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	Introduction

	


	Here Comes Civilization: Introduction

	Robert Silverberg

	The lone lamentable thing about this two-volume collection of William Tenn’s science fiction (of which this is Volume Two, and if you don’t already own Volume One, Immodest Proposals, you should run right out and buy it) is its subtitle: The Complete Science Fiction of William Tenn. In a properly ordered world, the complete science fiction of William Tenn would fill many more volumes than these mere piddling two. You could not get the complete science fiction of Robert A. Heinlein or Philip K. Dick or Isaac Asimov into just two volumes, be they the size of the Manhattan telephone directory. Even Ray Bradbury, who like William Tenn has primarily been a short-story writer, would need half a dozen or more omnibus-sized books. As for the complete science fiction of Robert Silverberg—well, you get the idea.

	But here we have the complete William Tenn—the gesammelte Werke of a man who has been writing the stuff for more than half a century—and the whole megillah takes only these two volumes. This is truly lamentable, and I lament it herewith. There should be eight volumes this size. There should be eighteen. If you believe that the stories in these two books are brilliant, intricately inventive, and tremendously funny, which I assure you they are, then you ought to read the stories he didn’t get around to writing.

	They are, let me confidently assert, absolutely terrific. The least of them would burn a hole in your memory bank forever. When I think of all the magnificent unwritten William Tenn stories languishing out there in the limbo of nonexistence, I want to weep. The great trilogy set in the parallel universe where Horace Gold and John Campbell are the rival emperors of a decadent Byzantine Empire—the dozen mordant tales of the Solomonic decisions of the Chief Rabbi of Mars—the intricate reverse deconstruction of Heinlein’s “By His Bootstraps”—you’d love them. I guarantee it. But where are they? Nowhere, that’s where. Phil—that’s what I call “William Tenn,” Phil, because that happens to be his real name, Philip Klass—never got around to writing them. And though he’s only in his ninth decade and still posing as an active writer, the same pose that he has hidden behind for the past fifty years, I don’t think he ever will.

	I’ll tell you why, too.

	It’s this Scheherezade business. In her introduction to Volume One, Connie Willis lets us know that Charles Brown of Locus magazine once referred to Phil as “the Scheherezade of science fiction.” I confess I have some issues with that tag—it is very hard for me to envision Scheherezade as a diminutive male Jewish octogenarian with a grizzled beard, and I bet you that Sultan Shahryar would have had an even tougher time with it—but I do see Charles’ point. Scheherezade had the gift of gab. She was one of the world’s great storytellers, right up there with Homer and Dickens and the Ancient Mariner, a spellbinder whose tales everybody still knows and loves a thousand years later. When she spoke, you had no choice but to listen. Of course, Scheherezade was telling you about Sinbad the Sailor and Ali Baba and Aladdin, irresistible, imperishable stories. But she must also have been quite a talker, because she had to get the Sultan’s attention first, so that he would let her tell the stories that would distract him from cutting off her head.

	Phil Klass—I remind you, that is the natal name of the man who wrote the Complete Science Fiction of William Tenn—is quite a talker too. And it is my belief that he let the other eight, or ten, or sixteen volumes of the Complete Science Fiction evaporate into the smoky air of ten million cocktail parties instead of writing the damn stuff down.

	My image of Phil, a man whom I’ve known since 1956 or thereabouts, is that of a small man with constantly moving jaws. He was talking a mile a minute when I met him at some gathering of our colleagues in New York in the 1950s, he has talked at the same dizzyingly rapid rate all through the succeeding decades, and, though it’s a few years since I’ve seen him, since we live on opposite coasts of North America these days, I’m quite certain that he is talking right now, back there in far-off Pennsylvania. Now, of course, this being the twenty-first century long fabled in song and story by the members of our little guild, his verbal velocity really ought to be measured metrically, and so we can consider that nowadays he talks at 1.6 kilometers a minute, but the effect is just the same, which is that of a man bubbling over with immensely interesting ideas, all of which he wants to share with you in a single outpouring of breath.

	Among those ideas, I’m afraid, were some of his best stories. We professional writers are all taught, back in the days when we were would-be writers who read Writer’s Digest and studied books on how to double-space manuscripts, that writers must never talk about work in progress, because there is a real risk of talking the work away. Phil knew all about that rule long before I had ever heard the name of John W. Campbell, Jr. He didn’t care, or else he is just such a compulsive talker that he can’t stop himself. I can remember his talking about a long story that he was writing called “Winthrop Was Stubborn” for something like a year, back in the vicinity of 1956 and the early months of 1957. I got to know the story very well in that time, to the point where I began to think I was writing it myself. I also came to believe that the story wasn’t being written at all, merely talked, and great was my surprise when it actually appeared in the August, 1957 issue of Galaxy (I remember the date very well, because I had a story in the same issue) under editor Horace Gold’s title of “Time Waits for Winthrop.” You will find that story—Phil’s, not mine—in the first volume of this set, under his original, and preferred, title of “Winthrop Was Stubborn.”

	“Winthrop Was Stubborn” is the exception that proves the rule. Phil almost talked that one away, but somehow he wrote it, anyway. It’s a sly, splendidly mordant story, almost as good as the ones you can’t read because Phil never bothered to write them. He did the same thing with the novel contained in this volume, Of Men and Monsters, talked and talked and talked about writing an actual novel, which he had never done before, and which none of us expected to live long enough to see, even after a piece of it appeared in Galaxy in 1963. By that time it had been at least a thousand and one nights in the making, perhaps more; yet it was five years more before the complete opus was offered to an incredulous world by Ballantine Books.

	Of Men and Monsters is, unless I’ve lost count, the only novel Phil Klass has managed to finish. (His other long story, “A Lamp for Medusa,” is just a novella.) He’s talked the rest away at parties. Some went into thin air and were never heard of again. Others did get written, but not by Phil. You’ve heard of Stranger in a Strange Land by Robert A. Heinlein? Rendezvous with Rama by Arthur C. Clarke? Battlefield Earth by L. Ron Hubbard? The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald? All of these should have borne the William Tenn byline. But he talked about them and talked about them and talked about them at party after party (“my Long Island story,” is what he called Gatsby, and “my definitive space-opera novel,” is how he described Battlefield Earth) and the ideas for them sounded terrific. And finally, when they realized he was never actually going to write them, those other guys went ahead and did the job for him. It’s a crying shame, one of the great scandals of twentieth-century literature.

	Well, now and then he did, over the past five decades plus, actually sit down and write something, and I suppose we should be grateful for the small fraction of the Complete Works of William Tenn that NESFA Press was able to publish in these two slender volumes. Let us rejoice that we do, because, as I said somewhere or other once, he is a writer of witty, cynical, and often darkly comic science fiction—I know I said it, because I’m quoted to that effect on the back cover of these books—and, moreover, he is a superb writer of witty, cynical, and often darkly comic science fiction. I will cherish these two books forever, and so should you. And we all should hope that Phil, as he continues to live long and prosper, will perhaps do a little writing once in a while, and give us a few down payments against the magnificent third volume of the Collected Works that he owes us all.


	

	

	Here Comes Civilization

	


	Bernie the Faust

	That’s what Ricardo calls me. I don’t know what I am.

	Here I am, I’m sitting in my little nine-by-six office. I’m reading notices of government surplus sales. I’m trying to decide where lies a possible buck and where lies nothing but more headaches.

	So the office door opens. This little guy with a dirty face, wearing a very dirty, very wrinkled Palm Beach suit, he walks into my office, and he coughs a bit and he says:

	“Would you be interested in buying a twenty for a five?”

	That was it. I mean, that’s all I had to go on.

	I looked him over and I said, “Wha-at?”

	He shuffled his feet and coughed some more. “A twenty,” he mumbled. “A twenty for a five.”

	I made him drop his eyes and stare at his shoes. They were lousy, cracked shoes, lousy and dirty like the rest of him. Every once in a while, his left shoulder hitched up in a kind of tic. “I give you twenty,” he explained to his shoes, “and I buy a five from you with it. I wind up with five, you wind up with twenty.”

	“How did you get into the building?”

	“I just came in,” he said, a little mixed up.

	“You just came in,” I put a nasty, mimicking note in my voice. “Now you just go right back downstairs and come the hell out. There’s a sign in the lobby—no beggars allowed.”

	“I’m not begging.” He tugged at the bottom of his jacket. It was like a guy trying to straighten out his slept-in pajamas. “I want to sell you something. A twenty for a five. I give you…”

	“You want me to call a cop?”

	He looked very scared. “No. Why should you call a cop? I haven’t done anything to make you call a cop!”

	“I’ll call a cop in just a second. I’m giving you fair warning. I just phone down to the lobby and they’ll have a cop up here fast. They don’t want beggars in this building. This is a building for business.”

	He rubbed his hand against his face, taking a little dirt off, then he rubbed the hand against the lapel of his jacket and left the dirt there. “No deal?” he asked. “A twenty for a five? You buy and sell things. What’s the matter with my deal?”

	I picked up the phone.

	“All right,” he said, holding up the streaky palm of his hand. “I’ll go. I’ll go.”

	“You better. And shut the door behind you.”

	“Just in case you change your mind.” He reached into his dirty, wrinkled pants pocket and pulled out a card. “You can get in touch with me here. Almost any time during the day.”

	“Blow,” I told him.

	He reached over, dropped the card on my desk, on top of all the surplus notices, coughed once or twice, looked at me to see if maybe I was biting. No? No. He trudged out.

	I picked the card up between the nails of my thumb and forefinger and started to drop it into the wastebasket.

	Then I stopped. A card. It was just so damned out of the ordinary—a slob like that with a card. A card, yet.

	For that matter, the whole play was out of the ordinary. I began to be a little sorry I hadn’t let him run through the whole thing. Listening to a panhandler isn’t going to kill me. After all, what was he trying to do but give me an off-beat sales pitch? I can always use an off-beat sales pitch. I work out of a small office, I buy and sell, but half my stock is good ideas. I’ll use ideas, even from a bum.

	The card was clean and white, except where the smudge from his fingers made a brown blot. Written across it in a kind of ornate handwriting were the words Mr. Ogo Eksar. Under that was the name and the telephone number of a hotel in the Times Square area, not far from my office. I knew that hotel: not expensive, but not a fleabag either—somewhere just under the middle line.

	There was a room number in one corner of the card. I stared at it and I felt kind of funny. I really didn’t know.

	Although come to think of it, why couldn’t a panhandler be registered at a hotel? “Don’t be a snob, Bernie,” I told myself.

	A twenty for a five, he’d offered. Man, I’d love to have seen his face if I’d said: Okay, give me the twenty, you take the five, and now get the hell out of here.

	The government surplus notices caught my eye. I flipped the card into the wastebasket and tried to go back to business.

	Twenty for five. What kind of panhandling pitch would follow it? I couldn’t get it out of my mind!

	There was only one thing to do. Ask somebody about it. Ricardo? A big college professor, after all. One of my best contacts.

	He’d thrown a lot my way—a tip on the college building program that was worth a painless fifteen hundred, an office equipment disposal from the United Nations, stuff like that. And any time I had any questions that needed a college education, he was on tap. All for the couple, three hundred, he got out of me in commissions.

	I looked at my watch. Ricardo would be in his office now, marking papers or whatever it is he does there. I dialed his number.

	“Ogo Eksar?” he repeated after me. “Sounds like a Finnish name. Or maybe Estonian. From the eastern Baltic, I’d say.”

	“Forget that part,” I said. “This is all I care about.” And I told him about the twenty-for-five offer.

	He laughed. “That thing again!”

	“Some old hustle that the Greeks pulled on the Egyptians?”

	“No. Something the Americans pulled. And not a con game. During the depression, a New York newspaper sent a reporter around the city with a twenty-dollar bill which he offered to sell for exactly one dollar. There were no takers. The point being, that even with people out of work and on the verge of starvation, they were so intent on not being suckers that they turned down an easy profit of nineteen hundred percent.”

	“Twenty for one? This was twenty for five.”

	“Oh, well, you know, Bernie, inflation,” he said, laughing again. “And these days it’s more likely to be a television show.”

	“Television? You should have seen the way the guy was dressed!”

	“Just an extra, logical touch to make people refuse to take the offer seriously. University research people operate much the same way. A few years back, a group of sociologists began an investigation of the public’s reaction to sidewalk solicitors in charity drives. You know, those people who jingle little boxes on street corners: Help the Two-Headed Children, Relief for Flood-Ravaged Atlantis? Well, they dressed up some of their students…”

	“You think he was on the level, then, this guy?”

	“I think there is a good chance that he was. I don’t see why he would have left his card with you, though.”

	“That I can figure—now. If it’s a TV stunt, there must be a lot of other angles wrapped up in it. A giveaway show with cars, refrigerators, a castle in Scotland, all kinds of loot.”

	“A giveaway show? Well, yes—it could be.”

	I hung up, took a deep breath, and called Eksar’s hotel. He was registered there all right. And he’d just come in.

	I went downstairs fast and took a cab. Who knew what other connections he’d made by now?

	Going up in the elevator, I kept wondering. How did I go from the twenty-dollar bill to the real big stuff, the TV giveaway stuff, without letting Eksar know that I was on to what it was all about? Well, maybe I’d be lucky. Maybe he’d give me an opening.

	I knocked on the door. When he said, “Come in,” I came in. But for a second or two I couldn’t see a thing.

	It was a little room, like all the rooms in that hotel, little and smelly and stuffy. But he didn’t have the lights on, any electric lights. The window shade was pulled all the way down.

	When my eyes got used to the dark, I was able to pick out this Ogo Eksar character. He was sitting on the bed, on the side nearest me. He was still wearing that crazy rumpled Palm Beach suit.

	And you know what? He was watching a program on a funny little portable TV set that he had on the bureau. Color TV. Only it wasn’t working right. There were no faces, no pictures, nothing but colors chasing around. A big blob of red, a big blob of orange, and a wiggly border of blue and green and black. A voice was talking from it, but all the words were fouled up. “Wah-wah, de-wah, de-wah.”

	Just as I came in, he turned it off. “Times Square is a bad neighborhood for TV,” I told him. “Too much interference.”

	“Yes,” he said. “Too much interference.” He closed up the set and put it away. I wished I’d seen it when it was working right.

	Funny thing, you know? I would have expected a smell of liquor in the room, I would have expected to see a couple of empties in the tin trash basket near the bureau. Not a sign.

	The only smell in the room was a smell I couldn’t recognize. I guess it was the smell of Eksar himself, concentrated.

	“Hi,” I said, feeling a little uncomfortable because of the way I’d been with him back in the office. So rough I’d been.

	He stayed on the bed. “I’ve got the twenty,” he said. “You’ve got the five?”

	“Oh, I guess I’ve got the five, all right,” I said, looking in my wallet hard and trying to be funny. He didn’t say a word, didn’t even invite me to sit down. I pulled out a bill. “Okay?”

	He leaned forward and stared, as if he could see—in all that dimness—what kind of a bill it was. “Okay,” he said. “But I’ll want a receipt. A notarized receipt.”

	Well, what the hell, I thought, a notarized receipt. “Then we’ll have to go down. There’s a druggist on Forty-fifth.”

	“Okay,” he said, getting to his feet with a couple of small coughs that came one, two, three, four, right after one another. “The bathroom’s out in the hall. Let me wash up and we’ll go down.”

	I waited for him outside the bathroom, thinking that he’d grown a whole hell of a lot more sanitary all of a sudden.

	I could have saved my worries. I don’t know what he did in the bathroom, but one thing I knew for sure when he came out: soap and water had nothing to do with it. His face, his neck, his clothes, his hands—they were all as dirty as ever. He still looked like he’d been crawling over a garbage dump all night long.

