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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Theodore Sturgeon with his third wife, Marion Sturgeon.
Halloween, 1961 or 1962, in the Streibel House,
Woodstock, New York.




foreword


Sturgeon, The Improbable Man


By Philip Klass (William Tenn)


I first met Ted Sturgeon in 1939 in an all-night cafeteria in New York City. The place was on West 57th Street between Eighth Avenue and Broadway, and around 2 a.m. served as a hangout for what might be called the midtown Bohemians. These were indigent writers and artists and actors and students, as well as many of the orators from Columbus Circle. The Circle, in its very close proximity to Central Park, was then pretty much the American version of the London’s debaters’ heaven, Hyde Park.


I met his slightly older brother, Peter, at the same time. I called Peter, who had just returned, utterly disillusioned and spent, from fighting on the Loyalist side in the Spanish Civil War, I called Peter “the real Sturgeon.” I called Ted “the improbable Sturgeon,” why I didn’t know right then. But as I got to know him, I realized my original instinct had been exactly right.


My friend Rouben Samberg brought me over to meet him. Rouben was a very, very indigent painter who was just then about to give up the easel for the camera and was thereby to find enormous riches in advertising. He knew I was trying to write science fiction.


“Listen, Phil,” he said, grabbing my arm and pointing me at a table in the rear of the cafeteria. “Your ambition is very clear and simple: You aspire to starve for art in the pulps. I want you to meet someone who’s already made it. This is Ted Sturgeon, a successful, selling pulp writer. He’s starving.”


I shook hands with Ted and his brother, Peter, sitting beside him. Peter was thin and gloomy, prematurely slightly bald and slightly gray. Ted was thin and vibrant, with dancing eyes under a head of surprisingly curly hair.


Both of them had half-filled cups of coffee in front of them, cups which they raised to their mouths from time to time but from which they were careful not to drink. (The deal was simple: If you had some coffee left in the cup, you were still a customer who was finishing his meal and the management would not ask you to leave the steam-heated cafeteria and go outside into the ice and snow of 57th Street. Therefore I had carried my own half-filled cup of coffee over to the Sturgeon table, and—as I sat down—I carefully put it in front of me as a token of cafeteria respectability.)


While Peter spoke gloomily and bitterly of his experiences in Spain (he had gone there to fight the fascist Franco on behalf of the Spanish Republic, had become a POUMist, and therefore had been treated with careful viciousness by the Stalinist-dominated Loyalists), Ted lifted the neck of a nonexistent guitar with his left hand and began fingering its chords. After a while, he picked up an imaginary pick with the other hand and carefully and intently played the imaginary guitar. And then, as Peter spoke of specific battles and intricate left-wing Spanish politics, Ted, still strumming the imaginary guitar, began singing in a very low voice, providing an unmistakable musical background to Peter’s what-should-I-call-it?—to Peter’s documentary.


He sang “Los Quatros Generales,” the original Spanish version of a song much sung in those days by intellectuals who saw themselves as on the side of the hard-pressed Loyalist government of Spain, the government fighting for its very existence against Francisco Franco and the powers of fascism. I had only heard it up to then in its English version, “The Four Insurgent Generals.”


When Ted had finished singing—still in a very, very low voice, for why irritate the management or the busboys of the cafeteria?—and Peter had paused in his tale of a bloody night along the Ebro, I asked Ted with a bit of a chuckle why he didn’t get himself a real guitar.


“I have a real guitar,” he said. “But it’s in hock right now. If Campbell buys my new story for Unknown, I’ll get it out. Then you must come and visit me, and I’ll play for you.”


He phoned me two weeks later and told me the story had sold. He gave me his address and asked me to come to his furnished room that evening. By then I had read his first sale to Astounding, “Ether Breather,” and not thought too much of it. But I was terribly impressed with the fact that he was truly a published writer, and, above all, a published writer in my favorite magazine, Street & Smith’s Astounding.


He played a lot of wonderful stuff for me, but I’m afraid I was a wee bit snotty about his performance. After all, I told myself, I had recently heard both Leadbelly and Woody Guthrie in the same room, taking turns: Leadbelly on his twelve-string guitar, playing his own “It’s a Bourgeois Town”; Guthrie in his cowboy hat, playing his own “Talking Dust Bowl.”


