!”


  “But you’ve got it all wrong,” Vickers protested feebly. “Thanks to his quick thinking, and that Friend who goes with him everywhere, Louise got off amazingly lightly. Just some cuts, and a bit of blood lost—nothing serious. Nothing like as badly hurt as you’d expect a kid to be when a car had knocked her down.”


  Lorna’s mouth stood half open like that of a standard fish. There was a pause; then Judy Vickers plucked at her husband’s sleeve.


  “Darling, I—uh—think we came at a bad moment. We ought to get on home. But… Well, you do understand how grateful we are, don’t you?”


  She turned away, and so, after a bewildered glance at both Jack and Lorna, did her husband.


  “You stupid bitch!” Jack roared. “Why the hell did you have to jump to such an idiotic conclusion? Two people come around to say thanks to Tim for—for whatever the hell he did, and you have to assume the worst! Don’t you have any respect for your son at all … or any love?”


  “Of course I love him! I’m his mother! I do care about him!” Lorna was returning to the living area, crabwise because her head was turned to shout at Jack over her shoulder. “For you, though, he’s nothing but a possession, a status symbol, a—”


  “A correction, Mrs. Patterson,” a firm voice said. She gasped and whirled. In the middle of the living area’s largest rug was Buddy, his green fur making a hideous clash with the royal blue of the oblong he was standing on.


  “Hey! What are you doing down here?” Jack exploded. “You’re supposed to be up with Tim!”


  “Tim is fast asleep and will remain so for the time being,” the Friend said calmly. “Though I would suggest that you keep your voices quiet.”


  “Now look here! I’m not going to take orders from—”


  “Mr. Patterson, there is no question of orders involved. I simply wish to clarify a misconception on your wife’s part.


  While she has accurately diagnosed your attitude toward your son—as she just stated, you have never regarded him as a person, but only as an attribute to bolster your own total image, which is that of the successful corporation executive—she is still under the misapprehension that she, quote unquote, ‘loves’ Tim. It would be more accurate to say that she welcomes his intractability because it offers her the chance to vent her jealousy against you. She resents—No, Mrs. Patterson, I would not recommend the employment of physical violence. I am engineered to a far more rapid level of nervous response than human beings enjoy.”


  One arm upraised, with a heavy cut-crystal glass in it poised ready to throw, Lorna hesitated, then sighed and repented.


  “Yeah, okay. I’ve seen you catch everything Tim’s thrown at you… . But you shut up, hear me?” With a return of her former rage. “It’s no damned business of yours to criticize me! Or Jack either!”


  “Right!” Jack said. “I’ve never been so insulted in my life!”


  “Perhaps it would have been salutary for you to be told some unpleasant truths long ago,” Buddy said. “My assignment is to help actualize the potential which—I must remind you—you arranged to build into Tim’s genetic endowment. He did not ask to be born the way he is. He did not ask to come into the world as the son of parents who were so vain they could not be content with a natural child, but demanded the latest luxury model. You have systematically wasted his talents. No child of eight years and six months with an IQ in the range 160-175 should be incapable of reading, writing, telling the time, counting, and so forth. This is the predicament you’ve wished on Tim.”


  “If you don’t shut up I’ll—”


  “Mr. Patterson, I repeat my advice to keep your voice down.”


  “I’m not going to take advice or any other kind of nonsense from you, you green horror!”


  “Nor am I!” Lorna shouted. “To be told I don’t love my own son, and just use him as a stick to beat Jack with—”


  “Right, right I And I’m not going to put up with being told I treat him as some kind of ornament, a … What did you call it?”


  Prompt, Buddy said, “An attribute to bolster your image.”


  “That’s it—Now just a second!” Jack strode toward the Friend. “You’re mocking me, aren’t you?”


  “And me!” Lorna cried.


  “Well, I’ve had enough! First thing tomorrow morning I call the rental company and tell them to take you away. I’m sick of having you run our lives as though we were morons unfit to look after ourselves, and above all I’m sick of my son being put in charge of—Tim! What the hell are you doing out of bed?”


  “I did advise you to speak more quietly,” Buddy murmured.


  “Get back to your room at once!” Lorna stormed at the small tousle-haired figure descending the stairs in blue pajamas. Tears were streaming across his cheeks, glistening in the light of the living area’s lamps.


  “Didn’t you hear your mother?” Jack bellowed. “Get back to bed this minute!”


  But Tim kept on coming down, with stolid determined paces, and reached the floor level and walked straight toward Buddy and linked his thin pink fingers with Buddy’s green furry ones. Only then did he speak.


  “You’re not going to send Buddy away! This is my friend!”


  “Don’t use that tone to your father! I’ll do what the hell I like with that thing!”


  “No, you won’t.” Tim’s words were full of finality. “You aren’t allowed to. I read the contract. It says you can’t.”


  “What do you mean, you ‘read the contract’?” Lorna rasped. “You can’t read anything, you little fool!”


  “As a matter of fact, he can,” Buddy said mildly. “I taught him to read this afternoon.”


  “You—you what?”


  “I taught him to read this afternoon. The skill was present in his mind but had been rendered artificially latent, a problem which I have now rectified. Apart from certain inconsistent sound-to-symbol relationships, Tim should be capable of reading literally anything in a couple of days.”


  “And I did so read the contract!” Tim declared. “So I know Buddy can be with me for ever and ever!”


  “You exaggerate,” Buddy murmured.


  “Oh, sure I do! But ten full years is a long time.” Tim tightened his grip on Buddy’s hand. “So let’s not have any more silly talk, hmm? And no more shouting either, please. Buddy has explained why kids my age need plenty of sleep, and I guess I ought to go back to bed. Coming, Buddy?”


  “Yes, of course. Good night, Mr. Patterson, Mrs. Patterson. Do please ponder my remarks. And Tim’s too, because he knows you so much better than I do.”


  Turning toward the stairs, Buddy at his side, Tim glanced back with a grave face on which the tears by now had dried.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not going to be such a handful any more. I realize now you can’t help how you behave.”


  “He’ s so goddamn patronizing!” Jack Patterson exploded next time he and Lorna were in Dr. Hend’s office. As part of the out-of-court settlement of the dead-dog affair they were obliged to bring Tim here once a month. It was marginally cheaper than hiring the kind of legal computer capacity which might save the kid from being institutionalized.


  “Yes, I can well imagine that he must be,” Dr. Hend sighed. “But, you see, a biofact like Buddy is designed to maximize the characteristics which leading anthropologists from Procyon, Regulus, Sigma Draconis, and elsewhere have diagnosed as being beneficial in human society but in dangerously short supply. Chief among these, of course, is empathy. Fellow-feeling, compassion, that kind of thing. And to encourage the development of it, one must start by inculcating patience. Which involves setting an example.”


  “Patience? There’s nothing patient about Tim!” Lorna retorted. “Granted, he used to be self-willed and destructive and foul-mouthed, and that’s over, but now he never gives us a moment’s peace! All the time it’s gimme this, gimme that, I want to make a boat, I want to build a model starship, I want glass so I can make a what’s-it to watch ants breeding in … I want, I want! It’s just as bad and maybe worse.”


  “Right!” Jack said morosely. “What Buddy’s done is turn our son against us.”


  “On the contrary. It’s turned him for you. However belatedly, he’s now doing his best to live up to the ideals you envisaged in the first place. You wanted a child with a lively mind and a high IQ. You’ve got one.” Dr. Hend’s voice betrayed the fact that his temper was fraying. “He’s back in a regular school, he’s establishing a fine scholastic record, he’s doing well at free-fall gymnastics and countless other subjects. Buddy has made him over into precisely the sort of son you originally ordered.”


  “No, I told you!” Jack barked. “He—he kind of looks down on us, and I can’t stand it!”


  “Mr. Patterson, if you stopped to think occasionally, you might realize why that could not have been avoided!”


  “I say it could and should have been avoided!”


  “It could not! To break Tim out of his isolation in the shortest possible time, to cure him of his inability to relate to other people’s feelings, Buddy used the most practical means at hand. It taught Tim a sense of pity—a trick I often wish I could work, but I’m only human, myself. It wasn’t Buddy’s fault, any more than it was Tim’s, that the first people the boy learned how to pity had to be you.


  “So if you want him to switch over to respecting you, you’d better ask Buddy’s advice. He’ll explain how to go about it. After all, that’s what Friends are for: to make us better at being human.


  “Now you must excuse me, because I have other clients waiting. Good afternoon!”


  The Wonder Horse


  by George Byram


  From Atlantic Monthly comes this flavorful story of Red Eagle, a horse who could fly without leaving the ground.


  


  Webster says a mutation is a sudden variation, the offspring differing from the parents in some well-marked character or characters—and that certainly fits Red Eagle. He was foaled of registered parents, both his sire and dam descending from two of the best bloodlines in the breed. But the only thing normal about this colt was his color, a beautiful chestnut.


  I attended Red Eagle’s arrival into the world. He was kicking at the sac that enclosed him as I freed his nostrils from the membrane. He was on his feet in one minute. He was straight and steady on his pasterns by the time his dam had him licked dry. He had his first feeding before he was five minutes old, and he was beginning to buck and rear and prance by the time I got my wits about me and called Ben.


  Ben came in the other end of the ramshackle barn from the feed lot. He was small as men go, but big for a jockey. Not really old at forty-two, his hair was gray and he was old in experience of horses.


  Ben came into the box stall and as he saw the colt he stopped and whistled. He pushed back his hat and studied the red colt for a full five minutes. Even only minutes old a horseman could see he was markedly different. The bones from stifle to hock and elbow to knee were abnormally long. There was unusual length and slope of shoulder. He stood high in the croup and looked like he was running downhill. He had a very long underline and short back. All this spelled uniquely efficient bone levers, and these levers were connected and powered by the deepest hard-twisted muscles a colt ever brought into this world. Unbelievable depth at the girth and immense spring to the ribs meant an engine of heart and lungs capable of driving those muscled levers to their maximum. Red Eagle’s nostrils were a third larger than any we had ever seen and he had a large, loose windpipe between his broad jaws. He would be able to fuel the engine with all the oxygen it could use. Most important of all, the clean, sharp modeling of his head and the bigness and luster of his eyes indicated courage, will to win. But because of his strange proportions he looked weird.


  “Holy Mary,” said Ben softly, and I nodded agreement.


  Ben and I had followed horses all our lives. I as a veterinarian and trainer for big breeders, Ben as a jockey. Each of us had outserved his usefulness. Ben had got too heavy to ride; I had got too cantankerous for the owners to put up with. I had studied bloodlines and knew the breeders were no longer improving the breed, but I could never make anyone believe in my theories. One owner after another had decided he could do without my services. Ben and I had pooled our savings and bought a small ranch in Colorado. We had taken the mare that had just foaled in lieu of salary from our last employer. Barton Croupwell had laughed when we had asked for the mare rather than our money.


  “Costello,” he said to me, “you and Ben have twenty-five hundred coming. That mare is nineteen years old. She could drop dead tomorrow.”


  “She could have one more foal too,” I said.


  “She could, but it’s five to two she won’t.”


  “That’s good enough odds for the kind of blood she’s carrying.”


  Croupwell was a gambler who raised horses for only one reason: to make money. He shook his head. “I’ve seen old codgers set in their thinking, but you’re the worst. I suppose you’ve got a stallion picked out—in case this mare’ll breed.”


  “He doesn’t belong to you,” I said.


  That needled him. “I’ve got stallions that bring five thousand for a stud fee. Don’t tell me they aren’t good enough.”


  “Their bloodlines are wrong,” I answered. “Mr. Carvelliers has a stallion called Wing Away.”


  “Carvelliers’ stallions cost money. Are you and Ben that flush?” He already knew what I had in mind.


  ‘‘You and Carvelliers trade services,” I said. ‘‘It wouldn’t cost you anything to have the mare bred.”


  He threw back his head and laughed. He was a tall, thin man, always beautifully tailored, with black hair and a line of mustache. ‘‘I’m not a philanthropist,” he said. ‘‘Do you really want this mare?”


  ‘‘I said I did.”


  “You really think she’ll get with foal?”


  “I’ll turn your odds around. I say it’s five to two she will.”


  “I’ll gamble with you,” he said. “I’ll send the mare over to Carvelliers’. If she settles I’ll take care of the stud fee. If she doesn’t, I keep the mare.”


  “And my and Ben’s twenty-five hundred?”


  “Of course.”


  “You’re no gambler,” I said, looking him in the eye, “but I’ll take the bet.”


  Now, Ben and I were looking at a running machine that was something new on the face of the earth.


  Our ranch was perfect for training the colt. It was out of the way and we took particular care that no one ever saw Red Eagle. By the time he was a yearling, our wildest estimate of what he would be had fallen short. Ben began to ride him when he was a coming two-year-old. By that time he had reached seventeen hands, weighed twelve hundred pounds, and could carry Ben’s hundred and twenty-six as if Ben were nothing. Every time Ben stepped off him he was gibbering like an idiot. I was little better. This horse didn’t run; he flowed. Morning after morning as Ben began to open him up I would watch him coming down the track we had dozed out of the prairie and he looked like a great wheel with flashing spokes rolling irresistibly forward. Carrying as much weight as mature horses are asked to carry, our stop watch told us Red Eagle had broken every world record for all distances and this on an imperfect track. Ben and I were scared.


  One night when the racing season was close upon us, Ben said nervously, “I’ve made a few calls to some jockeys I know. Croupwell’s and Carvelliers’ and some others. The best two-year-olds they got are just normal, good colts. Red Eagle will beat them twenty lengths.”


  “You’ve got to keep him under restraint, Ben. You can’t let anybody know what he can do.”


  “I can do anything with him out here by himself. But who knows what he’ll do with other horses?”


  “You’ve got to hold him.”


  “Listen, Cos, I’ve ridden some of the best and some of the toughest. I know what I can hold and what I can’t. If Eagle ever takes it in his head to run, there’ll not be a hell of a lot I can do about it.”


  “We’ve trained him careful.”


  “Yes, but if I’ve got him figured, he’ll go crazy if a horse 67


  starts to crowd him. Another thing, any horseman will see at a glance what we’ve got. They’ll know we’re not letting him extend himself.”


  We were standing out by the pine pole paddock and I turned and looked at Red Eagle. Have you ever seen a cheetah? It’s a cat. It runs faster than any other living creature. It’s long-legged and long-bodied and it moves soft and graceful until it starts to run; then it becomes a streak with a blur of legs beneath. Red Eagle looked more like a twelve-hundred-pound cheetah than a horse and he ran the same way.


  “Well, he’s a race horse,” I said. “If we don’t race him, what’ll we do with him?”


  “We’ll race him,” said Ben, “but things ain’t ever goin’ to be the same again.”


  That turned out to be pure prophecy.


  We decided to start him on a western track. We had to mortgage the ranch to get the money for his entry fee, but we had him entered in plenty of time. Two days before the race we hauled him, blanketed, in a closed trailer and put him into his stall without anyone getting a good look at him. We worked him out at dawn each morning before any other riders were exercising their horses.


  This track was one where a lot of breeders tried their two-year-olds. The day of the race the first person I saw was Croupwell. His mild interest told me he already knew we had an entry. He looked at my worn Levis and string-bean frame.


  “What’s happened these three years, Costello? You don’t appear to have eaten regular.”


  “After today it’ll be different,” I told him.


  “That colt you have entered, eh? He’s not the bet you won from me, is he?”


  “The same.”


  “I see by the papers Ben’s riding. Ben must have lost weight too.”


  “Not so’s you’d notice.”


  “You’re not asking a two-year-old to carry a hundred and twenty-eight pounds on its first start!”


  “He’s used to Ben,” I said casually.


  “Costello, I happen to know you mortgaged your place to get the entry fee.” He was looking at me speculatively. His gambler’s instinct told him something was amiss. “Let’s have a look at the colt.”


  “You’ll see him when we bring him out to be saddled,” I said and walked away.


  You can’t lead a horse like that among a group of horsemen without things happening. Men who spend their lives with horses know what gives a horse reach and speed and staying power. It didn’t take an expert to see what Red Eagle had. When we took the blanket off him in the saddle paddock every jockey and owner began to move close. In no time there was a milling group of horsemen in front of where Ben and I were saddling Eagle.


  Carvelliers, a handsome, white-haired Southern gentleman, called me to him. “Costello, is that Wing Away’s colt?”

“Your signature’s on his papers,” I said.


  “I’ll give you fifty thousand dollars for his dam.”


  “She’s dead,” I said. “She died two weeks after we’d weaned this colt.”


  “Put a price on the colt,” he said without hesitation.


  “He’s not for sale,” I answered.


  “We’ll talk later,” he said, and turned and headed for the betting windows. Every man in the crowd followed him. I saw several stable hands pleading with acquaintances to borrow money to bet on Eagle despite the extra weight he would be spotting the other horses. By the time the pari-mutuel windows closed, our horse was the odds-on favorite and nobody had yet seen him run.


  “I’m glad we didn’t have any money to bet,” said Ben, as I legged him up. “A dollar’ll only make you a dime after what they’ve done to the odds.”


  The falling odds on Red Eagle had alerted the crowd to watch for him. As the horses paraded before the stands there was a rippling murmur of applause. He looked entirely unlike the other eight horses on the track. He padded along, his head bobbing easily, his long hind legs making him look like he was going downhill. He took one step to the other mincing thoroughbreds’ three. .


  I had gone down to the rail and as Ben brought him by, heading for the backstretch where the six-furlong race would start, I could see the Eagle watching the other horses, his ears flicking curiously. I looked at Ben. He was pale. “How is he?” I called.


  Ben glanced at me out of the corners of his eyes. “He’s different.”


  “Different!” I called back edgily. “How?”


  “Your guess is good as mine,” Ben called over his shoulder.


  Eagle went into the gate at his assigned place on the outside as docilely as we’d trained him to. But when the gate flew open, the rush of horses startled him. Breaking on top, he opened up five lengths on the field in the first sixteenth of a mile. The crowd went whoosh with a concerted sigh of amazement.


  “Father in heaven, hold him,” I heard myself saying.


  Through my binoculars, I could see the riders on the other horses studying the red horse ahead of them. Many two-year-olds break wild, but no horse opens five lengths in less than two hundred yards. I saw Ben steadying him gently, and as they went around the first turn, Ben had slowed him until the pack moved up to within a length.


  That was as close as any horse ever got. Around the turn a couple of riders went after Eagle and the pack spread briefly into groups of three and two and two singles. I could see the two horses behind Eagle make their move. Eagle opened another three lengths before they hit the turn into the stretch and I could see Ben fighting him. The two that had tried to take the lead were used up and the pack came by them as all the riders turned their horses on for the stretch drive. Eagle seemed to sense the concerted effort behind him and his rate of flow changed. It was as if a racing car had its accelerator floorboarded. He came into the stretch gaining a half length every time his feet hit the turf.


  When he hit the wire he was a hundred yards ahead of the nearest horse and still going away. Ben had to take him completely around the track before Eagle realized there were no horses behind him. By the time Ben walked him into the winner’s circle, Eagle’s sides were rising and falling evenly. He was only damp, not having got himself hot enough to sweat.


  The first thing I remember seeing was Ben’s guilty expression. “I tried to hold him,” he said. “When he realized something was trying to outrun him he got so damn mad he didn’t even know I was there.”


  The loudspeaker had gone into a stuttering frenzy. Yes, the world’s record for six furlongs had been broken. Not only broken, ladies and gentlemen; five seconds had been cut from it. No, the win was not official. Track veterinarians had to examine the horse. Please keep your seats, ladies and gentlemen.


  Keep their seats, hell! Every man, woman, and child was going to see at close range the horse that could run like that. There had been tears in my eyes as Eagle rolled down the stretch. You couldn’t stay calm when you saw what these people had seen.


  The rest of that day sorts itself into blurred episodes. First, the vets checked Eagle’s teeth, his registration papers, his date of foaling, and finally rechecked the number tattooed in his lip to make sure he was a two-year-old. Then they found that he had not been stimulated. They also found measurements so unbelievable they seriously questioned whether this animal was a horse. They went into a huddle with the track officials.


  There was loose talk of trying to rule the Eagle off the tracks. Carvelliers pointed out that Eagle’s papers were in perfect order, his own stallion had sired him, he was a thoroughbred of accepted bloodlines, and there was no way he could legally be ruled ineligible.


  “If that horse is allowed to run,” said one track official, “who will race against him?”


  Croupwell was seated at the conference table, as were most of the other owners. “Gentlemen,” he said suavely, “aren’t you forgetting the handicapper?”


  The job of a handicapper is to figure how much weight each horse is to carry. It is a known fact that a good handicapper can make any field of horses come in almost nose and nose by imposing greater weights on the faster horses. But Croupwell was forgetting something. Usually, only older horses run in handicaps.


  I jumped to my feet. “You know two-year-olds are not generally handicapped,” I said. “They race under allowance conditions.”


  “True,” said Croupwell. “Two-year-olds usually do run under arbitrary weights. But it is a flexible rule, devised to fit the existing situation. Now that the situation has changed, arbitrarily the weights must be changed.”


  Carvelliers frowned angrily. “Red Eagle was carrying a hundred and twenty-eight against a hundred and four for the other colts. You would have to impose such weights to bring him down to an ordinary horse that you’d break him down.”


  Croupwell shrugged. “If that should be true, it is unfortunate. But we have to think of the good of racing. You know that its lifeblood is betting. There will be no betting against this horse in any race it’s entered.”


  Carvelliers rose. “Gentlemen,” and the way he said it was an insult, “I have been breeding and racing horses all my life. It has always been my belief that racing was to improve the breed, not kill the best horses.” He turned to Ben and me. “At your convenience I would like to speak with you.”


  Ben and I paid off the loan we’d used for the entry fee, bought ourselves some presentable clothes, and went up to Carvelliers’ hotel.


  “Hello, Ben; good to see you,” he said. “Costello, I owe you an apology. I’ve disagreed with you on bloodlines for years. You’ve proven me wrong.”


  “You’ve been wrong,” I agreed, “but Red Eagle is not the proof. He would have been a good colt if he was normal— maybe the best, but what he actually is has nothing to do with bloodlines.”


  “Do you think he’s a mutation—something new?”


  “Completely.”


  “How much weight do you think he can carry and still win?”


  I turned to Ben and Ben said, “He’ll win carrying any weight. He’ll kill himself to win.”


  “It’s too bad you couldn’t have held him,” said Carvelliers. “My God, five seconds cut from the record. Don’t fool yourself, they’ll weight him until even tendons and joints such as his can’t stand it. Will you run him regardless?”


  “What else will there be to do?”


  “Hmm. Yes. Well, maybe you’re right. But if they break him down, I have a proposition to make you.”


  We thanked him and left.


  Ben and I planned our campaign carefully. “We’ve got to train him with other horses,” Ben told me. “If I can get him used to letting a horse stay a few lengths behind, I can hold him down.”


  We bought two fairly good platers with the rest of our first winnings and hired neighboring ranch kids to ride them. We began to see men with binoculars on the hills around our track. We let the Eagle loaf and the boys with the binoculars never saw any great times.


  The racing world had gone crazy over what Red Eagle had done to the records. But as time passed and the binocular boys reported he wasn’t burning up his home track, the writers began to hint that it had been a freak performance—certainly remarkable, but could he do it again? This was the attitude we wanted. Then we put Red Eagle in his second race, this one a mile and a sixteenth.


  It was a big stakes race for two-year-olds. We didn’t enter him until the last minute. Even so, the news got around and the track had never had such a large attendance and such little betting. The people didn’t dare bet against the Eagle, but he had only run at six furlongs and they weren’t ready to believe in him and bet on him to run a distance. Because of the low pari-mutuel take, we were very unpopular with the officials of that track.


  “If there’s any way you can do it,” I told Ben, “hold him at the gate.”


  “I’ll hold him if I can.”


  By this time Red Eagle had become used to other horses and would come out of the gate running easily. When they sprung the gate on those crack two-year-olds that day, Ben had a tight rein and the pack opened a length on the Eagle before he understood he’d been double-crossed. When he saw horses ahead of him he went crazy.


  He swung far outside and caught the pack before they were in front of the stands. He’d opened five lengths at the first turn. He continued to accelerate in the back stretch, and the crowd had gone crazy too. When he turned into the 76


  stretch the nearest thing to him was the starting gate the attendants hadn’t quite had time to pull out of the way. Eagle swerved wide to miss the gate and then, as if the gate had made him madder, really turned it on. When he crossed the finish line the first horse behind him hadn’t entered the stretch. I sat down weakly and cried. He had cut ten seconds off the world’s record for a mile and a sixteenth.


  The pandemonium did not subside when the race was over. Front-page headlines all over the world said, “New Wonder Horse Turns Racing World Topsy-turvy.” That was an understatement.


  “The next time we run him,” I told Ben, “they’ll put two sacks of feed and a bale of hay on him.”


  Ben was gazing off into the distance. “You can’t imagine what it’s like to sit on all that power and watch a field of horses go by you backward, blip, like that. You know something, Cos? He still wasn’t flat out.”


  “Fine,” I said sarcastically. “We’ll run him against Mercedes and Jaguars.”


  Well, they weighted him. The handicapper called for one hundred thirty-seven pounds. It was an unheard-of weight for a two-year-old to carry, but it wasn’t as bad as I had expected.


  At home we put the one thirty-seven on him and eased him along for a few weeks. He didn’t seem to notice the weight. The first time Ben let him out he broke his own record. I kept tabs on his legs and he never heated in the joints or swelled.


  We entered him in the next race to come up. It rained for two days before the race and the track was a sea of mud. Some thought the “flying machine,” as Red Eagle was beginning to be called, could not set his blazing pace in mud.


  “What do you think?” I asked Ben. “He’s never run in mud.”


  “Hell, Cos, that horse don’t notice what he’s running on. He just feels the pressure of something behind him trying to outrun him and it pushes him like a jet.”


  Ben was right. When the pack came out of the gate that day, Red Eagle squirted ahead like a watermelon seed squeezed from between your fingers. He sprayed the pack briefly with mud, then blithely left them, and when he came down the stretch he was completely alone.


  During the next several races, three things became apparent. First, the handicapper had no measuring stick to figure what weight Eagle should carry. They called for one hundred forty, forty-two, then forty-five, and Eagle came down the stretch alone. The second thing became apparent after Eagle had won carrying one forty-five. His next race he started alone. No one would enter against him. Third, Eagle was drawing the greatest crowds in the history of racing.


  There were two big races left that season. They were one day and a thousand miles apart. The officials at both tracks were in a dilemma. Whichever race Eagle entered would have a huge crowd, but it would be a walkaway and that 78


  crowd would bet its last dollar on Eagle, because the track was required by law to pay ten cents on the dollar. The officials resolved their dilemma by using the old adage: You can stop a freight train if you put enough weight on it. Red Eagle was required to carry the unheard-of weight of one hundred and seventy pounds. Thus, they hoped to encourage other owners to race against us and at the same time they’d have Eagle’s drawing power.


  Ben grew obstinate. “I don’t want to hurt him and that weight’ll break him down.”


  “Great,” I replied. “Two worn-out old duffers with the world’s greatest horse end up with two platers, a sandhills ranch, and the winnings from a few races.”


  “I know how you feel,” said Ben. “The only thing you could have got out of this was money, but I get to ride him.”


  “Well,” I said, trying to be philosophical about it, “I get to watch him and that’s almost as good as riding him.” I stopped and grabbed Ben’s arm. “What did I say?”