	On the way to the druggist, I stopped in a stationery store and bought a book of blank receipts. I filled out most of it right there. New York, N.Y. and the date. Received from Mr. Ogo Eksar the sum of twenty dollars for a five-dollar bill bearing the serial number .......... “That okay?” I asked him. “I’m putting in the serial number to make it look as if you want that particular bill, you know, what the lawyers call the value-received angle.”

	He screwed his head around and read the receipt. Then he checked the serial number of the bill I was holding. He nodded.

	We had to wait for the druggist to get through with a couple of customers. When I signed the receipt, he read it to himself, shrugged and went ahead and stamped it with his seal.

	I paid him the two bits: I was the one making the profit.

	Eksar slid a crisp new twenty to me along the glass of the counter. He watched while I held it up to the light, first one side, then the other.

	“Good bill?” he asked.

	“Yes. You understand: I don’t know you, I don’t know your money.”

	“Sure. I’d do it myself with a stranger.” He put the receipt and my five-dollar bill in his pocket and started to walk away.

	“Hey,” I said. “You in a hurry?”

	“No.” He stopped, looking puzzled. “No hurry. But you’ve got the twenty for a five. We made the deal. It’s all over.”

	“All right, so we made the deal. How about a cup of coffee?”

	He hesitated.

	“It’s on me,” I told him. “I’ll be a big shot for a dime. Come on, let’s have a cup of coffee.”

	Now he looked worried. “You don’t want to back out? I’ve got the receipt. It’s all notarized. I gave you a twenty, you gave me a five. We made a deal.”

	“It’s a deal, it’s a deal,” I said, shoving him into an empty booth. “It’s a deal, it’s all signed, sealed and delivered. Nobody’s backing out. I just want to buy you a cup of coffee.”

	His face cleared up, all the way through that dirt. “No coffee. Soup. I’ll have some mushroom soup.”

	“Fine, fine. Soup, coffee, I don’t care. I’ll have coffee.”

	I sat there and studied him. He hunched over the soup and dragged it into his mouth, spoonful after spoonful, the living picture of a bum who hadn’t eaten all day. But pure essence of bum, triple-distilled, the label of a fine old firm.

	A guy like this should be lying in a doorway trying to say no to a cop’s nightstick, he should be coughing his alcoholic guts out. He shouldn’t be living in a real honest-to-God hotel, or giving me a twenty for a five, or swallowing anything as respectable as mushroom soup.

	But it made sense. A TV giveaway show, they want to do this, they hire a damn good actor, the best money can buy, to toss their dough away. A guy who’ll be so good a bum that people’ll just laugh in his face when he tries to give them a deal with a profit.

	“You don’t want to buy anything else?” I asked him.

	He held the spoon halfway to his mouth and stared at me suspiciously. “Like what?”

	“Oh, I don’t know. Like maybe you want to buy a ten for a fifty. Or a twenty for a hundred dollars?”

	He thought about it, Eksar did. Then he went back to his soup, shoveling away. “That’s no deal,” he said contemptuously. “What kind of a deal is that?”

	“Excuse me for living. I just thought I’d ask. I wasn’t trying to take advantage of you.” I lit a cigarette and waited.

	My friend with the dirty face finished the soup and reached for a paper napkin. He wiped his lips. I watched him: he didn’t smudge a spot of the grime around his mouth. He just blotted the drops of soup up. He was dainty in his own special way.

	“Nothing else you want to buy? I’m here, I’ve got time right now. Anything else on your mind, we might as well look into it.”

	He balled up the paper napkin and dropped it into the soup plate. It got wet. He’d eaten all the mushrooms and left the soup.

	“The Golden Gate Bridge,” he said all of a sudden.

	I dropped the cigarette. “What?”

	“The Golden Gate Bridge. The one in San Francisco. I’ll buy that. I’ll buy it for…” he lifted his eyes to the fluorescent fixtures in the ceiling and thought for a couple of seconds “…say a hundred and twenty-five dollars. Cash on the barrel.”

	“Why the Golden Gate Bridge?” I asked him like an idiot.

	“That’s the one I want. You asked me what else I want to buy—well, that’s what else. The Golden Gate Bridge.”

	“What’s the matter with the George Washington Bridge? It’s right here in New York, it’s across the Hudson River. It’s a newer bridge. Why buy something all the way out on the coast?”

	He grinned at me as if he admired my cleverness. “Oh, no,” he said, twitching his left shoulder hard. Up, down, up, down. “I know what I want. The Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. A hundred and a quarter. Take it or leave it.”

	“The George Washington Bridge,” I argued, talking my head off just so I’d have a chance to think, “has a nice toll set-up, fifty cents a throw, and lots of traffic, plenty of traffic. I don’t know what the tolls are on the Golden Gate, but I’m damn sure you don’t have anywhere near the kind of traffic that New York can draw. And then there’s maintenance. The Golden Gate’s one of the longest bridges in the world, you’ll go broke trying to keep it in shape. Dollar for dollar, location for location, I’d say the George Washington’s a better deal for a man who’s buying a bridge.”

	“The Golden Gate,” he said, slamming the table with his open hand and letting a whole series of tics tumble through his face. “I want the Golden Gate and nothing but the Golden Gate. Don’t give me a hard time again. Do you want to sell or don’t you?”

	I’d had a chance to think it through. And I knew that Ricardo’s angle had been the angle. I was in.

	“Sure I’ll sell. If that’s what you want, you’re the doctor. But look—all I can sell you is my share of the Golden Gate Bridge, whatever equity in it I may happen to own.”

	He nodded. “I want a receipt. Put that down on the receipt.”

	I put it down on the receipt. And back we went. The druggist notarized the receipt, shoved the stamping outfit in the drawer under the counter and turned his back on us. Eksar counted out six twenties and one five from a big roll of bills, all of them starchy new. He put the roll back into his pants pocket and started away again.

	“More coffee?” I said, catching up. “A refill on the soup?”

	He turned a very puzzled look at me and kind of twitched all over. “Why? What do you want to sell now?”

	I shrugged. “What do you want to buy? You name it. Let’s see what other deals we can work out.”

	This was all taking one hell of a lot of time, but I had no complaints. I’d made a hundred and forty dollars in fifteen minutes. Say a hundred and thirty-eight fifty, if you deducted expenses like notary fees, coffee, soup—all legitimate expenses, all low. I had no complaints.

	But I was waiting for the big one. There had to be a big one.

	Of course, it could maybe wait until the TV program itself. They’d be asking me what was on my mind when I was selling Eksar all that crap, and I’d be explaining, and they’d start handing out refrigerators and gift certificates at Tiffany’s and…

	Eksar had said something while I was away in cloud-land. Something damn unfamiliar. I asked him to say it again.

	“The Sea of Azov,” he told me. “In Russia. I’ll give you three hundred and eighty dollars for it.”

	I’d never heard of the place. I pursed my lips and thought for a second. A funny amount—three hundred and eighty. And for a whole damn sea. I tried an angle.

	“Make it four hundred and you’ve got a deal.”

	He began coughing his head off, and he looked mad. “What’s the matter,” he said between coughs, “three hundred and eighty is a bad price? It’s a small sea, one of the smallest. It’s only 14,000 square miles. And do you know what the maximum depth is?”

	I looked wise. “It’s deep enough.”

	“Forty-nine feet,” Eksar shouted. “That’s all, forty-nine feet! Where are you going to do better than three hundred and eighty dollars for a sea like that?”

	“Take it easy,” I said, patting his dirty shoulder. “Let’s split the difference. You say three eighty, I want four hundred. How about leaving it at three ninety?” I didn’t really care: ten bucks more, ten bucks less. But I wanted to see what would happen.

	He calmed down. “Three hundred and ninety dollars for the Sea of Azov,” he muttered to himself, a little sore at being a sucker, at being taken. “All I want is the sea itself; it’s not as if I’m asking you to throw in the Kerch Strait, or maybe a port like Taganrog or Osipenko…”

	“Tell you what.” I held up my hands. “I don’t want to be hard. Give me my three ninety and I’ll throw in the Kerch Strait as a bonus. Now how about that?”

	He studied the idea. He sniffled. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “All right,” he said, finally. “It’s a deal. Azov and the Kerch Strait for three hundred ninety.”

	Bang! went the druggist’s stamp. The bangs were getting louder.

	Eksar paid me with six fifties, four twenties and a ten, all new-looking bills from that thick roll in his pants pocket.

	I thought about the fifties still on the roll, and I felt the spit start to ball up in my mouth.

	“Okay,” I said. “Now what?”

	“You still selling?”

	“For the right price, sure. You name it.”

	“There’s lots of stuff I could use,” he sighed. “But do I need it right now? That’s what I have to ask myself.”

	“Right now is when you’ve got a chance to buy it. Later—who knows? I may not be around, there may be other guys bidding against you, all kinds of things can happen.” I waited a while, but he just kept scowling and coughing. “How about Australia?” I suggested. “Could you use Australia for, say, five hundred bucks? Or Antarctica? I could give you a real nice deal on Antarctica.”

	He looked interested. “Antarctica? What would you want for it? No—I’m not getting anywhere. A little piece here, a little piece there. It all costs so much.”

	“You’re getting damn favorable prices, buddy, and you know it. You couldn’t do better buying at wholesale.”

	“Then how about wholesale? How much for the whole thing?”

	I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What whole thing?”

	He looked impatient. “The whole thing. The world. Earth.”

	“Hey,” I said. “That’s a lot.”

	“Well, I’m tired of buying a piece at a time. Will you give me a wholesale price if I buy it all?”

	I shook my head, kind of in and out, not yes, not no. Money was coming up, the big money. This was where I was supposed to laugh in his face and walk away. I didn’t even crack a smile. “For the whole planet—sure, you’re entitled to a wholesale price. But what is it, I mean, exactly what do you want to buy?”

	“Earth,” he said, moving close to me so that I could smell his stinking breath. “I want to buy Earth. Lock, stock and barrel.”

	“It’s got to be a good price. I’ll be selling out completely.”

	“I’ll make it a good price. But this is the deal. I pay two thousand dollars, cash. I get Earth, the whole planet, and you have to throw in some stuff on the Moon. Fishing rights, mineral rights and rights to Moon buried treasure. How about it?”

	“It’s a hell of a lot.”

	“I know it’s a lot,” he agreed. “But I’m paying a lot.”

	“Not for what you’re asking. Let me think about it.”

	This was the big deal, the big giveaway. I didn’t know how much money the TV people had given him to fool around with, but I was pretty sure two thousand was just a starting point. Only what was a sensible, businesslike price for the whole world?

	I mustn’t be made to look like a penny-ante chiseler on TV. There was a top figure Eksar had been given by the program director.

	“You really want the whole thing,” I said, turning back to him, “the Earth and the Moon?”

	He held up a dirty hand. “Not all the Moon. Just those rights on it. The rest of the Moon you can keep.”

	“It’s still a lot. You’ve got to go a hell of a lot higher than two thousand dollars for any hunk of real estate that big.”

	Eksar began wrinkling and twitching. “How—how much higher?”

	“Well, let’s not kid each other. This is the big time now! We’re not talking about bridges or rivers or seas. This is a whole world and part of another that you’re buying. It takes dough. You’ve got to be prepared to spend dough.”

	“How much?” He looked as if he were jumping up and down inside his dirty Palm Beach suit. People going in and out of the store kept staring at us. “How much?” he whispered.

	“Fifty thousand. It’s a damn low price. And you know it.”

	Eksar went limp all over. Even his weird eyes seemed to sag. “You’re crazy,” he said in a low, hopeless voice. “You’re out of your head.”

	He turned and started for the revolving door, walking in a kind of used-up way that told me I’d really gone over the line. He didn’t look back once. He just wanted to get far, far away.

	I went through the door after him. I grabbed the bottom of his filthy jacket and held on tight.

	“Look, Eksar,” I said, fast, as he pulled. “I went over your budget, way over, I can see that. But you know you can do better than two thousand. I want as much as I can get. What the hell, I’m taking time out to bother with you. How many other guys would?”

	That got him. He cocked his head, then began nodding. I let go of his jacket as he came around. We were connecting again!

	“Good. You level with me, and I’ll level with you. Go up a little higher. What’s your best price? What’s the best you can do?”

	He stared down the street, thinking, and his tongue came out and licked at the side of his dirty mouth. His tongue was dirty, too. I mean that! Some kind of black stuff, grease or grime, was all over his tongue.

	“How about,” he said, after a while, “how about twenty-five hundred? That’s as high as I can go. I don’t have another cent.”

	I didn’t think so. I’ve got a feeling when a guy says this is as high as he can go that actually he’s prepared to go a little higher. Eksar wanted to make the deal real bad,but he couldn’t resist pulling back just a little. He was the kind of guy, he could be absolutely dying of thirst, ready to kick off in a second if he didn’t get something to drink. You offer him a glass of water, and you say you want a buck for it. He looks at it with his eyes popping and his tongue all swollen, and he asks will you take ninety-five cents?

	He was like me: he was a natural bargainer.

	“You can go to three thousand,” I urged. “How much is three thousand? Only another five hundred. Look what you get for it. Earth, the whole planet, and fishing and mineral rights and buried treasure, all that stuff on the Moon. How’s about it?”

	“I can’t. I just can’t. I wish I could.” He shook his head as if to shake loose all those tics and twitches. “Maybe this way. I’ll go as high as twenty-six hundred. For that, will you give me Earth and just fishing rights and buried treasure rights on the Moon? You keep the mineral rights. I’ll do without them.”

	“Make it twenty-eight hundred, and you can have the mineral rights, too. You want them, I can tell you do. Treat yourself. Just two hundred bucks more, and you can have them.”

	“I can’t have everything. Some things cost too much. How about twenty-six fifty, without the mineral rights and without the buried treasure rights?”

	We were both really swinging now. I could feel it.

	“This is my absolutely last offer,” I told him. “I can’t spend all day on this. I’ll go down to twenty-seven hundred and fifty, and not a penny less. For that, I’ll give you Earth, and just fishing rights on the Moon. Or just buried treasure rights. You pick whichever one you want.”

	“All right,” he said. “You’re a hard man: we’ll do it your way.”

	“Twenty-seven fifty for the Earth, and either fishing or buried treasure rights on the Moon?”

	“No, twenty-seven even, and no rights on the Moon. I’ll forget about that. Twenty-seven even, and all I get is the Earth.”

	“Deal!” I sang out, and we struck hands. We shook on it.

	Then, with my arm around his shoulders—what did I care about the dirt on his clothes when the guy was worth twenty-seven hundred dollars to me?—we marched back to the drug store.

	“I want a receipt,” he reminded me.

	“Right,” I said. “But I put the same stuff on it: that I’m selling you whatever equity I own or have a right to sell. You’re getting a lot for your money.”

	“You’re getting a lot of money for what you’re selling,” he came right back. I liked him. Twitches and dirt or not, he was my kind of guy.

	We got back to the druggist for notarization, and, honest, I’ve never seen a man look more disgusted in my life. “Business is good, huh?” he said. “You two are sure hotting it up.”

	“Listen, you,” I told him. “You just notarize.” I showed the receipt to Eksar. “This the way you want it?”

	He studied it, coughing. “Whatever equity you own or have a right to sell. All right. And put in, you know, in your capacity as sales agent, your professional capacity.”

	I changed the receipt and signed it. The druggist notarized.

	Eksar brought that lump of money out of his pants pocket. He counted out fifty-four crisp new fifties and laid them on the glass counter. Then he picked up the receipt, folded it and put it away. He started for the door.

	I grabbed the money up and went with him. “Anything else?”

	“Nothing else,” he said. “It’s all over. We made our deal.”