This, of course, was years before Sturgeon came back from a disastrous couple of years in the tropics with a quiverful of wonderful songs which I and others would beg him to play again and again at parties and science fiction conventions.


One of the songs he played that night, as cockroaches marched up and down the walls of his furnished room, was something he had written to a girl he’d just met, celebrating in verse after verse her “deux yeux si bleu.” Then he played her reply, a delightful little piece in which she thanked him for the song but mused over the cruel dommage that her eyes were “brun pas bleu.”


Very definitely the improbable Sturgeon, I thought.


No, back then I was not all that impressed with Sturgeon as a guitarist, but when it came to sheer writing, it was a totally different matter.


He showed me manuscripts on which he was working for John Campbell’s Unknown, the sister magazine of Astounding.


He showed me early versions and first drafts of “Shottle Bop” and “Yesterday Was Monday” and “It.” I read them and grew more and more impressed.


He told me what he had been living on before selling work to Campbell and after having been beached as a seaman: short-short stories to the McClure daily newspaper syndicate for which the pay was five dollars (five dollars!) … on publication. (True, money went a lot farther then, but after he had paid his room rent of four dollars a week, indeed there was not very far at all left to go.)


Then he asked me what kind of ideas I had been trying to develop into science fiction or fantasy stories. He listened, and broke my plots down into their constituent elements, discussing them first in terms of craft, then in terms of art. “You must always begin with craft,” he cautioned, “but you must always move to art. Else why bother?”


It is no overstatement to say that my lips were dry with awe by the time I left.


Then there were three and a half years of war for me, and marriage and a family and a stint in construction work in the tropics for Ted. We lost touch with each other until I read a published letter by him that gave his current address on Eighth Avenue in Manhattan. By that time I had read his “Killdozer,” and—to me, even more important—his “Microcosmic God.” I looked him up, determined not to show the enormous admiration which I was beginning to feel for him as a writer.


He was delighted to learn that I had just sold my first story to John Campbell. He read the manuscript in carbon, approved it (which even then I felt was too nice of him), and asked what I was working on. I showed him my latest and as yet unsold story, “Child’s Play.”


“It’s good, Phil,” he said. “Quite good. Listen, I’m also operating as a literary agent these days. Would you like me to represent you?”


I told him I could think of nothing I’d like more. And so I became his client, along with other struggling unknowns like James Blish, and Damon Knight, and Judith Merril.


He was a very good agent, selling each of us to many more markets than we’d ever have thought of for ourselves.


But more important, far more important than his agenting were his critiques. The hours he spent discussing a character, a plot twist, a goddam single sentence! I never had an agent like that afterwards, and I’ve had many, ranging from quite poor to moderately superb. Ted, Ted was pure gold.


He was a most rare, most improbable combination. He was a true artist and poet who had an extraordinary amount of market savvy, unsurpassed in any commercial writer or literary agent I’ve encountered since. Except for a very brief period in his life when he wrote directly and only for John Campbell of Astounding, he was incapable of doing more than five consecutive sentences that were not literature—yet he was almost indecently proud of the medium, pulp science fiction, in which he worked and the statements which he felt only it could make.


When he asked Ray Bradbury to write an introduction to his first collection of short stories, Without Sorcery, and Bradbury came up with a piece praising Sturgeon’s work, but full of apologies about the cheapness and absurdity of most science fiction, Ted sent the intro back together with a letter that must have taken at least a quarter of an inch of skin off the full length of Bradbury’s body. This letter, please remember, was to a contemporary whose work Ted respected more than anyone else’s in the science fiction of that period. Bradbury returned a totally new introduction (note that in the publishing economy of that day, he correctly had no expectation of being paid a thin dime for either piece!) along with a beautifully written mea culpa. One of the word-pictures Bradbury painted in that second introduction was a view of Ted Sturgeon banging away at his typewriter as he sat under a gigantic toadstool around which other, nontyping, elves and various strange small creatures were romping merrily.


(And surely I will be pardoned for pointing out that today, individual hardbound copies of Without Sorcery bring many times more dollars than Ted got for his total advance and all his royalties on the book.)