  Ben jerked his arm away. “You gone nuts?”


  “Get to watch him! Ben, what’s happened every time the Eagle’s run?”


  “He’s broke a record,” said Ben matter-of-factly.


  “He’s sent several thousand people into hysterics,” I amended.


  Ben looked at me. “Are you thinking people would pay to see just one horse run?”


  “Has there ever been more than one when the Eagle’s run? Come on. We’re going to enter him.”


  We entered Eagle in the next to the last race of the season. What I’d expected happened. All the other owners pulled out. They weren’t having any of the Eagle even carrying a hundred and seventy pounds. They all entered in the last race. No horse, not even the Eagle—they thought— had the kind of stamina to make two efforts on successive days with a plane trip sandwiched between, so they felt safe.


  The officials at the second track were jubilant. They had the largest field they had ever run. The officials at the first track had apoplexy. They wanted to talk to us. They offered plane fare and I flew down.


  “Would you consider an arrangement,” they asked, “whereby you would withdraw your horse?”


  “I would not,” I replied.


  “The public won’t attend a walkaway,” they groaned, “even with the drawing power of your horse.” What they were thinking of was that ten cents on the dollar.


  “That’s where you’re wrong,” I told them. “Advertise that the wonder horse is running unweighted against his own record and you’ll have a sellout.”


  Legally, they could not call off the race, so they had to agree.
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  long talk and drew up an agreement. “It’ll work,” I said. “1 know it will.”


  “Yes,” agreed Carvelliers, “it will work, but you must persuade Ben to run him just once carrying the hundred and seventy. We’ve got to scare the whole racing world to death.”


  “I’ll persuade him,” I promised.


  When I got home I took Ben aside. “Ben,” I said, “every cow horse has to carry more than a hundred and seventy pounds.”


  “Yeah, but a cow horse don’t run a mile in just over a minute.”


  “Nevertheless,” I said, “he’ll run as fast as he can carrying that weight and it doesn’t hurt him.”


  “But a cow horse has pasterns and joints like a work horse.


  They just ain’t built like a thoroughbred.”


  “Neither is Red Eagle,” I answered.


  “What’s this all about? You already arranged for him not to carry any weight.”


  “That’s for the first race.”


  “First race! You ain’t thinkin’ of runnin’ in both of them?”


  “Yes, and that second one will be his last race. I’ll never ask you to ride him carrying that kind of weight again.”


  “You ought to be ashamed to ask me to ride him carrying it at all.” Then what I had said sunk in. “Last race! How do you know it’ll be his last race?”


  “I forgot to tell you I had a talk with Carvelliers.”


  “So you had a talk with Carvelliers. So what?”


  “Ben,” I pleaded, “trust me. See what the Eagle can do with a hundred and seventy.”


  “All right,” said Ben grudgingly, “but I ain’t goin’ to turn him on.”


  “Turn him on!” I snorted. “You ain’t ever been able to turn him off.”


  Ben was surprised but I wasn’t when Red Eagle galloped easily under the weight. Ben rode him for a week before he got up the nerve to let him run. Eagle was still way ahead of every record except his own. He stayed sound.


  When we entered him in the second race all but five owners withdrew their horses. These five knew their animals were the best of that season, barring our colt. And they believed that the Eagle after a plane ride, a run the day before, and carrying a hundred and seventy pounds was fair competition.


  At the first track Eagle ran unweighted before a packed stand. The people jumped and shouted with excitement as the red streak flowed around the track, racing the second hand of the huge clock that had been erected in front of the odds board. Ben was worried about the coming race and only let him cut a second off his previous record. But that was enough. The crowd went mad. And I had the last ammunition I needed.


  The next day dawned clear and sunny. The track was fast. Every seat in the stand was sold and the infield was packed. The press boxes overflowed with writers, anxiously waiting 82


  to report to the world what the wonder horse would do. The crowd that day didn’t have to be told. They bet their last dollar on him to win.


  Well, it’s all history now. Red Eagle, carrying one hundred and seventy pounds, beat the next fastest horse five lengths. All the fences in front of the stands were torn down by the crowd trying to get a close look at the Eagle. The track lost a fortune and three officials had heart attacks.


  A meeting was called, and they pleaded with us to remove our horse from competition.


  “Gentlemen,” I said, “we’ll make you a proposition. You noticed yesterday that the gate for Eagle’s exhibition was the largest that track ever had. Do you understand? People will pay to watch Eagle run against time. If you’ll guarantee us two exhibitions a season at each major track and give us sixty percent of the gate, we’ll agree never to run the Eagle in competition.”


  It was such a logical move that they wondered they hadn’t thought of it themselves. It worked out beautifully. Owners of ordinary horses could run them with the conviction that they would at least be somewhere in the stretch when the race finished. The officials were happy, because not only was racing secure again, but they made money out of their forty percent of the gates of Eagle’s exhibitions. And we were happy, because we made even more money. Everything has been serene for three seasons. But I’m a little concerned about next year.


  I forgot to tell you the arrangement Carvelliers and I had made. First, we had discussed a little-known aspect of mutations: namely, that they pass on to their offspring their new characteristics. Carvelliers has fifty brood mares on his breeding farm, and Red Eagle proved so sure at stud that next season fifty carbon copies of him will be hitting the tracks. You’d never believe it, but they run just like their sire, and Ben and I own fifty percent of each of them. Ben feels somewhat badly about it, but, as I pointed out, we only promised not to run the Eagle.


  He That Hath Wings


  by Edmond Hamilton


  If “a man’s got to do what a man’s got to do,” maybe “a mutant’s got to do what a mutant’s got to do.”


  


  Doctor Harriman paused in the corridor of the maternity ward and asked, “What about that woman in 27?’’


  There was pity in the eyes of the plump, crisply dressed head nurse as she answered, “She died an hour after the birth of her baby, doctor. Her heart was bad, you know.’’


  The physician nodded, his spare, clean-shaven face thoughtful. “Yes, I remember now—she and her husband were injured in an electrical explosion in a subway a year ago, and the husband died recently. What about the baby?”


  The nurse hesitated. “A fine, healthy little boy, except—”z


  “Except what?”


  “Except that he is humpbacked, doctor.”


  Doctor Harriman swore in pity. “What horrible luck for the poor little devil! Born an orphan, and deformed, too.” He said with sudden decision, “I’ll look at the infant. Perhaps we could do something for him.”


  But when he and the nurse bent together over the crib in which red-faced little David Rand lay squalling lustily, the doctor shook his head. “No, we can’t do anything for that back. What a shame!”


  David Rand’s little red body was as straight and clean-lined as that of any baby ever born—except for his back. From the back of the infant’s shoulder blades jutted two humped projections, one on each side, that curved down toward the lower ribs.


  Those twin humps were so long and streamlined in their jutting curve that they hardly looked like deformities. The skillful hands of Doctor Harriman gently probed them. Then an expression of perplexity came over his face.


  “This doesn’t seem any ordinary deformity,” he said puzzledly. “I think we’ll look at them through the X-ray. Tell Doctor Morris to get the apparatus going.”


  Doctor Morris was a stocky, red-headed young man who looked in pity, also, at the crying, red-faced baby lying in front of the X-ray machine, later.


  He muttered, “Tough on the poor kid, that back. Ready, doctor?”


  Harriman nodded. “Go ahead.”


  The X-rays broke into sputtering, crackling life. Doctor Harriman applied his eyes to the fluoroscope. His body stiffened. It was a long, silent minute before he straightened from his inspection. His spare face had gone dead white and the waiting nurse wondered what had so excited him.


  Harriman said, a little thickly, “Morris! Take a look through this. I’m either seeing things, or else something utterly unprecedented has happened.”


  Morris, with a puzzled frown at his superior, gazed through the instrument. His head jerked up.


  “My God!” he exclaimed.


  “You see it too?” exclaimed Doctor Harriman. “Then I guess I’m not crazy after all. But this thing—why, it’s without precedent in all human history!”


  He babbled incoherently, “And the bones, too—hollow— the whole skeletal structure different. His weight—”


  He set the infant hastily on a scale. The beam jiggled.


  “See that!” exclaimed Harriman. “He weighs only a third of what a baby his size should weigh.”


  Red-headed young Doctor Morris was staring in fascination at the curving humps on the infant’s back. He said hoarsely, “But this just isn’t possible—”


  “But it’s real!” Harriman flung out. His eyes were brilliant with excitement. He cried, “A change in gene-patterns— only that could have caused this. Some prenatal influence—”


  His fist smacked into his hand. “I’ve got it! The electrical explosion that injured this child’s mother a year before his 87


  birth. That’s what did it—an explosion of hard radiations that damaged, changed, her genes. You remember Muller’s experiments—”


  The head nurse’s wonder overcame her respect. She asked, “But what is it, doctor? What’s the matter with the child’s back? Is it so bad as all that?”


  “So bad?” repeated Doctor Harriman. He drew a long breath. He told the nurse, “This child, this David Rand, is a unique case in medical history. There has never been anyone like him—as far as we know, the thing that’s going to happen to him has never happened to any other human being. And all due to that electrical explosion.”


  “What’s going to happen to him?” demanded the nurse, dismayed.


  “This child is going to have wings!” shouted Harriman. “Those projections growing out on his back—they’re not just ordinary abnormalities—they’re nascent wings, that will very soon break out and grow just as a fledgling bird’s wings break out and grow.”


  The head nurse stared at them. “You’re joking,” she said finally, in flat unbelief.


  “Good God, do you think I’d joke about such a matter?” cried Harriman. “I tell you, I’m as stunned as you are, even though I can see the scientific reason for the thing. This child’s body is different from the body of any other human being that ever lived.


  “His bones are hollow, like a bird’s bones. His blood seems different, and he weighs only a third what a normal human infant weighs. And his shoulder blades jut out into bone projections to which are attached the great wing-muscles. The X-rays clearly show the rudimentary feathers and bones of the wings themselves.”


  “Wings!” repeated young Morris dazedly. He said after a moment, “Harriman, this child will be able to—”


  “He’ll be able to fly, yes!” declared Harriman. “I’m certain of it. The wings are going to be very large ones, and his body is so much lighter than normal that they’ll easily bear him aloft.”


  “Good Lord!” ejaculated Morris incoherently.


  He looked a little wildly down at the infant. It had stopped crying and now waved pudgy red arms and legs weakly.


  “It just isn’t possible,” said the nurse, taking refuge in incredulity. “How could a baby, a man, have wings?”


  Doctor Harriman said swiftly, “It’s due to a deep change in the parents’ genes. The genes, you know, are the tiny cells which control bodily development in every living thing that is born. Alter the gene-pattern and you alter the bodily development of the offspring, which explains the differences in color, size, and so forth, in children. But those minor differences are due to comparatively minor gene-changes.


  “But the gene-pattern of this child’s parents was radically changed a year ago. The electrical explosion in which they were injured must have deeply altered their gene-patterns, by a wave of sudden electrical force. Muller, of the University of Texas, has demonstrated that gene-patterns can be greatly altered by radiation, and that the offspring of parents so treated will differ greatly from their parents in bodily form. That accident produced an entirely new gene-pattern in the parents of this child, one which developed their child into a winged human. He’s what biologists technically call a mutant.”


  Young Morris suddenly said, “Good Lord, what the newspapers are going to do when they get hold of this story!”


  “They mustn’t get hold of it,” Doctor Harriman declared. “The birth of this child is one of the greatest things in the history of biological science, and it mustn’t be made a cheap popular sensation. We must keep it utterly quiet.”


  They kept it quiet for three months, in all. During that time, little David Rand occupied a private room in the hospital and was cared for only by the head nurse and visited only by the two physicians.


  During those three months, the correctness of Doctor Harriman’s prediction was fulfilled. For in that time, the humped projections on the child’s back grew with incredible rapidity until at last they broke through the tender skin in a pair of stubby, scrawny-looking things that were unmistakably wings.


  Little David squalled violently during the days that his wings broke forth, feeling only a pain as of teething many times intensified. But the two doctors stared and stared at those little wings with their rudimentary feathers, even now hardly able to believe the witness of their eyes.


  They saw that the child had as complete control of the wings as of his arms and legs, by means of the great muscles around their bases which no other human possessed. And they saw too that while David’s weight was increasing, he remained still just a third of the weight of a normal child of his age, and that his heart had a tremendously high pulsebeat and that his blood was far warmer than that of any normal person.


  Then it happened. The head nurse, unable any longer to contain the tremendous secret with which she was bursting, told a relative in strict confidence. That relative told another relative, also in strict confidence. And two days later the story appeared in the New York newspapers.


  The hospital put guards at its doors and refused admittance to the grinning reporters who came to ask for details. All of them were frankly skeptical, and the newspaper stories were written with a tongue in the cheek. The public laughed. A child with wings! What kind of phoney new story would they think up next?


  But a few days later, the stories changed in tone. Others of the hospital personnel, made curious by the newspaper yarns, pried into the room where David Rand lay crowing and thrashing his arms and legs and wings. They babbled broadcast assertions that the story was true. One of them, who was a candid camera enthusiast, even managed to slip out a photograph of the infant. Smeary as it was, that photograph did unmistakably show a child with wings of some sort growing from its back.


  The hospital became a fort, a place besieged. Reporters and photographers milled outside its doors and clamored against the special police guard that had been detailed to keep them out. The great press associations offered Doctor Harriman large sums for exclusive stories and photographs of the winged child. The public began to wonder if there was anything in the yarn.


  Doctor Harriman had to give in, finally. He admitted a committee of a dozen reporters, photographers and eminent physicians to see the child.


  David Rand lay and looked up at them with a wise blue gaze, clutching his toe, while the eminent physicians and newspapermen stared down at him with bulging eyes.


  The physicians said, “It’s incredible, but it’s true. This is no fake—the child really has wings.”


  The reporters asked Doctor Harriman wildly, “When he gets bigger, will he be able to fly?”


  Harriman said shortly, “We can’t tell just what his development will be like, now. But if he continues to develop as he has, undoubtedly he’ll be able to fly.”


  “Good Lord, let me at a phone!” groaned one newshound. And they were all scrambling pell-mell for the telephones.


  Doctor Harriman permitted a few pictures, and then unceremoniously shoved the visitors out. But there was no holding the newspapers after that. David Rand’s name became overnight the best known in the world. The pictures convinced even the most skeptical of the public.


  Great biologists made long statements on the theories of genetics which could explain the child. Anthropologists speculated as to whether similar freak winged men had not been born a few times in the remote past, giving rise to the worldwide legends of harpies and vampires and flying people. Crazy sects saw in the child’s birth an omen of the approaching end of the world.


  Theatrical agents offered immense sums for the privilege of exhibiting David in a hygienic glass case. Newspapers and press services outbid each other for exclusive rights to the story Doctor Harriman could tell. A thousand firms begged to purchase the right to use little David’s name on toys, infant foods, and what not.


  And the cause of all this excitement lay and rolled and crowed and sometimes cried in his little bed, now and then vigorously flapping the sprouting wings that had upset the whole world. Doctor Harriman looked thoughtfully down at him.


  He said, “I’ll have to get him out of here. The hospital superintendent is complaining that the crowds and commotion are wrecking the place.”


  “But where can you take him?” Morris wanted to know. “He hasn’t any parents or relatives, and you can’t put a kid like this in an orphan asylum.”


  Doctor Harriman made his decision. “I’m going to retire from practice and devote myself entirely to observing and recording David’s growth. I’ll have myself made his legal guardian and I’ll bring him up in some spot away from all this turmoil—an island or some place like that, if I can find one.”


  Harriman found such a place, an island off the Maine coast, a speck of barren sand and scrubby trees. He leased it, built a bungalow there, and took David Rand and an elderly nurse-housekeeper there. He took also a strong Norwegian watchman who was very efficient at repelling the boats of reporters who tried to land there. After a while the newspapers gave it up. They had to be content to reprint the photographs and articles which Doctor Harriman gave to scientific publications concerning David’s growth.


  David grew rapidly. In five years he was a sturdy little youngster with yellow hair, and his wings were larger and covered with short bronze feathers. He ran and laughed and played, like any youngster, flapping his wings vigorously.


  He was ten before he flew. By then he was a little slimmer, and his glittering bronze wings came to his heels. When he walked or sat or slept, he kept the wings closely folded on his back like a bronze sheath. But when he opened them, they extended much farther than his arms could, on either side.


  Doctor Harriman had meant to let David gradually try flying, to photograph and observe every step of the process.


  But it did not happen that way. David flew first as naturally as a bird first flies.


  He himself had never thought much about his wings. He knew that Doctor John, as he called the physician, had no such wings, and that neither did Flora, the gaunt old nurse, nor Holf, the grinning watchman, have them. But he had seen no other people, and so he imagined the rest of the world was divided into people who had wings and people who didn’t have them. He did not know just what the wings were for, though he knew that he liked to flap them and exercise them when he was running, and would wear no shirt over them.


  Then one April morning, David found out what his wings were for. He had climbed into a tall, old scrub oak to peer at a bird’s nest. The child was always inordinately interested in the birds of the little island, jumping and clapping his hands as he saw then darting and circling overhead, watching their flocks stream south each fall and north each spring, prying into their ways of living, because of some dim sense of kinship with these other winged things.


  He had climbed nearly to the top of the old oak on this morning, toward the nest he had spied. His wings were tightly folded to keep them out of the way of branches. Then, as he reached up to pull himself the last step upward, his foot pressed on the merest rotten shell of a dead branch. Abnormally light as he was, his weight was enough to snap the branch and he fell cleanly toward the ground.


  Instincts exploded in David’s brain in the moment that he plummeted toward the ground. Quite without will, his wings unfolded with a bursting whir. He felt a terrific tug on them that wrenched his shoulders hard. And then suddenly, marvelously, he was no longer falling but was gliding downward on a long slant, with his wings unfolded and rigidly set.


  There burst from his innermost being a high, ringing shout of exultation. Down—down—gliding like a swooping bird with the clean air buffeting at his face and streaming past his wings and body. A wild, sweet thrill that he had never felt before, a sudden crazy joy in living.


  He shouted again, and with instant impulse flapped his great wings, beating the air with them, instinctively bending his head sharply back and keeping his arms flattened against his sides, his legs straight and close together.


  He was soaring upward now, the ground swiftly receding beneath him, the sun blazing in his eyes, the wind screaming around him. He opened his mouth to shout again, and the cold, clean air hammered into his throat. In sheer, mad physical ecstasy he rocketed up through the blue with whirring wings.


  It was thus that Doctor Harriman saw him when he chanced to come out of the bungalow a little later. The doctor heard a shrill, exultant cry from high above and looked up to see that slim, winged shape swooping down toward him from the sunlit heavens.


  The doctor caught his breath at the sheer beauty of the spectacle as David dived and soared and whirled above him, gone crazy with delight in his new-found wings. The boy had instinctively learned how to turn and twist and dive, even though his movements had yet a clumsiness that made him sometimes side-slip.


  When David Rand finally swooped down and alighted in front of the doctor with quick-closing wings, the boy’s eyes streamed electric joy.


  “I can fly’.”


  Doctor Harriman nodded. “You can fly, David. I know I can’t keep you from doing it now, but you must not leave the island and you must be careful.”


  By the time David reached the age of seventeen, there was no longer any need to caution him to be careful. He was as much at home in the air as any bird living.


  He was a tall, slim, yellow-haired youth now, his arrow-straight figure still clad only in the shorts that were all the clothing his warm-blooded body required, a wild, restless energy crackling and snapping in his keen face and dancing blue eyes.


  His wings had become superb, glittering, bronze-feathered pinions that extended more than ten feet from tip to tip when he spread them, and that touched his heels with their lowest feathers when he closed them on his back.


  Constant flying over the island and the surrounding waters had developed the great wing-muscles behind David’s shoulders to tremendous strength and endurance. He could spend a whole day gliding and soaring over the island, now climbing high with a mad burst of whirring wings, then circling, planing on motionless wings, slowly descending.


  He could chase and overtake almost any bird in the air. He would start up a flock of pheasants and his laughter would ring high and wild across the sky as he turned and twisted and darted after the panicky birds. He could pull out the tail-feathers of outraged hawks before they could escape, and he could swoop quicker than a hawk on rabbits and squirrels on the ground.


  Sometimes, when fog banked the island, Doctor Harriman would hear the ringing shout from the gray mists overhead and would know that David was somewhere up there. Or again he would be out over the sunlit waters, plummeting headlong down to them and then at the last moment swiftly spreading his wings so that he just skimmed the wave-crests with the screaming gulls before he rocketed upward again.


  Never yet had David been away from the island, but the doctor knew from his own infrequent visits to the mainland that the worldwide interest in the flying youth was still strong. The photographs which the doctor gave to scientific journals no longer sufficed for the public curiosity, and launches and airplanes with moving-picture cameramen frequently circled the island to snap pictures of David Rand flying.


  To one of those airplanes occurred a thing that gave its occupants much to talk about for days to come. They were a pilot and cameraman who came over the island at midday, in spite of Doctor Harriman’s prohibition of such flights, and who circled brazenly about looking for the flying youth.


  Had they looked up, they could have seen David as a circling speck high above them. He watched the airplane with keen interest mixed with contempt. He had seen these flying ships before and he felt only pity and scorn for their stiff, clumsy wings and noisy motors with which wingless men made shift to fly. This one, though, so directly beneath him, stimulated his curiosity so that he swooped down toward it from above and behind, his great wings urging him against the slip-stream of its propeller.


  The pilot in the open rear cockpit of that airplane nearly had heart failure when someone tapped him on the shoulder from behind. He whirled, startled, and when he saw David Rand crouching precariously on the fuselage just behind him, grinning at him, he lost his head for a moment so that the ship side-slipped and started to fall.


  With a shouting laugh, David Rand leaped off the fuselage and spread his wings to soar up past it. The pilot recovered enough presence of mind to right his ship, and presently David saw it move unsteadily off toward the mainland. Its occupants had enough of the business for one day.


  But the increasing number of such curious visitors stimulated in David Rand a reciprocal curiosity concerning the outside world. He wondered more and more what lay beyond the low, dim line of the mainland over there across the blue waters. He could not understand why Doctor John forbade him to fly over there, when well he knew that his wings would bear him up for a hundred times that distance.


  Doctor Harriman told him, “I’ll take you there soon, David. But you must wait until you understand things better—you wouldn’t fit in with the rest of the world, yet.’’


  “Why not?’’ demanded David puzzledly.


  The doctor explained, “You have wings, and no one else in the world has. That might make things very difficult for you.’’


  “But why?”


  Harriman stroked his spare chin and said thoughtfully, “You’d be a sensation, a sort of freak, David. They’d be curious about you because you’re different, but they’d look down on you for the same reason. That’s why I brought you up out here, to avoid that. You must wait a little longer before you see the world.”


  David Rand flung a hand up to point half angrily at a streaming flock of piping wild birds, heading south, black against the autumn sunset. “They don’t wait! Every fall I see them, everything that flies, going away. Every spring I see them returning, passing overhead again. And I have to stay on this little island!”


  A wild pulse of freedom surged in his blue eyes.


  “I want to go as they do, to see the land over there, and the lands beyond that.”


  “Soon you shall go over there,” promised Doctor Harriman. “I will go with you—will look out for you there.”


  But through the dusk that evening, David sat with chin in hand, wings folded, staring broodingly after the straggling, southing birds. And in the days that followed, he took less and less pleasure in mere aimless flight above the island, and more and more watched wistfully the endless, merry passage of the honking wild geese and swarming ducks and whistling songbirds.


  Doctor Harriman saw and understood that yearning in David’s eyes, and the old physician sighed.


  “He has grown up,” he thought, “and wants to go like any young bird that would leave its nest. I shall not be able much longer to keep him from leaving.”


  But it was Harriman himself who left first, in a different way. For some time the doctor’s heart had troubled him, and there came a morning when he did not awaken, and when a dazed, uncomprehending David stared down at his guardian’s still, white face.


  Through all that day, while the old housekeeper wept softly about the place and the Norwegian was gone in the boat to the mainland to arrange the funeral, David Rand sat with folded wings and chin in hand, staring out across the blue waters.


  That night, when all was dark and silent around the bungalow, he stole into the room where the doctor lay silent and peaceful. In the darkness, David touched the thin, cold hand.


  Hot tears swam in his eyes and he felt a hard lump in his throat as he made that futile gesture of farewell.


  Then he went softly back out of the house into the night. The moon was a red shield above the eastern waters and the autumn wind blew cold and crisp. Down through the keen air came the joyous piping and carolling and whistling of a long swarm of wild birds, like shrill bugle-calls of gay challenge.


  David’s knees bent, and he sprang upward with whirring wings—up and up, the icy air streaming past his body, thundering in his ears, his nostrils drinking it. And the dull sorrow in his heart receded in the bursting joy of flight and freedom. He was up among those shrilling, whistling birds now, the screaming wind tearing laughter from his lips as they scattered in alarm from him.


  Then as they saw that this strange winged creature who had joined them made no move to harm them, the wild birds reformed their scattered flock. Far off across the dim, heaving plain of the waters glowed the dull red moon and the scattered lights of the mainland, the little lights of earth-bound folk. The birds shrilled loud and David laughed and sang in joyous chorus as his great wings whirred in time with their own, trailing high across the night sky toward adventure and freedom, flying south.


  All through that night, and with brief rests through the next day also, David flew southward, for a time over endless waters and then over the green, fertile land. His hunger he satisfied by dipping toward trees loaded with ripening fruit. When the next night came he slept in a crotch high in a tall forest oak, crouched comfortably with his wings folded about him.


  It was not long before the world learned that the freak youth with wings was abroad. People in farms and villages and cities looked up incredulously at that slim figure winging high overhead. Ignorant folk who had never heard of David Rand flung themselves prostrate in panic as he passed across the sky.


  Through all that winter there were reports of David from the southland, reports that made it evident he had become almost completely a creature of the wild. What greater pleasure than to soar through the long sun-drenched days over the blue tropic seas, to swoop on the silver fish that broke from the waters, to gather strange fruits and sleep at night in a high tree close against the stars, and wake with dawn to another day of unfettered freedom?


  Now and again he would circle unsuspected over some city at night, soaring slowly in the darkness and peering down curiously at the vast pattern of straggling lights and the blazing streets choked with swarms of people and vehicles. He would not enter those cities and he could not see how the people in them could bear to live so, crawling over the surface of the earth amid the rubbing and jostling of hordes like them, never knowing even for a moment the wild, clean joy of soaring through blue infinities of sky. What could make life worthwhile for such earthbound, antlike folk?


  When the spring sun grew hotter and higher, and the birds began to flock together in noisy swarms, David too felt something tugging him northward. So he flew north over the spring-green land, great bronzed wings tirelessly beating the air, a slim, tanned figure arrowing unerringly north.


  He came at last to his goal, the island where he had lived most of his life. It lay lonely and deserted now in the empty waters, dust gathering over the things in the abandoned bungalow, the garden weed-grown. David settled down there for a time, sleeping upon the porch, making long flights for amusement, west over the villages and dingy cities, north over the rugged, wave-dashed coast, east over the blue sea; until at last the flowers began to die and the air grew frosty, and the deep urge tugged at David until again he joined the ‘ great flocks of winged things going south.


