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"

HAVE you ever been flat broke, hungry as the very devil, and
  yet so down and out that you didn't even care? Looking back now, after a
  couple of months, it's hard to put it into words, but I think the low point
  was the evening old Captain Harris Henshaw dropped into my room—my
  room, that is, until the twenty-four-hour notice to move or pay up
  expired.

There I sat, Jack Sands, ex-rocket pilot. Yeah, the same Jack Sands you're
  thinking of, the one who cracked up the Gunderson Europa expedition trying to
  land at Young's Field, Long Island, in March, 2110. Just a year and a half
  ago! It seemed like ten and a half. Five hundred idle days. Eighteen months
  of having your friends look the other way when you happened to pass on the
  street, partly because they're ashamed to nod to a pilot that's been tagged
  yellow, and partly because they feel maybe it's kinder to just let you drop
  out of sight peacefully.

I didn't even look up when a knock sounded on my door, because I knew it
  could only be the landlady. "Haven't got it," I growled. "I've got a right to
  stay out my notice."

"You got a right to make a damn fool of yourself," said Henshaw's voice.
  "Why don't you tell your friends your address?"

"Harris!" I yelled. It was "Captain" only aboard ship. Then I caught
  myself. "What's the matter?" I asked, grinning bitterly. "Did you crack up,
  too? Coming to join me on the dust heap, eh?"

"Coming to offer you a job," he growled.

"Yeah? It must be a swell one, then. Carting sand to fill up the blast
  pits on a field, huh? And I'm damn near hungry enough to take it—but
  not quite."

"It's a piloting job," said Henshaw quietly.

"Who wants a pilot who's been smeared with yellow paint? What outfit will
  trust its ships to a coward? Don't you know that Jack Sands is tagged
  forever?"

"Shut up, Jack," he said briefly. "I'm offering you the job as pilot under
  me on Interplanetary's new Europa expedition."

I started to burn up then. You see, it was returning from Jupiter's third
  moon, Europa, that I'd smashed up the Gunderson outfit, and now I got a wild
  idea that Henshaw was taunting me about that. "By Heaven!" I screeched. "If
  you're trying to be funny—"

But he wasn't. I quieted down when I saw he was serious, and he went on
  slowly, "I want a pilot I can trust, Jack. I don't know anything about your
  cracking up the Hera; I was on the Venus run when it happened. All I
  know is that I can depend on you."

After a while I began to believe him. When I got over the shock a little,
  I figured Henshaw was friend enough to be entitled to the facts.

"Listen, Harris," I said. "You're taking me on, reputation and all, and it
  looks to me as if you deserve an explanation. I haven't been whining about
  the bump I got, and I'm not now. I cracked up Gunderson and his outfit all
  right, only—" I hesitated; it's kind of tough to feel that maybe you're
  squirming in the pinch—"only my co-pilot, that fellow Kratska, forgot
  to mention a few things, and mentioned a few others that weren't true. Oh, it
  was my shift, right enough, but he neglected to tell the investigating
  committee that I'd stood his shift and my own before it. I'd been on for two
  long shifts, and this was my short one."

"Two long ones!" echoed Henshaw. "You mean you were on sixteen hours
  before the landing shift?"

"That's what I mean. I'll tell you just what I told the committee, and
  maybe you'll believe me. They didn't. But when Kratska showed up to relieve
  me he was hopped. He had a regular hexylamine jag, and he couldn't have
  piloted a tricycle. So I did the only possible thing to do; I sent him back
  to sleep it off, and I reported it to Gunderson, but that still left me the
  job of getting us down.

"It wouldn't have been so bad if it had happened in space, because there
  isn't much for a pilot to do out there except follow the course laid out by
  the captain, and maybe dodge a meteor if the alarm buzzes. But I had sixteen
  solid hours of teetering down through a gravitational field, and by the time
  my four-hour spell came around I was bleary."

"I don't wonder," said the captain. "Two long shifts!"

Maybe I'd better explain a rocket's pilot system. On short runs like Venus
  or Mars, a vessel could carry three pilots, and then it's a simple matter of
  three eight-hour shifts. But on any longer run, because air and weight and
  fuel and food are all precious, no rocket ever carries more than two
  pilots.

So a day's run is divided into four shifts, and each pilot has one long
  spell of eight hours, then four hours off, then four hours on again for his
  short shift, and then eight hours to sleep. He eats two of his meals right at
  the control desk, and the third during his short free period. It's a queer
  life, and sometimes men have been co-pilots for years without really seeing
  each other except at the beginning and the end of their run.

I went on with my story, still wondering whether Henshaw would feel as if
  I were whining. "I was bleary," I repeated, "but Kratska showed up still
  foggy, and I didn't dare trust a hexylamine dope with the job of landing.
  Anyway, I'd reported to Gunderson, and that seemed to shift some of the
  responsibility to him. So I let Kratska sit in the control cabin, and I began
  to put down."

Telling the story made me mad all over. "Those lousy reporters!" I blazed.
  "All of them seemed to think landing a rocket is like settling down in bed;
  you just cushion down on your underblast. Yeah; they don't realize that you
  have to land blind, because three hundred feet down from the ground the blast
  begins to splash against it.

"You watch the leveling poles at the edge of the field and try to judge
  your altitude from them, but you don't see the ground; what you see under you
  are the flames of Hell. And another thing they don't realize: lowering a ship
  is like bringing down a dinner plate balanced on a fishing rod. If she starts
  to roll sideways—blooey! The underjets only hold you up when they're
  pointing down, you know."

Henshaw let me vent my temper without interruption, and I returned to my
  story. "Well, I was getting down as well as could be expected. The
  Hera always did have a tendency to roll a little, but she wasn't the
  worst ship I've put to ground.

"But every time she slid over a little, Kratska let out a yell; he was
  nervous from his dope jag, and he knew he was due to lose his license, and on
  top of that he was just plain scared by the side roll. We got to seventy feet
  on the leveling poles when she gave a pretty sharp roll, and Kratska went
  plain daffy."

I hesitated. "I don't know exactly how to tell what happened. It went
  quick, and I didn't see all of it, of course. But suddenly Kratska, who had
  been fumbling with the air lock for ten minutes, shrieked something like
  'She's going over!' and grabbed the throttle. He shut off the blast before I
  could lift an eyelash, shut it off and flung himself out. Yeah; he'd opened
  the air lock.
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