All this, of course, was before Ted gave up his rather sizable agency, presenting it to Scott Meredith for nothing but zilch and good will. He always tended to be at his most improbable where his own finances were concerned. It was before the brief spell that he worked at a huge salary in the Time-Life publications circulation division, where he left behind him dozens of hilarious, coruscating anecdotes about his tenure and his contributions. And it was before …


It was before he at last found a comfortable literary home in Horace Gold’s Galaxy and Tony Boucher’s Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction—thus, before he was able to write stories that pleased him completely (“The [Widget], the [Wadget] and Boff,” for example) and that he felt were utterly his all the way through; it was before the novels like More Than Human and The Dreaming Jewels, where he could roam freely through his improbable mind and flex his improbable literary muscles.


And it was before—speaking of unlikely, improbable beauty—it was before he met and married Marion and had his second set of offspring, the first three of which were Robin, Tandy, and Noël (my wife, Fruma, when asked at that time about his children, used to reply, “He has one of each”).


It was also long, long before I broke up with a woman after a two-year relationship, and left my low-rent-despite-the-housing-shortage apartment to her, as a gentleman should. And Ted, hearing of this and knowing that I had barely the price of a single day’s hotel room in my pocket, insisted on turning over his just-acquired and newly decorated East Village flat to me. (“But Ted, where will you sleep?” “Oh, I have friends. Here and there.”)


Also, and finally, it was before we quarreled—over some inconsequential matter like politics or life and death—and didn’t see each other for far, far too many years.


My improbable friend, Theodore Hamilton Sturgeon, died in 1985. We, the world, were left with nothing but genuine probability and damn grim reality.


It is so much less than we had had.




editor’s note


Theodore Hamilton Sturgeon was born February 26, 1918, and died May 8, 1985. This is the eighth of a series of volumes that will collect all of his short fiction of all types and all lengths shorter than a novel. The volumes and the stories within the volumes are organized chronologically by order of composition (insofar as it can be determined). This eighth volume contains stories written in 1953, 1954, and 1955. The last two (short-short) stories were written in 1946 and 1947, and are out of chronological sequence because copies of them have only recently been found.


Preparation of each of these volumes would not be possible without the hard work and invaluable participation of Noël Sturgeon, Debbie Notkin, and our publishers, Lindy Hough and Richard Grossinger. I would also like to thank, for their significant assistance with this volume, William F. Seabrook, Phil Klass, the Theodore Sturgeon Literary Trust, Marion Sturgeon, Jayne Williams, Ralph Vicinanza, Jennifer Privateer, Paula Morrison, Alan Bostick, Eric Weeks, Robin Sturgeon, Kim Charnovsky, Cindy Lee Berryhill, T. V. Reed, and all of you who have expressed your interest and support.





Cactus Dance



The book, they decided, would bring Fortley Grantham back East if nothing else would, and at first I’d agreed with them. Later, I didn’t know. Later still, I hardly cared, for it grew heavy in my pack. Once, somewhere in the desert between Picacho and Vekol, two prospectors found me squatted on the scorching sand, heat-mad, dreaming out loud. It wouldn’t do for them to explain to me about the puncture in my canteen; I insisted that the book had soaked up my water as I walked, and I could get it back by wringing it out. I still have the book, and on it still are my tooth-marks.


By train and stage and horse and mule I went, and, when I had to, on foot. I cursed the Territories in general and Arizona in particular. I cursed Prescott and Phoenix and Maricopa; Sacaton on the Gila River Reservation and Snowflake on Silver Creek. At Brownell in the Quijotas I learned that William Howard Taft had signed the enabling act that would make a state of that hellish country, and thereafter I cursed him too. From time to time I even cursed myself and the stubborn streak which ran counter to comfort and career and intelligence itself—it would have been so simple, so wise, to go back to the green lawns of the Institute, the tinkle of teacups, to soft polite laughter and the coolth of ivied libraries.


But most of all, far and away most of all, from his books to his beard, from his scalp to his scholarship, I cursed Fortley Grantham who had leapt from the altitude of the Pudley Chair in Botany into this dehydrated wilderness. He could have died under the wheels of a brewery-dray, and I’d have wept and honored him. He might have risen to be Dean, perhaps even to Chairman. Failing these things, if he felt he must immolate himself in this special pocket of Hell, why, why could he not resign?