  North and south—south and north—for three years that wild freedom of unchecked migration was his. In those three years he came to know mountain and valley, sea and river, storm and calm, and hunger and thirst, as only they of the wild know them. And in those years the world became accustomed to David, almost forgot him. He was the winged man, just a freak; there would never be another like him.


  Then in the third spring there came the end to David Rand’s winged freedom. He was on his spring flight north, and at dusk felt hunger. He made out in the twilight a suburban mansion amid extensive orchards and gardens, and swooped down toward it with ideas of early berries. He was very near the trees in the twilight when a gun roared from the ground. David felt a blinding stab of pain through his head, and knew nothing more.


  When he awoke, it was in a bed in a sunlit room. There were a kind-faced elderly man and a girl in the room, and another man who looked like a doctor. David discovered that there was a bandage around his head. These people, he saw, were all looking at him with intense interest.


  The elderly, kind-looking man said, “You’re David Rand, the fellow with wings? Well, you’re mighty lucky to be living.” He explained, “You see, my gardener has been watching for a hawk that steals our chickens. When you swooped down in the dusk last night, he fired at you before he could recognize you. Some of the shot from his gun just grazed your head.”


  The girl asked gently, “Are you feeling better now? The doctor says you’ll soon be as good as ever.” She added, “This is my father, Wilson Hall. I’m Ruth Hall.”


  David stared up at her. He thought he had never seen anyone so beautiful as this shy, soft, dark girl with her curling black hair and tender, worried brown eyes.


  He suddenly knew the reason for the puzzling persistence with which the birds sought each other out and clung together in pairs each mating season. He felt the same thing in his own breast now, the urge toward this girl. He did not think of it as love, but suddenly he loved her.


  He told Ruth Hall slowly, “I’m all right now.”


  But she said, “You must stay here until you’re completely well. It’s the least we can do when it was our servant who almost killed you.”


  David stayed, as the wound healed. He did not like the house, whose rooms seemed so dark and stiflingly close to him, but he found that he could stay outside during the day, and could sleep on a porch at night.


  Neither did he like the newspapermen and cameramen who came to Wilson Hall’s house to get stories about the winged man’s accident; but these soon ceased coming, for David Rand was not now the sensation he had been years ago. And while visitors to the Hall home stared rather disconcertingly at him and at his wings, he got used to that.


  He put up with everything, so that he might be near Ruth Hall. His love for her was a clean fire burning inside him and nothing in the world now seemed so desirable as that she should love him too. Yet because he was still mostly of the wild, and had had little experience in talking, he found it hard to tell her what he felt.


  He did tell her, finally, sitting beside her in the sunlit garden. When he had finished, Ruth’s gentle brown eyes were troubled.


  “You want me to marry you, David?”


  “Why, yes,” he said, a little puzzled. “That’s what they call it when people mate, isn’t it? And I want you for my mate.”


  She said, distressed, “But David, your wings—”


  He laughed. “Why, there’s nothing the matter with my wings. The accident didn’t hurt them. See!”


  And he leaped to his feet, whipping open the great bronze wings that glittered in the sunlight, looking like a figure of fable poised for a leap into the blue, his slim, tanned body clad only in the shorts which were all the clothing he would wear.


  The trouble did not leave Ruth’s eyes. She explained, “It’s not that, David—it’s that your wings make you so different from everybody else. Of course it’s wonderful that you can fly, but they make you so different from everyone else that people look on you as a kind of freak.”


  David stared. “Tow don’t look on me as that, Ruth?”


  “Of course not,” Ruth said. “But it does seem somehow a little abnormal, monstrous, your having wings.”


  “Monstrous?” he repeated. “Why, it’s nothing like that. It’s just—beautiful, being able to fly. See!”


  And he sprang upward with great wings whirring—up and up, climbing into the blue sky, dipping and darting and turning up there like a swallow, then cometing down in a breathless swoop to land lightly on his toes beside the girl.


  “Is there anything monstrous about that?” he demanded joyously. “Why, Ruth, I want you to fly with me, held in my arms, so that you’ll know the beauty of it as I know it.”


  The girl shuddered a little. “I couldn’t, David. I know it’s silly, but when I see you in the air like that you don’t seem so much a man as a bird, a flying animal, something unhuman.”


  David Rand stared at her, suddenly miserable. “Then you won’t marry me—because of my wings?”


  He grasped her in his strong, tanned arms, his lips seeking her soft mouth.


  “Ruth, I can’t live without you now that I’ve met you. I can’t!”


  It was on a night a little later that Ruth, somewhat hesitantly, made her suggestion. The moon flooded the garden with calm silver, gleamed on David Rand’s folded wings as he sat with keen young face bent eagerly toward the girl.


  She said, “David, there is a way in which we could marry and be happy, if you love me enough to do it.”


  “I’ll do anything!” he cried. “You know that.”


  She hesitated.


  “Your wings—they’re what keep us apart. I can’t have a husband who belongs more to the wild creatures than to the human race, a husband whom everyone would consider a freak, a deformed oddity. But if you were to have your wings taken off—”


  He stared at her. “My wings taken off?”


  She explained in an eager little rush of words. “It’s quite practicable, David. Doctor White, who treated you for that 108


  wound and who examined you then, has told me that it would be quite easy to amputate your wings above their bases. There would be no danger at all in it, and it would leave only the slight projection of the stumps on your back. Then you’d be a normal man and not a freak,” she added, her soft face earnest and appealing. ‘‘Father would give you a position in his business, and instead of an abnormal, roaming, half-human creature you would be like—like everyone else. We could be so happy then.”


  David Rand was stunned. ‘‘Amputate my wings?” he repeated almost uncomprehendingly. ‘‘You won’t marry me unless I do that?”


  ‘‘I can’t,” said Ruth painfully. ‘‘I love you, David, I do— but I want my husband to be like other women’s husbands.”


  “Never to fly again,” said David slowly, his face white in the moonlight. “To become earthbound, like everyone else! No!” he cried, springing to his feet in a wild revulsion. “I won’t do it—I won’t give up my wings! I won’t become like—”


  He stopped abruptly. Ruth was sobbing into her hands. All his anger gone, he stooped beside her, pulled down her hands, yearningly tilted up her soft, tear-stained face.


  “Don’t cry, Ruth,” he begged. “It isn’t that I don’t love you—I do, more than anything else on earth. But I had never thought of giving up my wings—the idea stunned me.” He told her, “You go on into the house. I must think it over a little.”


  She kissed him, her mouth quivering, and then was gone through the moonlight to the house. And David Rand remained, his brain in turmoil, pacing nervously in the silver light.


  Give up his wings? Never again to dip and soar and swoop with the winged things of the sky, never again to know the mad exaltation and tameless freedom of rushing flight?


  Yet—to give up Ruth—to deny this blind, irresistible yearning for her that beat in every atom of him—to know bitter loneliness and longing for her the rest of his life—how could he do that? He couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t.


  So David went rapidly toward the house and met the girl waiting for him on the moonlit terrace.


  “David?” ’


  “Yes, Ruth, I’ll do it. I’ll do anything for you.”


  She sobbed happily on his breast. “I knew you really loved me, David. I knew it.”


  Two days later David Rand came out of the mists of anesthesia in a hospital room, feeling very strange, his back an aching soreness. Doctor White and Ruth were bending over his bed.


  “Well, it was a complete success, young man,” said the doctor. “You’ll be out of here in a few days.”


  Ruth’s eyes were shining. “The day you leave, David, we’ll be married.”


  When they were gone, David slowly felt his back. Only the no bandaged, projecting stumps of his wings remained. He could move the great wing-muscles, but no whirring pinions answered. He felt dazed and strange, as though some most vital part of him was gone. But he clung to the thought of Ruth—of Ruth waiting for him—


  And she was waiting for him, and they were married on the day he left the hospital. And in the sweetness of her love, David lost all of that strange dazed feeling, and almost forgot that once he had possessed wings and had roamed the sky a wild, winged thing.


  Wilson Hall gave his daughter and son-in-law a pretty white cottage on a wooded hill near town, and made a place for David in his business and was patient with his ignorance of commercial matters. And every day David drove his car into town and worked all day in his office and drove back homeward in the dusk to sit with Ruth before their lire, her head on his shoulder.


  “David, are you sorry that you did it?” Ruth would ask anxiously at first.


  And he would laugh and say, “Of course not, Ruth. Having you is worth anything.”


  And he told himself that that was true, that he did not regret the loss of his wings. All that past time when he had flown the sky with whirring wings seemed only a strange dream and only now had he awakened to real happiness, he assured himself.


  Wilson Hall told his daughter, “David’s doing well down at the office. I was afraid he would always be a little wild, but he’s settled down fine.”


  Ruth nodded happily and said, “I knew that he would. And everyone likes him so much now.”


  For people who once had looked askance at Ruth’s marriage now remarked that it had turned out very well after all.


  “He’s really quite nice. And except for the slight humps on his shoulders, you’d never think that he had been different from anyone else,” they said.


  So the months slipped by. In the little cottage on the wooded hill was complete happiness until there came the fall, frosting the lawn with silver each morning, stamping crazy colors on the maples.


  One fall night David woke suddenly, wondering what had so abruptly awakened him. Ruth was still sleeping softly with gentle breathing beside him. He could hear no sound.


  Then he heard it. A far-away, ghostly whistling trailing down from the frosty sky, a remote, challenging shrilling that throbbed with a dim, wild note of pulsing freedom.


  He knew what it was, instantly. He swung open the window and peered up into the night with beating heart. And up there he saw them, long, streaming files of hurtling wild birds, winging southward beneath the stars. In an instant the wild impulse to spring from the window, to rocket up after them into the clean, cold night, clamored blindly in David’s heart.


  Instinctively the great wing-muscles at his back tensed. But only the stumps of his wings moved beneath his pajama jacket. And suddenly he was limp, trembling, aghast at that blind surge of feeling. Why, for a moment he had wanted to go, to leave Ruth. The thought appalled him, was like a treachery against himself. He crept back into bed and lay, determinedly shutting his ears to that distant, joyous whistling that fled southward through the night.


  The next day he plunged determinedly into his work at the office. But all through that day he found his eyes straying to the window’s blue patch of sky. And week by week thereafter, all through the long months of winter and spring, the old, wild yearning grew more and more an unreasonable ache inside his heart, stronger than ever when the flying creatures came winging north in spring.


  He told himself savagely, “You’re a fool. You love Ruth more than anything else on earth and you have her. You don’t want anything else.”


  And again in the sleepless night he would assure himself, “I’m a man, and I’m happy to live a normal man’s life, with Ruth.”


  But in his brain old memories whispered slyly, “Do you remember that first time you flew, that mad thrill of soaring upward for the first time, the first giddy whirl and swoop and glide?”


  And the night wind outside the window called, “Remember how you raced with me, beneath the stars and above the sleeping world, and how you laughed and sang as your wings fought me?”


  And David Rand buried his face in his pillow and muttered, “I’m not sorry I did it. I’m not!”


  Ruth awoke and asked sleepily, “Is anything the matter, David?”


  “No, dear,” he told her, but when she slept again he felt the hot tears stinging his eyelids, and whispered blindly, “I’m lying to myself. I want to fly again.”


  But from Ruth, happily occupied with his comfort and their home and their friends, he concealed all that blind, buried longing. He fought to conquer it, destroy it, but could not.


  When no one else was by, he would watch with aching heart the swallows darting and diving in the sunset, or the hawk soaring high and remote in the blue, or the kingfisher’s thrilling swoop. And then bitterly he would accuse himself of being a traitor to his own love for Ruth.


  Then that spring Ruth shyly told him something. “David, next fall—a child of ours—”


  He was startled. “Ruth, dear!” Then he asked, “You’re not afraid that it might be—”


  She shook her head confidently. “No. Doctor White says there is no chance that it will be born abnormal as you were. He says that the different gene-characters that caused you to be born with wings are bound to be a recessive character, not . n4


  a dominant, and that there is no chance of that abnormality being inherited. Aren’t you glad?”


  “Of course,” he said, holding her tenderly. “It’s going to be wonderful.”


  Wilson Hall beamed at the news. “A grandchild—that’s fine!” he exclaimed. “David, do you know what I’m going to do after its birth? I’m going to retire and leave you as head of the firm.”


  “Oh, Dad!” cried Ruth, and kissed her father joyfully.


  David stammered his thanks. And he told himself that this ended for good all his vague, unreasonable longings. He was going to have more than Ruth to think about now, was going to have the responsibilities of a family man.


  He plunged into work with new zest. For a few weeks he did entirely forget that old blind yearning, in his planning for things to come. He was all over that now, he told himself.


  Then suddenly his whole being was overturned by an amazing thing. For some time the wing-stumps on David’s shoulders had felt sore and painful. Also it seemed they were much larger than they had been. He took occasion to examine them in a mirror and was astounded to discover that they had grown out in two very large, humplike projections that curved downward on each side along his back.


  David Rand stared and stared into the mirror, a strange surmise in his eyes. Could it be possible that—


  He called on Doctor White the next day, on another pretext. But before he left he asked casually, “Doctor, I was wondering, is there any chance that my wings would ever start to grow out again?”


  Doctor White said thoughtfully, “Why, I suppose there is a chance of it, at that. A newt can regenerate a lost limb, you know, and numerous animals have similar powers of regeneration. Of course an ordinary man cannot regenerate a lost arm or leg like that, but your body is not an ordinary one and your wings might possess some power of partial regeneration, for one time at least.” He added, “You don’t need to worry about it, though, David. If they start to grow out again, just come in and I’ll remove them again without any trouble.”


  David Rand thanked him and left. But day after day thereafter, he closely watched and soon saw beyond doubt that the freak of genes that had given him wings in the first place had also given him at least a partial power of regenerating them.


  For the wings were growing out again, day by day. The humps on his shoulders had become very much larger, though covered by his specially tailored coats the change in them was not noticed. They broke through late that summer in wings—real wings, though small as yet. Folded under his clothing, they were not apparent.


  David knew that he should go in and let the doctor amputate them before they got larger. He told himself that he did not any longer want wings—Ruth and the coming child and 116


  their future together were all that meant anything to him now.


  Yet still he did not say anything to anyone, kept the growing wings concealed and closed beneath his clothing. They were poor, weak wings, compared to his first ones, as though stunted by the previous amputation. It was unlikely that he would ever be able to fly with them, he thought, even if he wanted to, which he didn’t.


  He told himself, though, that it would be easier to have them removed after they had attained their full size. Besides, he didn’t want to disturb Ruth at this time by telling her that the wings had grown again. So he reassured himself, and so the weeks passed until by early October his second wings had grown to their full size, though they were stunted and pitiful compared to his first splendid pinions.


  On the first week in October, a little son was born to Ruth and David. A fine, strong-limbed little boy, without a trace of anything unusual about him. He was normal of weight, and his back was straight and smooth, and he would never have wings. And a few nights later they were all in the little cottage, admiring him.


  “Isn’t he beautiful?” asked Ruth, looking up with eyes shining with pride.


  David nodded dumbly, his heart throbbing with emotion as he looked down at the red, sleeping mite. His son!


  “He’s wonderful,” he said humbly. “Ruth, dear—I want to work the rest of my life for you and for him.”


  Wilson Hall beamed on them and chuckled, “You’re going to have a chance to do that, David. What I said last spring goes. This afternoon I formally resigned as head of the firm and saw that you were named as my successor.”


  David tried to thank him. His heart was full with complete happiness, with love for Ruth and for their child. He felt that no one before had ever been so happy.


  Then after Wilson Hall had left, and Ruth was sleeping and he was alone, David suddenly realized that there was something he must do.


  He told himself sternly, “All these months you’ve been lying to yourself, making excuses for yourself, letting your wings grow again. In your heart, all that time, you were hoping that you would be able to fly again.”


  He laughed. “Well, that’s all over, now. I only told myself before that I didn’t want to fly. It wasn’t true, then, but it is now. I’ll never again long for wings, for flying, now that I have both Ruth and the boy.”


  No, never again—that was ended. He would drive into town this very night and have Doctor White remove these new-grown second wings. He would never even let Ruth know about them.


  Flushed with that resolve, he hurried out of the cottage into the windy darkness of the fall night. The red moon was lifting above the treetops eastward and by its dull light he started back toward the garage. All around him the trees were bending and creaking under the brawling, jovial hammering of the hard north wind.


  David stopped suddenly. Down through the frosty night had come a faint, far sound that jerked his head erect. A distant, phantom whistling borne on the rushing wind, rising, falling, growing stronger and stronger—the wild birds, southing through the noisy night, shrilling their exultant challenge as the wind bore their wings onward. That wild throb of freedom that he had thought dead clutched hard of a sudden at David’s heart.


  He stared up into the darkness with brilliant eyes, hair blowing in the wind. To be up there with them just once again—to fly with them just one more time—


  Why not? Why not fly this one last time and so satisfy that aching longing before he lost these last wings? He would not go far, would make but a short flight and then return to have the wings removed, to devote his life to Ruth and their son. No one would ever know.


  Swiftly he stripped off his clothing in the darkness, stood erect, spreading the wings that had been so long concealed and confined. Quaking doubt assailed him. Could he fly at all, now? Would these poor, stunted, second wings even bear him aloft for a few minutes? No, they wouldn’t—he knew they wouldn’t!


  The wild wind roared louder through the groaning trees, the silvery shrilling high overhead came louder. David stood poised, knees bent, wings spread for the leap upward, agony on his white face. He couldn’t try it—he knew that he couldn’t leave the ground.


  But the wind was shouting in his ears, “You can do it, you can fly again! See, I am behind you, waiting to lift you, ready to race you up there under the stars!”


  And the exultant, whistling voices high above were shrilling, “Upward—up with us! You belong among us, not down there! Upward—fly!”


  He sprang! The stunted wings smote the air wildly, and he was soaring! The dark trees, the lighted window of the cottage, the whole hilltop, dropped behind and below him as his wings bore him upward on the bellowing wind.


  Up, up—clean, hard battering of the cold air on his face once more, the crazy roaring of the wind around him, the great thrash of his wings bearing him higher and higher.


  David Rand’s high, ringing laughter pealed out on the screaming wind as he flew on between the stars and the nighted earth. Higher and higher, right up among the shrilling, southing birds that companioned him on either side. On and on he flew with them.


  He knew suddenly that this alone was living, this alone was waking. All that other life that had been his, down there, that had been the dream, and he had awakened from it now. It was not he who worked in an office and had loved a woman and a child down there. It was a dream David Rand who had done that, and the dream was over now.


  Southward, southward, he rushed through the night, and the wind screamed, and the moon rose higher, until at last the land passed from beneath and he flew with the flying birds over moonlit plains of ocean. He knew that it was madness to fly on with these poor wings that already were tiring and weakening, but he had no thought in his exultant brain of turning back. To fly on, to fly this one last time, that was enough!


  So that when his tired wings began at last to fail, and he began to sink lower and lower toward the silvered waters, there was no fear and no regret in his breast. It was what he had always expected and wanted, at the end, and he was drowsily glad—glad to be falling as all they with wings must finally fall, after a brief lifetime of wild, sweet flight, dropping contentedly to rest.
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  Tuesday, 16 May. Lambertson got back from Boston about two this afternoon. He was tired; I don’t think I’ve ever seen Lambertson so tired. It was more than just exhaustion, too. Maybe anger? Frustration? I couldn’t be sure. It seemed more like defeat than anything else, and he went straight from the ’copter to his office without even stopping off at the lab at all.


  It’s good to have him back, though! Not that I haven’t had a nice enough rest. With Lambertson gone, Dakin took over the reins for the week, but Dakin doesn’t really count, poor man. It’s such a temptation to twist him up and get him all confused that I didn’t do any real work all week. With Lambertson back I’ll have to get down to the grind again, but I’m still glad he’s here. I never thought I’d miss him so, for such a short time away.


  But I wish he’d gotten a rest, if he ever rests! And I wish I knew why he went to Boston in the first place. Certainly he didn’t want to go. I wanted to read him and find out, but I don’t think I’m supposed to know yet. Lambertson didn’t want to talk. He didn’t even tell me he was back, even though he knew I’d catch him five miles down the road. (I can do that now, with Lambertson. Distance doesn’t seem to make so much difference anymore if I just ignore it.)


  So all I got was bits and snatches on the surface of his mind. Something about me, and Dr. Custer; and a nasty little man called Aarons or Barrons or something. I’ve heard of him somewhere, but I can’t pin it down right now. I’ll have to dig that out later, I guess.


  But if he saw Dr. Custer, why doesn’t he tell me about it?


  Wednesday, 17 May, It was Aarons that he saw in Boston, and now I’m sure that something’s going wrong. I know that 123


  man. I remember him from a long time ago, back when I was still at Bairdsley, long before I came here to the Study Center. He was the consulting psychiatrist, and I don’t think I could ever forget him, even if I tried!


  That’s why I’m sure something very unpleasant is going on.


  Lambertson saw Dr. Custer, too, but the directors sent him to Boston because Aarons wanted to talk to him. I wasn’t supposed to know anything about it, but Lambertson came down to dinner last night. He wouldn’t even look at me, the skunk. I fixed him. I told him I was going to peek, and then I read him in a flash, before he could shift his mind to Boston traffic or something. (He knows I can’t stand traffic.)


  I only picked up a little, but it was enough. There was something very unpleasant that Aarons had said that I couldn’t quite get. They were in his office. Lambertson had said, “I don’t think she’s ready for it, and I’d never try to talk her into it, at this point. Why can’t you people get it through your heads that she’s a child, and a human being, not some kind of laboratory animal? That’s been the trouble all along. Everybody has been so eager to grab, and nobody has given her a wretched thing in return.”


  Aarons was smooth. Very sad and reproachful. I got a clear picture of him—short, balding, mean little eyes in a smug, self-righteous little face. “Michael, after all she’s twenty-three years old. She’s certainly out of diapers by now.”


  “But she’s only had two years of training aimed at teaching her anything.”


  “Well, there’s no reason that that should stop, is there? Be reasonable, Michael. We certainly agree that you’ve done a wonderful job with the girl, and naturally you’re sensitive about others working with her. But when you consider that public taxes are footing the bill—”


  “I’m sensitive about others exploiting her, that’s all. I tell you, I won’t push her. And I wouldn’t let her come up here, even if she agreed to do it. She shouldn’t be tampered with for another year or two at least.” Lambertson was angry and bitter. Now, three days later, he was still angry.


  “And you’re certain that your concern is entirely—professional?” (Whatever Aarons meant, it wasn’t nice. Lambertson caught it, and oh, my! Chart slapping down on the table, door slamming, swearing—from mild, patient Lambertson, can you imagine? And then later, no more anger, just disgust and defeat. That was what hit me when he came back yesterday. He couldn’t hide it, no matter how he tried.)


  Well, no wonder he was tired. I remember Aarons all right. He wasn’t so interested in me, back in those days. Wild one, he called me. We haven’t the time or the people to handle anything like this in a public institution. We have to handle her the way we’d handle any other defective. She may be a plus-defective instead of a minus-defective, but she’s as crippled as if she were deaf and blind.


  Good old Aarons. That was years ago, when I was barely thirteen. Before Dr. Custer got interested and started ophthalmoscoping me and testing me, before I’d ever heard of Lambertson or the Study Center. For that matter, before anybody had done anything but feed me and treat me like some kind of peculiar animal or something.


  Well, I’m glad it was Lambertson that went to Boston and not me, for Aarons’ sake. And if Aarons tries to come down here to work with me, he’s going to be wasting his time, because I’ll lead him all around Robin Hood’s Barn and get him so confused he’ll wish he’d stayed home. But I can’t help but wonder, just the same. Am I a cripple like Aarons said? Does being psi-high mean that? I don’t think so, but what does Lambertson think? Sometimes when I try to read Lambertson I’m the one that gets confused. I wish I could tell what he really thinks.


  Wednesday night. I asked Lambertson tonight what Dr. Custer had said. “He wants to see you next week,” he told me. “But Amy, he didn’t make any promises. He wasn’t even hopeful.”


  “But his letter! He said the studies showed that there wasn’t any anatomical defect.”


  Lambertson leaned back and lit his pipe, shaking his head at me. He’s aged ten years this past week. Everybody thinks 126


  so. He’s lost weight, and he looks as if he hasn’t slept at all. “Custer’s afraid that it isn’t a question of anatomy, Amy.”


  “But what is it, then, for heaven’s sake?”


  “He doesn’t know. He says it’s not very scientific, but it may just be that what you don’t use, you lose.”


  “Oh, but that’s silly.” I chewed my lip.


  “Granted.”


  “But he thinks that there’s a chance?”


  “Of course there’s a chance. And you know he’ll do everything he can. It’s just that neither of us wants you to get your hopes up.”


  It wasn’t much, but it was something. Lambertson looked so beat. I didn’t have the heart to ask him what Aarons wanted, even though I know he’d like to get it off his chest. Maybe tomorrow will be better.


  I spent the day with Charlie Dakin in the lab, and did a little work for a change. I’ve been disgustingly lazy, and poor Charlie thinks it’s all his fault. Charlie reads like twenty-point type ninety percent of the time, and I’m afraid he knows it. I can tell just exactly when he stops paying attention to business and starts paying attention to me, and then all of a sudden he realizes I’m reading him, and it flusters him for the rest of the day. I wonder why? Does he really think I’m shocked? Or surprised? Or insulted? Poor Charlie!


  I guess I must be good enough looking. I can read it from almost every fellow that comes near me. I wonder why? I mean, why me and not Marjorie over in the Main Office?


  She’s a sweet girl, but she never gets a second look from the guys. There must be some fine differential point I’m missing somewhere, but I don’t think I’ll ever understand it.


  I’m not going to press Lambertson, but I hope he opens up tomorrow. He’s got me scared silly by now. He has a lot of authority around here, but other people are paying the bills, and when he’s frightened about something, it can’t help but frighten me.


  Thursday, 18 May. We went back to reaction testing in the lab with Lambertson today. That study is almost finished, as much as anything I work on is ever finished, which isn’t very much. This test had two goals: to clock my stimulus-response pattern in comparison to normals, and to find out just exactly when I pick up any given thought-signal from the person I’m reading. It isn’t a matter of developing speed. I’m already so fast to respond that it doesn’t mean too much from anybody else’s standpoint, and I certainly don’t need any training there. But where along the line do I pick up a thought impulse? Do I catch it at its inception? Do I pick up the thought formulation, or just the final crystalized pattern? Lambertson thinks I’m with it right from the start, and that some training in those lines would be worth my time.


  Of course, we didn’t find out, not even with the ingenious little random-firing device that Dakin designed for the study. With this gadget, neither Lambertson nor I know what impulse the box is going to throw at him. He just throws a switch and it starts coming. He catches it, reacts, I catch it from him and react, and we compare reaction times. This afternoon it had us driving up a hill, and sent a ten-ton truck rolling down on us out of control. I had my flasher on two seconds before Lambertson did, of course, but our reaction times are standardized, so when we corrected for my extra speed, we knew that I must have caught the impulse about 0.07 seconds after he did.


  Crude, of course, not nearly fast enough, and we can’t reproduce on a stable basis. Lambertson says that’s as close as we can get without cortical probes. And that’s where I put my foot down. I may have a gold mine in this head of mine, but nobody is going to put burr-holes through my skull in order to tap it. Not for a while yet.