	“I know, but we might find something else, another item.”

	“There’s nothing else to find. We made our deal.” And his voice told me he really meant it. It didn’t have a trace of the tell-me-more whine that you’ve got to hear before there’s business.

	I came to a stop and watched him push out through the revolving door. He went right out into the street and turned left and kept moving, all fast, as if he was in a hell of a hurry.

	There was no more business. Okay. I had thirty-two hundred and thirty dollars in my wallet that I’d made in one morning.

	But how good had I really been? I mean, what was the top figure in the show’s budget? How close had I come to it?

	I had a contact who maybe could find out—Morris Burlap.

	Morris Burlap is in business like me, only he’s a theatrical agent, sharp, real sharp. Instead of selling a load of used copper wire, say, or an option on a corner lot in Brooklyn, he sells talent. He sells a bunch of dancers to a hotel in the mountains, a piano player to a bar, a disc jockey or a comic to late-night radio. The reason he’s called Morris Burlap is because of these heavy Harris tweed suits he wears winter and summer, every day in the year. They reinforce the image, he says.

	I called him from a telephone booth near the entrance and filled him in on the giveaway show. “Now, what I want to find out—”

	“Nothing to find out,” he cut in. “There’s no such show, Bernie.”

	“There sure as hell is, Morris. One you haven’t heard of.”

	“There’s no such show. Not in the works, not being rehearsed, not anywhere. Look: before a show gets to where it’s handing out this kind of dough, it’s got to have a slot, it’s got to have air time all bought. And before it even buys air time, a packager has prepared a pilot. By then I’d have gotten a casting call—I’d have heard about it a dozen different ways. Don’t try to tell me my business, Bernie: when I say there’s no such show, there’s no such show.”

	So damn positive he was. I had a crazy idea all of a sudden and turned it off. No. Not that. No.

	“Then it’s a newspaper or college research thing, like Ricardo said?”

	He thought it over. I was willing to sit in that stuffy telephone booth and wait: Morris Burlap has a good head. “Those damn documents, those receipts, newspapers and colleges doing research don’t operate that way. And nuts don’t either. I think you’re being taken, Bernie. How you’re being taken, I don’t know, but you’re being taken.”

	That was enough for me. Morris Burlap can smell a hustle through sixteen feet of rockwool insulation. He’s never wrong. Never.

	I hung up, sat, thought. The crazy idea came back and exploded.

	A bunch of characters from outer space, say they want Earth. They want it for a colony, for a vacation resort, who the hell knows what they want it for? They got their reasons. They’re strong enough and advanced enough to come right down and take over. But they don’t want to do it cold.

	You know, a big country wants to invade a small country, it doesn’t start until there’s at least a riot on the border. It gives them a legal leg. Even a big country needs a legal leg.

	All right. These characters from outer space, maybe all they had to have was a piece of paper from just one genuine, accredited human being, signing the Earth over to them. No, that couldn’t be right. Any piece of paper? Signed by any Joe Jerk?

	I jammed a dime into the telephone and called Ricardo’s college. He wasn’t in. I told the switchboard girl it was very important: she said, all right, she’d ring around and try to spot him.

	All that stuff, I kept thinking, the Golden Gate Bridge, the Sea of Azov—they were as much a part of the hook as the twenty-for-a-five routine. There’s one sure test of what an operator is really after: when he stops talking, closes up shop and goes away.

	With Eksar, it had been the Earth. All that baloney about extra rights on the Moon! They were put in to cover up the real thing he was after, for extra bargaining power.

	I go out to buy a shipment of small travel alarm clocks that I’ve heard a jobber is stuck with. Do I start arguing about the price of clocks? I do not. I tell the jobber I want to buy a truckload of folding ladies’ umbrellas, maybe a couple of gross of alarm clocks, say travel alarms if he’s got a nice buy in them, and can he do me any good in the men’s wallet line?

	That’s what Eksar had worked on me. It was like he’d made a special study of how I operate. From me alone, he had to buy.

	But why me?

	All that stuff on the receipt, about my equity, about my professional capacity, what the hell did it mean? I don’t own Earth; I’m not in the planet-selling business. You have to own a planet before you can sell it. That’s law.

	So what could I have sold Eksar? I don’t own any real estate. Are they going to take over my office, claim the piece of sidewalk I walk on, attach the stool in the diner where I have my coffee?

	That brought me back to my first question. Who was this “they”? Who the holy hell were “they”?

	The switchboard girl finally dug up Ricardo. He was irritated. “I’m in the middle of a faculty meeting, Bernie. Call you back?”

	“Just listen a second,” I begged. “I’m in something, I don’t know whether I’m coming or going. I’ve got to have some advice.”

	Talking fast—I could hear a lot of big-shot voices in the background—I ran through the story from the time I’d called him in the morning. What Eksar looked like and smelled like, the funny portable color TV he had, the way he’d dropped all those Moon rights and gone charging off once he’d been sure of the Earth. What Morris Burlap had said, the suspicions I’d been building up, everything. “Only thing is,” I laughed a little to show that maybe I wasn’t really serious about it, “who am I to make such a deal, huh?”

	He seemed to be thinking hard for a while. “I don’t know, Bernie, it’s possible. It does fit together. There’s the U. N. aspect.”

	“U. N. aspect? Which U. N. aspect?”

	“The U. N. aspect of the situation. The—uh—study of the U. N. on which we collaborated two years ago.” He was using double-talk because of the college people around him. But I got it. I got it.

	Eksar must have known all along about the deal that Ricardo had thrown my way, getting rid of old, used-up office equipment for the United Nations here in New York. They’d given me what they called an authorizing document. In a file somewhere there was a piece of paper, United Nations stationery, saying that I was their authorized sales agent for surplus, second-hand equipment and installations.

	Talk about a legal leg!

	“You think it’ll stand up?” I asked Ricardo. “I can see how the Earth is second-hand equipment and installations. But surplus?”

	“International law is a tangled field, Bernie. And this might be even more complex. You’d be wise to do something about it.”

	“But what? What should I do, Ricardo?”

	“Bernie,” he said, sounding sore as hell, “I told you I’m in a faculty meeting, damn it! A faculty meeting!” And he hung up.

	I ran out of the drug store like a wild man and grabbed a cab back to Eksar’s hotel.

	What was I most afraid of ? I didn’t know, I was so hysterical. This thing was too big-time for a little guy like me, too damn dangerously big-time. It would put my name up in lights as the biggest sellout sucker in history. Who could ever trust me again to make a deal? I had the feeling like somebody had asked me to sell him a snapshot, and I’d said sure, and it turned out to be a picture of the Nike Zeus, you know, one of those top-secret atomic missiles. Only this was worse: I’d sold out my whole goddamn world. I had to buy it back—I had to!

	When I got to Eksar’s room, I knew he was about ready to check out. He was shoving his funny portable TV in one of those cheap leather grips they sell in chain stores. I left the door open, for the light.

	“We made our deal,” he said. “It’s over. No more deals.”

	I stood there, blocking his way. “Eksar,” I told him, “listen to what I figured out. First, you’re not human. Like me, I mean.”

	“I’m a hell of a lot more human than you, buddy boy.”

	“Oh, sure. You’re a custom-built Cadillac and I’m a four-cylinder factory job. But you’re not from Earth—that’s my point. My point is why you want Earth. You can’t personally need a—”

	“I don’t need it. I’m an agent. I represent someone.”

	And there it was, straight out, you are right, Morris Burlap! I stared into his fish eyes, practically pushing into my face. I wouldn’t budge an inch if he killed me. “You’re an agent for someone,” I repeated slowly. “Who? What do they want Earth for?”

	“That’s their business. I’m an agent. I just buy for them.”

	“You work on a commission?”

	“I’m not in business for my health.”

	You sure as hell aren’t in it for your health, I thought. That cough, those tics and twitches— Then I realized what they meant. This wasn’t the kind of air he was used to. Like if I go up to Canada, right away I’m down with diarrhea. It’s the water or something.

	The dirt on his face was a kind of suntan oil! A protection against our sunlight. Blinds pulled down, face smeared over—and dirt all over his clothes so they’d fit in with his face.

	Eksar was no bum. He was anything but. I was the bum. Think, Bernie, I said to myself. Think and hustle and operate like you never did before in your whole life. This guy took you, and big!

	“How much you work on—ten percent?” No answer: he leaned his chest against mine, and he breathed and he twitched, he breathed and he twitched. “I’ll top any deal you have, Eksar. You know what I’ll give you? Fifteen percent! I’m the kind of a guy, I hate to see someone running back and forth for a lousy ten percent.”

	“What about ethics?” he said hoarsely. “I got a client.”

	“Look who’s bringing up ethics! A guy goes out to buy the whole damn Earth for twenty-seven hundred! You call that ethics?”

	Now he got sore. He set down the grip and punched his fist into his hand. “No, I call that business. A deal. I offer, you take. You go away happy, you feel you made out. All of a sudden, here you are back, crying you didn’t mean it, you sold too much for the price. Too bad! I got ethics: I don’t screw my client for a crybaby.”

	“I’m not a crybaby. I’m just a poor shnook trying to scratch out a living. But who are you? You’re a big-time operator from another world with all kinds of gimmicks going for you, buttons you can press, angles I can’t even begin to figure.”

	“You had these angles, these gimmicks, you wouldn’t use them?”

	“Certain things I wouldn’t use, certain things I wouldn’t do. Don’t laugh, Eksar, I mean it. I wouldn’t hustle a guy in an iron lung no matter how much of a buck was in it. And I wouldn’t hustle a poor shnook with a hole-in-the-wall office and leave him looking like he’s sold out his entire planet.”

	“Sold out isn’t the word for it,” he said. “That receipt you signed will stand up anywhere. We got the legal machinery to make it stand up, and we got other machinery, too, planet-size machinery. Once my client takes possession, the human race is finished, it’s kaput, gone with the wind, forget about it. And you’re Mr. Patsy.”

	It was hot in that hotel room doorway, and I was sweating like crazy. But I was feeling better. First that ethics pitch, now this routine of trying to scare the hell out of me. Maybe his deal with his client wasn’t so good, maybe something else, but one thing I knew—Eksar wanted to do business with me. I grinned at him.

	He got it. He changed color a little under all that dirt. “What’s your offer, anyway?” he asked, coughing. “Name a figure.”

	“Well, I’ll admit you’re entitled to a profit. That’s only fair. Let’s say thirty-one hundred and five. The twenty-seven you paid, plus a full fifteen percent. Do we have a deal?”

	“Hell no!” he screamed. “On all three deals, you got a total of thirty-two hundred and thirty dollars out of me—and you’re offering thirty-one hundred five to buy it back? You’re going down, buddy, you’re going down instead of up! Get out of my way—I’m wasting time.”

	He turned a little and pushed me out of the way. I banged across the corridor. He was strong! I ran after him to the elevator—that receipt was still in his pocket.

	“How much do you want, Eksar?” I asked him as we were going down. Get him to name a price, then I can bargain from it, I figured.

	A shrug. “I got a planet, and I got a buyer for it. You, you’re in a jam. The one in a pickle is the one who’s got to tickle.”

	The louse! For every one of my moves, he knew the countermove.

	He checked out and I followed him into the street. Down Broadway we went, people staring at a respectable guy like me walking with such a Bowery-type character.

	I threw up my hands and offered him the thirty-two hundred and thirty he’d paid me. He said he couldn’t make a living out of shoving the same amount of money back and forth all day.

	“Thirty-four, then? I mean, you know, thirty-four fifty?”

	He didn’t say anything. He just kept walking.

	“You want it all?” I said. “Okay, take it all, thirty-seven hundred—every last cent. You win.”

	Still no answer. I was getting worried. I had to get him to name a figure, any figure at all, or I’d be dead.

	I ran in front of him. “Eksar, let’s stop hustling each other. If you didn’t want to sell, you wouldn’t be talking to me in the first place. You name a figure. Whatever it is, I’ll pay it.”

	That got a reaction. “You mean it? You won’t try to chisel?”

	“How can I chisel? I’m over a barrel.”

	“Okay. It’s a long, long trip back to where my client is. Why should I knock myself out when I can help somebody who’s in trouble? Let’s see—we need a figure that’s fair for you and fair for me and fair all around. That would be—oh, say, sixteen thousand.”

	So there it was. I was booked for a thorough bath. Eksar saw my face and began laughing. He laughed himself into a coughing fit.

	Choke, you bastard, I thought, choke! I hope the air of this planet poisons you. I hope you get gangrene of the lungs.

	That sixteen thousand figure—it was exactly twice what I had in the bank. He knew my bank account cold, up to the last statement.

	He knew my thoughts cold, too. “You’re going to do business with a guy,” he said, between coughs, “you check into him a little.”

	“Tell me more,” I said sarcastically.

	“All right. You got seven thousand, eight hundred and change. Two hundred more in accounts receivable. The rest you’ll borrow.”

	“That’s all I need to do—go into hock on this deal!”

	“You can borrow a little,” he coaxed. “A guy like you, in your position, with your contacts, you can borrow a little. I’ll settle for twelve thousand. I’ll be a good guy. Twelve thousand?”

	“Baloney, Eksar. You know me so well, you know I can’t borrow.”

	He looked away at the pigeon-green statue of Father Duffy in front of the Palace Theater. “The trouble is,” he said in a mournful voice, “that I wouldn’t feel right going back to my client and leaving you in such a jam. I’m just not built that way.” He threw back his twitching shoulders—you knew, he was about to take a beating for a friend, and he was proud of himself. “Okay, then. I’ll take only the eight thousand you have and we’ll call it square.”

	“Are you through, you mother’s little helper you, you Florence Goddamn Nightingale? Then let me set you straight. You’re not getting any eight thousand out of me. A profit, yes, a little skin I know I have to give up. But not every cent I own, not in a million years, not for you, not for Earth, not for anybody!”

	I’d been yelling, and a cop walking by came in close for a look. I thought of calling out “Help! Police! Aliens invading us!” but I knew it was all up to me. I calmed down and waited until he went away, puzzled. But the Broadway we were all standing on—what would it look like in ten years if I didn’t talk Eksar out of that receipt?

	“Eksar, your client takes over Earth waving my receipt—I’ll be hung high. But I’ve got only one life, and my life is buying and selling. I can’t buy and sell without capital. Take my capital away, and it makes no difference to me who owns Earth and who doesn’t.”

	“Who the hell do you think you’re kidding?” he said.

	“I’m not kidding anybody. Honest, it’s the truth. Take my capital away, and it makes no difference if I’m alive or if I’m dead.”

	That last bit of hustle seemed to have reached him. Listen, there were practically tears in my eyes the way I was singing it. How much capital did I need, he wanted to know—five hundred? I told him I couldn’t operate one single day with less than seven times that. He asked me if I was really seriously trying to buy my lousy little planet back—or was today my birthday and I was expecting a present from him? “Don’t give your presents to me,” I told him. “Give them to fat people. They’re better than going on a diet.”

	And so we went. Both of us talking ourselves blue in the face, swearing by everything, arguing and bargaining, wheeling and dealing. It was touch and go who was going to give up first.

	But neither of us did. We both held out until we reached what I’d figured pretty early we were going to wind up with, maybe a little bit more.

	Six thousand, one hundred and fifty dollars.

	That was the price over and above what Eksar had given me. The final deal. Listen, it could have been worse.

	Even so, we almost broke up when we began talking payment.

	“Your bank’s not far. We could get there before closing.”

	“Why walk myself into a heart attack? My check’s good as gold.”

	“Who wants a piece of paper? I want cash. Cash is definite.”