But no, not Fortley Grantham. He simply stayed out west, drifting, faintly radiating rumors that he was alive. If mail ever reached him, he never answered it. If he intended to return, he informed no one. He would not come back, he would not be decently dead, he would not resign.


And I wanted that Chair. I had worked for it. I had earned it. What was I to do—wait for some sort of Enoch Arden divorce between Grantham and the Chair, so that he would be legally dead and the Chair legally vacant? No, I must find him or his grave, bring him back or prove him dead.


His last letter had come from Silver King, and at Silver King they told me he’d gone to Florence. He had not, and I was tired and sick when I got there to learn that. A Mohave up from Arizola had seen him, though, and from there the trail led along the Union Pacific to Red Rock and then to the railhead at Silverbell.


Had it not been for a man of the cloth at Silverbell, a Reverend Sightly, I’d have lost the trail altogether. But the good man told me, with horror in his voice, of the orgies indulged in by the local Indians, who sat in a ring around a fire gobbling mescal buttons and having visions. I took the trouble to correct the fellow as to the source of the narcotic, which comes from the peyotl and not from the mescal at all, whereupon he grew positively angry with me—not, as I first supposed, because I had found him in error, but because he took me to be “that unholy scoundrel who has brought the gifts of science to aid and abet the ignorant savage in his degraded viciousness.” When at last I convinced him of the innocence of my presence and person, he apologized and explained to me that a renegade botanist was loose in the desert, finding the rare and fabled peyotl with unheard-of accuracy, and trading the beastly stuff to whomever wanted it.


From that point on the trail was long and winding, but at least it was clear. When I could, I enquired after Grantham, and when no one had heard of Grantham I had merely to ask about the problem of obtaining mescal buttons. Always there were stories of the white man who was not a prospector nor a miner nor a drummer nor anything else but the purveyor of peyotl. He was a tall, broad man with a red-and-silver beard and a way of cocking his head to one side a bit when he spoke. He was Grantham, all right—may the vultures gulp his eyeballs and die of it.


Between the Eagle Tails and Castle Dome is the head of Posas Valley, and at its head is a filthy little oasis called Kofa. I confess I was happy to see it. It was August, and the heat and the glare had put knobs like knuckles in my sinus tissues; I could feel them grind together as I breathed.


I was afoot, the spavined nag I had bought in Arlington having died in New Water Pass. I had a burro for my pack and gear, and it was all she could handle. She was old and purblind, and if she had left her strength and durability behind with her youth, she had at least left her stubbornness too. She carried the little she could and let me walk.


I could hardly have been more depressed. I had little money left, and less hope. My canteen was a quarter-full of tepid mud which smelled faintly of the dead horned toad I’d seen in the waterhole in the pass. My feet hurt and my hipjoints creaked audibly as I plodded along. Half silently I mumbled what I once facetiously had called my “Anthem for Grantham,” a sort of chant which ran:


… I shall people his classroom with morons. I shall have him seduced by his chambermaid and I shall report it to the Dean. I shall publicly refute his contention that the Echinopsis cacti are separate from the genus Cereus. I shall lock him in his rooms at banquet time on Founder’s Day. I shall uproot his windowboxes and spread rumors about him with the Alumni Association …


It was the only way I had left of cheering myself up.


For weeks now I had trailed the rumors of Grantham’s peyotl traffic farther and farther from peyotl grounds. It was saguaro country here, and all about they stretched their yearning, otherworldly arms out and upward, as if in search for a lover who might forget their thorns. Down the valley, westward, was a veritable forest of Dracenoideae, called yucca hereabouts. I did not know if yucca and peyotl could coexist, and I thought not. If not, my main method of trailing Grantham was lost.


In such hopeless depression I staggered into Kofa, which, primitive as it was, afforded a chance of better company than my black thoughts and a doddering burro. I knew better than to hope for a restaurant and so went to the sole source of refreshment, the bar.


It seemed so dark inside, after the merciless radiance outside, that I stood blinking like an owl for thirty seconds before I could orient myself. At last I could locate the bar and deduce that a man stood behind it.