  That’s unfair, of course, because it sounds as if Lambertson were trying to force me into something, and he isn’t. I’ve read him about that, and I know he wouldn’t allow it. Let’s learn everything else we can learn without it first, he says. Later, if you want to go along with it, maybe. But right now you’re not competent to decide for yourself


  He may be right, but why not? Why does he keep acting as if I’m a child? Am I, really? With everything (and I mean everything) coming into my mind for the past twenty-three years, haven’t I learned enough to make decisions for myself? Lambertson says of course everything has been coming in, it’s just that I don’t know what to do with it all. But somewhere along the line I have to reach a maturation point of some kind.


  It scares me, sometimes, because I can’t find an answer to it and the answer might be perfectly horrible. I don’t know where it may end. What’s worse, I don’t know what point it has reached right now. How much difference is there between my mind and Lambertson’s? I’m psi-high, and he isn’t— granted. But is there more to it than that? People like Aarons think so. They think it’s a difference between human function and something else.


  And that scares me because it just isn’t true. I’m as human as anybody else. But somehow it seems that I’m the one who has to prove it. I wonder if I ever will. That’s why Dr. Custer has to help me. Everything hangs on that. I’m to go up to Boston next week, for final studies and testing.


  If Dr. Custer can do something, what a difference that will make! Maybe then I could get out of this whole frightening mess, put it behind me and forget about it. With just the psi alone, I don’t think I ever can.


  Friday, 19 May. Today Lambertson broke down and told me what it was that Aarons had been proposing. It was worse than I thought it would be. The man had hit on the one thing I’d been afraid of for so long.


  “He wants you to work against normals,” Lambertson said. “He’s swallowed the latency hypothesis whole. He thinks that everybody must have a latent psi potential, and that all that is needed to drag it into the open is a powerful stimulus from someone with full-blown psi powers.”


  “Well?” I said. “Do you think so?”


  “Who knows?” Lambertson slammed his pencil down on the desk angrily. “No, I don’t think so, but what does that mean? Not a thing. It certainly doesn’t mean I’m right. Nobody knows the answer, not me, nor Aarons, nor anybody. And Aarons wants to use you to find out.”


  I nodded slowly. “I see. So I’m to be used as a sort of refined electrical stimulator,” I said. “Well, I guess you know what you can tell Aarons.”


  He was silent, and I couldn’t read him. Then he looked up. “Amy, I’m not sure we can tell him that.”


  I stared at him. “You mean you think he could force me?”


  “He says you’re a public charge, that as long as you have to be supported and cared for, they have the right to use your faculties. He’s right on the first point. You are a public charge. You have to be sheltered and protected. If you wandered so much as a mile outside these walls you’d never survive, and you know it.”


  I sat stunned. “But Dr. Custer—”


  “Dr. Custer is trying to help. But he hasn’t succeeded so far. If he can, then it will be a different story. But I can’t stall much longer, Amy. Aarons has a powerful argument. You’re psi-high. You’re the first full-fledged, wide-open, freewheeling psi-high that’s ever appeared in human history. The first. Others in the past have shown potential, maybe, but nothing they could ever learn to control. You’ve got control, you’re fully developed. You’re here, and you’re the only one there is.”


  “So I happened to be unlucky,” I snapped. “My genes got mixed up.”


  “That’s not true, and you know it,” Lambertson said. “We know your chromosomes better than your face. They’re the same as anyone else’s. There’s no gene difference, none at all. When you’re gone, you’ll be gone, and there’s no reason to think that your children will have any more psi potential than Charlie Dakin has.”


  Something was building up in me then that I couldn’t control any longer. “You think I should go along with Aarons,” I said dully.


  He hesitated. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to, sooner or later. Aarons has some latents up in Boston. He’s certain that they’re latents. He’s talked to the directors down here. He’s convinced them that you could work with his people, draw them out. You could open the door to a whole new world for human beings.”


  I lost my temper then. It wasn’t just Aarons, or Lambertson, or Dakin, or any of the others. It was all of them, dozens of them, compounded year upon year upon year. “Now listen to me for a minute,” I said. “Have any of you ever considered what I wanted in this thing? Ever? Have any of you given that one single thought, just once, one time when you were so sick of thinking great thoughts for humanity that you let another thought leak through? Have you ever thought about what kind of a shuffle I’ve had since all this started? Well, you’d better think about it. Right now.”


  “Amy, you know I don’t want to push you.”


  “Listen to me, Lambertson. My folks got rid of me fast when they found out about me. Did you know that? They hated me because I scared them! It didn’t hurt me too much, because I thought I knew why they hated me, I could understand it, and I went off to Bairdsley without even crying. They were going to come see me every week, but do you know how often they managed to make it? Not once after I was off their hands. And then at Bairdsley Aarons examined me and decided that I was a cripple. He didn’t know anything about me then, but he thought psi was a defect. And that was as far as it went. I did what Aarons wanted me to do at Bairdsley. Never what I wanted, just what they wanted, years and years of what they wanted. And then you came along, and I came to the Study Center and did what you wanted.”


  It hurt him, and I knew it. I guess that was what I wanted, to hurt him and to hurt everybody. He was shaking his head, staring at me. “Amy, be fair. I’ve tried, you know how hard I’ve tried.”


  “Tried what? To train me? Yes, but why? To give me better use of my psi faculties? Yes, but why? Did you do it for me? Is that really why you did it? Or was that just another phoney front, like all the rest of them, in order to use me, to make me a little more valuable to have around?”


  He slapped my face so hard it jolted me. I could feel the awful pain and hurt in his mind as he stared at me, and I sensed the stinging in his palm that matched the burning in my cheek. And then something fell away in his mind, and I saw something I had never seen before.


  He loved me, that man. Incredible, isn’t it? He loved me. Me, who couldn’t call him anything but Lambertson, who couldn’t imagine calling him Michael, to say nothing of Mike—just Lambertson, who did this, or Lambertson, who thought that.


  But he could never tell me. He had decided that. I was too helpless. I needed him too much. I needed love, but not the kind of love Lambertson wanted to give, so that kind of love had to be hidden, concealed, suppressed. I needed the deepest imaginable understanding, but it had to be utterly unselfish understanding, anything else would be taking advantage of me, so a barrier had to be built—a barrier that I should never penetrate and that he should never be tempted to break down.


  Lambertson had done that. For me. It was all there, suddenly, so overwhelming it made me gasp from the impact. I wanted to throw my arms around him; instead I sat down in the chair, shaking my head helplessly. I hated myself then. I had hated myself before, but never like this.


  “If I could only go somewhere,” I said. “Someplace where nobody knew me, where I could just live by myself for a while, and shut the doors, and shut out the thoughts, and pretend for a while, just pretend that I’m perfectly normal.”


  “I wish you could,” Lambertson said. “But you can’t. You know that. Not unless Custer can really help.”


  We sat there for a while. Then I said, “Let Aarons come down. Let him bring anybody he wants with him. I’ll do what he wants. Until I see Custer.”


  That hurt, too, but it was different. It hurt both of us together, not separately any more. And somehow it didn’t hurt so much that way.


  Monday, 22 May. Aarons drove down from Boston this morning with a girl named Mary Bolton, and we went to work.


  I think I’m beginning to understand how a dog can tell when someone wants to kick him and doesn’t quite dare. I could feel the back of my neck prickle when that man walked into the conference room. I was hoping he might have changed since the last time I saw him. He hadn’t but I had. I wasn’t afraid of him any more, just awfully tired of him after he’d been here about ten minutes.


  But that girl! I wonder what sort of story he’d told her? She couldn’t have been more than sixteen, and she was terrorized. At first I thought it was Aarons she was afraid of, but that wasn’t so. It was me.


  It took us all morning just to get around that. The poor girl could hardly make herself talk. She was shaking all over when they arrived. We took a walk around the grounds, alone, and I read her bit by bit—a feeler here, a planted suggestion there, just getting her used to the idea and trying to reassure her. After a while she was smiling. She thought the lagoon was lovely, and by the time we got back to the main building she was laughing, talking about herself, beginning to relax.


  Then I gave her a full blast, quickly, only a moment or two. Don’t be afraid—I hate him, yes, but I won’t hurt you for anything. Let me come in, don’t fight me. We’ve got to work as a team.


  It shook her. She turned white and almost passed out for a moment. Then she nodded, slowly. “I see,” she said. “It feels as if it’s way inside, deep inside.”


  “That’s right. It won’t hurt. I promise.”


  She nodded again. “Let’s go back, now. I think I’m ready to try.”


  We went to work.


  I was as blind as she was, at first. There was nothing there, at first, not even a flicker of brightness. Then, probing deeper, something responded, only a hint, a suggestion of something powerful, deep and hidden—but where? What was her strength? Where was she weak? I couldn’t tell.


  We started on dice, crude, of course, but as good a tool as any. Dice are no good for measuring anything, but that was why I was there. I was the measuring instrument. The dice were only reactors. Sensitive enough, two balsam cubes, 136


  tossed from a box with only gravity to work against. I showed her first, picked up her mind as the dice popped out, led her through it. Take one at a time, the red one first. Work on it, see? Now we try both. Once more—watch it! All right, now.


  She sat frozen in the chair. She was trying; the sweat stood out on her forehead. Aarons sat tense, smoking, his fingers twitching as he watched the red and green cubes bounce on the white backdrop. Lambertson watched too, but his eyes were on the girl, not on the cubes.


  It was hard work. Bit by bit she began to grab; whatever I had felt in her mind seemed to leap up. I probed her, amplifying it, trying to draw it out. It was like wading through knee-deep mud—sticky, sluggish, resisting. I could feel her excitement growing, and bit by bit I released my grip, easing her out, baiting her.


  “All right,” I said. “That’s enough.”


  She turned to me, wide-eyed. “I—I did it.”


  Aarons was on his feet, breathing heavily. “It worked?”


  “It worked. Not very well, but it’s there. All she needs is time, and help, and patience.”


  “But it worked! Lambertson! Do you know what that means? It means I was right! It means others can have it, just like she has it!” He rubbed his hands together. “We can arrange a full-time lab for it, and work on three or four latents simultaneously. It’s a wide-open door, Michael! Can’t you see what it means?”


  Lambertson nodded, and gave me a long look. “Yes, I think I do.”


  “I’ll start arrangements tomorrow.”


  “Not tomorrow. You’ll have to wait until next week.”


  “Why?”


  “Because Amy would prefer to wait, that’s why.”


  Aarons looked at him, and then at me, peevishly. Finally he shrugged. “If you insist.”


  “We’ll talk about it next week,” I said. I was so tired I could hardly look up at him. I stood up, and smiled at my girl. Poor kid, I thought. So excited and eager about it now. And not one idea in the world of what she was walking into.


  Certainly Aarons would never be able to tell her.


  Later, when they were gone, Lambertson and I walked down toward the lagoon. It was a lovely cool evening; the ducks were down at the water’s edge. Every year there was a mother duck herding a line of ducklings down the shore and into the water. They never seemed to go where she wanted them to, and she would fuss and chatter, waddling back time and again to prod the reluctant ones out into the pool.


  We stood by the water’s edge in silence for a long time. Then Lambertson kissed me. It was the first time he had ever done that.


  “We could go away,” I whispered in his ear. “We could 138


  run out on Aarons and the Study Center and everyone, just go away somewhere.”


  He shook his head slowly. “Amy, don’t.”


  “We could! I’ll see Dr. Custer, and he’ll tell me he can help, I know he will. I won’t need the Study Center any more, or any other place, or anybody but you.”


  He didn’t answer, and I knew there wasn’t anything he could answer. Not then.


  Friday, 26 May. Yesterday we went to Boston to see Dr. Custer, and now it looks as if it’s all over. Now even I can’t pretend that there’s anything more to be done.


  Next week Aarons will come down, and I’ll go to work with him just the way he has it planned. He thinks we have three years of work ahead of us before anything can be published, before he can really be sure we have brought a latent into full use of his psi potential. Maybe so, I don’t know. Maybe in three years I’ll find some way to make myself care one way or the other. But I’ll do it, anyway, because there’s nothing else to do.


  There was no anatomical defect—Dr. Custer was right about that. The eyes are perfect, beautiful gray eyes, he says, and the optic nerves and auditory nerves are perfectly functional. The defect isn’t there. It’s deeper. Too deep ever to change it.


  What you no longer use, you lose, was what he said, apologizing because he couldn’t explain it any better. It’s like a price tag, perhaps. Long ago, before I knew anything at all, the psi was so strong it started compensating, bringing in more and more from other minds—such a wealth of rich, clear, interpreted visual and auditory impressions that there was never any need for my own. And because of that, certain hookups never got hooked up. That’s only a theory, of course, but there isn’t any other way to explain it.


  But am I wrong to hate it? More than anything else in the world I want to see Lambertson, see him smile and light his pipe, hear him laugh. I want to know what color really is, what music really sounds like unfiltered through somebody else’s ears.


  I want to see a sunset, just once. Just once I want to see that mother duck take her ducklings down to the water. But I never will. Instead, I see and hear things nobody else can, and the fact that I am stone blind and stone deaf shouldn’t make any difference. After all, I’ve always been that way.


  Maybe next week I’ll ask Aarons what he thinks about it. It should be interesting to hear what he says.


  I Can’t Help Saying Goodbye


  by Ann Mackenzie


  Being able to predict the future (precognition) might not always be a blessing.


  


  My name is Karen Anders I’m nine years old I’m little and dark and nearsighted I live with Max and Libby I have no friends


  Max is my brother he’s 20 years older than me he has close-together eyes and a worried look we Anders always were a homely lot he has asthma too

Libby used to be pretty but she’s put on weight she looks like a wrestler in her new bikini I wish I had a bikiniLib won’t buy me one I guess I’d stop being so scared of going in the water if I had a yellow bikini to wear on the beach


  Once when I was seven my father and mother went shopping they never came home there was a holdup in the bank like on television Lib said this crazy guy just mowed them down


  Before they went out I knew I had to say goodbye I said it slow and clear goodbye Mommy first then goodbye Daddy but no one took any notice of it much seeing they were going shopping anyway but afterwards Max remembered he said to Libby the way that kid said goodbye you’d think she knew


  Libby said for gosh sakes how could she know be reasonable honey but I guess this means we’re responsible for her now have you thought of that


  She didn’t sound exactly pleased about it


  Well after I came to live with Max and Libby I knew I had to say goodbye to Lib’s brother Dick he was playing cards with them in the living room and when Lib yelled Karen get to bed can’t you I went to him and stood as straight as I could with my hands clasped loose in front like Miss Jones tells us when we have choir in school


  I said very slow and clear well goodbye Dick and Libby gave me a kind of funny look


  Dick didn’t look up from his cards he said goodnight kid


  Next evening before any of us saw him again he was dead of a disease called peritonitis it explodes in your stomach and busts it full of holes


  Lib said Max did you hear how she said goodbye to Dick and Max started wheezing and gasping and carrying on he said I told you there was something didn’t I it’s weird that’s what it is it scares me sick who’ll she say goodbye to next I’d like to know and Lib said there honey there baby try to calm yourself


  I came out from behind the door where I was listening I said don’t worry Max you’ll be okay


  His face was blotchy and his mouth was blue he said in a scratchy whisper how do you know


  What a dumb question as though I’d tell him even if I did know


  Libby bent down and pushed her face close to mine I could smell her breath cigarettes and bourbon and garlic salad


  She said only it came out like a hiss don’t you ever say goodbye to anyone again don’t you ever say it


  The trouble is I can’t help saying goodbye


  After that things went okay for a while and I thought maybe they’d forgotten all about it but Libby still wouldn’t buy me a new bikini


  Then one day in school I knew I had to say goodbye to Kimberley and Charlene and Brett and Susie


  Well I clasped my hands in front of me and I said it to each of them slow and careful one by one


  Miss Jones said goodness Karen why so solemn dear and I said well you see they’re going to die


  She said Karen you’re a cruel wicked child you shouldn’t say things like that it isn’t funny see how you made poor little Susie cry and she said come Susie dear get in the car you’ll soon be home and then you’ll be all right


  So Susie dried her tears and ran after Kimberley and Charlene and Brett and climbed in the car right next to Charlene’s mom because Charlene’s mom was doing the car pool that week


  And that was the last we saw of any of them because the car skidded off the road to Mountain Heights and rolled all the way down to the valley before it caught fire


  There was no school next day it was the funeral we sang songs and scattered flowers on the graves


  Nobody wanted to stand next to me


  When it was over Miss Jones came along to see Libby I said good evening and she said it back but her eyes slipped away from me and she breathed kind of fast then Libby sent me out to play


  Well when Miss Jones had gone Libby called me back she said didn’t I tell you never never never to say goodbye to anyone again


  She grabbed hold of me and her eyes were kind of burning she twisted my arm it hurt I screamed don’t please don’t but she went on twisting and twisting so I said if you don’t let go I’ll say goodbye to Max


  It was the only way I could think of to make her stop


  She did stop but she kept hanging on to my arm she said oh God you mean you can make it happen you can make them die


  Well of course I can’t but I wasn’t going to tell her that in case she hurt me again so I said yes I can


  She let go of me I fell hard on my back she said are you okay did I hurt you Karen honey I said yes and you better not do it again and she said I was only kidding I didn’t mean it


  So then I knew that she was scared of me I said I want a bikini to wear on the beach a yellow one because yellow’s my favorite color


  She said well honey you know we have to be careful and I said do you want me to say goodbye to Max or not


  She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes and stood quite still for a while and I said what are you doing and she said thinking


  Then all of a sudden she opened her eyes and grinned she said hey I know we’ll go to the beach tomorrow we’ll take our lunch I said does that mean I get my new bikini and she said yes your bikini and anything else you want


  So yesterday afternoon we bought the bikini and early this morning Lib went into the kitchen and fixed up the picnic fried chicken and orange salad and chocolate cake and the special doughnuts she makes for company she said Karen are you sure it’s all the way you want it and I said sure everything looks just great and I won’t be so scared of the waves now I have my bikini and Libby laughed she put the lunch basket into the car she has strong brown arms she said no I guess you won’t


  Then I went up to my room and put on my bikini it fitted just right I went to look in the glass I looked and looked then I clasped my hands in front I felt kind of funny I said slow and clear goodbye Karen goodbye Karen goodbye goodbye


The Listening Child

by Idris Seabright (Margaret St. Clair)


  This is a story of a man receiving his future as a result of a boy’s present.




  It was not until after his first bad heart attack that Edwin Hoppier really noticed the child. He had long ago decided on the basis of his contacts with his married sister’s strident brood that he didn’t like children. But the doctor, after telling him roundly that he was lucky to be alive, had ordered at least a month’s rest in bed. Somebody had to bring the trays up from the boarding house dining room. Timmy was usually the one.


  Timmy’s grandmother dressed him in smocks and little breeches she cut out of discarded housedresses, and this costume, together with his long black cotton stockings and home-trimmed hair, gave him an odd resemblance to the kindergarten pupils of thirty years ago. After he had successfully negotiated the hazards of knocking, opening the door, and putting the tray down, he would linger, smiling shyly, until Hoppier began to eat. Hoppier always spoke to him, but Timmy never answered. One day Hoppier mentioned it to Mrs. Dean when she was straightening up his room.


  “Oh, didn’t you know?” she said, putting down her dust cloth and turning. “I thought I’d told you. Why, the poor little fellow had scarlet fever when he was a year old, just after his mother died. He’s deaf. He can’t hear a thing.


  “He goes to the deaf school, but he hasn’t learned to lip-read yet. The teacher says it’s hard to teach them, when they can’t hear at all. And of course he can’t talk.”


  “That’s too bad,” Hoppier said with an effort. He had the invalid’s dislike for hearing about other people’s troubles. “Are you sure he’s entirely deaf, though? I thought I’d noticed him listening to things.”


  Mrs. Dean shook her head. “You mean that way he has of putting his head on one side and listening to something you can’t hear yourself? That doesn’t mean anything. I asked the doctor at the clinic about it, and he said Timmy couldn’t possibly be hearing anything. It gives you the creeps to watch him, though, doesn’t it? I used to get the shivers every time, until I got used to it. But he’s just like his ears were filled with concrete, he’s that deaf. Poor little thing.”


  The next time Timmy brought up a tray, Hoppier motioned him over to the bed and folded a paper boat for him.


  Timmy hung back, smiling shyly. At last he almost snatched the paper and ran out of the room with it. And after that he stayed longer when he brought the tray, and his smiles grew less shy.


  Once in a while Edwin caught him “listening.” He would cock his head to one side and hearken, while his eyes grew bright. Edwin did not find it as disconcerting as Mrs. Dean had pictured it. It was not until the day before Timmy’s seventh birthday that it actually bothered him.


  The day was sunny and fairly warm. Children were playing outside in the street, and Edwin’s open window let in plenty of noise. When Timmy first began to “listen,” tipping his head farther than usual, attentive and concentrated, the pantomime was so vivid that Hoppier was sure some of the sound from outside must have got through to the boy’s dulled nerves. A dog was barking, children called to each other, somebody was trying to start a car. Timmy must have heard some of it.


  The boy relaxed. His attention came back to the picture Edwin was drawing for him. Seconds later there came a burst of shrill, agonized yelping that ended abruptly on a high note. There was a babble of children’s excited voices, fright growing in them. Windows went up. And then, cutting across the confusion, a little girl’s shriek, “He’s dead! Oooh, oooh, that car ran over him. Blackie’s dead!”


  Hoppier put down his pencil and looked at Timmy’s face. The boy’s gray eyes were fixed intently—there was always something birdlike and intense about him—on the drawing. Now he looked up at Edwin and smiled rather uncertainly.


  It was a normal response. Timmy plainly hadn’t heard the commotion in the street and couldn’t imagine what his friend was stopping for. But Edwin pleated his lower lip with his fingers and frowned. Timmy hadn’t heard the dog’s yelps, the cries, when they occurred. Had he, somehow, heard them ahead of time? It was beyond belief. But it had looked like that.


  Hoppier finished the picture—two children wading in a scratchy brook—and gave it to Timmy. Timmy folded it up carefully, making the chuckling sound that with him indicated pleasure. He started toward the door and then came back to run one finger lightly over the back of Edwin’s hand. It was one of the mannerisms, half engaging, half pathetic, which made Hoppier fond of him. This time he found himself wincing a little from the touch. When Timmy had gone out, Hoppier pressed his hands nervously to his chest.


  It was nearly a month later that Timmy “listened” again. Hoppier was sitting up in an armchair and Timmy, lying on the floor, was drawing a panoramic street scene on a large piece of butcher paper he had brought up from the kitchen. He was drawing with great verve, making out-sized pedestrians and dogs and small, very bustle-backed automobiles. Now and then he frowned as his pencil went through the paper to the soft carpet beneath. The boarding house was quiet except for a distant clatter from the kitchen where the pans and dishes from supper were being washed up.


  Timmy got to his feet. He looked sharply at Hoppier for a moment and then fixed his eyes on a spot four or five feet above his head. His lips parted. His head tipped. His eyes grew wide.


  Hoppier watched him uneasily. He had almost forgotten his speculation when the dog had been killed—it was the kind of idea a sensible person will try to dismiss—but now it recurred to him. Was something going to happen? What foolishness! But was Timmy, somehow, listening to the elsewise inaudible footsteps of disaster drawing near?


  Gradually the tension ebbed away from Timmy’s face. He drew a deep breath. He tossed the pale brown hair back out of his eyes. He squatted down on the floor again and picked up his pencil. On a still-empty portion of the paper he began to draw some birds. He had just started the wings of the third one when the familiar, agonizing pressure began in Hoppier’s chest.


  The attack was going to be a bad one, Edwin saw. He felt the familiar fright at the way breath was being remorselessly crushed out of him.


  He groped wildly after the bottle of amyl nitrate pearls that sat on the little stand beside his chair, and overset it. Pain flooded through his chest and ran out terrifyingly along his left arm. He couldn’t stand it. His chest was turning to a brittle box which they—the forces that tormented his elderly body so wantonly—were splintering inward with the reverberating turns of a fiery vise. With his last strength he tried to cry out, to get help. He was going to die.


  When Hoppier came to himself again, he was lying flat in bed with a hot water bottle over his heart. The doctor, looking very serious, was folding up his stethoscope. Mrs. Dean, pale and distracted, hovered in the background.


  “That was a near thing, young fellow,” Dr. Simms said severely when he saw Edwin’s eyes fixed on him. “If I’d got Mrs. Dean’s call five minutes later—well! Have you been putting any strain on yourself?”


  Hoppier searched his memory. From the knowledge he had painfully acquired of his disease, he didn’t honestly think his momentary uneasiness at Timmy’s “listening” could be classed as strain. And he had been getting up a good deal lately. Today he’d been sitting up almost the whole day.


  “You’ll have to learn to take this seriously,” Dr. Simms said when he had finished his confession. “Angina’s no picnic. I should think your first attack would have taught you that. But there’s no use crying over spilt milk. I want you to go back to bed for at least a week, and then I’m going to try a new treatment on you. The clinical report on it is encouraging. You mustn’t worry. Keep in a pleasant frame of mind.”


  He went out. There was an inaudible colloquy in the hall between him and Mrs. Dean. The landlady came back and began tidying up the disordered room. Hoppier watched her quick movements with a touch of jealousy. She was older than he, and she was on the go all day long. Heart trouble?


  She didn’t know she had a heart. Simms had told him once that angina preferred its victims male.


  She felt the water bottle for warmth and drew the cover up more snugly about his neck. “You know, Mr. Hoppier,” she said impressively, “Timmy saved your life. He really did. He came running down the stairs while I was putting the silver away, and began pulling at my arm. I tried to shake him off—you know how children are—but he held on and jabbered away at me until I realized something was wrong. You were all slumped over in your chair, fainted, when I found you. Of course I called the doctor then. But you heard what he said about five minutes more.”


  Edwin Hoppier nodded. “Timmy’s a good boy, a very good boy,” he said faintly. He wished Mrs. Dean would finish and go. He wanted to rest.


  Timmy poked his head around the doorjamb. He was pale and subdued. His eyes were so large they seemed to have eaten up his face. As he caught sight of his friend he smiled uncertainly, but his expression slipped back quickly into anxiousness.


  Hoppier looked away from him and then up at the ceiling. He was grateful to Timmy, he was fond of him, but he didn’t want to see him now. In a sense, he didn’t want ever to see him again. The child—why make any bones about it?— frightened him. Timmy himself was quiet, touching, innocent. The dark faculty for which he appeared to be the vehicle, which he embodied, was otherwise. It was impossible to think of Timmy’s “listening” without a flutter of uneasiness. And the doctor had told him to keep in a pleasant frame of mind. Perhaps he ought to ask Mrs. Dean to keep the boy out of his room, at least for a while. Hoppier licked his bluish lips.


  But was that sensible? Suppose, for the sake of argument, that Timmy actually was able, in some super-normal way, to hear the approach of… of death (Edwin thought grimly). Wouldn’t the sensible thing be to keep Timmy with him as much as possible? If he had realized that Timmy’s uncanny listening this evening portended a heart attack, he could have had the amyl nitrate pearls in readiness for the first pangs. The attack need not have been serious. And he was fond of the boy.


  Hoppier looked toward the door where Timmy was still patiently standing. He raised one hand and beckoned to him. When the child was within reach he gave the grimy little hand a squeeze.


  Dr. Simms’s new treatment did Hoppier a great deal of good. He put on weight, rapidly at first and then more slowly, until he had gained eighteen pounds. Mrs. Dean told him he looked ten years younger.