	Finally, I managed to talk him into a check. I wrote it out, he took it and gave me the receipts, all of them. The twenty for a five, the Golden Gate Bridge, the Sea of Azov—every last receipt I’d signed. Then he picked up his little satchel and marched away.

	Straight down Broadway, without even a good-by. All business, Eksar was, nothing but business. He didn’t look back once.

	All business. I found out next morning he’d gone right to the bank and had my check certified before closing time. What do you think of that? I couldn’t do a damn thing: I was out six thousand, one hundred and fifty dollars. Just for talking to someone.

	Ricardo said I was a Faust. I walked out of the bank, beating my head with my fist, and I called up him and Morris Burlap and asked them to have lunch with me. I went over the whole story with them in an expensive place that Ricardo picked out. “You’re a Faust,” he said.

	“What Faust?” I asked him. “Who Faust? How Faust?”

	So naturally he had to tell us all about Faust. Only I was a new kind of Faust, a twentieth-century American one. The other Fausts, they wanted to know everything. I wanted to own everything.

	“But I didn’t wind up owning,” I pointed out. “I got taken. Six thousand one hundred and fifty dollars worth I got taken.”

	Ricardo chuckled and leaned back in his chair. “O my sweet gold,” he said under his breath. “O my sweet gold.”

	“What?”

	“A quotation, Bernie. From Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus. I forget the context, but it seems apt. ‘O my sweet gold.’ ”

	I looked from him to Morris Burlap, but nobody can ever tell when Morris Burlap is puzzled. As a matter of fact, he looks more like a professor than Ricardo, him with those thick Harris tweeds and that heavy, thinking look. Ricardo is, you know, a bit too natty.

	The two of them added up to all the brains and sharpness a guy could ask for. That’s why I was paying out an arm and a leg for this lunch, on top of all my losses with Eksar.

	“Morris, tell the truth. You understand him?”

	“What’s there to understand, Bernie? A quote about the sweet gold? It might be the answer, right there.”

	Now I looked at Ricardo. He was eating away at a creamy Italian pudding. Two bucks even, those puddings cost in that place.

	“Let’s say he was an alien,” Morris Burlap said. “Let’s say he came from somewhere in outer space. Okay. Now what would an alien want with U. S. dollars? What’s the rate of exchange out there? How much is a dollar worth forty, fifty light years away?”

	“You mean he needed it to buy some merchandise here on Earth?”

	“That’s exactly what I mean. But what kind of merchandise, that’s the question. What could Earth have that he’d want?”

	Ricardo finished the pudding and wiped his lips with a napkin. “I think you’re on the right track, Morris,” he said, and I swung my attention back to him. “We can postulate a civilization far in advance of our own. One that would feel we’re not quite ready to know about them. One that has placed primitive little Earth strictly off limits—a restriction only desperate criminals dare ignore.”

	“From where come criminals, Ricardo, if they’re so advanced?”

	“Laws produce lawbreakers, Bernie, like hens produce eggs. Civilization has nothing to do with it. I’m beginning to see Eksar now. An unprincipled adventurer, a star-man version of those cutthroats who sailed the South Pacific a hundred years or more ago. Once in a while, a ship would smash up against the coral reefs, and a bloody opportunist out of Boston would be stranded for life among primitive, backward tribesmen. I’m sure you can fill in the rest.”

	“No, I can’t. And if you don’t mind, Ricardo—”

	Morris Burlap said he’d like another brandy. I ordered it. He came as close to smiling as Morris Burlap ever does and leaned toward me confidentially. “Ricardo’s got it, Bernie. Put yourself in this guy Eksar’s position. He wraps up his spaceship on a dirty little planet which it’s against the law to be near in the first place. He can make some half-assed repairs with merchandise that’s available here—but he has to buy the stuff. Any noise, any uproar, and he’ll be grabbed for a Federal rap in outer space. Say you’re Eksar, what do you do?”

	I could see it now. “I’d peddle and I’d parlay. Copper bracelets, strings of beads, dollars—whatever I had to lay my hands on to buy the native merchandise, I’d peddle and I’d parlay in deal after deal. Until I’d run it up to the amount I needed. Maybe I’d get my start with a piece of equipment from the ship, then I’d find some novelty item that the natives would go for. But all this is Earth business know-how, human business know-how.”

	“Bernie,” Ricardo told me, “Indians once traded pretty little shells for beaver pelts at the exact spot where the Stock Exchange now stands. Some kind of business goes on in Eksar’s world, I assure you, but its simplest form would make one of our corporate mergers look like a game of potsy on the sidewalk.”

	Well, I’d wanted to figure it out. “So I was marked as his fish all the way. I was screwed and blued and tattooed,” I mumbled, “by a hustler superman.”

	Ricardo nodded. “By a businessman’s Mephistopheles fleeing the thunderbolts of heaven. He needed to double his money one more time and he’d have enough to repair his ship. He had at his disposal a fantastic sophistication in all the ways of commerce.”

	“What Ricardo’s saying,” came an almost-soft voice from Morris Burlap, “is the guy who beat you up was a whole lot bigger than you.”

	My shoulders felt loose, like they were sliding down off my arms. “What the hell,” I said. “You get stepped on by a horse or you get stepped on by an elephant. You’re still stepped on.”

	I paid the check, got myself together and went away.

	Then I began to wonder if maybe this was really the story after all. They both enjoyed seeing me up there as an interplanetary jerk. Ricardo’s a brilliant guy, Morris Burlap’s sharp as hell, but so what? Ideas, yes. Facts, no.

	So here’s a fact.

	My bank statement came at the end of the month with that canceled check I’d given Eksar. It had been endorsed by a big store in the Cortlandt Street area. I know that store. I’ve dealt with them. I went down and asked them about it.

	They handle mostly marked-down, surplus electronic equipment. That’s what they said Eksar had bought. A walloping big order of transistors and transformers, resistors and printed circuits, electronic tubes, wiring, tools, gimmicks like that. All mixed up, they said, a lot of components that just didn’t go together. He’d given the clerk the impression that he had an emergency job to do—and he’d take as close as he could get to the things he actually needed. He’d paid a lot of money for freight charges: delivery was to some backwoods town in northern Canada.

	That’s a fact, now, I have to admit it. But here’s another one.

	I’ve dealt with that store, like I said. Their prices are the lowest in the neighborhood. And why is it, do you think, they can sell so cheap? There’s only one answer: because they buy so cheap. They buy at the lowest prices; they don’t give a damn about quality: all they want to know is, how much mark-up? I’ve personally sold them job-lots of electronic junk that I couldn’t unload anywhere else, condemned stuff, badly wired stuff, stuff that was almost dangerous—it’s a place to sell when you’ve given up on making a profit because you yourself have been stuck with inferior merchandise in the first place.

	You get the picture? It makes me feel rosy all over.

	There is Eksar out in space, the way I see it. He’s fixed up his ship, good enough to travel, and he’s on his way to his next big deal. The motors are humming, the ship is running, and he’s sitting there with a big smile on his dirty face: he’s thinking how he took me, how easy it was.

	He’s laughing his head off.

	All of a sudden, there’s a screech and a smell of burning. That circuit that’s running the front motor, a wire just got touched through the thin insulation, the circuit’s tearing the hell out of itself. He gets scared. He turns on the auxiliaries. The auxiliaries don’t go on—you know why? The vacuum tubes he’s using have come to the end of their rope, they didn’t have much juice to start with. Blooie! That’s the rear motor developing a short-circuit. Ka-pow! That’s a defective transformer melting away in the middle of the ship.

	And there he is, millions of miles from nowhere, empty space all around him, no more spare parts, tools that practically break in his hands—and not a single, living soul he can hustle.

	And here am I, walking up and down in my nine-by-six office, thinking about it, and I’m laughing my head off. Because it’s just possible, it just could happen, that what goes wrong with his ship is one of the half-dozen or so job-lots of really bad electronic equipment that I personally, me, Bernie the Faust, that I sold to that surplus store at one time or another.

	That’s all I’d ask. Just to have it happen that way.

	Faust. He’d have Faust from me then. Right in the face, Faust. On the head, splitting it open, Faust.

	Faust he wants? Faust I’d give him!

	Afterword

	I have written stories like “Child’s Play” and “The Flat-Eyed Monster” by, in effect, reading them for the first time as I wrote them—finding out with some fascination what happens on a given page only when I have completed the page. But for “Bernie the Faust,” I used the technique of what I call mining for a story.

	Lester del Rey had told me of the newspaper reporter back in the Depression who had offered people a twenty-dollar bill for a dollar—and found no takers. We both felt there was a story there somewhere, and he told me that if I could do it, I was welcome to it.

	I made a number of tries at it, off and on, over several years, and, finally, in 1960, it began to take off. I wrote and wrote, page after page after page, trying to find out what the story wanted to say to me. I called the piece “The Giveaway Show,” and when I finished the first draft, it was thirty-three thousand words long and it plunged in several different directions, like a maddened horse.

	But I had found the direction I liked, and I began again with the title, “Bernie the Faust.”

	This version worked out to be twenty-five thousand words in length, which was too short for a novel and too long for a novelette, in other words, unsaleable according to the publishing conventions of science-fiction magazines of the day. After two months of rewriting, I had it down twelve thousand, five hundred words—a novelette. I sent it to my then agent, one of the most important general fiction agents of that time; she had told me she was going to sell me to Harper’s and The New Yorker and points north; she sent it back to me by return post. “Don’t just tear this up, Phil,” she said, “but keep it near you and look at it from time to time, and ask yourself, ‘How could I, a gifted professional writer, come to write such a piece of shit?’ ”

	Well. I had to recover something for all that work, so I sent it around to the magazines with which I regularly dealt, from Galaxy on down, four-cents-a-word markets down to a half cent. They all bounced it, with comments ranging from the regretful to the pitying.

	I acquired a new agent, Henry Morrison. I showed him—and apologized for showing it to him—“Bernie the Faust.” To my astonishment—he liked it. He liked it so much, he sent it to Playboy. To my further astonishment, A. C. Spectorsky, the editorial director of Playboy, also liked it.

	“The only problem,” Henry Morrison told me over the phone, “is that Spec feels, as it stands, it’s still too long for Playboy. If you can cut it down to, say, eighty-five hundred or nine thousand words, he’ll definitely buy it.”

	“I can’t do it, Henry,” I said. “There’s no fat at all left in the piece. All there is is the humor basic to the story itself. No fat—just bone.”

	“Good enough. I wouldn’t ask you to damage the story. But, as your agent, I have to tell you that they’re thinking of using it as what they call a front-of-the-book piece. That would mean five thousand dollars. I do have to tell you that.”

	Then I must tell you who are reading this that the most money I had ever received up to then for a story was seven hundred dollars—and that was for something twenty-three thousand words long. Five thousand dollars! And remember, please, we are talking about the year 1962… I mean, five thousand dollars?

	“I don’t care,” my wife, Fruma, said to me. “With all the rejections, it’s still a good story. You cut it up and tear it to pieces, and I swear I’ll leave you.”

	And she went to bed, I into my study to begin trying to cut. A word here, a sentence there, once in a while a short paragraph. But no block cuts that I could see—none of the necessary big deletions. I came to the end of the story with a hundred and ten words gone, and began again. A couple of words here, maybe a sentence or two there, a longish speech by a not-too-important character. Maybe the character himself ? The talkative notarizing druggist shrank to three short appearances.

	When Fruma looked in on me next morning, the story was no longer twelve thousand, five hundred words long. Nor was it nine thousand words or eight thousand words long. It was a shade over five thousand, five hundred words.

	“Where did it all go to?” Fruma asked after reading. “All the good stuff is still there. It’s even better now.”

	I agreed. I pretty much still agree.

	Playboy bought it for five thousand dollars. It was reprinted in several best-of-the-year anthologies in the U. S. and in Britain. I’m still proud of my double-luftmensch story.

	The version printed here has had a couple of small cuts added—about five or six hundred words worth.

	written 1960——published 1963


	Betelgeuse Bridge

	You tell them, Alvarez, old boy; you know how to talk to them. This isn’t my kind of Public Relations. All I care about is that they get the pitch exactly right with all the implications and complications and everything just the way they really are.

	If it hurts, well, let them yell. Just use your words and get it right. Get it all.

	You can start with the day the alien spaceship landed outside Baltimore. Makes you sick to think how we never tumbled, doesn’t it, Alvarez? No more than a hop, skip and a jet from the Capitol dome, and we thought it was just a lucky accident.

	Explain why we thought it was so lucky. Explain about the secrecy it made possible, how the farmer who telephoned the news was placed in special and luxurious custody, how a hand-picked cordon of M. P.s paced five square miles off into an emergency military reservation a few hours later, how Congress was called into secret session and the way it was all kept out of the newspapers.

	How and why Trowson, my old sociology prof, was consulted once the problem became clear. How he blinked at the brass hats and striped pants and came up with the answer.

	Me. I was the answer.

	How my entire staff and I were plucked out of our New York offices, where we were quietly earning a million bucks, by a flying squad of the F. B. I. and air-mailed to Baltimore. Honestly, Alvarez, even after Trowson explained the situation to me, I was still irritated. Government hush-hush always makes me uncomfortable. Though I don’t have to tell you how grateful I was for it later.

	The spaceship itself was such a big surprise that I didn’t even wet my lips when the first of the aliens slooshed out. After all those years of streamlined cigar-shapes the Sunday Supplement artists had dreamed up, that colorful and rococo spheroid rearing out of a barley field in Maryland looked less like an interplanetary vessel than an oversized ornament for a what-not table. Nothing that seemed like a rocket jet anywhere.

	“And there’s your job,” the prof pointed. “Those two visitors.”

	They were standing on a flat metal plate surrounded by the highest the republic had elected or appointed. Nine feet of slimy green trunk tapering up from a rather wide base to a pointed top, and crested with a tiny pink and white shell. Two stalks with eyes on them that swung this way and that, and seemed muscular enough to throttle a man. And a huge wet slash of a mouth that showed whenever an edge of the squirming base lifted from the metal plate.

	“Snails,” I said. “Snails!”

	“Or slugs,” Trowson amended. “Gastropodal mollusks in any case.” He gestured at the roiling white bush of hair that sprouted from his head. “But, Dick, that vestigial bit of coiled shell is even less an evolutionary memento than this. They’re an older—and smarter—race.”

	“Smarter?”

	He nodded. “When our engineers got curious, they were very courteously invited inside to inspect the ship. They came out with their mouths hanging.”

	I began to get uncomfortable. I ripped a small piece off my hangnail. “Well, naturally, prof, if they’re so alien, so different—”

	“Not only that. Superior. Get that, Dick, because it’ll be very important in what you have to do. The best engineering minds that this country can assemble in a hurry are like a crowd of Caribbean Indians trying to analyze the rifle and compass from what they know of spears and windstorms. These creatures belong to a galaxy-wide civilization composed of races at least as advanced as they; we’re a bunch of backward hicks in an unfrequented hinterland of space that’s about to be opened to exploration. Exploitation, perhaps, if we can’t measure up. We have to give a very good impression and we have to learn fast.”

	A dignified official with a briefcase detached himself from the nodding, smiling group around the aliens and started for us.

	“Whew!” I commented brilliantly. “Fourteen ninety-two, repeat performance.” I thought for a moment, not too clearly. “But why send the army and navy after me? I’m not going to be able to read blueprints from—from—”

	“Betelgeuse. Ninth planet of the star Betelgeuse. No, Dick, we’ve already had Dr. Warbury out here. They learned English from him in two hours, although he hasn’t identified a word of theirs in three days! And people like Lopez, like Mainzer, are going quietly psychotic trying to locate their power source. We have the best minds we can get to do the learning. Your job is different. We want you as a top-notch advertising man, a public relations executive. You’re the good impression part of the program.”