I croaked out an order for a glass of milk, which the bartender greeted with a thundering laugh and the quotation of a price so fantastic that I was forced to order whiskey, which I despise. The fool’s nostrils spread when I demanded water with the whiskey, but he said nothing as he poured it from a stone jar.


I took the two glasses as far back in that ’dobe cavern as I could get from him, and slumped down into a chair. For a long moment there was nothing in my universe but the feel of my lips in the water, which, though alkaline, was wet and cool.


Only then, leaning back and breathing deeply, did I realize that someone sat across the table from me. He cocked his head on one side and said, “Well, well! If Mahomet won’t come to the mountain, the Institute brings forth a mouse.”


“Dr. Grantham!”


He watched me for a moment and then laughed. It was the same laugh, the deep rumble, the flash of strong white teeth which I used to envy so much. His eyes opened after it and he leaned forward. “Better shut your mouth now, sonny.”


I had not realized it was open. I shut it and felt it with my fingers while I looked at him. He was in worn Levi’s and a faded shirt to which had been sewn four or five extra pockets and a sort of shoulder cape with its lower edge cut into a fringe in the buckskin style. His hair and beard were untrimmed. His hands seemed stiff with yellowish calluses in the palms, and they were indifferently clean. A broad strap hung over one shoulder and across his chest to support a large leather pouch. He was a far cry from Fortley Grantham, M.A., F.B.S., D.Sc., with lifetime tenure of the Pudley Chair in Botany at the Institute; yet there was no mistaking him.


“Big Horn!” he roared to the bartender. “Set ’em up here. This here’s a perfessor from back East an’ we’re goin’ to have a faculty meetin’.” That’s how he pronounced it—“perfessor.” He dealt me a stunning thump on the left biceps. “Right, Chip?”


“Chip?” I looked behind me; there was no one there. And the bartender’s name obviously was Big Horn. It penetrated that he was calling me Chip. “You surely haven’t forgotten my name, Doctor.”


“I surely ain’t, Doctor,” he said mimicking my voice. He smiled engagingly. “Everybody’s got two names,” he explained, “the name they’s born with an’ the name I think they ought to have. The name you ought to have, now, it’s Chip. There’s a little crittur lives in an’ out of the rocks, sits up straight an’ looks surprised, holds up its two little paws, an’ lets its front teeth hang out. Chipmunk, they call it back East, though it’s a rock squirrel other places. Get me, Chip?”


I put both hands on the table and pressed my lips together. Big Horn arrived just then and put more whiskey down before me. I said coldly, “No, thank you.” Big Horn paid absolutely no attention to me, but walked away leaving the whiskey where it was.


“Come on, climb down. This ain’t the hallowed halls.”


“That is the one thing I’m sure of,” I said haughtily.


He shook his head in pity. He looked down at his glass and his eyebrows twitched. He made no attempt to say anything and I began to feel that perhaps I, not he, should be making the overtures. I said, for want of anything better, “I suppose ‘Big Horn’ is another of your appellations.”


He nodded. “To him it’s a sort of compliment.” He laughed. “Some people carry their vanity in the damnedest places.”


I felt I should not pursue this, somehow. He tilted his head and said, “You’re not jumpin’ salty because I call you Chip?”


“I don’t read a compliment into it.”


“Shucks, now, son—they’re real purty little animals!” He waved. “Drink up now, an’ warm yoreself. I’m not insultin’ you. You wouldn’t be wonderin’ about it if I did—I’d see to that. Don’t you understand, I was callin’ you Chip—privately, I mean—from the minute I saw you, years back.”


“I was beginning to think,” I said acidly, “that you had forgotten everything that happened before you came to Arizona.”


“Never fear, colleague,” he intoned in precisely the voice that once boomed through the lecture halls. “I can still distinguish a rhizome from a tuber and a faculty tea from deep hypnosis.” Instantly he reverted to this appalling new self. “I got a handle too. They call me Buttons.”


“To what characteristic is that attributed?”


He looked at me admiringly. “I druther listen to that kind of talk than a thirsty muleskinner cussin’.” He pulled at the thongs that tied down the flap of his pouch, reached in, and tossed a handful of what seemed to be small desiccated mushrooms to me.