  Dr. Simms explained carefully that, though he was more than pleased with the progress his patient was making, the treatment itself was rather in the nature of a palliative. Physicians weren’t sure yet how much of its effect was permanent.


  Hoppier listened without being much impressed. He was able to be up all day now and even, as the weather improved, to get outside.


  There was no question, of course, of his going back to his work as an accountant. The firm had pensioned him off, not too illiberally, after his first attack. As Mrs. Dean said, he had nothing to do now but enjoy himself.


  Enjoying oneself, at sixty-three, is apt to prove a quiet business. Hoppier began to spend most of the daylight hours in the pocket-sized neighborhood park, reading the paper, watching the graceful evolutions of the sea gulls or listening to their raucous, undignified squawking.


  Timmy, meantime—he was almost constantly with Hoppier after school hours—bounced a rubber ball, drew pictures, or rather half-heartedly climbed on the rails or swung from the rungs of the playground equipment. He had grown so much in the last few months that even Mrs. Dean had been forced to see the unsuitability of dressing him any longer in homemade clothes. She had bought him jeans and little checked flannel cotton shirts. In this costume he looked quite modish and contemporary. He lost, at least obviously, most of the wispiness, the pathos, which Hoppier had found in him at first. But it gave Hoppier a strange numbed feeling to see how formidable a barrier his deafness was between him and the other children who played in the park. Timmy was a sociable child, but the others greeted him with stares and then uneasily drew away from him. The boy was always glad to return from his excursions among the swings and trapezes to his grown-up friend.


  When noon came Hoppier would write a note and send Timmy with it and money to a restaurant in the neighborhood to buy sandwiches and milk. Watching the boy’s quick intelligence, his constant unselfconscious attempts to make bricks without straw, Hoppier began to feel that he was failing in his moral obligation to him.


  Mrs. Dean was certainly fond of her grandson, but she was too occupied with the constant petty demands of the boarding house, too harassed, to pay much attention to him. Perhaps Timmy ought to have a private teacher. He hadn’t learned to lip-read yet with any facility. Private instruction might help him to faster progress. Hoppier must talk to Timmy’s teacher at the deaf school and find out what was possible for him.


  The boy’s disturbing “listening,” except for one notable exception, had ceased. The exception had occurred when Timmy had “listened,” vividly and disconcertingly, just before one of the older boys had fallen headlong from the slippery top piece of one of the swings to which he had illegitimately climbed. The fall itself would not have been serious. But the boy had hit his head as he fell on the wooden seat of one of the swings. He had been knocked unconscious, there had been a great deal of blood, an ambulance had been called.
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  Hoppier the conviction that Timmy was a reliable barometer. He was rather ashamed of the relief he found in his confidence in the boy’s uncanny ability. During these quiet months—the happiest, after all, of Hoppier’s life—Dr. Simms examined him at two-week intervals. He expressed himself as gratified with Hoppier’s progress, but he always warned him to go slow, to take things easily, to be careful. Hoppier listened to these counsels seriously, but with a certain inner complacency. He had channels of information which weren’t open to Simms.


  One fine warm day late in summer he decided to take Timmy to the beach. He contemplated getting Simms’s permission—the expedition would involve streetcars, transferring, a good deal of exertion in one way or another—and then decided against it. Simms might after all tell him not to go, and Hoppier had been feeling unusually well. Timmy had never seen the ocean, never been to the beach. It was a part of his education which ought to be attended to.


  They reached the amusement pike, at the end of the car line, just at noon. Edwin bought hot dogs for Timmy and a hamburger for himself from one of the stands. Timmy bit into his bun a little doubtfully; Hoppier thought it must be the first time he had eaten one. His hesitation soon vanished. He ate three hot dogs and finished off with an Eskimo pie. Hoppier, meantime, indulged himself in a glass of beer.


  After lunch they rode on the merry-go-round. Edwin wondered rather sadly what blurred effect the amusement was making on Timmy, locked within the confines of his perpetually silent world. A merry-go-round without the music! But Timmy plainly found his spotted wooden mount enchanting and loved the motion it had. When he had at last tired of riding, Edwin took him to a penny arcade. After that they explored novelty and curio shops, and Edwin bought Timmy a ring with a blistered pinkish abalone pearl. Late in the afternoon they went down to the beach itself.


  Though the day itself was warm the water, as usual, was cold. There were few bathers in. In any case, Timmy hadn’t brought a bathing suit. He had none to bring. But he sat down on the sand and took off his shoes and stockings. He rolled his trouser legs up as far as they would go and then waded bravely into the surf. The cold water made him gasp and wince and laugh.


  After his first awkwardness disappeared, he was like a dog let off the leash. He found a brown length of seaweed far down the beach and dragged it back to show Edwin how the fleshy bladders could be made to pop. He collected a handful of seashells and bestowed them on Edwin too. He raced along the sand like a high-spirited pony. Now and then he would squat down on the very edge of the surf and heap up a mound of wet sand for the waves to level again. It was clear that though Timmy had enjoyed everything, he liked the beach itself most of all. He loved the beach.
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  spoke of the pleasure of giving. Like so many of the great platitudes of humanity, it was quite true. Watching Timmy playing, running along the sand, Edwin was more than happy, he was himself young again.


  But it was time to be going home. A wind was coming up, the sun had gone under a cloud. The air had turned cold. The beach was deserted. Soon it would be dark. It was time to go home.


  He motioned to Timmy, far down the beach, to come back to him. The boy turned and started to obey. Suddenly he halted. He was “listening.”


  Even at that distance Edwin could catch his unusual intensity. Never had the boy hearkened as he was doing now. He seemed to be pierced through, transfixed, by his perception. And Hoppier caught vividly, too, a strange new expression on the boy’s face. Usually Timmy’s face, when he “listened,” showed nothing except interest. Now interest had been replaced by an indrawn recognition. And Timmy was afraid. His recognition was mixed with fear.


  The exertion, Edwin thought, the walking, the long afternoon. The glass of beer might have been the decisive thing. Simms had certainly warned him. He thrust his hand into his pocket for his amyl nitrate pearls.


  They weren’t there. With desperate incredulity, Hoppier remembered that he had meant to move the bottle and hadn’t. It was in his other coat, at home, in the closet. In his other coat.


  He felt angry and defeated and horribly afraid. What use was it for Timmy to have warned him if he didn’t have the pearls? Already the pain was beginning. And this time there would be no escape. Timmy had heard disaster coming. This time Hoppier was going to die.


  From far down the beach Timmy waved at him. The fluttering cadence of his hand against the darkening sky was like the motion of a bird. Edwin, amid the distraction of his pain, thought that he smiled. He waved once more. Then he turned. He began running out into the cold, lead-colored water as fast as he could, splashing through the white froth of little waves and then of bigger ones.


  Hoppier watched blankly, uncomprehendingly. What was Timmy doing? Timmy shouldn’t desert him now, when he needed him. “Timmy!” he called weakly, as if the boy could hear him. “Timmy!” And then, comprehension growing in him, wildly, “Timmy! Timmy! Come back!”


  The water was up to the child’s waist, to the middle of his narrow chest. Still he moved out. He rocked under the impetus of a wave. The small body was dwindling, turning to a spot against the darkly-glistering surface of the sea. And steadily it grew more remote. “Timmy!” Edwin Hoppier shrieked. “Timmy! Oh, God. …”


  The child’s hand went up for the last time, in salutation and farewell. For a moment his head seemed to bob about in the water. And then a wave like dark glass washed smoothly over it.


  Hoppier’s voice died away into the silence. He looked about him dazedly, as if he were waking from heavy sleep.


  The pain had left his chest. He was well, he would have no attack. Perhaps he would never have an attack again. He stood alone in the dusk, a cold wind blowing around him. He would have no attack. Timmy, offering himself as a surrogate to death, had arranged it so. There was nothing to do now but wait until the waves washed the boy’s body up on the beach.


  The Children’s Room


  by Raymond F. Jones


  This library had books you couldn’t read and a children’s room that wasn’t there.


  


  Bill Starbrook sat down carefully in his battered soup-and-fish and picked up the latest Journal of Physics. There had been time to read only the first three pages of Sanderson’s article on nuclear emissions before he and Rose had gone off to what she euphemistically termed “an evening’s entertainment.” Now, at two o’clock in the morning, he tried to shake from his head the brain fog induced by the foul air and worse liquor of the cabaret.


  Finally he gave it up. It was useless to try to keep up on his science. But that was the price to be paid for being Chief Engineer of an outfit like Bradford Electronics. Commerce before research, and the customer’s gin is always the best.


  But his day was coming. He was nearly ready to break loose as an independent consultant.


  As he moved to lay the Journal down he glanced at the spot on the end table at which it was aimed. There was a new book there, one he hadn’t seen before. He dropped the Journal into the magazine rack and picked up the unfamiliar book. One of young Walt’s. The kid was always bringing in strange volumes from the university and the public libraries. His 240 IQ mind was as inquisitive as a pup’s. He would read anything he could get his hands on.


  The present volume looked like something out of an ancient law or medical library to judge by the cover. Walt read as many curdling comics as the average ten-year-old in the neighborhood, but he read voraciously also of everything else from Plutarch’s Lives to the Journal of Physics.


  Starbrook was somewhat puzzled to find that the ponderous looking tome in his hands was nothing but a fairy tale.


  He thumbed through it curiously. There was no accounting for the swift, piercing inquiry of the boy’s mind. It was perhaps no more inconsistent that he should find entertainment in a fairy story than he should find intellectual pleasure in atomic theory. All this while his companions confined themselves to such moderations as comic books and baseball.


  The words of the story caught Starbrook’s eye. He found himself scanning the sentences, following their meaning. A strange, tantalizing quality escaped him at first, then became plain as he went along. It was the fact that almost every word had a double semantic content. It was like reading two stories simultaneously. He marvelled at the skill that had been required to construct such a tale.


  The secondary, or theme story, as he thought of it, held him entranced. It was a curious tale about a group of men different in mental and physical attributes from their fellows. They were sad and lonely because they were isolated from each other and because the human beings with whom they associated did not understand them. Then, magically, there appeared a book that went throughout the Earth and led them to each other and through a door into a place where they lived happily ever after.


  A curious tale, it was as if the shadow of a strange and mysterious meaning lay hidden there just beyond the grasp of his imagination. He revised his first opinion. It was the kind of thing that would appeal to Walt, all right.


  Then, suddenly, Starbrook awoke to the fact that it was four-thirty and he could snatch scarcely two hours’ sleep before getting down to the labs.


  At six o’clock, however, he roused blearily at the sound of movement within the bedroom. Rose was getting dressed.


  “What’s the big idea?” he said.


  “Shh, darling. Go back to sleep. I’ll call you in an hour.


  Walt’s been coughing. I’m going in to see him. If he has a cold he can’t go to school this morning.”


  Starbrook shook his head fiercely to try to clear it. He knew it was useless to try to sleep more now. It would only make him more dopey at work. He glanced groggily at the clock and stumbled into Walt’s room.


  The boy was smothering a cough. He grinned as the spasms ended. “I’m the victim of a filterable virus, Dad. I didn’t mean to wake you.”


  Starbrook sat down on the edge of the bed. “Better stay home today and not let the bugs get any bigger hold on you.”


  “I guess so, but gee—I’ve got a library book due today and they’re awfully strict. Maybe you’d take it back for me?”


  “Sure. Where does it go? What book is it?”


  “It’s on the table in the living room. It’s from the Children’s Room of the University Library.”


  “That odd fairy tale book? I looked at it last night. I didn’t know they had such books at the University.”


  “I didn’t either until a month ago. They’ve got some swell books there. It seems like you go along and all of a sudden you find it’s just been teaching you something. Like putting candy on a pill. I sure wish they’d do it that way in school.”


  Starbrook laughed. “Sounds like a good system. I’ll have to have a look into some more of these books they have there.”


  “I hope you do,” said Walt quietly.


  “I suppose Miss Perkins is responsible for them. She’s always up on the latest stuff to improve the mind of man and beast.”


  Bill Starbrook was well known around the campus of Hedeman University. He frequented the excellent research library there and had arranged for Walt’s special use of the books, although he was sure that Miss Perkins, the Librarian, regarded them both as unconventional interlopers who had no place on a dignified campus.


  Pausing on the way to work to return the book, Starbrook found Miss Perkins alone at the desk. He unlocked his briefcase and took out Walt’s book.


  “Good morning, Miss Perkins. I wonder if you’d see that this gets to the Children’s Room for me? It’s due today and Walt’s sick.”


  Miss Perkins smiled a good morning, then frowned. “The Children’s Room? We have no children’s department.”


  She picked up the book and examined its title page and library number. She frowned even more darkly. “You must be mistaken. This doesn’t even make sense. It isn’t one of our books.”


  Starbrook grunted in irritation. “I was sure Walt said he got it here.”


  “It must be from the public library, though I’m sure I don’t understand the markings. What is it? Something mathematical?”


  Starbrook looked at her and mentally counted to ten. He 166


  was in no mood for jokes this morning. He said sweetly, “It’s just some fairy tales my boy has been reading.”


  He left before he observed Miss Perkins’ severely pursed lips.


  As he turned away, the incident hung on in his mind with irritating persistence. He knew he hadn’t been so dopey that morning that he hadn’t heard Walt correctly. He was certain the boy had said the Children’s Room at the University Library.


  Then, as he was almost to the door, he glanced to the left and swore softly. There, over a doorway, was the designation: Children’s Room.


  What was Miss Perkins trying to pull on him? he wondered. Mathematics—!


  He wondered why he hadn’t noticed this room before, but he had always dashed through in such a hurry. It could easily escape notice, hidden as it was in a shallow alcove.


  The room wasn’t very large. Seated at tables were about a dozen children ranging in age from eight to fourteen. The librarian at the desk was little and wrinkled. A quality of tremendous age hung like an aura about her and defied description, but her blue eyes were sharp and young.


  She seemed startled by his appearance. “You haven’t been here before!”


  Starbrook liked her at once. There was none of Miss Perkins’ sourness which he had come to associate with all librarians.


  He smiled, “No. My son, Walt, checked this out. He is sick today so he asked me to bring it in.”


  “Were you—have you read any of this book?”


  Starbrook was puzzled by her alarm and amazement at his appearance. “Yes,” he said. “It’s quite an interesting book. I haven’t kept up very well with progress in children’s literature.”


  The little old librarian exclaimed. “This is so unusual. I wonder what I ought to—”


  Starbrook had about reached the end of his endurance for the day. It was twenty minutes to nine—twenty minutes until he had to meet all his section chiefs for weekly conference.


  “I must go now,” he said. “If you will just check this book in for my boy—”


  The librarian seemed to reach some decision about a matter beyond his comprehension. She lost her helpless expression and smiled gently. “Of course. And would you take this next volume in the series he is reading? Also, I wonder if you would do us the favor of taking a couple of other volumes and glancing over them critically yourself. We have some rather radically different works here and we’re anxious to have adult criticism on them.”


  Starbrook’s irritation lessened before her smile and he nodded. “I’ll be glad to.”


  The day passed with all the irritations and commotions that might be expected the day after such a night before as Starbrook had experienced. He was at least relieved to find 168


  that it had resulted in clinching the purchase of the Cromwell patents, which had been the object of last night’s entertainment.


  He was tired when he finally reached home again after such a day, but not too tired to put on a cheery smile for Walt as he told Rose to wait with dinner for a few minutes. He took the new book and went into Walt’s bedroom.


  Walt’s eyes lighted. “Gee, Dad, I thought you’d never come! You brought me another book! Maybe I could talk you into reading to me.”


  “Sure. There’s nothing I’d like better. The librarian even asked me to take a couple myself. We’ll read right after dinner. O.K.?”


  “Sure. I’m glad you saw Miss Edythe. She’s a nice old lady, isn’t she? She shows me just which books to read so that I won’t get mixed up on them.”


  “Are you supposed to read them in a certain order?”


  “Yes. I picked up some out of order one day and they looked like a foreign language. I have to read the first ones to understand the harder ones. I don’t know why, but that’s the way it is.”


  After dinner, Starbrook went back and opened the new volume that Miss Edythe had sent for Walt.


  “You really can read this stuff, all right?” asked Walt.


  “Sure, why?”


  “Well, you haven’t read the first book yet, and I just wondered.” Walt said evasively.


  Starbrook took up the reading. The story was something of a continuation of what he had read the previous night, the story of the “different” men. In long detail it told how the first man learned that he was different, and how he finally located a few others of his kind. Together, they prepared the magic book and sent it on its way around the world to gather all the rest.


  The darkness of early autumn slowly filled the room, and the words grew dim on the pages before Starbrook. But within his brain it was as if a glowing, expanding illumination were present. The story that had been secondary in the previous book was now the primary, as he termed them to himself. And the secondary story of this book was a devastating, unbelievable revelation.


  “You are one of the ‘different’ men,” its unspoken, intangible message shouted within his brain, “and this is the magic book. Follow where it leads and you shall find the haven that has been prepared for all of us!”


  He slammed the book shut abruptly as the darkness became too great to see the words any longer, but he could not still that persistent message in his brain.


  The white face of Walt lying against the pillow was hardly visible. “Don’t stop,” the boy said. “Turn on the lights and let’s go on.”


  “Walt—” Starbrook hesitated. He didn’t quite know how to say it. “What does this mean to you? Do you find any symbolism in it besides the actual story?”


  “Sure. It says that we’re a different kind of people from most others. It’s going to show us how to get to a place where there are others of our kind. We couldn’t read it if that weren’t so. That’s why I’m so glad you can read it. You’re one of us, too.”


  Starbrook was glad the darkness hid his face and his eyes. “How do you know that?”


  “Miss Edythe told me that others wouldn’t believe that there were ordinary words in these books. She said not to show them to anyone for that reason. I found out she was right.”


  Disappointment clouded Walt’s eyes. “Mom picked up one of the books one day and she seemed almost afraid of it. I told her then that it was algebra. She didn’t know the difference, but still seemed afraid. I left it for you on purpose—”


  Starbrook had an average amount of imagination for an engineer, but it staggered before the implications of all this. He told himself it was only an extraordinary realism in the story of the “different” men and their magic book. It was fantastic to believe that the men in the book had any counterpart in actuality.


  Yet in his mind there was a supreme knowledge that could not be denied. Before it, his doubts and name calling were the taunts of a little boy before an impossible white fairyland.


  The book existed.


  This was it.


  The “different” men were real. He was one of them—he and Walt belonged to that mysterious clan.


  But who were they? What did this unanswerable knowledge imply?


  “I have to do a little work downstairs,” Starbrook said. “If you aren’t asleep, I’ll come up later and read some more.”


  He went into the living room and opened the first of the two books that Miss Edythe had asked him to look over.


  He was surprised to find that these weren’t as easy to read as the ones Walt had. The very language was somehow less comprehensible. At once he knew that these were not children’s books—or were they? Books for the children who had come up through the gradual orientation process of the more elementary volumes?


  There was no pretense of a story. The book opened at once with an abstruse exposition on the principles of biology, heredity, and radiation. It was hard going, but as he continued he seemed to grow in ability to grasp the words and principles. But he tried in vain to imagine the eight-year-olds he had seen in the Children’s Room grasping the substance of this work!


  Rose came in to protest his staying up, but he refused to quit. His mind was leaping across the gigantic peaks and crags of the magnificent exposition that lay before him. At midnight he put the book down, completed, dimly realizing that he had read and absorbed a work that should have required weeks.


  But what was the purpose of it all? Why were such books in a children’s department of a library? He still could not credit the insistent, semantic implications of the “different” men. As yet, there was no explanation of the difference, and the mysterious destination of all these men.


  And then the answer came swiftly and like a sudden burst of flame before his eyes. He opened the second of the two volumes which he had not been able to comprehend before. Its words were plain now and addressed directly to the reader.


  “Yow can easily comprehend, now, that you are a mutant. ”


  He stared at the words, trying to shed their meaning from his mind, but they stayed, and he knew the truth of them.


  “You have come far enough to understand what that means,” the book went on. “You are aware of the extraterrestrial radiations which are continually producing mutations, and you understand some of the processes by which they are formed. It is not difficult, therefore, for you to understand that you are one of the many thousands of the ‘different’ men, the mutants who throng the Earth, scarcely knowing that they differ from their fellows in any matter.”


  Starbrook looked up. It would be easy to admit the truth of this with regard to Walt. With an IQ of 240 at the last test—


  But Bill Starbrook—what could there be about him to indicate a mutation? He was a reasonably good engineer— but no better than a couple of million other guys. He possessed no unusual marks of mind or body.


  “Thousands of mutations occur every month,” he read on. “Most of them are lethal because they are of no advantage to the individual or to the race. But over a period of time there are also unknown thousands of beneficent mutations, most of which are also eventually lost.


  “They are lost to the race through accident, improper mating or not mating at all. They are lost in many instances to the individual because the differences which they impose render him more or less a misfit in social aggregations. There are, of course, numerous other instances in which desirable mutations produce a more intelligent, more enduring, completely superior individual, who is never recognized by himself or his associates as a mutant. His characteristics may be passed on for a few generations, but unless combined in proper matings they may become recessive and lost.


  “In a time far distant from your own, the human race is in competition with another major race in the galaxy who are out-evolving mankind. In order to maintain not only the superiority which the human race has gained, but its very existence, it is necessary that the natural processes of evolution be speeded. Wasteful and ghastly experiments have proved the impossibility of doing this by artificial means. Only through natural processes which cannot be duplicated at will can evolution proceed in an effective manner. But nature, in her waste of precious mutations throughout the ages, is herself responsible for man’s dire position in this future day.


  “Our purpose, then, is to accelerate the evolutionary rate of the human race by salvaging the beneficent mutations which have been wasted through the ages.


  “You who have come this far with us have a duty now, a duty to join us, to bring your mutated characteristics before the race for the benefit of all.”


  Starbrook was forced to halt. It was too vast, too foreign for his mind or imagination. He was just Bill Starbrook, Chief Engineer at Bradford Electronics. It just wasn’t in the cards for him to be reading some mysterious message out of the ages, pleading with him to come to some unnamed place for the good of the race.


  He laughed shortly. Children’s Room! Someone had certainly succeeded in producing the most fantastic, incredible fairy tales of all times. Almost had him believing for a moment that he was a mutant! He’d have to tell Miss Edythe that the books were realistic if nothing else.


  He strolled out onto the porch. In the clear, cold night the stars looked near. A race had to utilize its mutants, or be outmoded in the contest for evolutionary perfection, he thought. He wondered what the ultimate product of human evolution would be. No doubt it would differ from man as man differed from the anthropoids and reptiles before him.


  His eyes on the stars, he thought, were there other spawning races out there somewhere in their infancy, who would eventually challenge man and threaten to sweep him aside in the backwash of hopeless evolutionary superiority?


  He brushed aside the maddening thought. There was one way to settle this once and for all. He could see the lights in the house of Professor Martin, a block down the street on the opposite side. Martin was head of the ancient languages department at the university and sometimes they played gin rummy together.


  Starbrook heaved into his topcoat and quietly left the house with one of the volumes under his arm.


  Professor Martin was a big man with a bushy beard. He always reminded Starbrook of one of the ancient Greeks whose language he taught.


  He greeted Starbrook with a welcoming roar. “Come in, Bill! I was just hoping somebody would come in for a good game of poker or gin. My wife went home for a week and I’ve been as lonely as a hibernating bear with insomnia.”


  Starbrook entered and removed his coat. “I can’t stay. I just wanted to show you something and get your opinion on it. See what you make of this.”


  Starbrook opened the last volume that he had been reading. Its potent message leaped out to him from every character and word, but he turned his eyes carefully to Martin.


  The Professor scowled. “Where’d you get this? Certainly these characters are nothing like I’ve ever seen, and I think I’ve seen them all.”


  Starbrook sighed. “I was hoping perhaps that you could read it and tell me what it is. It’s—it’s something I just picked up in a secondhand store in town. Probably some crazy lingo, something like that Esperanto of a few years ago, only worse.”


  Professor Martin shook his head. “Possibly. Certainly it isn’t recognizable to me. Would you mind if I kept this for awhile?”


  “Well—perhaps later. I’ve already promised it to another friend right away. That’s why I came over even though it’s so late.”


  “Oh, that’s quite all right! I’m glad to have some company. It’s lonely here, you know—”


  When Starbrook finally got out under the night sky again, the full force of the knowledge hit him like a blow.


  I’m a mutant, he thought. Walt is a mutant. If we weren’t we couldn’t read these unknown characters as if they were plain English, while Martin and others find them unintelligible. And that must mean that all the rest of it is true, too.


  And yet, there was still no meaning to it. This talk of a distant time, and a strange place of meeting for mutants out of all the ages—


  That little old librarian, Miss Edythe, was evidently the key to the whole business. She knew the source of the books. She could tell him what it was about.


  Then abruptly he remembered something he had not thought of during the evening. Miss Perkins’ words: “We have no Children’s Department!”


  Starbrook was waiting at the outer entrance the following morning when the library building was opened by Miss Perkins herself. She recognized Starbrook and smiled bleakly.


  “Good morning.”


  “Good morning, Miss Perkins.”


  He passed on into the foyer and turned in the direction of the Children’s Room. Through the open door he could see Miss Edythe already at her desk. And that was curious, since the library had just been opened. He glanced back as Miss Perkins passed on her way into the main library office. She looked at him—and at the door of the Children’s Room as if nothing were there!


  It gave Starbrook a sudden feeling of peculiar dread. He hurried in and found numerous children sitting about the tables in the room. He wondered how they had got in there.


  “Good morning, Mr. Starbrook,” said Miss Edythe. “I was hoping we’d see you this morning. Did you get time to glance over the books I asked you to?”


  “Yes, I read them completely.”


  “That’s fine. What do you think of what you read?”


  “Miss Edythe—have you read these books? Do you know what is in them?”


  “Why, surely. I’ve read every book in here quite carefully. It’s been my life work.”


  “Then what is the explanation?”


  The little old lady looked at him soberly out of her bright blue eyes, then moved from the chair on which she sat before the checking desk.


  “Please come into the office,” she said.


  Starbrook followed her. She closed the door of the small room and sat down, bidding him to have a chair opposite.


  “Yours is quite the most difficult case that has ever come to my attention,” she began hesitantly. “In five hundred years there has been only one adult who appeared as suitable material for our colony. You will excuse me if I seem to oversimplify things because I am used to speaking with children—children, however, generally with an intelligence quotient of above 220, so that perhaps we can understand each other well enough after all.


  “You recall, in the second book I gave you, the challenge to you as a mutant—?”


  “That’s why I came! The whole business is so unbelievable, but I checked on the books. They couldn’t be read by one of the University language professors.”


  “That should contribute considerably to your conviction of the truth of what you have read, then,” said Miss Edythe.


  “You mean there is actually a group of mutants somewhere who have been gathered to—to save the human race?”


  “We hardly like to speak of it so melodramatically—but that is essentially our purpose. We’re working to maintain our racial superiority in the face of an evolutionary lag from which we suffer. If we do not maintain that superiority it will certainly result in our eventual extinction. These are of course probabilities which have been worked out by our scientists who understand such things. Sufficient for the moment is the fact that we are gathering out the mutants of all the ages of man’s history in order to accelerate human evolution. By the proper utilization of these mutants we intend to out-evolve, outstep our competitors in the galaxy who threaten our supremacy and existence.