	The official plucked at my sleeve and I shrugged him away. “Isn’t that the function of government glad-handers?” I asked Trowson.

	“No. Don’t you remember what you said when you first saw them? Snails! How do you think this country is going to take to the idea of snails—giant snails—who sneer condescendingly at our skyscraper cities, our atomic bombs, our most advanced mathematics? We’re a conceited kind of monkey. Also, we’re afraid of the dark.”

	There was a gentle official tap on my shoulder. I said “Please!” impatiently. I watched the warm little breeze ruffle Professor Trowson’s slept-in clothes and noticed the tiny red streaks in his weary eyes.

	“Mighty Monsters from Outer Space. Headlines like that, prof ?”

	“Slugs with Superiority Complexes. Dirty Slugs, more likely. We’re lucky they landed in this country, and so close to the Capitol, too. In a few days, we’ll have to call in the heads of other nations. Then, sometime soon after, the news will be out. We don’t want our visitors attacked by mobs drunk on superstition, planetary isolation or any other form of tabloid hysteria. We don’t want them carrying stories back to their civilization of being shot at by a suspendered fanatic who screamed, ‘Go back where you came from, you furrin seafood!’ We want to give them the impression that we are a fairly amiable, fairly intelligent race, that we can be dealt with reasonably well.”

	I nodded. “Yeah. So they’ll set up trading posts on this planet instead of garrisons. But what do I do in all this?”

	He punched my chest gently. “You, Dick—you do a job of public relations. You sell these aliens to the American people!”

	The official had maneuvered around in front of me. I recognized him. He was the Undersecretary of State.

	“Would you step this way, please?” he said. “I’d like to introduce you to our distinguished guests.”

	So I stepped this way please, and we went all across the field and clanked across the steel plate and stood next to our gastropodal guests.

	“Ahem,” said the Undersecretary politely.

	The nearer snail bent an eye toward us. The other eye drew a bead on the companion snail, and then the great slimy head arched and came down to our level. The creature raised, as it were, one cheek of its foot and said, with all the mellowness of air being pumped through a torn inner tube, “Can it be that you wish to communicate with my unworthy self, respected sir?”

	I was introduced. The thing brought two eyes to bear on me. The place where its chin should have been dropped to my feet and snaked around there for a second. Then it said, “You, honored sir, are our touchstone, the link with all that is great in your noble race. Your condescension is truly a tribute.”

	All this tumbled out while I was muttering “How,” and extending a diffident hand. The snail put one eyeball in my palm and the other on the back of my wrist. It didn’t shake; it just put the things there and took them away again. I had the wit not to wipe my hands on my pants, which was my immediate impulse. The eyeball wasn’t exactly dry, either.

	I said, “I’ll do my best. Tell me, are you—uh—ambassadors, sort of ? Or maybe just explorers?”

	“Our small worth justifies no titles,” said the creature, “yet we are both; for all communication is ambassadorship of a kind, and any seeker after knowledge is an explorer.”

	I was suddenly reminded of an old story with the punchline, “Ask a foolish question and you get a foolish answer.” I also wondered suddenly what snails eat.

	The second alien glided over and eyed me. “You may depend upon our utmost obedience,” it said humbly. “We understand your awesome function and we wish to be liked to whatever extent it is possible for your admirable race to like such miserable creatures as ourselves.”

	“Stick to that attitude and we’ll get along,” I said.

	By and large they were a pleasure to work with. I mean there was no temperament, no upstaging, no insistence on this camera angle or that mention of a previously published book or the other wistful biographical apocrypha about being raised in a convent, like most of my other clients.

	On the other hand they weren’t easy to talk to. They’d take orders, sure. But ask them a question. Any question:

	“How long did the trip take you?”

	“ ‘How long’ in your eloquent tongue indicates a frame of reference dealing with duration. I hesitate to discuss so complex a problem with one as learned as yourself. The velocities involved make it necessary to answer in relative terms. Our lowly and undesirable planet recedes from this beauteous system during part of its orbital period, advances toward it during part. Also we must take into consideration the direction and velocity of our star in reference to the cosmic expansion of this portion of the continuum. Had we come from Cygnus, say, or Bootes, the question could be answered somewhat more directly; for those bodies travel in a contiguous arc skewed from the ecliptic plane in such a way that—”

	Or a question like, “Is your government a democracy?”

	“A democracy is a rule of the people, according to your rich etymology. We could not, in our lowly tongue, have expressed it so succinctly and movingly. One must govern oneself, of course. The degree of governmental control on the individual must vary from individual to individual and in the individual from time to time. This is so evident to as comprehensive a mind as yours that I trust you forgive me my inanities. The same control applies, naturally, to individuals considered in the mass. When faced with a universal necessity, the tendency exists among civilized species to unite to fill the need. Therefore, when no such necessity exists, there is less reason for concerted effort. Since this applies to all species, it applies even to such as us. On the other hand—”

	See what I mean? A little of that got old quickly with me. I was happy to keep my nose to my own grindstone.

	The government gave me a month for the preparatory propaganda. Originally, the story was to break in two weeks, but I got down on my hands and knees and bawled that a publicity deadline required at least five times that. So they gave me a month.

	Explain that carefully, Alvarez. I want them to understand exactly what a job I faced. All those years of lurid magazine covers showing extremely nubile females being menaced in four distinct colors by assorted monstrosities; those horror movies, those invasion-from-outer-space novels, those Sunday Supplement fright-splashes—all those sturdy psychological ruts I had to retrack. Not to mention the shudders elicited by mention of “worms,” the regulation distrust of even human foreigners, the superstitious dread of creatures who had no visible place to park a soul.

	Trowson helped me round up the men to write the scientific articles, and I dug up the boys who could pseudo them satisfactorily. Magazine mats were ripped apart to make way for yarns speculating gently on how far extraterrestrial races might have evolved beyond us, how much more ethical they might have become, how imaginary seven-headed creatures could still apply the Sermon on the Mount. Syndicated features popped up describing “Humble Creatures Who Create Our Gardens,” “Snail-Racing, the Spectacular New Spectator Sport,” and so much stuff on “The Basic Unity of All Living Things” that I began to get uncomfortable at even a vegetarian dinner. I remember hearing there was a perceptible boom in mineral waters and vitamin pills.…

	And all this, mind you, without a word of the real story breaking. A columnist did run a cute and cryptic item about someone having finally found meat on the flying saucers, but half an hour of earnest discussion in an abandoned fingerprint-file room prejudiced him against further comment along this line.

	The video show was the biggest problem. I don’t think I could have done it on time with anything less than the resources and influence of the United States government behind me. But a week before the official announcement I had both the video show and the comic strip in production.

	I think fourteen—though maybe it was more—of the country’s best comedy writers collaborated on the project, not to mention the horde of illustrators and university psychologists who combined to sweat out the delightful little drawings. We used the drawings as the basis for the puppets on the TV show and I don’t think anything was ever so gimmicked up with Popular Appeal—and I do mean Popular—as “Andy and Dandy.”

	Those two fictional snails crept into the heart of America like a virus infection; overnight, everybody was talking about their anthropomorphic antics, repeating their quotable running gags and adjuring each other not to miss the next show. (“You can’t miss it, Steve; it’s on every channel anyway. Right after supper.”) I had the tie-ins, too: Andy and Dandy dolls for the girls, snail scooters for the boys, everything from pictures on cocktail glasses to kitchen decalcomanias. Of course, a lot of the tie-ins didn’t come off the production line till after the Big Announcement.

	When we gave the handouts to the newspapers, we “suggested” what headlines to use. They had a choice of ten. Even The New York Times was forced to shriek “real andy and dandy blow in from betelgeuse,” and under that a four-column cut of blonde Baby Ann Joyce with the snails.

	Baby Ann had been flown out from Hollywood for the photograph. The cut showed her standing between the two aliens and clutching an eyestalk of each in her trusting, chubby hands.

	The nicknames stuck. Those two slimy intellectuals from another star became even more important than the youthful evangelist who was currently being sued for bigamy.

	Andy and Dandy had a ticker-tape reception in New York. They obligingly laid a cornerstone for the University of Chicago’s new library. They posed for the newsreels everywhere, surrounded by Florida oranges, Idaho potatoes, Milwaukee beer. They were magnificently cooperative.

	From time to time, I wondered what they thought of us. They had no facial expressions, which was scarcely odd since they had no faces. Their long eyestalks swung this way and that as they rode down shrieking Broadway in the back seat of the Mayor’s car; their gelatinous body-foot would heave periodically and the mouth under it make a smacking noise, but when the photographers suggested that they curl around the barely clad beauties, the time video rigged up a Malibu Beach show, Andy and Dandy wriggled over and complied without a word. Which is more than I can say for the barely clad beauties.

	And when the winning pitcher presented them with an autographed baseball at that year’s World Series, they bowed gravely, their pink shell-tops glistening in the sunlight, and said throatily into the battery of microphones: “We’re the happiest fans in the universe!”

	The country went wild over them.

	“But we can’t keep them here,” Trowson predicted. “Did you read about the debate in the U. N. General Assembly yesterday? We were accused of making secret alliances with nonhuman aggressors against the best interests of our own species.”

	I shrugged. “Well, let them go overseas. I don’t think anyone else will be more successful extracting information from them than we were.”

	Professor Trowson wriggled his short body up on a corner of his desk. He lifted a folder of typewritten notes and grimaced as if his tongue were wrapped in wool.

	“Four months of careful questioning,” he grumbled. “Four months of painstaking interrogation by trained sociologists using every free moment the aliens had, which admittedly wasn’t much. Four months of organized investigation, of careful data-sifting.” He dropped the folder disgustedly to the desk and some of the pages splashed out. “And we know more about the social structure of Atlantis than Betelgeuse IX.”

	We were in the wing of the Pentagon assigned to what the brass hats, in their own cute way, had christened Mission Encyclopedia. I strolled across the large, sunny office and glanced at the very latest organizational wall-chart. I pointed to a small rectangle labeled “Power Source Subsection” depending via a straight line from a larger rectangle marked “Alien Physical Science Inquiry Section.” In the small rectangle, very finely printed, were the names of an army major, a WAC corporal, and Drs. Lopez, Vinthe and Mainzer.

	“How’re they doing?” I asked.

	“Not much better, I’m afraid.” Trowson turned away with a sigh from peering over my shoulder. “At least, I deduce that from the unhappy way Mainzer bubbles into his soup spoon at lunch. Conversation between subsections originating in different offices on the departmental level is officially discouraged, you know. But I remember Mainzer from the university cafeteria. He bubbled into his soup the very same way when he was stuck on his solar refraction engine.”

	“Think Andy and Dandy are afraid we’re too young to play with matches? Or maybe apelike creatures are too unpleasant-looking to be allowed to circulate in their refined and esthetic civilization?”

	“I don’t know, Dick.” The prof ambled back to his desk and leafed irritably through his sociological notes. “If anything like that is true, why would they give us free run of their ship? Why would they reply so gravely and courteously to every question? If only their answers weren’t so vague in our terms! But they are such complex and artistically minded creatures, so chockful of poetic sentiment and good manners that it’s impossible to make mathematical or even verbal sense out of their vast and circumlocutory explanations. Sometimes, when I think of their highly polished manners and their seeming lack of interest in the structure of their society, when I put that together with their spaceship which looks like one of those tiny jade carvings that took a lifetime to accomplish…”

	He trailed off and began riffling the pages like a Mississippi steamboat gambler going over somebody else’s deck of cards.

	“Isn’t it possible we just don’t have enough stuff as yet to understand them?”

	“Yes. In fact, that’s what we always come back to. Warbury points to the tremendous development in our language since the advent of technical vocabularies. He says that this process, just beginning with us, already affects our conceptual approach as well as our words. And, naturally, in a race so much further along— But if we could only find a science of theirs which bears a faint resemblance to one of ours!”

	I felt sorry for him, standing there blinking futilely out of gentle, academic eyes.

	“Cheer up, prof. Maybe by the time old Suckfoot and his pal come back from the Grand Tour, you’ll have unsnarled a sophistry and we’ll be off this ‘Me, friend; you come from across sea in great bird with many wings’ basis that we seemed to have wandered into.”

	And there you are, Alvarez; a cheap, advertising small brain like me, and I was that close. I should have said something then. Bet you wouldn’t have nodded at me heavily and said, “I hope so, Dick. I desperately hope so.” But, come to think of it, not only Trowson was trotting up that path. So was Warbury. So were Lopez, Vinthe and Mainzer. So was I, among others.

	I had a chance to relax when Andy and Dandy went abroad. My job wasn’t exactly over, but the Public Relations end was meshing right along, with me needed only once in a while to give a supervisory spin. Chiefly, I maintained close contact with my opposite number in various other sovereign states, giving out with experienced advice on how to sell the Boys from Betelgeuse. They had to adjust it to their own mass phobias and popular myths; but they were a little happier about it than I had been, without any clear idea of what public behavior to expect of our visitors.

	Remember, when I’d started, I hadn’t even been sure those snails were housebroken.

	I followed them in the newspapers. I pasted the pictures of the Mikado receiving them next to their nice comments on the Taj Mahal. They weren’t nearly so nice to the Akhund of Swat; but, then, when you think of what the Akhund said about them—

	They tended to do that everywhere, giving just a little better than they got. For example, when they were presented with those newly created decorations in Red Square (Dandy got The Order of Extraterrestrial Friends of Soviet Labor, while, for some abstruse reason, The Order of Heroic Interstellar Champion of the Soviet People was conferred upon Andy) they came out with a long, ringing speech about the scientific validity of communist government. It made for cheering, flower-tossing crowds in the Ukraine and Poland, but a certain amount of restiveness in these United States.

	But before I had to run my staff into overtime hours, whipping up press releases which recapitulated the aliens’ statement before the joint houses of Congress and their lovely, sentimental comments at Valley Forge, the aliens were in Berne, telling the Swiss that only free enterprise could have produced the yodel, the Incabloc escapement in watches, and such a superb example of liberty; hadn’t they had democracy long enough to have had it first, and wasn’t it wonderful?

	By the time they reached Paris, I had the national affection pretty much under control again, although here and there a tabloid still muttered peevishly in its late city final. But, as always, Andy and Dandy put the clincher on. Even then I wondered whether they really liked DeRoges’ latest abstraction for itself alone.

	But they bought the twisted sculpture, paying for it, since they had no cash of their own, with a thumb-sized gadget which actually melted marble to any degree of pattern-delicacy the artist desired, merely by being touched to the appropriate surface. DeRoges threw away his chisels blissfully, but six of the finest minds in France retired to intensive nervous breakdowns after a week of trying to solve the tool’s working principles.

	It went over big here:

	ANDY AND DANDY PAY

	AS THEY GO

	Betelgeuse Business Men

	Show Appreciation for

	Value Received

	This newspaper notes with pleasure the sound shopper’s ethics behind the latest transaction of our distinguished guests from the elemental void. Understanding the inexorable law of supply and demand, these representatives of an advanced economic system refuse to succumb to the “gimmies.” If certain other members of the human race were to examine carefully the true implications of…

	So when they returned to the United States after being presented at the British Court, they got juicy spreads in all the newspapers, a tug-whistle reception in New York harbor and the mayor’s very chiefest deputy there on City Hall steps to receive them.

	And even though people were more or less accustomed to them now, they were somehow never shoved off page one. There was the time a certain furniture polish got a testimonial out of them in which the aliens announced that they’d had particularly happy and glossy results on their tiny shell toppers with the goo; and they used the large financial rewards of the testimonial to buy ten extremely rare orchids and have them sunk in plastic. And there was the time—

	I missed the television show on which it broke. I had gone to a sidestreet movie theater that night to see a revival of one of my favorite Chaplin pictures; and I’d never enjoyed the ostentatious greet-the-great hysterics of Celebrity Salon anyway. I hadn’t any idea of how long the M. C., Bill Bancroft, had waited to get Andy and Dandy on his program, and how much he was determined to make it count when the big night arrived.