I picked one up, squeezed it, turned it over, smelled it. “Lophophora.”


“Good boy,” he said sincerely. “Know which one?”


“Williamsii, I think.”


“Sharp as a sidewinder’s front fang,” he said, giving me another of those buffets. “Hereabouts they’re mescal buttons.”


“Oh,” I said. “Oh yes. So they call you Buttons. You—uh—are rather widely known in connection with this—uh—vegetable.”


He laughed. “I didn’t think a botanist ever used the word ‘vegetable.’”


I ignored this. I rose. “One moment, please. I think I can show you that you have a wider reputation in this matter than you realize.”


He made as if to stop me but did not. I went out to my burro. She was standing like a stone statue in the blazing sun, her upper lip just touching the surface of the water in the horse-trough, breathing water-vapor in patient ecstasy. I dug into my pack and wormed out the book. Inside again, I placed it carefully by Grantham’s glass.


He looked at it, at me, then picked it up. Holding it high, he moved his head back and his chin in with the gesture of a seaman forcing his horizoned eyes to help with threading a needle.


“Journal of the Botanical Sciences,” he read. “Catalogue, Volume Four, revised. 1910, huh? Right up to the minute. Oh bully.” He squinted. “Cactaceae. Phyla and genera reclassified. Hey, Big Horn,” he roared, “the perfessor here’s got reclassified genera.”


The bartender clucked sympathetically. Grantham leafed rapidly. “Nice. Nice.”


“We thought you’d like it. Look up lophophora.”


He did. Suddenly he grunted as if I had kneed him, and stabbed a horny forefinger onto the page. “‘Lophophora granthamii’ I’ll be Billy-be-damned! So they took note of old Grantham, did they?”


“They did. As I said, you are widely known in connection with peyotl.”


He chuckled. He made no attempt to hide the fact that he was vastly pleased.


“When you were sending back specimens and reports, you were of great value to us,” I pointed out. I coughed. “Something seems—ah—to have happened.”


He kept his eyes on the listing, wagging his big head delightedly. “Yup, yup,” he said. “Something happened.” He suddenly snapped the book closed and slid it across to me. “Last thing in the world I ever expected to see again.”


“I didn’t think you would, either,” I said bitterly. “Dr. Grantham—”


“Buttons,” he corrected.


“Dr. Grantham, I have traveled across this continent and through some of the most Godforsaken topography on Earth just to put this volume in your hands.”


He started. I think that he realized only then that I had sought him out, that this was no accident on a field trip.


“You didn’t!” He lifted his glass and tossed it to his lips, found it empty, looked around in a brief confusion, then reached and took mine. He wiped his mouth with the bristly back of his hand. “What in hell for?”


I tapped the book. “If I may speak frankly—”


“Fire away.”


“We felt that this might—uh—bring you back to your senses.”


“I got real healthy senses.”


“Dr. Grantham, you don’t understand. You—you—” I floundered, picked up my second whiskey and drank some of it. It made my eyes stream. My throat made a sort of death-rattle and suddenly I could breathe again. I could feel the whiskey sinking a tap-root down my esophagus while tendrils raced up and out to my earlobes where, budding, they began to heat.


“You left for a field trip and did not return. You were granted your sabbatical year to cover this because of your prominence in the field and because of the excellence of the collections you sent back; specimens such as the peyotl now named for you. Then the specimens dwindled and ceased, the reports dwindled and ceased—and then nothing, nothing at all.”


He scratched his thick pelt of red-and-silver. “Reckon I just figured it didn’t matter much no more.”


“Didn’t matter?” I realized I squeaked, and then that my voice was high and nagging, but I no longer cared. “Don’t you realize that as long as you are alive you hold the Pudley Chair?”


I saw the glint in his eye and clutched his wrist. “If you shout out to that bartender that you have a Pudley Chair, I’ll—I’ll—” I whispered, but could not finish for the cannonade of rich laughter he sent up. I sat tense and furious, helpless to do or say anything until he finished. At last he wiped his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he said sincerely, quite as if he were civilized. “You caught me off guard. I’m really sorry, Professor.”