  “I cannot be aware of your past concept of mutants. With the children it is easy because they learn from the beginning the true character of mutations, the fact that a small variation in the gene for some characteristic may produce an individual with changes from the norm of his race, and highly advantageous both to himself and to the race. Mutations, however, are generally of such a minor character that their possessor is unaware of the variation. This is one important fact to remember in connection with our work.


  “Unless, however, we can become aware of these valuable mutations and utilize them we are going to be left behind in the backwater of evolution much as the great apes were when man appeared.”


  Starbrook stared dumbly, trying to comprehend.


  “A group of us long ago set out to preserve the useful mutants of the race from the earliest beginning. We have many methods of accomplishing this. This library is one of the most effective. We have devised a language, in which our books are printed, which is intelligible only to mutants. There is a certain brain characteristic which might be termed ‘mutant-linked,’ which makes this possible. That is, when any kind of gene variation occurs there is also an inevitable variation of another gene at a specific locus which makes the brain receptive to a good many other stimuli, most of which you have never been aware of because the stimuli have not been presented. This language is one such stimulus. Another ability your mutation gives you is that of entering the room here.”


  “Why, I just walked in!” exclaimed Starbrook.


  Miss Edythe smiled. “Yes, of course. But haven’t you wondered why no others also walk in, why it is that only the mutants enter?”


  “Why—yes, but—”


  “This inscription, ‘Children’s Room,’ above the doorway appears to non-mutants as only a portion of the decorative design of the library building. You read it because it is in the mutation language. In addition, there is a complex pattern on the floor in front of the doorway, which marks a pathway for you to follow into the room. It is a path which no one would possibly chance upon, but your mutated senses follow it instinctively. To others, there is simply no doorway, no Children’s Room at all.”


  “But what is the nature of my main mutation?” Starbrook demanded.


  “That will have to be determined by proper examination. And there’s one final warning I must make. Don’t expect too much. The disappointments among us mutants are great. For example, in my own case the mutation was that of longevity. I am something over nine hundred years old—”


  “Nine hun—!”


  Miss Edythe nodded. “Yes. And combined with my particular mutation is a linked sterility factor. As I say, the disappointments among our group are great.”


  Her ancient eyes seemed suddenly to be peering down the ages, and Starbrook thought afterward that it was that moment of looking into those strong eyes that had seen so many alien centuries that did most to convince him of the truth of the entire matter.


  “What am I to do?” he said at last.


  “You will join us?”


  “My son, Walt, too?”


  “He has much to learn yet before we can present the entire plan to him.”


  “It’s difficult to answer your question,” said Starbrook. “I just don’t know—”


  “It’s hardly more than moving to a strange city,” said Miss Edythe, “except that your neighbors and associates will be from all ages and locales of time and space. In a way you will find it highly invigorating. Of course, there are ties that must be severed, friends, your wife— It is difficult that you are an adult!” ‘


  Rose!


  For the first time he took full cognizance of the problem this created with respect to his marriage. Subconsciously, he supposed that she would share in whatever change was involved. If leaving Rose were one condition of joining the mutants he was certain that they could well do without his contribution in the future as they had evidently done in the past.


  But what of the children? he thought suddenly. Did it mean that they were to leave—?


  There was a new cold tightness within him as he said, “Could I have the examination to determine what I’m good for, before I decide the matter?”


  “Yes, it can be arranged immediately. Please follow me.”


  They left by another door that led into a corridor which Starbrook knew was no part of the library building of Hedeman University. As they crossed it, he got a glimpse through a broad window and gasped audibly. The scene was one of green rolling hills dotted with small clusters of white buildings, a valley of serenity and life instead of the idiotic cluster of masonry that formed the cities of his own age.


  His guide allowed no time to ponder the scene. She led him through the door across the hall. Inside he found himself in the midst of a roomful of unfamiliar looking equipment. A young, professional looking man greeted him with a smile.


  “Doctor Rogers,” said Miss Edythe in introduction. “He will conduct the examination. He knows about you. Come back to my office when you are through.”


  She left then, and Rogers indicated a chair. “It’s a pleasure to have a full grown individual to talk to for a change,” he said amiably. “Sometimes those preadolescent brats with IQs of 250 to 300 are just a little too smart for their pants. I was one of them so I should know. Now, if you’ll just lie back here on this table—”


  Starbrook struggled desperately to hold to the fragments of his mind that constituted Bill Starbrook, Chief Engineer of Bradford Electronics. That was all that was real. This world of fantastic Miss Edythe, who was nine hundred years old, and the window that looked out upon a green valley where Hedeman should have been were only parts of a nightmare from which he would awake, the nightmare of being examined for possible useful mutations to aid the human race in its attempts to hurdle the laws of evolution.


  He endured the long hours of the examination by repeating this fancy over and over again. Then, at last Doctor Rogers announced that he was through.


  Starbrook faced him across a desk. Before the doctor was a mass of records and charts, the accumulations of the tests.


  “I have here your complete chromosome map,” he said slowly.


  “What mutations do I have that I can contribute to the advancement of man’s evolution?”


  There was a moment’s hesitation, then Rogers looked up from the charts. “I may as well give it to you straight. The answer is: none. Absolutely none.”


  For a moment Starbrook sat stunned. During the past hours he had built up a vast mental structure on the premise that he was needed in assisting humanity to reach the heights. He had fought through the battle of deciding what sacrifices it would be worth. Now—


  “None—? I don’t understand. Miss Edythe told me— The mutation language—”


  “Your case is most unusual. The total of your mutations consists only of the sensory characteristics by which you were able to read our mutation language, and find your way into the Children’s Room. I don’t recall a single instance previously where this mutation was not linked with some other. It is somewhat interesting from a purely biological viewpoint, particularly in view of the fact that you are the father of Walt. Practically, however, your mutation has no value whatever.”


  Starbrook laughed then, his voice unable to disguise his disappointment and a vague shame. “So I am no use to you after all? I have nothing that is of use to my race?”
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  as an individual. You must realize that only one out of several hundred human beings has any detectable mutation. Only one out of many thousands of mutations is of real value to the race.


  “We are able to eliminate the children who are of no value to us without revealing what it’s all about. Your case has been obviously different.”


  ‘‘Of course,” said Starbrook. “Don’t misunderstand me. I’m not going to be bitter about this. I had no right to expect anything out of it. I suppose I’ve always been sort of an idealist, hoping to do something to lift men up, and all that sort of thing. I guess somewhere my subconscious must have grabbed hold of this pretty hard and seen in it a chance to realize those idealisms. But, anyway, what about my son, Walt?”


  “We must have Walt. We absolutely must. His mutations appear to be the apex of endless unknown processes of nature, culminating in potentialities that will make him one of the most valuable members of our mutants’ colony. His life will change the race for generations to come.”


  “He doesn’t know all this yet?”


  “No. Even with his high understanding it must be fed to him slowly because he is a child. But he is being educated by the books to the point where he can be given full knowledge of his potentialities and our requirements.”


  “But what of his relationship to us! I’m not yet convinced of the urgency of this crisis you’ve spoken so vaguely of— 186


  not sufficiently to make me ready to allow my son to begin a new life here with perhaps infrequent contact with us.”


  “Once he comes here and begins his work,” said Rogers incisively, “there will be no further contact with you.”


  Starbrook stared in disbelief. “You mean you expect us to give you our son as completely as if he were dead?”


  “Watch your semantic extensions,” Rogers said drily. “I doubt that anything could convince a member of this age of the urgency of our problem, but in your case I’d like to try, for several reasons.


  “Imagine, if you will, two planets on which life had simultaneous beginnings and similar forms of development. On one of these, however, the natural rate of mutant occurrence and consequent evolution is several times that of the other, so that by the time man—so called modern man—appears on one, the great apes are just beginning to appear on the other.


  “Imagine then, the situation when the world with slower evolving life forms has advanced to the point where man appears. What of the other world and the relationship between the two in case they should make contact?


  “This is roughly the situation as it existed in the ‘normal’ time in which this superior race was discovered. We found them as far ahead of us as we are ahead of the great apes today—and incidentally there is far greater physical differentiation between them and us than between us and the apes.


  “As might be expected, they regard us as little more than we would regard the apes—rather clever apes. Our movements through space, our mechanical achievements are no more to them than the work of clever apes. Though they appear to be a moral, peaceful race they can find no basis for compassion towards us or interest in communication or trade. There is only one possible relation between us, as there has always been only one possible relation between man and the lower forms of life on earth—that possibility is exploitation.


  “Our scientists have demonstrated by means you would not be aware of that this exploitation of man by these— supermen—is inevitable. The hope of combating them and so preventing their exploitation of Earth and man is about as great as a tribe of apes would have of preventing capture by an army of hunters equipped with every scientific gadget you know, from radar to atomic bombs.


  “There is only one hope for the future of our race: That is to bring ourselves to an equal or superior level with respect to this rival race. And it must be done within the space of a very few human generations, according to our predictions. The mutant colony was founded about one generation ago as soon as the full picture of conditions became apparent. Our work indicates that we can feel confident of success, because mutations have been abundant in the development of man. Nature seems to have been generous but wasteful of them.


  “We have already produced a generation of the next form of man, and the individuals of that generation are applying all the powers of their minds to the problem. As you can see, 188


  our facilities are pyramiding rapidly, since we have created the next form of man and they are busy on the problem of going a step beyond.


  “But, back to Walt. We need him. He carries three extremely valuable, recessive mutations which have never been discovered before. We feel that he will enable us to make the second step beyond man as you know him. You wouldn’t dare interfere with that critical advancement, if you could understand the full depths of the problem. Unfortunately, first-hand knowledge cannot be given you.”


  Starbrook had been listening with a gradually increasing tension that left his muscles aching as he abruptly shook his head and forced his attention away from Roger’s face.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “I just can’t grasp it all so suddenly. If only I could see for myself—”


  “You can’t,” said Rogers with finality. “Ordinarily, of course, we do not complicate our operations with these problems. It is only the accident of your own peculiar mutation that you have become aware of us at all. We could act without your consent at all—”


  Starbrook felt a sudden frantic chill sweep through him. He had seen enough to know that these mutants could do as Rogers said. They could steal Walt away and banish him forever in this strange land beyond the doors of the Children’s Room.


  “It is against our principles to cause pain to anyone,” Rogers continued. “You are a scientist. I want you to follow the teachings provided your son. Study along with him. Learn the facts of our science and finally the details of the crisis that faces humanity. If you are not convinced by then, perhaps the Council which controls these matters will bow to your possession, though, frankly, I doubt it. Walt is too important to us.”


  “But how can you take any of these children without causing pain? How many parents are willing to see them taken away forever? You can’t just take them away and leave a vacuum where they have been!”


  “No, we don’t do that.” Rogers hesitated a moment, then he stepped to a door and called to someone. He sat down again. “We do not simply yank an individual out of his environment and leave a vacuum. That would cause too much disruption of your society, considering the numbers we have taken. It would lead to too much pain.”


  At that moment a figure moved into the room from the doorway through which Rogers had called.


  “Walt!” Starbrook rose in amazement. “I didn’t know you were here!”


  But the boy did not answer, or even look at Starbrook with any recognition..


  “He is not finished,” Rogers explained.


  “What do you mean?” Starbrook saw now the empty expression on the boy’s face, repulsive in its vacuousness. Terror seized him and he staggered back into the chair from which he had risen.


  “When we take someone we provide a substitute to insert in their environment,” said Rogers. “We create a homolog such as this and make the substitution without the knowledge of anyone except the one who joins us.”


  Starbrook’s horror mounted. “You expect to take Walt and leave us this—this monster!”


  Sudden, terrible pain crossed the boy’s face and Rogers rose with a snarl of rage. He led the boy out of the room and returned.


  “Starbrook! You’re supposed to be a scientist. Act like one!”


  “I’m Walt’s father first. You could hardly expect me to give up my son and accept that—thing of yours as a substitute!”


  “I suppose I was stupid to think that you could view this matter with any degree of objectivity. We should have simply made the substitution without your knowledge as we have done in all other cases.”


  “Do you think you could have done that without our knowing your homolog wasn’t our son?”


  “Of course. It has been done in thousands of other cases. This homolog is your son in every respect—or will be when he is completed. Every emotional pattern, memory, instinct, and physical form and composition that goes into your son’s makeup is being duplicated. With the exception, of course, of the creative mutations which set Walt apart from other men, and which cannot be duplicated in the homolog. The homolog will fill Walt’s place in life in every respect. He will grow and develop and respond to his environment in a manner parallel to that of Walt. He can live a normal, useful life. He can marry, though not reproduce. He has an intelligence comparable to Walt’s and will be professionally superior. If you love him or hurt him, if you make him happy or sad, you are doing it to Walt. He is Walt. His emotions and feelings are simply transplants, so to speak, of those of your son. That is why you hurt him so terribly just now when you despised him as a monstrosity. What would Walt’s reaction be if you called him that? It will take considerable effort to eradicate that painful experience from the homolog mind.”


  Abruptly, Rogers rose. “You may have time to think it over. Our final course of action will be decided by the Council. I am only a technical advisor in these matters, but I can tell you that you will be doing yourself, your son, and the human race a great service if you try to comprehend the things you have seen and heard; conversely, a great disservice.”


  Rogers hesitated. “Perhaps the easiest solution would be for you to come here. It might be arranged since you have the one essential mutation. You could be useful as a technician. A homolog could, of course, be provided to take up the life you leave.”


  Starbrook, from where he sat, could see the distant view of the strange valley through a window across the room. It bespoke of serenity and peacefulness such as he had never known, and there was evidence of science here such as he had not dreamed of. But he had no purpose here. The invitation was a mere concession to the accident of nature that had granted him his single useless mutation.


  As for leaving Rose—


  “Thanks,” he said, “but, no.”


  Rogers nodded and escorted him back to Miss Edythe’s office. She was disappointed when Starbrook told her what had happened.


  “I’m terribly sorry,” she said, “but the world of mutants is a disappointing place, as I told you before. I suppose we won’t be seeing you again, but we’ll look forward to the visits of your son. Would you care to take along a couple of new volumes for him?”


  The world seemed to have taken on a curiously unreal quality to Starbrook as he left the building and got into his car. He drove mechanically through the streets and along the highway that led to the outskirts of the city where the Bradford Electronics plant was located.


  There he secluded himself in his office with orders to his secretary to keep everyone else out for a while. He leaned back in his chair. Through the window he could see the hazy, disordered landscape of the city, just as through that other window only a few moments ago he had seen the peaceful scene out of that unknown era of the future.


  He had no illusions about the reality of that strange vision. The experience carried its own conviction. He knew that he had seen the miracle of a scene from the future, and had spoken to men whose lives lay far ahead of his in the time continuum.


  His mind speculated at the fringes of his experience, ever trying to dodge the core of it. But at last he forced himself to face it.


  Walt.


  He tried to submerge the subjective factors in his mind and consider the things he’d heard as a scientist should consider them. He didn’t doubt the truth of Rogers’ statements—and when he once admitted that to himself he was left helpless.


  Walt would go.


  He would carry forward the mutations which he bore so that the race might profit.


  It was as simple as that, and there was no alternative.


  But that conclusion released the flood of subjective opposition that his mind had held in check. Were a man’s feelings for his son to be wholly ignored? They weren’t, he reflected bitterly. They were supposed to be expended upon some grisly automaton shaped in the image of his son. Surely Rogers would destroy the thing after he’d seen Starbrook’s reaction to it.


  And Rose.


  Up to now he’d left her reactions out of his thoughts. She was no scientist. She had never pretended to understand the objective, selfless attitudes of science. Surely she would not be able to do this. It would be impossible to convince her that Walt’s destiny lay with the mutants of a future age.


  And what of Walt himself?


  Soon he would be faced with full understanding of the thing that he was and his possibilities. Would he choose to go with the mutants?


  There was little doubt that he would. The genius of the boy’s mind was tempered with an emotional stability that would let him evaluate it without fear and personal prejudice—as Starbrook knew that he should be doing himself.


  They could, of course, forbid his further study of the books of the Children’s Room. They could enforce their will upon him by sheer physical means.


  And for the rest of his life he would hate them with an untranscended bitterness. In any profession he undertook he would be taunted by the incubus of longing for lost worlds and vanished dreams. And with it would ride hate—hate and revulsion for the thing that his parents had done.


  Starbrook sighed wearily and put away that bitter vision. He forced himself to recognize that he was completely helpless. The decision lay not with him, but with Walt.


  He’d have to tell Rose, somehow, he thought. That was the hardest part of all. Harder still, because she could not comprehend the mutant language or see the world of the future. All of it would have to be understood only as he could tell it.


  For a while he tried futilely to dispose of some of the work on his desk. It was no use. He cleared it off and gave necessary instructions to his secretary, telling her he’d be back in the morning.


  When he reached home, Rose met him in the front hall, her face reflecting her startled surprise.


  “Bill! What are you doing home at this time? Nothing’s wrong—?”


  “Of course not, darling.” He lifted her with his hands on her waist. “Just got hungry for home cooking for lunch. What’s on?”


  “Bill, you silly. There’s nothing on—nothing that would satisfy your gourmandizing. Some fruit salad, sandwiches— for me and Walt.”


  “Swell. Lead me to it.”


  It isn’t going over, he thought. This isn’t the right approach. But how can I say it? What am I going to tell her—


  After lunch, he led her into the living room and drew her down beside him on the sofa.


  “Bill, what’s wrong? Something is on your mind.”


  He smiled uncertainly. “Yes. There is something special I want to tell you, something I’ve got to make you understand—about Walt.”


  “Walt! What has happened—?”


  “Something good. It’s happened, or is happening, and he’s going to need all our help and understanding. Darling, do you know what a mutant is?”


  Rose furrowed her brow. “I remember something about them in college biology. Six-legged calves, fruit flies with extra wings—”


  “Yes, but that’s the wrong kind. Every improvement in living creatures from the dawn of life has come about through mutations, changes in characteristics of offspring from those of their parents. Rose, Walt is a mutant.”


  Uncertain disbelief, shock and revulsion moved in waves across her face. Then slowly Bill Starbrook began his story. He explained about the books, the Children’s Room, and his own experiences there. He told of the mutant colony and their struggle to step up the evolutionary rate of the human race to keep from being swept aside and exploited by more rapidly advancing races. Then he told of the need of Walt’s potentialities in that struggle.


  When he was finished, Rose was sitting still as ice, her face expressionless. When he found her hand, it was cold.


  “You can’t expect me to believe such a story,” she said at last. “It isn’t true. It couldn’t possibly be true. Things like that don’t happen.”


  “They have happened,” Starbrook pointed out, “perhaps thousands of times in our generation. It is only by accident that I found out about this, or Walt would have been swept away without our knowledge.”


  “This must be some kind of a crazy joke, Bill. You can’t have believed a word you’ve said. Why are you telling me this?”


  “There are the books—”


  “Those books. Yes. Ever since Walt first brought them home I’ve felt their evil influence. Why no one can even read them. The characters are like cabalistic scribbling of ancient spells and mysticisms. I can believe almost that they are responsible for such fantasies as you have described—in your minds.”


  “Rose.” And suddenly Starbrook knew it was no use, but he went on. “Walt and I can read those books. To us, the characters make sense—because we have the mutations that enable us to read them.”


  “Please promise me you won’t let Walt bring any more of them to the house. Whatever it is that has seized his imagination—and yours—will gradually be forgotten if he doesn’t have them around.”


  Starbrook kept silent. As he looked into Rose’s eyes he knew she would never believe this thing. Not until it was too late, anyway—


  “I’ll see what I can do with Walt,” he said wearily. “We can’t suddenly force him to avoid the books. He would read them in the library at any cost. But I promise I’ll watch him and keep him from being hurt by them.”


  He got into the car again and drove away. His disappointment hung like a pall over everything, but he had not really expected more, he told himself. He could not expect Rose to act differently. Her utterly conventional mind with its lack of scientific training was a narrow highway over which such ponderous vehicles of revelation could never pass.


  Suddenly he realized he had no destination. He didn’t want to go back to the office. He glanced down at his briefcase in which lay the books Miss Edythe had given him for Walt. He’d forgotten to take them to him. He turned downtown and went to the reading room of the public library. There he began studying the new volumes.


  With what was almost pathetic eagerness now, he wanted to devour every concept of the mutants’ colony which he could obtain. He wanted to know that world in which Walt was going to live in all the detail he could.


  With somewhat of a shock he realized he was now thinking in terms of Walt’s going as a foregone conclusion. Now he wanted to preserve for himself every common facet of experience that would link them after Walt had passed irrevocably through time and space to a far future.


  He found the present volumes suddenly different from those that Walt had previously been given. The pretense of fiction and fairy tales was gone. The information being given now was straight stuff. So abstruse was it that Starbrook wondered how Walt could possibly absorb it, but he felt certain that the mutants had made no mistake. They knew what they were doing.


  There began to appear new bits of information that he knew was not a part of Earth’s science in this age. As he read on, he moved farther and farther into the difficult unknown of the mutants’ science.


  Slowly, his scientific objectivity began to predominate the mixture of feelings within him. Here was material that would be of inestimable value to his own age. It would be tragic to let it get away without making some attempt to preserve it. He wondered if the mutants would have any objections to that. Evidently not, since Rogers knew he had free access to everything that Walt obtained from the library, and had even advised him to go along with Walt.


  He decided to go back to the plant after all. It was late and near quitting time when he arrived, but the photo lab was still open. He took one of the books and gave it to Joe Coppers, the photo technician.


  “How soon can you shoot the whole thing? Photostats of each page, say three copies.”


  The technician frowned as he glanced at the unintelligible pages. “What the devil?” Then he glanced at Starbrook’s face. .


  “We can get it out tomorrow,” he said quickly, “if it’s that much of a rush job. We’ve just finished up the instruction book work on that BC-124A set—”


  “Good. I’ll be around tomorrow for it—and have some more for you.”


  When he returned home neither he nor Rose made any mention of the incident of the afternoon. Together they went up to Walt’s room to see how he was. His cold was better and he was lying impatiently reading one of the mutants’ books.


  Rose’s face showed only a flicker of emotion as she saw the books, then she returned the smile that Walt gave them.


  “Gee, Dad, I thought you were never going to get home. Mom says you were here for lunch and never came up to see a guy flat on his back. What kind of business is that?”


  Starbrook ruffled his hair. “Very urgent business or I’d have come up. How’re your viruses—or what the devil do you call more than one of the bugs—”


  “They find me pretty poisonous. I’ll be up tomorrow.”


  “Not quite,” laughed Rose.


  “How about us working on our chess game while Mom gets supper, Dad? We ought to have time for a couple of moves. O.K. Mom?”


  “Sure. You go right ahead. I’ll bring yours on a tray.”


  When Rose was gone, Walt looked at the briefcase that Starbrook still held. “Did you bring some more books for me?”


  Starbrook nodded. He drew out the first of the two that Miss Edythe had given him. “We’ve got to do something about keeping those under cover from now on. They worry your mother. She’s afraid of their influence. She can’t understand what you or I can comprehend in them. I tried to tell her a little about them this afternoon. That’s what I came home for. It’s hopeless. She wants you to get rid of them. You’ll have to do that or else study them under cover.”


  For a moment Walt’s young face seemed whiter against the pillow and at last he shook his head. “I can’t do either. I can’t stop until I know where this is leading. And one of the things I need most is Mom’s understanding of it. Don’t you understand?”


  “Yes—I do, but I don’t know what you can do about it.”


  “Why couldn’t I teach her to read these books? It seems to me that this language or whatever it is should be so simple to understand. Don’t you think so?”


  “I don’t know. I had never thought of that. Why don’t you see?”


  Surely it would be worth a try, Starbrook thought. He had never supposed that it would be possible for anyone not possessing the particular mutation to be able to read the language. But it was worth hoping for. Walt needed all the understanding he could get. It was beginning to tell on the boy’s face, the uncertainty and the glimpsing of new worlds that were terrifying in their impact upon his mind. His yearning and his gift of understanding went out towards his son, but there was so little that was tangible that he could do. He wondered what would happen when the full impact of knowledge of what he was expected to do came to him. But Starbrook had no thought that Walt would turn down the opportunity. In spite of the terrifying aspects of it, Walt would leap at the chance to join the mutants. There was no doubt of that. If only Rose could come to some understanding before it happened—


  “Try it tomorrow,” said Starbrook suddenly. “Try to get your mother interested in learning the language of the books.”


  During the forenoon of the following day, Starbrook was forced to return his attention to his work at the plant. Development on a police transceiver was in a boggle, and he spent the whole morning in the lab working with the engineers on it. By early afternoon he broke away long enough to go down to the photo lab.


  “Got my stuff ready?” he asked Joe Coppers. “Here’s another one for you.”


  “I hope you and your Chinese friends know what this is all about,” grinned the technician. He handed Starbrook the thick piles of photostats.


  Starbrook looked at them. “This isn’t the stuff I gave you!”


  Joe Coppers looked startled. “Sure it is. Here’s your original. Same stuff. What’s the matter?”


  Starbrook continued to stare at the photostats—and at the original copy. Then he knew what the trouble was. The photostats were absolutely unintelligible to him. Only the original books provided the proper stimuli for his senses. There was something beside the mere form of the symbols— something in the very materials of the book itself.


  Slowly he picked up the books and nodded towards the pile of photostats. “Toss that junk away, Joe. I was wrong.


  There won’t be any more. This stuff won’t photograph.”


  The technician gaped as Starbrook walked out. After the door closed, he swore volubly.


  In his office once more, Starbrook faced the problem that the only way to record the material he wanted to preserve would be for him to read it aloud. He ordered up one of the long time magnetic recorders which would run a full day without attention. It would take endless hours of his time. Perhaps he could get Walt to do some of it after the boy was a little farther along.


  He began the long task with the volumes at hand and worked until long after everyone else had gone. He called Rose and told her he’d be late. It was after eleven that night when he finally decided to quit and go home.


  He expected the lights to be out in the house. Walt would be asleep, and Rose always went to bed early when she was alone. But when he drove in the driveway the front of the house was ablaze with light.


  As he entered the front door, Rose looked up. With somewhat of a start Starbrook noticed she had one of the mutants’ books in her lap.


  She saw his glance go towards it at once.


  “I’m afraid, Bill,” she said in a thin, fear-ridden voice. “I’ve never been so afraid in my life.”


  “Rose—!”


  “Walt wanted to try to teach me to read these books. Just to humor him I let him, and I found out that I can learn it.


  Already I can pick out words and sentences, even whole paragraphs here and there. Oh, Bill, I don’t want to read it!”

“But you must—now that you know you can,” he said quietly. “You know that, don’t you?”


  She nodded, her face tight with terror. “That story you told me yesterday. It can’t be true—!”


  “Please, Rose.” He sat down beside her and tightened his arm around her shoulders. “We’ve got to realize that we’ve had a very wonderful privilege in knowing Walt—in bringing him into the world, because he’s going to do something wonderful for all of mankind.”


  “I just can’t think of it that way. I just can’t. He’s my baby.”


  “Yeah,” said Starbrook thickly. “He’s mine, too—”


  He wondered how long it would be now. Walt’s cold was soon better and he returned to school. He brought home books regularly from the Children’s Room, at the rate which the mutants allowed.


  Starbrook labored fiercely to keep up with Walt’s speed in understanding the new science revealed in tantalizing snatches and mere introductory expositions. He had to depend on Walt’s interpretations to a great extent and the work of transcribing the information to the recorders went slowly, even with Walt’s assistance in the reading and segregation of material.