	Reconstructed and stripped of meaningless effusion, it went something like this:

	Bancroft asked them if they weren’t anxious to get home to the wife and kiddies. Andy explained patiently, for perhaps the thirty-fourth time, that, since they were hermaphrodites, they had no family in any humanly acceptable sense. Bancroft cut into the explanation to ask them what ties they did have. Chiefly the revitalizer, says Andy politely.

	Revitalizer? What’s a revitalizer? Oh, a machine they have to expose themselves to every decade or so, says Dandy. There’s at least one revitalizer in every large city on their home planet.

	Bancroft makes a bad pun, waits for the uproarious audience to regain control, then asks: And this revitalizer—just what does it do? Andy goes into a long-winded explanation, the gist of which is that the revitalizers stir up cytoplasm in all animal cells and refresh them.

	I see, cracks Bancroft; the pause every decade that refreshes. And then, after being refreshed, you have what as a result? “Oh,” muses Dandy, “you might say we have no fear of cancer or any degenerative disease. Besides that, by exposing ourselves to revitalizers at regular intervals throughout our lifetime and refreshing our body cells, we quintuple our life expectancy. We live five times longer than we should. That’s about what the revitalizer does, you might say,” says Dandy. Andy, after thinking a bit, agrees. “That’s about it.”

	Pandemonium, and not mild. Newspaper extras in all languages, including the Scandinavian. Lights burning late at night in the U. N. Headquarters with guards twenty deep around the site.

	When President of the Assembly Ranvi asked them why they’d never mentioned revitalizers before, they did the snail equivalent of shrugging and said the Betelgeuse IX equivalent of nobody ever asked them.

	President Ranvi cleared his throat, waved all complications aside with his long brown fingers and announced, “That is not important. Not now. We must have revitalizers.”

	It seemed to take the aliens a while to understand that. When they finally became convinced that we, as a species, were utterly entranced with the prospect of two to four centuries of life instead of threescore and ten years, they went into a huddle.

	But their race didn’t make these machines for export, they explained regretfully. Just enough to service their population. And, while they could see as how we might like and must obviously deserve to have these gadgets, there were none to ferry back from Betelgeuse.

	Ranvi didn’t even look around for advice. “What would your people want?” he asked. “What would they like in exchange for manufacturing these machines for us? We will pay almost any price within the power of this entire planet.” A rumbling, eager “yes” in several languages rolled across the floor of the Assembly.

	Andy and Dandy couldn’t think of a thing. Sadhu begged them to try. He personally escorted them to their spaceship, which was now parked in a restricted area in Central Park. “Good night, gentlemen,” said President of the Assembly Ranvi. “Try—please try hard to think of an exchange.”

	They stayed inside their ship for almost six days while the world almost went insane with impatience. When I think of all the fingernails bitten that week by two billion people.…

	“Imagine!” Trowson whispered to me. He was pacing the floor as if he fully intended to walk all the way to Betelgeuse. “We’d just be children on a quintupled life-scale, Dick. All my achievement and education, all yours, would be just the beginning! A man could learn five professions in such a life—and think what he could accomplish in that life!”

	I nodded, a little numb. I was thinking of the books I could read, the books I might write, if the bulk of my life stretched ahead of me and the advertising profession were just a passing phase in the beginning of it. Then, again, somehow I’d never married, never had had a family. Not enough free time, I had felt. And now, at forty, I was so set in my ways. But a man can undo a lot in a century.…

	In six days the aliens came out. With a statement of price.

	They believed they could persuade their people to manufacture a supply of revitalizers for us if… An if writ very large indeed.

	Their planet was woefully short of radioactive minerals, they explained apologetically. Barren worlds containing radium, uranium, and thorium had been discovered and claimed by other races, but the folk of Betelgeuse IX were forbidden by their ethics to wage aggressive war for territorial purposes. We had plenty of radioactive ore, which we used chiefly for war and biological research. The former was patently undesirable and the latter would be rendered largely unnecessary by the revitalizers.

	So, in exchange, they wanted our radioactive elements. All of them, they stated humbly.

	All right, we were a little surprised, even stunned. But the protests never started to materialize. There was an overwhelming chorus of “Sold!” from every quadrant of the globe. A couple of generals here, a few militaristic statesmen there, managed to raise direly pointing forefingers before they were whisked out of position. A nuclear physicist or two howled about the future of subatomic research, but the peoples of the earth howled louder.

	“Research? How much research can you do in a lifetime of three hundred years?”

	Overnight, the United Nations became the central office of a planet-wide mining concession. National boundaries were superseded by pitchblende deposits and swords were beaten into pickaxes. Practically anyone with a good, usable arm enlisted in the mining brigades for two or more months out of the year. Camaraderie flew on the winds of the world.

	Andy and Dandy politely offered to help. They marked out on detail-contour maps the spots to be excavated; that included areas never suspected of radioactivity. They supplied us with fantastic but clear line drawings of devices for extracting the stuff from the ores in which it assayed poorly, and taught us the exact use of these devices, if not their basic principle.

	They hadn’t been joking. They wanted it all.

	Then, when everything was running smoothly, they buzzed off for Betelgeuse to handle their part of the bargain.

	Those two years were the most exhilarating of my life. And I’d say everyone feels the same, don’t they, Alvarez? The knowledge that the world was working together, cheerfully, happily, for life itself. I put my year in at The Great Slave Lake up in Canada, and I don’t think anyone of my age and weight lifted more pitchblende.

	Andy and Dandy came back in two huge ships, manned by weird snail-like robots. The robots did everything, while Andy and Dandy went on being lionized. From the two ships, almost covering the sky, the robots ferried back and forth in strange, spiral aircraft, bringing revitalizers down, carrying refined radioactive elements aloft. No one paid the slightest attention to their methods of instantaneous extraction from large quantities of ore: we were interested in just one throbbing thought—the revitalizers.

	They worked. And that, so far as most of us were concerned, was that.

	The revitalizers worked. Cancer disappeared; heart and kidney disease were instantaneously arrested. Insects which were introduced into the square one-story lab structures lived for a year instead of a few months. And humans—doctors shook their heads in wonder over people who had gone through.

	All over the planet, near every major city, the long, patient, slowly moving lines stood outside the revitalizers, which were rapidly becoming something else.

	“Temples!” shouted Mainzer. “They look on them as temples. A scientist investigating their operation is treated like a dangerous lunatic trying to break into a nursery. Not that a man can find a clue in those ridiculously small motors. I no longer ask what their power source can be—instead, I ask if they have a power source at all!”

	“The revitalizers are very precious now, in the beginning,” Trowson soothed him. “After a while, the novelty will wear off and you’ll be able to investigate at your leisure. Could it be solar power?”

	“No!” Mainzer shook his huge head positively. “Not solar power—solar power I am sure I could recognize. As I am sure that the power supply of their ships and whatever runs these—these revitalizers are two entirely separate things. On the ships I have given up. But the revitalizers I believe I could solve. If only they would let me examine them. Fools! So terribly afraid I might damage one, and they would have to travel to another city for their elixir!”

	We patted his shoulder, but we weren’t really interested. Andy and Dandy left that week, after wishing us well in their own courteous and complex fashion. Whole population groups blew kisses at their mineral-laden ships.

	Six months after they left, the revitalizers stopped.

	“Am I certain?” Trowson nodded at my dismayed face. “One set of statistics proves it: look at your death rate. It’s back to pre-Betelgeuse normal. Or ask any doctor. Any doctor who can forget his U. N. security oath, that is. There’ll be really wild riots when the news breaks, Dick.”

	“But why?” I asked him. “Did we do something wrong?”

	He started a laugh that ended with his teeth clicking frightenedly together. He rose and walked to the window, staring out into the star-diseased sky. “We did something wrong, all right. We trusted. We made the same mistake all natives have made when they met a superior civilization. Mainzer and Lopez have taken one of the revitalizer engine units apart. There was just a trace of it left, but this time they found the power source. Dick, my boy, the revitalizers were run on the fuel of completely pure radioactive elements!”

	I needed a few moments to file that properly. Then I sat down in the easy chair very, very carefully. I made some hoarse, improbable sounds before croaking: “Prof, do you mean they wanted that stuff for themselves, for their own revitalizers? That everything they did on this planet was carefully planned so that they could con us with a maximum of friendliness all around? It doesn’t seem—it just can’t—why, with their superior science, they could have conquered us if they’d cared to. They could have—”

	“No, they couldn’t have,” Trowson whipped out. He turned to face me and crossed his arms upon his chest. “They’re a decadent, dying race; they wouldn’t have attempted to conquer us. Not because of their ethics—this huge, horrible swindle serves to illustrate that aspect of them—but because they haven’t the energy, the concentration, the interest. Andy and Dandy are probably representative of the few remaining who have barely enough git-up-and-go to trick backward peoples out of the all-important, life-sustaining revitalizer fuel.”

	The implications were just beginning to soak in my brain. Me, the guy who did the most complete and colossal public relations job of all time—I could just see what my relations with the public would be like if I was ever connected with this shambles.

	“And without atomic power, prof, we won’t have space travel!”

	He gestured bitterly. “Oh, we’ve been taken, Dick; the whole human race has been had. I know what you’re going through, but think of me! I’m the failure, the man responsible. I’m supposed to be a sociologist! How could I have missed? How? It was all there: the lack of interest in their own culture, the overintellectualization of esthetics, the involved methods of thought and expression, the exaggerated etiquette, even the very first thing of theirs we saw—their ship—was too heavily stylized and intricately designed for a young, thrusting civilization.

	“They had to be decadent; every sign pointed to that conclusion. And, of course, the fact that they resort to the methods of fueling their revitalizers that we’ve experienced—when if we had their science, what might we not do, what substitutes might we not develop! No wonder they couldn’t explain their science to us; I doubt if they understand it fully themselves. They are the profligate, inadequate and sneak-thief heirs of what was once a soaring race!”

	I was following my own unhappy images. “And we’re still hicks. Hicks who’ve been sold the equivalent of the Brooklyn Bridge by some dressed-up sharpies from Betelgeuse.”

	Trowson nodded. “Or a bunch of poor natives who have sold their island home to a group of European explorers for a handful of brightly colored glass beads.”

	But of course we were both wrong, Alvarez. Neither Trowson nor I had figured on Mainzer or Lopez or the others. Like Mainzer said, a few years earlier and we would have been licked. But Man had entered the atomic age sometime before 1945 and people like Mainzer and Vinthe had done nuclear research back in the days when radioactive elements abounded on Earth. We had data and we had such tools as the cyclotron, the betatron. And, if our present company will pardon the expression, Alvarez, we are a young and vigorous race.

	All we had to do was the necessary research.

	The research was done. With a truly effective world government, with a population not only interested in the problem, but recently experienced in working together—and with the grim incentive we had, Alvarez—the problem, as you know, was solved.

	We developed artificial radioactives and refueled the revitalizers. We developed atomic fuels out of the artificial radioactives and we got space travel. We did it comparatively fast, and we weren’t interested in a ship that just went to the Moon or Mars. We wanted a starship. And we wanted it so bad, so fast, that we have it now, too.

	Here we are. Explain the situation to them, Alvarez, just the way I told it to you, but with all the knee-bending and doubletalk that a transplanted Brazilian with twelve years’ Oriental trading experience can put into it. You’re the man to do it—I can’t talk like that. It’s the only language those decadent slugs understand, so it’s the only way we can talk to them. So talk to them, these slimy snails, these oysters on the quarter shell, these smart-alecky slugs. Don’t forget to mention to them that the supply of radioactives they got from us won’t last forever. Get that down in fine detail.

	Then stress the fact that we’ve got artificial radioactives, and that they’ve got some things we know we want and lots of other things we mean to find out about.

	Tell them, Alvarez, that we’ve come to collect tolls on that Brooklyn Bridge they sold us.

	Afterword

	This was the first—at least the first I was conscious of writing—of my “Here Comes Civilization!” stories. About the time I wrote “The Liberation of Earth,” I had been thinking of a cycle that would celebrate, in future, galactic terms, what happened in our history when technologically advanced cultures moved in on technologically backward cultures, from the Aztecs to the Tahitians, from Lake Chad to Lake Titicaca.

	We of Earth were to be the Indians of Manhattan Island and the creatures from Betelgeuse were to be the Dutch of Mynheers Peter Minuit and Peter Stuyvesant. And how, my fellow humans, I intended to ask, does that feel?

	I had mentioned the idea to John Campbell at Astounding, but he was in the midst of his dianetics period and asked me if I couldn’t work at least one good-guy clear into the story. Horace Gold had been begging me for stories for his new magazine, Galaxy, so I called him up and told him what I’d like to do. He was very enthusiastic about it; he said he particularly wanted to publish as many satires as he could get.

	In fact, he wanted the story so badly that he managed to control himself and didn’t do what maddened me in my later relationship with him—try to rewrite my story before I had even written it. He just said, “Please get it to me as soon as possible. I’ll definitely buy it.”

	I wrote it, and he bought it. But he was Horace, after all. He couldn’t keep his fingers out of his writers’ stories. With all their quarrels and intense rivalry, he and John Campbell had something very basic in common. They both saw the writers for their magazines as so many pencils, scribbling the stories they, as editors, felt themselves no longer able to write. And although they were great editors, they were lousy, unasked-for and insistent collaborators.

	Since he wanted me to continue writing for him, Horace at this early time in our relationship made very few changes in the published “Betelgeuse Bridge.” He just threw an extra adverb or adjective into three or four sentences. I was furious.

	But, alas…

	Of course, I had a carbon copy (carbon print on yellow backup sheets in the typewriter—for all you young, computer-using readers) in my files. But, as with several other stories, I never took very close care of that carbon. It was on brittle yellow paper that began falling apart as the years went by anyway—and anyway, in those days, who really believed that I’d ever see my oh-so-commercial fiction in my own collections, and in hard covers yet?

	The carbon copy did completely dissolve with time. And as for me, well, my memory is not so good these days. I can no longer remember exactly which three or four sentences Horace altered.

	So.

	So here is W. Tenn with a soupçon of Horace L. Gold thrown in.

	written 1950——published 1951


	“Will You Walk a Little Faster”

	All right. So maybe I should be ashamed of myself.

	But I’m a writer and this is too good a story to let go. My imagination is tired, and I’m completely out of usable plots; I’m down to the gristle of truth. I’ll use it.

	Besides, someone’s bound to blab sooner or later—as Forkbeard pointed out, we’re that kind of animal—and I might as well get some private good out of the deal.

	Why, for all I know, there is a cow on the White House lawn this very moment.…

	Last August, to be exact, I was perspiring over an ice-cold yarn that I never should have started in the first place, when the doorbell rang.

	I looked up and yelled, “Come in! Door’s open!”

	The hinges squeaked a little the way they do in my place. I heard feet slap-slapping up the long corridor which makes the rent on my apartment a little lower than most of the others in the building. I couldn’t recognize the walk as belonging to anyone I knew, so I waited with my fingers on the typewriter keys and my face turned to the study entrance.

	After a while, the steps came around the corner. A little man, not much more than two feet high, dressed in a green knee-length tunic, walked in. He had a very large head, a short pointed red beard, a long pointed green cap, and he was talking to himself. In his right hand, he carried a golden pencil-like object; in his left, a curling strip of what seemed to be parchment.

	“Now, you,” he said with a guttural accent, pointing both the beard and the pencil-like object at me, “now you must be a writer.”

	I closed my mouth carefully around a lump of air. Somehow, I noted with interest, I seemed to be nodding.

	“Good.” He flourished the pencil and made a mark at the end of a line halfway down the scroll. “That completes the enrollment for this session. Come with me, please.”

	He seized the arm with which I had begun an elaborate gesture. Holding me in a grip that had all the resiliency of a steel manacle, he smiled benevolently and walked back down my entrance hall. Every few steps he walked straight up in the air, and then—as if he’d noticed his error—calmly strode down to the floor again.

	“What—who—” I said, stumbling and tripping and occasionally getting walloped by the wall, “you wait, you—who—who—”

	“Please do not make such repetitious noises,” he admonished me. “You are supposed to be a creature of civilization. Ask intelligent questions if you wish, but only when you have them properly organized.”

	I brooded on that while he closed the door of my apartment behind him and began dragging me up the stairs. His heart may or may not have been pure, but I estimated his strength as being roughly equivalent to that of ten. I felt like a flag being flapped from the end of my own arm.

	“We’re going up?” I commented tentatively as I swung around a landing.

	“Naturally. To the roof. Where we’re parked.”

	“Parked, you said?” I thought of a helicopter, then of a broomstick. Who was it that rode around on the back of an eagle?

	Mrs. Flugelman, who lived on the floor above, had come out of her apartment with a bagful of garbage. She opened the door of the dumbwaiter and started to nod good-morning at me. She stopped when she saw my friend.

	“Yes, parked. What you call our flying saucer.” He noticed Mrs. Flugelman staring at him and jutted his beard at her as we went by. “Yes, I said flying saucer!” he spat.

	Mrs. Flugelman walked back into her apartment with the bagful of garbage and closed the door behind her very quietly.

	Maybe the stuff I write for a living prepared me for such experiences, but—somehow—as soon as he told me that, I felt better. Little men and flying saucers, they seemed to go together. Just so halos and pitchforks didn’t wander into the continuity.

	When we reached the roof, I wished I’d had time to grab a jacket. It was evidently going to be a breezy ride.

	The saucer was about thirty feet in diameter and, colorful magazine articles to the contrary, had been used for more than mere sightseeing. In the center, where it was deepest, there was a huge pile of boxes and packages lashed down with criss-crossing masses of gleaming thread. Here and there, in the pile, was the unpackaged metal of completely unfamiliar machinery.

	Still using my arm as a kind of convenient handle to the rest of me, the little man whirled me about experimentally once or twice, then scaled me accurately end over end some twenty feet through the air to the top of the pile. A moment before I hit, golden threads boiled about me, cushioning like an elastic net, and tying me up more thoroughly than any three shipping clerks. My shot-putting pal grunted enthusiastically and prepared to climb aboard.

	Suddenly he stopped and looked back along the roof. “Irngl!” he yelled in a voice like two ocean liners arguing. “Irngl! Bordge modgunk!”

	There was a tattoo of feet on the roof so rapid as to be almost one sound, and a ten-inch replica of my strong-arm guide—minus the beard, however—leaped over the railing and into the craft. Young Irngl, I decided, bordge modgunking.

	His father (?) stared at him very suspiciously, then walked back slowly in the direction from which he had run. He halted and shook a ferocious finger at the youngster. Beside me, Irngl cowered.

	Just behind the chimney was a cluster of television antennae. But the dipoles of these antennae were no longer parallel. Some had been carefully braided together; others had been tied into delicate and perfect bows. Growling ferociously, shaking his head so that the pointed red beard made like a metronome, the old man untied the knots and smoothed the dipoles out to careful straightness with his fingers. Then he bent his legs slightly at their knobby knees and performed one of the more spectacular standing broad jumps of all time.

	And, as he hit the floor of the giant saucer, we took off. Straight up.

	When I’d recovered sufficiently to regurgitate my larynx, I noticed that old redbeard was controlling the movement of the disc beneath us by means of an egg-shaped piece of metal in his right hand. After we’d gone up a goodly distance, he pointed the egg south and we headed that way.

	Radiant power, I wondered? No information—not much that was useful—had been volunteered. Of course, I realized suddenly: I hadn’t asked any questions! Grabbed from my typewriter in the middle of the morning by a midget of great brain and greater muscle—I couldn’t be blamed, though: few men in my position would have been able to put their finger on the nub of the problem and make appropriate inquiries. Now, however—

	“While there’s a lull in the action,” I began breezily enough, “and as long as you speak English, I’d like to clear up a few troublesome matters. For example—”

	“Your questions will be answered later. Meanwhile, you will shut up.” Golden threads filled my mouth with the taste of antiseptics, and I found myself unable to part my jaws. Redbeard stared at me as I grunted impotently. “How hateful are humans!” he said, beaming. “And how fortunate that they are hateful!”

	The rest of the trip was uneventful, except for a few moments when the Miami-bound plane came abreast of us. People inside pointed excitedly, seemed to yell, and one extremely fat man held up an expensive camera and took six pictures very rapidly. Unfortunately, I noticed, he had neglected to remove the lens cap.

	The saucer skipper shook his metal egg, there was a momentary feeling of acceleration—and the airplane was a disappearing dot behind us. Irngl climbed to the top of what looked like a giant malted milk machine and stuck his tongue out at me. I glared back.

	It struck me then that the little one’s mischievous quality was mighty reminiscent of an elf. And his pop—the parentage seemed unmistakable by then—was like nothing else than a gnome of Germanic folklore. Therefore, didn’t these facts mean that—that—that—I let my brain have ten full minutes, before giving up. Oh, well, sometimes that method works. Reasoning by self-hypnotic momentum, I call it.

	I was cold, but otherwise quite content with my situation and looking forward to the next development with interest and even pride. I had been selected, alone of my species, by this race of aliens for some significant purpose. I couldn’t help hoping, of course, that the purpose was not vivisection.

	It wasn’t.

	We arrived, after a while, at something so huge that it could only be called a flying dinner plate. I suspected that a good distance down, under all those belly-soft clouds, was the State of South Carolina. I also suspected that the clouds were artificial. Our entire outfit entered through a hole in the bottom. The flying dinner plate was covered with another immense plate, upside-down, the whole making a hollow disc close to a quarter of a mile in diameter. Flying saucers stacked with goods and people—both long and short folk—were scattered up and down its expanse between great masses of glittering machinery.

	Evidently I was wrong about having been selected as a representative sample. There were lots of us, men and women, all over the place—one to a flying saucer. It was to be a formal meeting between the representatives of two great races, I decided. Only why didn’t our friends do it right—down at the U. N.? Possibly not so formal after all. Then I remembered Redbeard’s comment on humanity and I began worrying.

	On my right, an army colonel, with a face like a keg of butter, was chewing on the pencil with which he had been taking notes. On my left, a tall man in a gray sharkskin suit flipped back his sleeve, looked at his watch and expelled his breath noisily, impatiently. Up ahead, two women were leaning toward each other at the touching edges of their respective saucers, both talking at the same time and both nodding vehemently as they talked.

	Each of the flying saucers also had at least one equivalent of my redbearded pilot. I observed that while the females of this people had beards too, they were exactly one-half as motherly as our women. But they balanced, they balanced…

	Abruptly, the image of a little man appeared on the ceiling. His beard was pink and it forked. He pulled on each fork and smiled down at us.

	“To correct the impression in the minds of many of you,” he said, chuckling benignly, “I will paraphrase your great poet, Shakespeare. I am here to bury humanity, not to praise it.”

	A startled murmur broke out all around me. “Mars,” I heard the colonel say, “bet they’re from Mars. H. G. Wells predicted it. Dirty little, red little Martians. Well, just let them try!”

	“Red,” the man in the gray sharkskin suit repeated, “red?”

	“Did you ever—” one of the women started to ask. “Is that a way to begin? No manners! A real foreigner.”

	“However,” Forkbeard continued imperturbably from the ceiling, “in order to bury humanity properly, I need your help. Not only yours, but the help of others like you, who, at this moment, are listening to this talk in ships similar to this one and in dozens of languages all over the world. We need your help—and, knowing your peculiar talents so well, we are fairly certain of getting it!”

	He waited until the next flurry of fist-waving and assorted imprecations had died down; he waited until the anti-Negroes and the anti-Jews, the anti-Catholics and the anti-Protestants, the Anglophobes and the Russophobes, the vegetarians and the fundamentalists in the audience had all identified him colorfully with their peculiar concepts of the Opposition and had excoriated him soundly.

	Then, once relative quiet had been achieved, we got the following blunt tale, rather contemptuously told, with mighty few explanatory flourishes:

	There was an enormous and complex galactic civilization surrounding our meager nine-planet system. This civilization, composed of the various intelligent species throughout the galaxy, was organized into a peaceful federation for trade and mutual advancement.

	A special bureau in the federation discharged the biological duty of more advanced races to new arrivals on the cerebral scene. Thus, quite a few millennia ago, the bureau had visited Earth to investigate tourist accounts of a remarkably ingenious animal that had lately been noticed wandering about. The animal having been certified as intelligent with a high cultural potential, Earth was closed to tourist traffic and sociological specialists began the customary close examination.

	“And, as a result of this examination,” the forked pink beard smiled gently down from above, “the specialists discovered that what you call the human race was nonviable. That is, while the individuals composing it had strongly developed instincts of self-preservation, the species as a whole was suicidal.”

	“Suicidal!” I found myself breathing up with the rest.

	“Quite. This is a matter on which there can be little argument from the more honest among you. High civilization is a product of communal living and Man, in groups, has always tended to wipe himself out. In fact, a large factor in the development of what little civilization you do experience has been the rewards contingent upon the development of mass-destruction weapons.”

	“We have had peaceful, brotherly periods,” a hoarse voice said on the opposite side of the ship.

	The large head shook slowly from side to side. The eyes, I saw suddenly and irrelevantly, were all black iris. “You have not. You have occasionally developed an island of culture here, an oasis of cooperation there; but these have inevitably disintegrated upon contact with the true standard-bearers of your species—the warrior-races. And when, as happened occasionally, the warrior-races were defeated, the conquerors in their turn became warriors, so that the suicidal strain was ever rewarded and became more dominant. Your past is your complete indictment, and your present—your present is about to become your executed sentence. But enough of this peculiar bloody nonsense—let me return to living history.”

	He went on to explain that the Federation felt a suicidal species should be allowed to fulfill its destiny unhampered. In fact, so long as overt acts were avoided, it was quite permissible to help such a creature along to the doom it desired—“Nature abhors self-destruction even more than a vacuum. The logic is simple: both cease almost as soon as they come into existence.”

	The sociologists having extrapolated the probable date on which humanity might be expected to extinguish itself, the planet was assigned—as soon as it should be vacated—to the inhabitants of an Earth-like world for the use of such surplus population as they might then have. These were the redbeards.

	“We sent representatives here to serve as caretakers, so to speak, of our future property. But about nine hundred years ago, when your world still had six thousand years to run, we decided to hurry the process a bit as we experienced a rising index of population on our own planet. We therefore received full permission from the Galactic Federation to stimulate your technological development into an earlier suicide. The Federation stipulated, however, that each advance be made the moral responsibility of an adequate representative of your race, that he be told the complete truth of the situation. This we did: we would select an individual to be the discoverer of a revolutionary technique or scientific principle; then we would explain both the value of the technique and the consequences to his species in terms of accelerated mass destruction.”

	I found it hard to continue looking into his enormous eyes. “In every case”—the booming rattle of the voice had softened perceptibly—“in every case, sooner or later, the individual announced the discovery as his own, giving it to his fellows and profiting substantially. In a few cases, he later endowed great foundations which awarded prizes to those who advanced the cause of peace or the brotherhood of man. This resulted in little beyond an increase in the amount of currency being circulated. Individuals, we found, always chose to profit at the expense of their race’s life-expectancy.”

	Gnomes, elves, kobolds! Not mischievous sprites—I glanced at Irngl sitting quietly under his father’s heavy hand—nor the hoarders of gold, but helping man for their own reasons: teaching him to smelt metals and build machinery, showing him how to derive the binomial theorem in one part of the world and how to plow a field more efficiently in another.

	To the end that people might perish from the Earth…sooner.

	“Unfortunately—ah, something has developed.”

	We looked up at that, all of us—housewives and handymen, preachers and professional entertainers—looked up from the tangle of our reflections and prejudices, and hoped.

	As D-day drew nigh, those among the kobolds who intended to emigrate filled their flying saucers with possessions and families. They scooted across space in larger craft such as the one we were now in and took up positions in the stratosphere, waiting to assume title to the planet as soon as its present occupants used their latest discovery—nuclear fission—as they had previously used ballistics and aeronautics.

	The more impatient wandered down to survey home-sites. They found to their annoyance that an unpleasant maggot of error had crawled into the pure mathematics of extrapolated sociology. Humanity should have wiped itself out shortly after acquiring atomic power. But—possibly as a result of the scientific stimulation we had been receiving recently—our technological momentum had carried us past uranium-plutonium fission up to the so-called hydrogen bomb.

	Whereas a uranium-bomb Armageddon would have disposed of us in a most satisfactory and sanitary fashion, the explosion of several hydrogen bombs, it would seem, will result in the complete sterilization of our planet as the result of a subsidiary reaction at present unknown to us. If we go to war with this atomic refinement, Earth will not only be cleansed of all present life-forms, but it will also become uninhabitable for several millions of years in the future.

	Naturally, the kobolds view this situation with a certain amount of understandable unhappiness. According to Galactic Law, they may not actively intervene to safeguard their legacy. Therefore, they would like to offer a proposition—

	Any nation which guarantees to stop making hydrogen bombs and to dispose of those it has already made—and the little redbeards have, they claim, satisfactory methods of enforcing these guarantees—such a nation will be furnished by them with a magnificently murderous weapon. This weapon is extremely simple to operate and is so calibrated that it can be set to kill instantaneously and painlessly any number of people at one time, up to a full million.

	“The advantage to any terrestrial military establishment of such a weapon over the unstable hydrogen bomb, which is not only hard to handle but must be transported physically to its target,” the genial face on the ceiling commented, “should be obvious to all of you! And, as far as we are concerned, anything which will dispose of human beings on a wholesale basis while not injuring—”

	At this point, there was so much noise that I couldn’t hear a word he was saying. For that matter, I was yelling quite loudly myself.

	“—while not injuring useful and compatible life-forms—”

	“Ah-h,” screamed a deeply tanned stout man in a flowerful red sports shirt and trunks, “whyn’t you go back where you came from?”

	“Yeah!” someone else added wrathfully. “Can’t yuh see yuh not wanted? Shut up, huh? Shut up!”

	“Murderers,” one of the women in front of me quavered. “That’s all you are—murderers trying to kill inoffensive people who’ve never done you any harm. Killing would be just too good for you.”

	The colonel was standing on his toes and oscillating a portentous forefinger at the roof. “We were doing all right,” he began apoplectically, then stopped to allow himself to unpurple. “We were doing well enough, I can tell you, without—without—”

	Forkbeard waited until we began to run down.

	“Look at it this way,” he urged in a wheedling voice, “you’re going to wipe yourselves out—you know it, we know it and so does everybody else in the galaxy. What difference can it possibly make to you whether you do it one way or another? At least by our method you confine the injury to yourselves. You don’t damage the highly valuable real estate—to wit, Earth—which will be ours after you’ve ceased to use it. And you go out with a weapon which is much more worthy of your destructive propensities than any you have used hitherto, including atomic bombs.”

	He paused and spread knobbed hands down at our impotent hatred. “Think of it—just think of it: a million deaths at one plunge of a lever! What other weapon can make that claim?”