  In growing tension, Starbrook began to greet each day somehow as if it were the last he would ever know. He tried to suck the essence of living from each passing moment, for he knew that almost any time now the mutants would reveal their purposes to Walt and claim him for their own. And in that moment something of Starbrook would be eternally dead.


  His admiration for Rose increased as she continued doggedly her study of the mutant language. It had seemed easy for her at first, but now it became apparent that she would never get past the first volume in which the situation of the mutants scattered throughout the Earth was presented in fantasy and allegory.


  But Starbrook was not prepared for the change which was becoming more apparent in Rose day by day. The terror was slowly giving way to a strange serenity, almost a resignation that was in itself somehow frightening to Starbrook. It seemed as if she had found some secret of her own in those pages, which neither he nor Walt had discovered.


  He wanted to ask her about it, but he knew that when this new feeling came to a focus she’d tell him.


  She did. It was just two weeks after Walt had started back to school. They were sitting in the early twilight on the front steps watching Walt riding away on his bicycle to join the baseball game in the park two blocks away.


  “It will be lonesome,” said Rose suddenly, “but there’ll be happiness in memory.”


  Rose!


  “It seems like I’ve found out just this moment what those stories in your mutants’ books have been saying all this time. I’ve read them over and over, and I can’t go beyond the stories, but I understand them now.’’


  “What do you understand?’’ asked Starbrook.


  “I understand that Walt is different. I think I’ve always known it, really. Not just his high intelligence, but other things, too. I understand now that he is one of the lonely men whom the book has been sent into the world to gather. I know that unless he goes with his own kind he’ll be forever lonely and his life will be wasted. I wouldn’t want that, no matter what the pain of sending him away might be.’’


  “The—story—convinced you of that?’’


  Starbrook pondered the semantic power of the mutant language. What secrets lay behind its powers to shape the human will to the wishes of the writers might never be known, but he knew there was a vast science evident here that was hardly dreamed of in his age. Semantics that could reduce all Rose’s fears to a calm serenity and persuade her that her only child should be sacrificed to the unknown future of the race. There was no understanding such powers yet—


  He said, “It will be easier on Walt when he knows, now that you are willing for him to pursue his own destiny.’’


  “We’ve had him for ten happy years. It’s been a lot. When will they tell him?’’


  “I don’t know. Whenever they think he’s ready. It might be any day now.”


  Starbrook had told himself that he was prepared, but when the moment came he knew that he could never have been equipped to accept the fact unemotionally.


  It was the very next day when he came home from the plant that he found Rose and Walt together in the living room. Something went dead within him at the sight of their white faces. They had both been crying.


  “They told me today,” said Walt without waiting for him to speak. “They told me what you already knew all the time.”


  Starbrook fought down the tight swelling in his throat. “Yes, I knew. I’ve been waiting for you to become ready.”


  “But you’re not going?” Walt looked in agonized despair from his father and back again. “Somehow I’d always thought because you could read them, too—that you were like me—”


  Starbrook shook his head and smiled wanly. “No. I’m just a sort of freak that they’ve never run into before. I’m no good to them, so I won’t be going. Besides, your mother will need me—”


  “I’ll miss you—!” Tears sprang again into his reddened eyes.


  “You won’t be lonely,” said Starbrook with a calm that surprised himself. “That’s why you’re going away. If you 208


  stayed here you would be the loneliest of men because you have a thousand talents and abilities that would only be smothered and subdued. You’d be misunderstood, despised for your superior attributes and your whole life would be bitter. It will be far better where you are going. They will understand you and will be your own kind.”


  “Yes, I know all that,” said Walt thinly, “but I’ll still be lonely for you—”


  It would pass, Starbrook thought. It had to pass. In the end it would be the best. He knew that what he had said was true.


  “You don’t have to go—” he said.


  “Oh, but I do! It’s just kind of hard right now—”


  That’s what Starbrook wanted to be sure of. He smiled approvingly. “Do you know when?”


  “Right away. Tonight!”


  “Tonight!” All Starbrook’s defenses collapsed before that single word.


  “In less than a couple of hours from now. Some emergency has come up. I don’t know what, exactly. They’ve got to move the Children’s Room to some other age right away— something about picking up an important mutant who is about to be destroyed in some future time. They’re holding the movement now just for me.”


  “Then there’s time for dinner together,” said Starbrook.


  “Let’s have it a time to remember.”


  “It’s all ready,” said Rose, drying her eyes. “We were waiting for you.”


  It was a time to remember—and a time for remembering. They went back and picked out the gems from the thousand moments of happiness they had known together and touched them again, fondling them, hugging them close in their memories.


  And swiftly the moments passed until there were no more left. *


  Walt glanced at the clock. “I’ve got to be going.”


  They got into the car and Starbrook drove slowly away from the curb. With each new moment it seemed as if the impact of realization came all over again—the realization that Walt would not be riding back this way with them. These houses and this street, those friends who were waving to Walt from across the way, none of them would ever know his presence again. And suddenly, Starbrook wondered how his absence would be explained—


  Sounds all about them seemed to be suppressed as if it were a dream and the car was floating soundlessly through space. Almost as if without Starbrook’s conscious direction it approached the college campus and came to a halt before the library where lights were visible in the main reading room.


  “Maybe you won’t want to come in,” said Walt hesitantly.


  “Of course we will,” said Rose in a steady voice.


  Starbrook remembered that she had never seen an entry into the Children’s Room. He wondered how it would appear to her.


  With Walt between them they walked slowly towards the building.


  “Gee, Dad,” said Walt suddenly. “I forgot to put my bike up. It looks like rain. Will you put it away for me?”


  “Yeah. Yeah—sure—”


  The futility of that impulsive request washed over them in a suffocating wave of desolation. Silently, they mounted the steps and entered the foyer.


  “It’s here.” Starbrook touched his wife’s hand.


  “Where? I don’t see anything. But, of course—”


  He pointed to the inscription over the door.


  She shook her head. “I can’t quite make it out. That blank wall, Bill! How can there be a door there that I can’t see—”


  Some of the old fear was returning to her eyes.


  “It’s there. Walt’s going towards it now. Perhaps he’ll disappear to your eyes.”


  The boy turned for one final, backward glance. He smiled warmly and confidently and held up a hand. Then he walked on into the room.


  Rose gave a little cry as he vanished from her sight. “Bill—can you see him? Where did he go?”


  “He’s right there, darling. He’s talking to Miss Edythe and Dr. Rogers. There are a lot of other boys in there, too.


  There’s a Chinese boy and some that are European. This library must have doors into all the world.”


  “What’s Walt doing now?”


  “Just waiting. Dr. Rogers has his arm around his shoulders. He looks happy, darling. He is happy. This is the way it should be.”


  Suddenly, while he spoke, the doorway into the Children’s Room seemed to grow milky. It wavered and blurred as if his vision were failing. Impulsively, he took a step forward and waved. He glimpsed Walt’s face, smiling and joyous, and his hand waving in farewell.


  “He’s gone.”


  Rose crumpled against him. Her face buried in his shoulder and she stood there sobbing uncontrollably for a moment. Then at last she raised her head and looked at Starbrook. Her eyes were shining in spite of the longing in them.


  “I’m sorry, Bill. I just couldn’t help that one.”


  “Shall we go back, now?”


  They started down the steps as the light drizzle began to fall.


  “It’s raining,” said Rose. “And Walt’s bike is still out. You mustn’t forget to bring it in for him.”


  Yes, Starbrook thought. I mustn’t forget that. It’s the last thing I can ever do for him.


  He glanced towards the curb, at their car which they had left empty. With a start, he realized it wasn’t empty now.


  There was a figure in the back seat, a face watching them through the window.


  Rose saw it, too, and cried out in momentary fright.


  A chill of terror swept through Starbrook.


  The homolog.


  He had forgotten it. He had supposed that Rogers had destroyed it because he’d said they wouldn’t want it.


  He closed his eyes a moment and prayed silently that this nightmare monster might vanish, this parody of Walt.


  It was looking at them with Walt’s face, Walt’s eyes, and Walt’s smile was upon its lips.


  And it called to them.


  Walt’s voice.


  “I hurried and got my books. I thought you wanted to get back home right away. Let’s hurry now, because I left my bike out in the rain.”


  The hard knot within Starbrook seemed to soften. This was not the staring, empty face he had seen in Rogers’ laboratory that day. He remembered how Rogers had warned him that it hadn’t been completed. When it was, he’d said it would be every feeling, every emotion, every memory that had been Walt. It would react in every way exactly as Walt would have reacted.


  And Rose had not seen the homolog before its completion. Something of that first shock was leaving her face as she recognized what it was. She moved forward slowly.


  “It’s Walt,” she said in a half whisper. “It’s everything of Walt that could have been ours anyway. And I thought it would be some crude mechanical thing from what you said. Oh, darling, they’ve taken their mutant and given our son back to us!”


  Semantic control—wish fulfillment—whatever it was, Starbrook thought, the Rose who hadn’t read the mutants’ books would not have accepted the homolog so readily.


  And yet—perhaps it was some influence they’d exercised over him, too—why not? Wasn’t the homolog everything that Walt had been? The exact pattern of his instincts, reactions, emotions, memories. What else was there that constituted a human being?


  Even the question of identity seemed to diminish as he thought of that last vision of Walt standing content and happy amid the other mutants about to begin their long journey.


  The homolog got out of the car. He ran towards them as they moved slowly towards it.


  “What’s the matter? Mother—Dad, you look so strange. Is anything wrong?”


  Starbrook smiled. “Not a thing in the world—son. Your mother and I were just thinking how lucky we are—in a lot of ways. Come on, we’d better beat it home and get that bike in out of the rain.”


  The Lost Language


  by David H. Keller, M.D.


  Carl Jung’s speculations about ancestral memories may have inspired this poignant little tale.


  


  David Phillips 3rd was a beautiful child.


  He was a baby any parent would be proud of.


  His father, David Phillips, Jr., and his grandfather, David Phillips, were proud of him; also his mother and all his sisters. They bragged about his sturdy body and his bright eyes and his crop of black hair. They talked about the fortune of the family in finally having a male heir after three daughters. But when the boy reached the age of two they talked less, and when he was four years old they ceased to talk.


  There was nothing wrong with the boy’s body.


  But he would not talk.


  That is the way they put it. He would not talk.


  Even when he was four they would not admit that he could not—because all of his relatives, even some of the physicians they consulted, were sure that he could talk if he wanted to.


  He did not even vocalize.


  As a baby he had cried. As he grew older, he outgrew the infantile noises of displeasure. It almost seemed as though he were training himself to accept the vicissitudes of life from the standpoint of a stoic—perhaps even of a philosopher.


  There did not seem to be much mental deficiency. He learned to take care of himself, to adjust himself to his environment, to dress, feed, and amuse himself. He was really a bright, adorable, loving child. Accepting life as he found it, he lived in the home and with his family without in any way being a burden. At five years he was a little man, but he did not talk.


  By this time the child’s family was decidedly interested in the problem. Being a wealthy family, it was able to secure the services of specialists in speech-training, who also became personally interested.


  But just being interested did not help. Even when he became a national problem, even when learned men devoted some days of their vacations to a visit to the Phillips home, even when psychologists and brain experts offered their services and advice gratis, there was no improvement.


  Every effort was made to arouse his interest in language 216


  as a medium of communicating thought. He was studied, bribed, and even punished in the endeavor to make him utter a sound. He simply accepted any treatment with a certain degree of patience and kept on living his silent life.


  He played with the playthings of children of his age. He worked, ate, slept, loved, had pets, took trips with the family, grew into sturdy seven-year boyhood, in every way a nice, adaptable, lovable youngster, the pride of his family and their despair.


  He was a silent boy.


  At that he was never out of communication with the world. He learned what was expected of him, but he learned by imitation. Not that he was deaf; in fact, all the tests showed him to be peculiarly sensitive to sounds. When a snail crawled out of the aquarium at night and dropped to the carpeted floor, he heard it fall and went to its rescue. He liked to hear the birds sing, the radio play, the family talk; there was no doubt he could hear noises unheard by the older members of the family, but words, just plain words, the sound of letters conjoined, left him cold and uninterested. Thus he grew up learning what people expected of him and making his wants known, but never through the medium of language.


  From the age of two he had one outstanding habit, scribbling on paper with a pencil; later he used crayon, or pen and ink. At first it was just plain baby scrawls, the kind of marks any child would make, given white paper and a pencil; marks like this:
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  But later on he developed a rather systematized series of marks which, while they varied from day to day, had a certain uniformity and a definite sequence, like this:
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  “That is writing!” exclaimed a specialist who had come a .thousand miles to study the child. “That is writing, and the child is trying to communicate with the world.”


  It was all well enough to say that it was writing; in fact everyone knew that it was writing. What else could it be called? But what kind of writing? And what did it mean? Even when they found out by the boy’s actions that meant
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he would like grapefruit for breakfast, how much better off was he, and his family and the world?


  The specialist continued: “The child knows what he wants to express, and is expressing it in his own way. The marks he makes have no relation to any other known writing. An intensive study of these marks would ultimately bring him into communication with a selected few. He happens to belong to a wealthy family who could hire a few educated persons to learn some of the signs. If he were a child of a poor family he would end in a school for the feebleminded. The state would not, could not, afford to bother with him.”


  “But he is not a case of mental deficiency,” protested the mother.


  “That is purely an academic question,” argued the specialist. “For centuries the human race has communicated with one another, first by sounds, and later by writing. Writing is simply a mode of sound. I admit that people learn to read silently, but even then they transpose the typed symbols into sounds subconsciously and thus obtain the meaning of the printed line and page. The dot and dash of the Morse code simply replace letters which, in proper combination, have definite sounds, and those sounds for centuries have had definite meaning. This boy forms his own symbols. There is no doubt they mean definite things to him. You have shown me that, and my experiments with him have convinced me that you are right. But his refusal to adopt the symbols of the herd, to learn the alphabet, to follow the lines of communication used by his ancestors and his associates, stamps him at once as abnormal.”


  “But not feebleminded!” cried the father. “I have visitedthe schools where imbeciles are cared for. I have talked with the physicians who care for them. I have placed my son m every possible relation with them, made every possible comparison. I am not a neuropsychiatrist, don’t pretend to be a psychologist, but if my son is mentally deficient, then I am a white elephant.”


  The scientist smiled the smile of despair as he replied, Have it your own way. After all, he is your son. You have a right to have a familial pride. I admit that he is a nice boy, but that is all he will be, all he ever will be, just a nice boy, just a healthy animal. He will grow to be a man. and when he does, he will be just what he is today, only larger. The herd will not like him; they will shun him as they do everyone who does not conform to the pattern, who does not run in the common groove of life. He is an abnormal, and he will stay an abnormal unless he learns to adopt the means of communication used by the rest of the human race. A deaf-mute can be taught to write, he can even be taught to talk, but this boy is a psychic rebel. He refuses to learn.”


  “Perhaps he cannot learn. Is that refusing?” asked an interested sister, a college graduate w ho had majored in psychology, speech, and habit training because she loved her little brother and wanted to be of service to him.


  “You are right and I was wrong,” admitted the psychologist, “but after all I am wrong merely in the words used and not in the idea. The child is so bright in every other way that he creates the impression of willful resistance. Let me explain. I was working with him yesterday. Take his symbol for an egg; you know what it is, but let me draw it as he does:
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  By that he means an egg. Now I write it the way we do in English:
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  I show it to him. I hand him an egg. I show him his symbol. In every way that I can, I try to explain to him that his symbol and my symbol and the actual egg are all the same. Then I take away his symbol and give him another piece of paper and show him that I want him to copy my symbol for an egg. He simply shakes his head and draws his symbol. Now I know any number of children three years old who would copy my symbol and understand that it meant an egg, but he refuses to do it. He thinks that I am wrong. That shows his rebel mind. He refuses to accept instruction. He thinks his symbol for an egg is right and mine is wrong. You cannot teach a child like him. He wants us to learn his language, while refusing to learn ours. From a purely academic viewpoint it is possible to do so, but here is the difficulty. His language is not a sound language. It never can be spoken.”


  “Certainly it can!” exclaimed the sister. “He makes a sign for an egg. I understand the sign. I translate it into sound and say the word ‘Egg.’ What do you mean by saying that it cannot be spoken?”


  The man shook his head.


  “I insist that there can be no language without sound.”


  “How about the finger talk of the deaf-mutes?” asked the father.


  “What is it? They form signs with their fingers, and those signs are words or letters; and the letters make words, and the words are the words everybody uses and knows the signs and sounds of. Even the Maya symbols are meaningless till we translate them into words, and then we have to speak the words. If your son would only learn the finger language of the deaf-mute, it would at once change the entire picture. What I am trying to say is that he refuses to accept the modes of communication used by any group of the human race. To that extent he has a rebel mind.”


  “I have been close to the lad,” the father retorted. “I have been with him a lot recently. We have gone fishing together and camping out and all that sort of thing. He may have a rebel mind, though it is my opinion that he is the way he is because he cannot help it. But there is one thing I do believe. He is perfectly satisfied with his written language, and it means something to him. He is very much pleased when the family uses it. Somehow it makes him feel we are interested in him and love him. His writing means a lot to him, and he is proud of it. I think that at times he is sad because we are not intelligent enough to understand it.”

“You find someone to translate it into sound, and then I will accept it as a bona fide language, and that is my last word,” said the scientist, and with that he left.


  The father, the following year, took David Phillips 3rd to London. There was a man there, Henry Jordon, who had gained international renown by his work with vibrations. He was the inventor of the vibrowriter, the new typewriter that could be talked to, and which transposed the spoken sound into typed words, a contrivance which made perfect spelling possible, provided the words were perfectly pronounced. The father had an idea and was willing to travel four-thousand miles and spend any amount of money to find out whether he was right or wrong. His letters of introduction opened the door to the scientist’s workshop; his story opened the door to the man’s heart; the adorable, healthy boy at once won the inventor’s interest and love.


  “I may be asking the impossible,” explained David Phillips, Jr., “but the boy is my son, and perhaps the impossible can be made possible. You have a machine that can turn sound into a written language. Can you make a machine that can do the reverse? Can you make some kind of apparatus we could run this lad’s writing through and change it into sound?”


  “What kind of sound?”


  “Any kind. Take this symbol for egg to start with.”


  “But you know what the sound is for that. It is E G—


  EGG—just egg. You do not need a machine to do that.”


  “Yes, but that is our sound, the English sound. His sound may be entirely different.”


  “How can it be? You have just told me that he never talks, never even vocalizes.”


  “That is true, but the experts in America tell me that there can be no language without a foundation of sound, so there must be some corresponding sounds to his symbols even if he does not make them. But here are his papers. You may not believe it, but on the way over from New York, he was writing all the time, having the best kind of a time, and I think he was writing a story. At least he was happy doing it. And here is something else. He wants a typewriter.”


  “Why not buy him one?”


  “I would, but he does not want our kind. He keeps on showing me his writing, and then points to my portable machine.”


  “In other words, you mean that he is telling you he wants a machine of his own, with his own symbols?”


  “That must be it.”


  “I will make it for him,” declared Henry Jordon. “You leave his papers here. I will have them analyzed and broken up into units and have a typewriter made that he can write with, just as well as he can write with a pen or pencil. You take him to see the Tower of London and Trafalgar Square. Come back in three days, and I will have a present for him.”


  On the third day father and son returned to the workshop of Henry Jordon. The inventor took them into a room that had only a chair and a table, but on the table was a typewriter, and in it was a sheet of white paper. Jordon touched five keys, took the paper out and showed it to the boy. He had written the symbols for egg:
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  David Phillips 3rd looked at it, then at the machine, and then he took the paper and showed that he wanted it put back into the machine. Then he looked at the keyboard, and slowly, painfully slowly, he started to write his symbols for eggs. Then he started to cry, great tears of happiness, and he kissed his father, and went and hugged the inventor, and all the rest of that day he wrote on the machine while the two men watched him and compared the writing with his papers and experimented, handing him simple objects, and urging him to write their names on the machine.


  That night, in the hotel, he would not go to sleep till the machine was securely placed on the bed where he could hold it while he slept.


  “All you have to do now,” said the father, “is to take his typed manuscripts and translate them into sound.”


  “That is all,” replied Jordon, “but that may not be so easy as you think. Come back in a week.”


  That night the father could not sleep. He sat most of the night by the boy’s bed, looking at him, the pride and hope, the last hope of the family. The boy slept peacefully, but in his sleep he never lost contact with the typewriter. Early in the morning the father arrived at a decision. He sent a radiogram to his daughter, the one who had majored in psychology, speech and habit training, because she loved her little brother. He said:


  Anna Phillips;



57 Park Place;



New York City, N. Y.



Come to London on next boat. We need you.



Father.






  

  

  

  Because of this there were three of the family who called on Henry Jordon at the expiration of a week. They found the inventor tired and hollow eyed but happy.


  “I have done it,” he said simply, “and you do not owe me a cent. I can use the same principle with any type. In a month’s time, tired people will be placing pages of a book in their machine and hear it read to them. Suppose we try it. Have the lad write something on his machine.”


  By signs they explained to David Phillips 3rd what they wanted. He wrote three lines double spaced. Then the inventor took the paper, placed it in another machine, and pressed a button. Sounds came from the machine, sounds that seemed to be speech, but that were unintelligible to the audience. But the boy was spellbound. He looked from his father to his sister and then to Jordon and by signs asked that it all 226


  be done over again. Jordon wrote his signs for the word egg and showed it to him. When he put it in the second machine and pressed the button, a single sound was heard.


  “And that,” commented Jordon, “is the sound that means ‘egg’ to him. It is the sound that corresponds to his symbol. Suppose we learn to make that sound. I will get twenty different objects and place them on the table. Then his sister can make that sound and we will see what he does.”


  Again and again they had the machine sound the word for egg, till the sister learned to say it. Then a watch, keys, matches, money, pins, and an egg were placed on the table. The sister took the lad over and made the sound, just once, pointing to the table. The lad listened and without hesitation picked up the egg and handed it to his sister.


  “That tells the story,” commented the father. “My boy can hear. We always knew that. He can hear but cannot talk, but he can write. What he writes can be transposed into sound, and when that sound is reproduced he can understand it, and the rest is just training.”


  “It is a track,” frowned Jordon, “on which the trains run only one way.”


  “At least it is a track,” insisted the father. “Suppose you put a whole page of his type in and see how it sounds.”


  “It is gibberish to me,” commented the inventor.


  “That is because you are not a linguist,” retorted the sister sharply. “Perhaps someone else could understand it.”


  “Let us put it to the test,” said the inventor, smiling. “At this very time there is a meeting in London of scientists from all over the world. Perhaps fifty different languages are represented. We will go there and have them listen to it. Someone there may recognize some of the sounds.”


  A day later, sixty men from every part of the world assembled in a room with perfect acoustics. The problem was explained to them. A hundred questions were asked and answered, so they would have a clear understanding of the situation. Then an entire page of the lad’s typing was run through the sound-transposing machine, purposely slowed so that the sounds could be differentiated.


  And then silence, followed by a mixture of speech, but no one seemed to be sure. One by one the lingual experts rose and, saying that they could not understand it, left the room. At last only one man was left. He came up to the disappointed experimenters.


  “I am not sure of what I am going to say, but it may help,” he began, in a rather apologetic tone. “I am from Wales, and I know a few of the Welsh dialects but not all. I believe that these words are Welsh, but it is not any dialect I am familiar with. But there was a little corner of Wales where they had an odd language years ago, something different from the other dialects. I went there five years ago to investigate it, and there was just one old woman there—Granny Lanarch they called her—who could talk it, but no one could understand her. She talked it for me, and as I remember it, it sounded a little like this language you have had us listen to. So the best I can say is that it may be an old Welsh dialect and Granny Lanarch can talk it. I will give you her address. She talks fairly good English in addition to her dialect, so you could have her listen to it and even make some phonographic records of her old speech.”


  “We will go there,” said David Phillips.


  “But it cannot be Welsh,” commented the inventor. “You are from New York.”


  “My family came from that town in 1765,” announced the New Yorker, “so we certainly were Welsh at that time.”


  “And it may be a case of inherited memory,” added the daughter. “At least the psychologists think that there may be such a thing.”


  They went to Wales, and at last they came to the little town by the Irish Sea where Granny Lanarch had lived. Had lived, for she had been dead these two years. They went into her little cottage, they sat on her old chairs, they looked out on the waves through windows she had looked out of, but Granny Lanarch was dead.


  The inventor beat a restless tattoo on the table with his fingers, not knowing what to say or how to say it. The father sat unstrung and nerve-broken. The boy, interested in new sights, smiled happily. The sister sat with white face and closed eyes. At last the father shook himself, as though waking from a dream.


  “We have come to the end of the trail,” he whispered. “My son knows something, but it is a lost language. He will have to live his life alone.”


  The sister opened her eyes, opened her arms, and pulled her brother to her lap. She turned fiercely to her father.


  “What do you mean?” she demanded. “What do you mean by saying that he will be alone? He can write what he thinks, and when I put it in the machine I can hear it and learn to understand it; and if I can understand it I can learn to talk it, and when I talk it, he can hear me and answer me on his typewriter. What do you mean by saying that he will be alone when he has me?”


  “You cannot do that,” whispered her father gently, almost with a caress in his tone. “You cannot do that, Anna. It would mean a life of sacrifice, a life of solitary devotion. You could not do anything else. Why should you sacrifice everything for him?”


  She simply held her brother the tighter as she replied, “Because I love him.”


  Prone


  by Mack Reynolds


  Here’s how a clever person may turn a liability into an asset.


  


  SupCom Bull Underwood said in a voice ominously mild, “I continually get the impression that every other sentence is being left out of this conversation. Now, tell me, General, what do you mean things happen around him?”


  “Well, for instance, the first day Mitchie got to the Academy a cannon burst at a demonstration.”


  “What’s a cannon?”


  “A pre-guided-missile weapon,” the commander of the Terra Military Academy told him. “You know, shells propelled by gunpowder. We usually demonstrate them in our history classes. This time four students were injured. The next day sixteen were hurt in ground-war maneuvers.”


  There was an element of respect in the SupCom’s tone. “Your course must be rugged.”


  General Bentley wiped his forehead with a snowy handkerchief even as he shook it negatively. “It was the first time any such thing happened. I tell you, sir, since Mitchie Farthingworth has been at the academy things have been chaotic. Fires in the dormitories, small arms exploding, cadets being hospitalized right and left. We’ve just got to expel that boy!”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” the SupCom growled. “He’s the apple of his old man’s eye. We’ve got to make a hero out of him if it means the loss of a battle fleet. But I still don’t get this. You mean the Farthing worth kid is committing sabotage?”


  “It’s not that. We investigated. He doesn’t do it on purpose, things just happen around him. Mitchie can’t help it.”


  “Confound it, stop calling him Mitchie!” Bull Underwood snapped. “How do you know it’s him if he doesn’t do it? Maybe you’re just having a run of bad luck.”


  “That’s what I thought,” Bentley said, “until I ran into Admiral Lawrence of the Space Marines Academy. He had the same story. The day Mitchie—excuse me, sir—Michael Farthing worth set foot in Nuevo San Diego, things started happening. When they finally got him transferred to our academy the trouble stopped.”