	Skimming back northwards with Redbeard and Irngl, I pointed to the flying saucers radiating away from us through the delicate summer sky. “These people are all fairly responsible citizens. Isn’t it silly to expect them to advertise a more effective way of having their throats cut?”

	There was a shrug of the green-wrapped shoulders. “With any other species, yes. But not you. The Galactic Federation insists that the actual revelation of the weapon, either to your public or your government, must be made by a fairly intelligent representative of your own species, in full possession of the facts, and after he or she has had an adequate period to reflect on the consequences of disclosure.”

	“And you think we will? In spite of everything?”

	“Oh, yes,” the little man told me with tranquil assurance. “Because of everything. For example, you have each been selected with a view to the personal advantage you would derive from the revelation. Sooner or later, one of you will find the advantage so necessary and tempting that the inhibiting scruple will disappear; eventually, all of you would come to it. As Shulmr pointed out, each member of a suicidal race contributes to the destruction of the whole even while attentively safeguarding his own existence. Disagreeable creatures, but fortunately short-lived!”

	“One million,” I mused. “So arbitrary. I bet we make—”

	“Quite correct. You are an ingenious race. Now if you wouldn’t mind stepping back onto your roof ? We’re in a bit of a hurry, Irngl and I, and we have to disinfect after— Thank you.”

	I watched them disappear upwards into a cloud bank. Then, noticing a television dipole tied in a hangman’s noose which Irngl’s father had overlooked, I trudged downstairs.

	For a while, I was very angry. Then I was glum. Then I was angry again. I’ve thought about it a lot since August.

	I’ve read some recent stuff on flying saucers, but not a word about the super-weapon we’ll get if we dismantle our hydrogen bombs. But, if someone had blabbed, how would I know about it?

	That’s just the point. Here I am a writer, a science-fiction writer no less, with a highly salable story that I’m not supposed to use. Well, it happens that I need money badly right now; and it further happens that I am plumb out of plots. How long am I supposed to go on being a sucker?

	Somebody’s probably told by now. If not in this country, in one of the others. And I am a writer, and I have a living to make. And this is fiction, and who asked you to believe it anyhow?

	Only— Only I did intend to leave out the signal. The signal, that is, by which a government can get in touch with the kobolds, can let them know it’s interested in making the trade, in getting that weapon. I did intend to leave out the signal.

	But I don’t have a satisfactory ending to this story. It needs some sort of tag-line. And the signal makes a perfect one. Well—it seems to me that if I’ve told this much—and probably anyhow—

	The signal’s the immemorial one between man and kobold: Leave a bowl of milk outside the White House door.

	Afterword

	I was living next door to Lester del Rey, when I wrote this, in a fifteen-dollar-a-month unheated apartment on West End Avenue in New York City. It had a bathtub in the kitchen and the absolutely boozingest lady superintendent this side of Alcoholics Anonymous. The building was later torn down to become part of the site of today’s Lincoln Center. And the apartment was a tiny three-room affair at the end of one of the very longest entrance halls I have ever seen. There was perhaps twice or three times as much square footage in the entrance hall as in the apartment proper.

	I used both the apartment and the entrance hallway as the opening scene of “Will You Walk a Little Faster.” The title, of course, comes from Lewis Carroll, per the whiting’s impatient question to the snail. And the theme…

	The theme was the theme of science fiction, five years after Hiroshima and Nagasaki at a time when every newly built house in the suburbs proudly featured a concrete-lined bomb cellar:

	Atomic doom.

	I had just come back to my apartment after a visit to Lester next door. We had begun a discussion of atomic doom as a mild, rather urbane disagreement and had ended in a screaming, yelling, almost-throwing-things argument.

	Lester was a maddening person to argue with. If driven into a corner he would start to Jurgenize; that is, he would start quoting authorities, most of whom he had made up on the spot (I created this verb in honor of Lester, naming it after the most colorful character of the late James Branch Cabell). Randy Garrett, during a similar battle with Lester, made a point of writing down the title of the book Lester was quoting, the name of the author and the publishing house, and even the year, goddammit, of publication—all of which Lester supplied with a noblesse oblige wave of his hand. These Randy then checked, not only with the New York Public Library, but also eventually with the Library of Congress itself.

	He confronted Lester with the result in the presence of four other science-fiction writers. “No such book,” he said triumphantly. “No record of its ever being published. No record at all, at all, at all.”

	Lester looked amused. He shrugged. “It’s a shame about the Library of Congress,” he said. “Such a shabby excuse for what it’s supposed to be. So ridiculously incomplete in every important way. No, you really have to learn to use the Bodleian in Oxford for any important research. The last time I checked, they had two copies, one of them in pretty good condition.”

	Randy positively danced with fury and frustration. He put his left fist in his mouth and bit hard on it.

	He swore he would make it a goal of his life to go to Oxford before he died, and to visit the Bodleian. Unfortunately, he later had a stroke and never did.

	My argument with Lester on the subject of atomic doom had begun with Lester asking me if I was one of those people who ran around shivering and shaking about the mere existence of nuclear weapons. When I told him I was—that I both shivered and shook—he smiled and, in his best Campbellian manner, pointed out to me how unlikely it would be for anyone with the merest soupçon of a sense of self-preservation to use such a weapon no matter what the provocation. Who would take the chance of doing something that might well end up destroying the planet? After all, people who governed countries had gotten to where they were because of outstanding intelligence.

	“Really?” I said. “Then how about Hitler in that last bunker in Berlin, with the Russians smashing their way to where he lay hidden? If a subordinate had come to him and told him of the development of a weapon that could vaporize the oncoming Russian armies but might also just possibly destroy the entire world, what do you think he would have said?”

	Lester rebutted immediately with a previously unheard-of biography of Hitler that practically said in so many words Der Führer would have done no such thing. He added concurring opinions by two French lieutenant generals my extensive reading had failed to mention, and wound up by quoting a former associate head of the atomic energy program whose name and title I knew he had just made up out of the thinnest of air.

	At this point I’m afraid I began yelling. Lester yelled back. We continued at a very high pitch until the frequently drunken woman who was the building’s resident landlady was attracted by the uproar and walked in through the open doorway to ask us if we possibly had any part of a quart of Scotch that she could borrow.

	I left, still yelling over my shoulder. And the moment I opened the door of my apartment and began walking up that long entrance hall, what the French call l’esprit d’escalier (l’esprit du vestibule?) came upon me and I thought of what I might have said. And, as I did, I looked about me and realized just how I might dramatize all that I could have and should have said.

	Then I went into the apartment proper and sat down at my Remington typewriter and wrote out the dramatization. Because after all, an argument is an argument, but I needed the money to pay the landlady my overdue rent.

	written 1950——published 1951


	The House Dutiful

	To—to be…an unformable, lonely thought groped blindly for a potential fact…need, a need…it was—something…it was—needed…it was needed? Consciousness!

	A living creature came with the pride of ownership, the triggering wistfulness for it. Unlike its first darling, this creature had notions that were bizarre and primitive, conceptually agonizing. Painful, painful, painful they were to organize into. But it had purpose again—and, more, it had desire—

	Thoughtlessly, lovingly, the immense thing began to flow to the fixed-upon place, twitching awkward experimental shapes upward as it went.

	The back-country Canadian road was obscure even for the biting concentration of the deluxe Caterpillar runabout. Metal treads apologized shrilly as they hit a rock that was too large and too snugly embedded in the mud. The bright yellow car canted steeply to the right and came down level again with a murky splash.

	“And I was so happy in the dairy,” Esther Sakarian moaned in histrionic recollection as she dug her unpainted, thoroughly trimmed fingernails into the lavender upholstery of the front seat. “I had my own quiet little lab, my neatly labeled samples of milk and cheese from the day’s production; at night I could walk home on cement sidewalks or drop into a dry, air-conditioned restaurant or movie. But Philadelphia wasn’t good enough for me! No, I had to—”

	“Bad storms last night, smooth riding, usually,” Paul Marquis muttered on her left. He grimaced his glasses back into correct nose position and concentrated on the difficult visual task of separating possible road from possible marsh.

	“I had to come up to the Great Bear Lake where every prospector sneezes and all the men are vile. Adventure I wanted—hah! Well, here I am, using up the last of my girlhood. I spend my days purifying water for a bunch of whisky-soaked nuclear physicists. Every night I ask God: Is this by you adventure?”

	Marquis sloughed the runabout around a dwarfed red spruce that grew belligerently in the middle of the damp highway. “Should be there in a minute or two, Es. Forty of the sweetest acres that anybody ever talked the Canadian government into selling. And a little bumpy hill just off the road that’s a natural foundation for the Cape Cod cottage Caroline’s always talking about.”

	The bacteriologist prodded his shoulder tenderly. “Talking about it in Boston and building it in northern Canada—a little different, don’t you think? You haven’t married the gal yet.”

	“You don’t know Caroline,” Marquis told her confidently. “Besides, we’ll be only forty miles from Little Fermi—and the town will grow. The lode we’re working on seems to be about ten times as rich as the Eldorado mine over at Port Radium. If it holds up, we’ll build a uranium pile that will be a power plant for the entire western hemisphere. Business will get interested, real estate values will boom—”

	“So it’s a good investment, too? Sheer mysticism, like your opinion that a lifetime spent behind Beacon Street walls makes the housemaid-and-mistress combo you want in a wife.”

	“Now you sound like that mad medico Connor Kuntz when I beat his classic Capablancan chess with an inspirational heresy. There’s a nineteenth-century mechanist you could be happy with; all he wants is a mate of good disposition and fair heredity who will be absorbed in her work and let him do his bone-setting in peace. I don’t want a mate—I want a marriage. No servant any employment agency ever—”

	“Dr. Kuntz is a mass of greasy rationalization. And I wasn’t proposing to you by indirection.”

	“—ever sent out,” he went on doggedly, “could handle the menial essentials of domestic living with the affection and grace of a wife. Machines are no substitute; you don’t get omnipresent, understanding love from a machine. Not that I’m marrying Caroline just to get someone who’ll kiss me while she’s preparing dinners I like—”

	“Of course not! It’s comfortable, though, to know you’ll get it just the same. Which you wouldn’t if you married, say…oh, say a female bacteriologist who had work of her own to do and would be as tired as you at the end of the day. Up with the double standard; but keep it intellectual!”

	The excessively thin young man slapped the car to a stop and turned with his mouth open for a blast. Esther Sakarian was one of those tidy, docile-appearing women whose remarks generated a surprising amount of frictional heat in men.

	“Look here, Es,” he began loudly, “social development and the relatively new integrity of the individual to one side, people still consist of men and women. Women—with the exception of maladjusted—”

	“Hey, there!” Esther was staring over his shoulder with her nostrils flaring respectfully. “You’ve done quite a job! It doesn’t look a bit prefabricated, Paul. But it must have been expensive getting priorities for those sections on the Diesel snow trains. And you banged it together in one week by yourself ? Quite a job!”

	“I would appreciate it if you stopped raving and told me—”

	“Your house…your Cape Cod cottage! It’s perfect.”

	“My what?” Paul Marquis spun around.

	Esther slid the right-hand door back into its slot and stepped delicately onto the mud. “I’ll bet you have it half furnished, too. And full of the crazy domestic gimmicks you’re always working out. Downy old duck, aren’t you? ‘Come on, Es, I want to ask your advice on where to stick a house on that land I bought!’ So go on and smirk: don’t worry, I won’t have the gall to say I knew it all the time.”

	Marquis watched the progress of her feminized blue jeans up the bush-infested hill toward the green and white cottage with anything but a smirk.

	Finally, he swung madly over the side, slipped headlong into the mud, picked himself up and clambered on, dripping great brown chunks of Canadian soil as he thudded up the slope.

	Esther nodded at him as he approached, her hand truculent on the long, old-fashioned doorknob. “What’s the sense of locking doors in this wilderness? If anyone were going to burglarize, they could smash a window quite easily and help themselves while you were away. Well, don’t stand there looking philosophical—make with the key, make with the key!”

	“The…the key.” Dazed, he took a small key chain out of his pocket, looked at it for a moment, then shoved it back violently. He ran a hand through a tangle of blond hair and leaned against the door. It opened.

	The bacteriologist trotted past him as he clawed at the post to retain his balance. “Never could get the hang of those prehistoric gadgets. Photoelectric cells will be good enough for my children, and they’re good enough for me. Oh, Paul! Don’t tell me your sense for the fitness of things extends no further than atomic nuclei. Look at that furniture!”

	“Furniture?” he asked very weakly. Slowly, he opened eyes which had been tightly closed while he leaned against the door. He took in the roomful of chairs and tables done in the sprouting-from-one-center-leg style which was currently popular. “Furniture!” he sighed and carefully closed his eyes again.

	Esther Sakarian shook her sober head with assurance. “New Single-Support just doesn’t go in a Cape Cod cottage. Believe me, Paul, your poetic soul may want to placate your scientific mind by giving it superfunctional surroundings, but you can’t do it in this kind of a house. Furthermore, just by looking at that retouched picture of Caroline you have pasted to your Geiger counter, I know she wouldn’t approve. You’ll have to get rid of at least—”

	He had come up to her side and stood plucking the sleeve of her bright plaid shirt. “Esther,” he muttered, “my dear, sweet, talkative, analytical, self-confident Esther—please sit down and shut up!”

	She dropped into a roundly curved seat, staring at him from angled eyebrows. “You have a point to make?”

	“I have a point to make!” Paul told her emphatically. He waved wildly at the modern furniture which seemed to be talking slang in the pleasant, leisurely room. “All this, the house, the furniture, the accessories, was not only not built nor sent here by me, but…but wasn’t here a week ago when I came out with the man from the land office and bought the property. It shouldn’t be here!”

	“Nonsense! It couldn’t just—” She broke off.

	He nodded. “It did just. But that only makes me feel crazy. What makes me positively impatient for a jacket laced securely up the back is the furniture. It’s the kind of furniture I thought of whenever Caroline talked about building this cottage. But the point is this: I knew she wanted to stuff it full of New England antique, and—since I feel a woman’s place is in the home—I never argued the point. I never mentioned buying Single-Support to her; I’ve never mentioned the idea to anyone. And every chair and table in this room is exactly what I thought it should be—privately!”

	Esther had been listening to him with an expanding frown. Now she started an uneasy giggle, and cut it off before it began to throb. “Paul, I know you’re too neurotic to be insane, and I’m willing to admit my leg isn’t pretty enough for you to pull. But this…this— Look, the house may have been dropped by a passing plane; or possibly Charles Fort had the right idea. What you’re trying to tell me about the furniture, though— It makes for belly butterflies!”

	“Mine have electric fans on their wings,” he assured her. “Now let’s try to stay calm. Let’s hold hands and go into the kitchen. If there’s a certain refrigerator-sink-stove combination—”

	There was. Paul Marquis gripped the sleek enamel and whistled “The Pilgrim’s Chorus” through his teeth.

	“I will a-ask you to c-consider this f-fact,” he said at last, shakenly. “This particular rig is one which I worked out on the back of an envelope from Caroline at three-fifteen yesterday when the big dredge got kinked up and I had nothing else to do. Prior to that time, all I knew was that I wanted something slightly different in the way of an all-in-one kitchen unit. This is what I drew.”

	Esther patted the sides of her face as if she were trying to slap herself back into sanity ever so gently. “Yes, I know.”

	“You do?”

	“You may not remember, Mr. Marquis, but you showed me the drawing in the mess hall at supper. Since it was too fantastically expensive to be considered seriously, I suggested shaping the refrigerator like a sphere so that it would fit into the curve of the stove. You chucked out your lower lip and agreed. The refrigerator is shaped like a sphere and fits into the curve of the stove.”
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