  It was at times like these that Bull Underwood regretted his shaven head. He could have used some hair to tear. “Then it must be sabotage if it stops when he leaves!”


  “I don’t think so, sir.”


  The SupCom took a deep breath, snapped to his secretarobot, “Brief me on Cadet Michael Farthingworth, including his early life.” While he waited he growled under his breath, “A stalemated hundred-year war on my hands with those Martian makrons and I have to get things like this tossed at me.”


  In less than a minute the secretarobot began: “Son of Senator Warren Farthingworth, Chairman War Appropriations Committee. Twenty-two years of age. Five feet six, one hundred and thirty, blue eyes, brown hair, fair. Born and spent early youth in former United States area. Early education by mother. At age of eighteen entered Harvard but schooling was interrupted when roof of assembly hall collapsed killing most of faculty. Next year entered Yale, leaving two months after when 90 percent of the university’s buildings were burnt down in the holocaust of ’85. Next attended University of California but failed to graduate owing to the earthquake which completely …”


  “That’s enough,” the SupCom rapped. He turned and stared at General Bentley. “What is it? Even if the kid was a psychokinetic saboteur he couldn’t accomplish all that.”


  The academy commander shook his head. “All I know is that, since his arrival at the Terra Military Academy, there’s been an endless series of casualties. And the longer he’s there the worse it gets. It’s twice as bad now as when he first arrived.” He got to his feet wearily. “I’m a broken man, sir, and I’m leaving this in your hands. You’ll have my resignation this afternoon. Frankly, I’m afraid to return to the school. If I do, some day I’ll probably crack my spine bending over to tie my shoelaces. It just isn’t safe to be near that boy.”


  For a long time after General Bentley had left, SupCom Bull Underwood sat at his desk, his heavy underlip in a pout. “And just when the next five years’ appropriation is up before the committee,” he snarled at nobody.


  He turned to the secretarobot. “Put the best psychotechnicians available on Michael Farthingworth. They are to discover … well, they are to discover why things happen around him. Priority one.”


  Approximately a week later the secretarobot said, “May I interrupt you, sir? A priority-one report is coming in.”


  Bull Underwood grunted and turned away from the star chart he’d been studying with the two Space Marine generals. He dismissed them and sat down at his desk.


  The visor lit up and he was confronted with the face of an elderly civilian. “Doctor Duclos,” the civilian said. “Case of Cadet Michael Farthingworth.”


  “Good,” the SupCom rumbled. “Doctor, what in the devil is wrong with young Farthingworth?”


  “The boy is an accident prone.”


  Bull Underwood scowled at him. “A what?”


  “An accident prone.” The doctor elaborated with evident satisfaction. “There is indication that he is the most extreme case in medical history. Really a fascinating study. Never in my experience have I been—”


  “Please, Doctor. I’m a layman. What is an accident prone?”


  “Ah, yes. Briefly, an unexplained phenomenon first noted by the insurance companies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. An accident prone has an unnaturally large number of accidents happen either to him, or less often, to persons in his vicinity. In Farthingworth’s case, they happen to persons about him. He himself is never affected.”


  The SupCom was unbelieving. “You mean to tell me there are some persons who just naturally have accidents happen to them without any reason?”


  “That is correct,” Duclos nodded. “Most prones are understandable. Subconsciously, the death wish is at work and the prone seeks self-destruction. However, science has yet to discover the forces behind the less common type such as Farthingworth exemplifies.” The doctor’s emphatic shrug betrayed his Gallic background. “It has been suggested that it is no more than the laws of chance at work. To counterbalance the accident prone, there should be persons at the other extreme who are blessed with abnormally good fortune. However …”


  SupCom Bull Underwood’s lower lip was out, almost truculently. “Listen,” he interrupted. “What can be done about it?”


  “Nothing,” the doctor said, his shoulders raising and lowering again. “An accident prone seems to remain one as a rule. Not always, but as a rule. Fortunately, they are rare.”


  “Not rare enough,” the SupCom growled. “These insurance companies, what did they do when they located an accident prone?”


  “They kept track of him and refused to insure the prone, his business, home, employees, employers, or anyone or anything connected with him.”


  Bull Underwood stared unblinkingly at the doctor, as though wondering whether the other’s whole explanation was an attempt to pull his leg. Finally he rapped, “Thank you, Doctor Duclos. That will be all.” The civilian’s face faded from the visor.


  The SupCom said slowly to the secretarobot, “Have Cadet Farthingworth report to me.” He added sotto voce, “And while he’s here have all personnel keep their fingers crossed.”


  The photoelectric-controlled door leading to the sanctum sanctorum of SupCom Bull Underwood glided quietly open and a lieutenant entered and came to a snappy attention. The door swung gently shut behind him.


  “Well?” Bull Underwood growled.


  “Sir, a Cadet Michael Farthingworth to report to you.”


  “Send him in. Ah, just a minute, Lieutenant Brown. How do you feel after talking to him?”


  “Me, sir? I feel fine, sir.” The lieutenant looked blankly at him.


  “Hmmm. Well, send him in, confound it.”


  The lieutenant turned and the door opened automatically before him. “Cadet Farthingworth,” he announced.


  The newcomer entered and stood stiffly before the desk of Earth’s military head. Bull Underwood appraised him with care. In spite of the swank Academy uniform, Michael Farthingworth cut a wistfully ineffectual figure. His faded blue eyes blinked sadly behind heavy contact lenses.


  “That’ll be all, Lieutenant,” the SupCom said to his aide.


  “Yes, sir.” The lieutenant about-faced snappily and marched to the door—which swung sharply forward and quickly back again before the lieutenant was halfway through.


  SupCom Bull Underwood winced at the crush of bone and cartilage. He shuddered, then snapped to his secretarobot, “Have Lieutenant Brown hospitalized … and, ah … see he gets a Luna Medal for exposing himself to danger beyond the call of duty.”


  He swung to the newcomer and came directly to the point. “Cadet Farthingworth,” he rapped, “do you know what an accident prone is?”


  Mitchie’s voice was low and plaintive. “Yes, sir.”


  “You do?” Bull Underwood was surprised.


  “Yes, sir. At first such things as the school’s burning down didn’t particularly impress me as being personally connected with me, but the older I get, the worse it gets, and after what happened to my first date, I started to investigate.”


  The SupCom said cautiously, “What happened to the date?”


  Mitchie flushed. “I took her to a dance and she broke her leg.”


  The SupCom cleared his throat. “So finally you investigated?”


  “Yes, sir,” Mitchie Farthingworth said woefully. “And I found I was an accident prone and getting worse geometrically. Each year I’m twice as bad as the year before. I’m glad you’ve discovered it too, sir. I … didn’t know what to do. Now it’s in your hands.”


  The SupCom was somewhat relieved. Possibly this wasn’t going to be as difficult as he had feared. He said, “Have you any ideas, Mitchie, ah, that is …”


  “Call me Mitchie if you want, sir. Everybody else does.”


  “Have you any ideas? After all, you’ve done as much damage to Terra as a Martian task force would accomplish.”


  “Yes, sir. I think I ought to be shot.”


  “Huh?”


  “Yes, sir. I’m expendable,” Mitchie said miserably. “In fact, I suppose I’m probably the most expendable soldier that’s ever been. All my life I’ve wanted to be a spaceman and do my share toward licking the Martians.” His eyes gleamed behind his lenses. “Why, I’ve …”


  He stopped and looked at his commanding officer pathetically. “What’s the use? I’m just a bust. An accident prone. The only thing to do is liquidate me.” He tried to laugh in self-deprecation but his voice broke.


  Behind him, Bull Underwood heard the glass in his office window shatter without seeming cause. He winced again, but didn’t turn.


  “Sorry, sir,” Mitchie said. “See? The only thing is to shoot me.”


  “Look,” Bull Underwood said urgently, “stand back a few yards farther, will you? There on the other side of the room.” He cleared his throat. “Your suggestion has already been considered, as a matter of fact. However, due to your father’s political prominence, shooting you had to be ruled out.”


  From a clear sky the secretarobot began to say, “ ’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves did gyre and gimble in the wabe.”


  SupCom Bull Underwood closed his eyes in pain and shrank back into his chair. “What?” he said cautiously.


  “The borogoves were mimsy as all get-out,” the secretarobot said decisively and shut up.


  Mitchie looked at it. “Slipped its cogs, sir,” he said helpfully. “It’s happened before around me.”


  “The best memory bank in the system,” Underwood protested. “Oh, no.”


  “Yes, sir,” Mitchie said apologetically. “And I wouldn’t recommend trying to repair it, sir. Three technicians were electrocuted when I was …”


  The secretarobot sang, “ ‘O frabjous day! Callooh! Cal-lay!’ ”


  “Completely around the corner,” Mitchie said.


  “This,” said Bull Underwood, “is too frabjous much! Senator or no Senator, appropriations or no appropriations, with my own bare hands—”


  As he strode impulsively forward, he felt the rug giving way beneath him. He grasped desperately for the edge of the desk, felt ink bottle and water carafe go crashing over.


  Mitchie darted forward to his assistance.


  “Stand back!” Bull Underwood roared, holding an ankle with one hand, shaking the other hand in the form of a fist. “Get out of here, confound it!” Ink began to drip from the desk over his shaven head. It cooled him not at all. “It’s not even safe to destroy you! It’d wipe out a regiment to try to assemble a firing squad! It—” Suddenly he paused, and when he spoke again his voice was like the coo of a condor.


  “Cadet Farthing worth,” he announced, “after considerable deliberation on my part I have chosen you to perform the most hazardous operation that Terra’s forces have undertaken in the past hundred years. If successful, this effort will undoubtedly end the war.”


  “Who, me?” Mitchie said.


  “Exactly,” SupCom Underwood snapped. “This war has been going on for a century without either side’s being able to secure that slight edge, that minute advantage which would mean victory. Cadet Farthingworth, you have been chosen to make the supreme effort which will give Terra that superiority over the Martians.” The SupCom looked sternly at Mitchie.


  “Yes, sir,” he clipped. “What are my orders?”


  The SupCom beamed at him. “Spoken like a true hero of Terra’s Space Forces. On the spaceport behind this building is a small spycraft. You are to repair immediately to it and blast off for Mars. Once there you are to land, hide the ship, and make your way to their capital city.”


  “Yes, sir! And what do I do then?”


  “Nothing,” Bull Underwood said with satisfaction. “You do absolutely nothing but live there. I estimate that your presence in the enemy capital will end the war in less than two years.”


  Michael Farthing worth snapped him a brilliant salute.


  “Yes, sir.”


  Spontaneous combustion broke out in the wastebasket.


  Through the shards of his window, SupCom Bull Underwood could hear the blast-off of the spyship. Half a dozen miles away the flare of a fuel dump going up in flames lighted up the sky.


  Seated there in the wreckage of his office he rubbed his ankle tenderly. “The only trouble is when the war is over we’ll have to bring him home.”


  But then he brightened. “Perhaps we could leave him there as our occupation forces. It would keep them from ever recovering to the point where they could try again.”


  He tried to get to his feet, saying to the secretarobot, “Have them send me in a couple of medical corpsmen.”


  “ ‘Beware the Jabberwock,’ ” the secretarobot sneered.


  Come On, Wagon!


  by Zenna Henderson


  The capacity for fantasy often decreases with age but the results aren’t always beneficial.


  


  I don’t like kids—never have. They’re too uncanny. For one thing, there’s no bottom to their eyes. They haven’t learned to pull down their mental curtains the way adults have. For another thing, there’s so much they don’t know. And not knowing things makes them know lots of other things grownups can’t know. That sounds confusing and it is. But look at it this way. Every time you teach a kid something, you teach him a hundred things that are impossible because that one thing is so. By the time we grow up, our world is so hedged around by impossibilities that it’s a wonder we ever try anything new.


  Anyway, I don’t like kids, so I guess it’s just as well that I’ve stayed a bachelor.


  Now take Thaddeus. I don’t like Thaddeus. Oh, he’s a fine kid, smarter than most—he’s my nephew—but he’s too young. I’ll start liking him one of these days when he’s ten or eleven. No, that’s still too young. I guess when his voice starts cracking and he begins to slick his hair down, I’ll get to liking him fine. Adolescence ends lots more than it begins.


  The first time I ever really got acquainted with Thaddeus was the Christmas he was three. He was a solemn little fellow, hardly a smile out of him all day, even with the avalanche of everything to thrill a kid. Starting first thing Christmas Day, he made me feel uneasy. He stood still in the middle of the excited, squealing bunch of kids that crowded around the Christmas tree in the front room at the folks’ place. He was holding a big rubber ball with both hands and looking at the tree with his eyes wide with wonder. I was sitting right by him in the big chair and I said, “How do you like it, Thaddeus?”


  He turned his big solemn eyes to me, and for a long time, all I could see was the deep, deep reflections in his eyes of the glitter and glory of the tree and a special shiningness that originated far back in his own eyes. Then he blinked slowly and said solemnly, “Fine.”


  Then the mob of kids swept him away as they all charged forward to claim their Grampa-gift from under the tree. When the crowd finally dissolved and scattered all over the place with their playtoys, there was Thaddeus squatting solemnly by the little red wagon that had fallen to him. He was examining it intently, inch by inch, but only with his eyes. His hands were pressed between his knees and his chest as he squatted.


  “Well, Thaddeus.” His mother’s voice was a little provoked. “Go play with your wagon. Don’t you like it?”


  Thaddeus turned his face up to her in that blind, unseeing way little children have.


  “Sure,” he said, and standing up, tried to take the wagon in his arms.


  “Oh, for pity sakes,” his mother laughed. “You don’t carry a wagon, Thaddeus.” And aside to us, “Sometimes I wonder. Do you suppose he’s got all his buttons?”


  “Now, Jean.” Our brother Clyde leaned back in his chair. “Don’t heckle the kid. Go on, Thaddeus. Take the wagon outside.”


  So what does Thaddeus do but start for the door, saying over his shoulder, “Come on, Wagon.”


  Clyde laughed. “It’s not that easy, Punkin-Yaller, you’ve gotta have pull to get along in this world.”


  So Jean showed Thaddeus how and he pulled the wagon outdoors, looking down at the handle in a puzzled way, absorbing this latest rule for acting like a big boy.


  Jean was embarrassed the way parents are when their kids act normal around other people.


  “Honest. You’d think he never saw a wagon before.”


  “He never did,” I said idly. “Not his own, anyway.” And had the feeling that I had said something profound, but wasn’t quite sure what.


  The whole deal would have gone completely out of my mind if it hadn’t been for one more little incident. I was out by the barn waiting for Dad. Mom was making him change his pants before he demonstrated his new tractor for me. I saw Thaddeus loading rocks into his little red wagon. Beyond the rock pile, I could see that he had started a playhouse or ranch of some kind, laying the rocks out to make rooms or corrals or whatever. He finished loading the wagon and picked up another rock that took both arms to carry, then he looked down at the wagon.


  “Come on, Wagon.” And he walked over to his play place.


  And the wagon went with him, trundling along over the uneven ground, following at his heels like a puppy.


  I blinked and inventoried rapidly the Christmas cheer I had imbibed. It wasn’t enough for an explanation. I felt a kind of cold grue creep over me.


  Then Thaddeus emptied the wagon and the two of them went back for more rocks. He was just going to pull the same thing again when a big boy-cousin came by and laughed at him.


  “Hey, Thaddeus, how you going to pull your wagon with both hands full? It won’t go unless you pull it.”


  “Oh,” said Thaddeus and looked off after the cousin who was headed for the back porch and some pie.


  So Thaddeus dropped the big rock he had in his arms and looked at the wagon. After struggling with some profound thinking, he picked the rock up again and hooked a little finger over the handle of the wagon.


  “Come on, Wagon,” he said, and they trundled off together, the handle of the wagon still slanting back over the load while Thaddeus grunted along by it with his heavy armload.


  I was glad Dad came just then, hooking the last strap of his striped overalls. We started into the barn together. I looked back at Thaddeus. He apparently figured he’d need his little finger on the next load, so he was squatting by the wagon, absorbed with a piece of flimsy red Christmas string. He had twisted one end around his wrist and was intent on tying the other to the handle of the little red wagon.


  It wasn’t so much that I avoided Thaddeus after that. It isn’t hard for grown-ups to keep from mingling with kids. After all, they do live in two different worlds. Anyway, I didn’t have much to do with Thaddeus for several years after that Christmas. There was the matter of a side trip to the South Pacific where even I learned that there are some grown-up impossibilities that are not always absolute. Then there was a hitch in the hospital where I waited for my legs to put themselves together again. I was luckier than most of the guys. The folks wrote often and regularly and kept me posted on all the home talk. Nothing spectacular, nothing special, just the old familiar stuff that makes home, home and folks, folks.


  I hadn’t thought of Thaddeus in a long time. I hadn’t been around kids much and unless you deal with them, you soon forget them. But I remembered him plenty when I got the letter from Dad about Jean’s new baby. The kid was a couple of weeks overdue and when it did come—a girl—Jean’s husband, Bert, was out at the farm checking with Dad on a land deal he had cooking. The baby came so quickly that Jean couldn’t even make it to the hospital and when Mom called Bert, he and Dad headed for town together, but fast.


  “Denied if I didn’t have to hold my hair on,” wrote Dad. “I don’t think we hit the ground but twice all the way to town. Dern near overshot the gate when we finally tore up the hill to their house. Thaddeus was playing out front and we dang near ran him down. Smashed his trike to flinders. I saw the handle bars sticking out from under the front wheel when I followed Bert in. Then I got to thinking that he’d get a flat parking on all that metal so I went out to move the car. Lucky I did. Bert musta forgot to set the brakes. Derned if that car wasn’t headed straight for Thaddeus. He was walking right in front of it. Even had his hand on the bumper and the dern thing rolling right after him. I yelled and hit out for the car. But by the time I got there, it had stopped and Thaddeus was squatting by his wrecked trike. What do you suppose the little cuss said? ‘Old car broke my trike. I made him get off.’


  “Can you beat it? Kids get the dernedest ideas. Lucky it wasn’t much down hill, though. He’d have been hurt sure.”


  I lay with the letter on my chest and felt cold. Dad had forgotten that they “tore up the hill” and that the car must have rolled up the slope to get off Thaddeus’ trike.


  That night I woke up the ward yelling, “Come on, Wagon!”


  It was some months later when I saw Thaddeus again. He and half a dozen other nephews—and the one persistent niece—were in a tearing hurry to be somewhere else and nearly mobbed Dad and me on the front porch as they boiled out of the house with mouths and hands full of cookies. They all stopped long enough to give me the once-over and fire a machine gun volley with my crutches, then they disappeared down the land on their bikes, heads low, rear ends high, and every one of them being bombers at the tops of their voices.


  I only had time enough to notice that Thaddeus had lanked out and was just one of the kids as he grinned engagingly at me with the two-tooth gap in his front teeth.


  “Did you ever notice anything odd about Thaddeus?” I pulled out the makin’s.


  “Thaddeus?” Dad glanced up at me from firing up his battered old corncob pipe. “Not particularly. Why?”


  “Oh, nothing.” I ran my tongue along the paper and rolled the cigarette shut. “He just always seemed kinda different.”


  “Well, he’s always been kinda slow about some things.


  Not that he’s dumb. Once he catches on, he’s as smart as anyone, but he’s sure pulled some funny ones.”


  “Give me a fer-instance,” I said, wondering if he’d remember the trike deal.


  “Well, coupla years ago at a wienie roast he was toting something around wrapped in a paper napkin. Jean saw him put it in his pocket and she thought it was probably a dead frog or a beetle or something like that, so she made him fork it over. She unfolded the napkin and demed if there wasn’t a big live coal in it. Dem thing flamed right up in her hand. Thaddeus bellered like a bull calf. Said he wanted to take it home cause it was pretty. How he ever carried it around that long without setting himself afire is what got me.”


  “That’s Thaddeus,” I said, “odd.”


  “Yeah.” Dad was firing his pipe again, flicking the burned match down, to join the dozen or so others by the porch railing. “I guess you might call him odd. But he’ll outgrow it. He hasn’t pulled anything like that in a long time.”


  “They do outgrow it,” I said. “Thank God.” And I think it was a real prayer. I don’t like kids. “By the way, where’s Clyde?”


  “Down in the East Pasture, plowing. Say, that tractor I got that last Christmas you were here is a bear cat. It’s lasted me all this time and I’ve never had to do a lick of work on it. Clyde’s using it today.”


  “When you get a good tractor you got a good one,” I said. “Guess I’ll go down and see the old son-of-a-gun—Clyde, I mean. Haven’t seen him in a coon’s age.” I gathered up my crutches.


  Dad scrambled to his feet. “Better let me run you down in the pickup. I’ve gotta go over to Jesperson’s anyway.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Won’t be long till I can throw these things away.” So we piled in the pickup and headed for the East Pasture.


  We were ambushed at the pump corner by the kids and were killed variously by P-38S, atomic bombs, ack-ack, and the Lone Ranger’s six-guns. Then we lowered our hands which had been raised all this time and Dad reached out and collared the nearest nephew.


  “Come along, Punkin-Yaller. That blasted Holstein has busted out again. You get her out of the alfalfa and see if you can find where she got through this time.”


  “Aw, gee whiz!” The kid—and of course it was Thaddeus—climbed into the back of the pickup. “That dern cow.”


  We started up with a jerk and I turned half around in the seat to look back at Thaddeus.


  “Remember your little red wagon?” I yelled over the clatter.


  “Red wagon?” Thaddeus yelled back. His face lighted. “Red wagon?”


  I could tell he had remembered and then, as plainly as the drawing of a shade, his eyes went shadowy and he yelled, “Yeah, kinda.” And turned around to wave violently at the unnoticing kids behind us.


  So, I thought, he is outgrowing it. Then spent the rest of the short drive trying to figure just what it was he was outgrowing.


  Dad dumped Thaddeus out at the alfalfa field and took me on across the canal and let me out by the pasture gate.


  “I’ll be back in about an hour if you want to wait. Might as well ride home.”


  “I might start back afoot,” I said. “It’d feel good to stretch my legs again.”


  “I’ll keep a look out for you on my way back.” And he rattled away in the ever present cloud of dust.


  I had trouble managing the gate. It’s one of those wire affairs that open by slipping a loop off the end post and lifting the bottom of it out of another loop. This one was taut and hard to handle. I just got it opened when Clyde turned the far corner and started back toward me, the plow behind the tractor curling up red-brown ribbons in its wake. It was the last go-round to complete the field.


  I yelled, “Hi!” and waved a crutch at him.


  He yelled, “Hi!” back at me. What came next was too fast and too far away for me to be sure what actually happened. All I remember was a snort and roar and the tractor bucked and bowed. There was a short yell from Clyde and the shriek of wires pulling loose from a fence post followed by a choking smothering silence.


  Next thing I knew, I was panting halfway to the tractor, my crutches sinking exasperatingly into the soft plowed earth. A nightmare year later I knelt by the stalled tractor and called, “Hey, Clyde!”


  Clyde looked up at me, a half grin, half grimace on his muddy face.


  “Hi. Get this thing off me, will you. I need that leg.” Then his eyes turned up white and he passed out.


  The tractor had toppled him from the seat and then run over top of him, turning into the fence and coming to rest with one huge wheel half burying his leg in the soft dirt and pinning him against a fence post. The far wheel was on the edge of the irrigation ditch that bordered the field just beyond the fence. The huge bulk of the machine was balanced on the raw edge of nothing and it looked like a breath would send it on over—then God have mercy on Clyde. It didn’t help much to notice that the red-brown dirt was steadily becoming redder around the imprisoned leg.


  I knelt there paralyzed with panic. There was nothing I could do. I didn’t dare to try to start the tractor. If I touched it, it might go over. Dad was gone for an hour. I couldn’t make it by foot to the house in time.


  Then all at once out of nowhere I heard a startled “Gee whiz!” and there was Thaddeus standing goggle-eyed on the ditch bank.


  Something exploded with a flash of light inside my head and I whispered to myself, Now take it easy. Don’t scare the kid, don’t startle him.


  “Gee whiz!” said Thaddeus again. “What happened?”


  I took a deep breath. “Old Tractor ran over Uncle Clyde. Make it get off.”


  Thaddeus didn’t seem to hear me. He was intent on taking in the whole shebang.


  “Thaddeus,” I said, “make Tractor get off.”


  Thaddeus looked at me with that blind, unseeing stare he used to have. I prayed silently, Don’t let him be too old. O God, don’t let him be too old. And Thaddeus jumped across the ditch. He climbed gingerly through the barbwire fence and squatted down by the tractor, his hands caught between his chest and knees. He bent his head forward and I stared urgently at the soft vulnerable nape of his neck. Then he turned his blind eyes to me again.


  “Tractor doesn’t want to.”


  I felt a yell ball up in my throat, but I caught it in time. Don’t scare the kid, I thought. Don’t scare him.


  “Make Tractor get off anyway,” I said as matter-of-factly as I could manage. “He’s hurting Uncle Clyde.”


  Thaddeus turned and looked at Clyde.


  “He isn’t hollering.”


  “He can’t. He’s unconscious.” Sweat was making my palms slippery.


  “Oh.” Thaddeus examined Clyde’s quiet face curiously. “I never saw anybody unconscious before.”


  “Thaddeus,” My voice was sharp. “Make—Tractor— get—off.”


  Maybe I talked too loud. Maybe I used the wrong words, but Thaddeus looked up at me and I saw the shutters close in his eyes. They looked up at me, blue and shallow and bright.


  “You mean start the tractor?” His voice was brisk as he stood up. “Gee whiz! Grampa told us kids to leave the tractor alone. It’s dangerous for kids. I don’t know whether I know how—”


  “That’s not what I meant,” I snapped, my voice whetted on the edge of my despair. “Make it get off Uncle Clyde. He’s dying.”


  “But I can’t! You can’t just make a tractor do something. You gotta run it.” His face was twisting with approaching tears.


  “You could if you wanted to,” I argued, knowing how useless it was. “Uncle Clyde will die if you don’t.”


  “But I can’t! I don’t know how! Honest I don’t.” Thaddeus scrubbed one bare foot in the plowed dirt, sniffing miserably.


  I knelt beside Clyde and slipped my hand inside his dirt-smeared shirt. I pulled my hand out and rubbed the stained palm against my thigh. “Never mind,” I said bluntly, “it doesn’t matter now. He’s dead.”


  Thaddeus started to bawl, not from grief but bewilderment. He knew I was put out with him and he didn’t know why. He crooked his arm over his eyes and leaned against a fence post, sobbing noisily. I shifted myself over in the dark furrow until my shadow sheltered Clyde’s quiet face from the hot afternoon sun. I clasped my hands palm to palm between my knees and waited for Dad.


  I knew as well as anything that once Thaddeus could have helped. Why couldn’t he then, when the need was so urgent? Well, maybe he really had outgrown his strangeness. Or it might be that he actually couldn’t do anything just because Clyde and I were grown-ups. Maybe if it had been another kid—


  Sometimes my mind gets cold trying to figure it out. Especially when I get the answer that kids and grown-ups live in two worlds so alien and separate that the gap can’t be bridged even to save a life. Whatever the answer is—I still don’t like kids.

OEBPS/Images/3.jpg
»o -l





OEBPS/Images/main-4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/main-3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/4.jpg
»o -





OEBPS/Images/1.jpg
Mo~~AD VM-





OEBPS/Images/2.jpg
V< OM:—