“It’s all right,” I lied. “Doctor, I want that Chair if you don’t. I’ve worked hard for it. I’ve earned it. I—I need it.”


“Well gosh, son, go to it. It’s all yours.”


I had wanted to hear that for so long, I’d dreamed of it so much—and now, hearing it, I became furiously angry. “Why didn’t you resign?” I shouted. “That’s all you had to do, resign, put a two-cent stamp on an envelope, save me all this work, this worry—I nearly died with a hole in my canteen,” I wept, waving at the pottery kiln they call “outdoors” in this terrible land. “Two horses I killed, my work is waiting, my books, students—”


I found myself patting the table inarticulately, glaring into his astonished eyes. “Why?” I yelled. “Why, why, why—” I moaned.


He got up and came round the table and stood behind me. On my shoulders he put two huge warm hands like epaulets. “I didn’t know, son. I—damn it, I did know, I guess.” I hated myself for it, but my shoulders shook suddenly. He squeezed them. “I did know. I reckon I just didn’t care.”


He took his hands away and went back to his chair. He must have made a sign because Big Horn came back with more whiskey.


After a time I said, with difficulty, “All the way out here I hated you, understand that? I’m not—I don’t—I mean, I never hated anything before, I lived with books and people who talk quietly and—and scholastic honors … Damn it, Dr. Grantham, I admired and respected you, you understand? If you’d stayed at the Institute for the next fifty years, then for fifty years I’d’ve been happy with it. I admired the Chair and the man who was in it, things were the way they should be. Well, if you didn’t want to stay, good. If you didn’t want the Chair, good. But if you care so little about it—and I respect your judgment—you understand?”


“Oh gosh yes. Shut up awhile. Drink some whiskey. You’re going to bust yourself up again.”


We sat quietly for a time. At length he said, “I didn’t care. I admit it. Not for the Institute nor the Chair nor you. I should’ve cared about you, or anyone else who wanted it as bad as you do. I’m sorry. I’m real sorry. I got—involved. Other things came to be important.”


“Peyotl. Selling drugs to the Indians,” I snarled. “You’ve probably got a nice little heap of dust salted away!”


The most extraordinary series of expressions chased each other across his face. I think if the first one—blind fury—had stayed, I’d have been dead in the next twelve seconds.


“I don’t have any money,” he said gently. “Just enough for a stake every once in a while, so I can—” He stared out at the yellow-white glare. Then, as if he had not left an unfinished sentence, he murmured, “Peyotl. Professor, you know better than to equate these buttons with opium and hashish. Listen, right near here, in the seventeenth century, there used to be a mission called Santo de Jesús Peyotes. Sort of looks as if the Spanish priests thought pretty well of it, hm? Listen,” he said urgently, “Uncle Sam brought suit against an Indian by the name of Nah-qua-tah-tuck, because Uncle’s mails had been used to ship peyotl around. When the defense witnesses were through testifying about how peyotl-eaters quit drinking, went back to their wives, and began to work hard; when a sky pilot name of Prescott testified about his weekly services where he served the stuff to his parish, and they were the most God-fearing parish in the Territories, why, Uncle Sam just packed up and went right back home.”


I knew something of the forensics of the alkaloid mescaline. I said, “Well and good, but you haven’t told me how you—how you could—”


“Easy, ea—sy,” he soothed, and just in time too. “Chip, you’re the injured party, for sure. I wish I could—well, make up for it, part way.”


“Perhaps we’d just better not talk about it.”


“No, wait.” He studied me. “Chip, I’m going to tell you about it. I’m going to tell you how a man like me could do what he’s done, how he could find something more important than all the Institutes running. But—”


I waited.


“—I don’t expect you to believe it. Want to hear it anyway? It’s the truth.”


I thought about it. If I left him now, the Chair waiting for me, my personal and academic futures assured—wouldn’t that content me?


It wouldn’t, I answered myself. Because Grantham wouldn’t return or resign. I’d lost two years, almost. I should know why I’d lost them. I had to know. I’d lost them because Grantham was callous and didn’t care; or because Grantham was crazy; or because of something much bigger “than all the Institutes running.” Which?


“Tell me, then.”


He hesitated, then rose. “I will.” He thumped his chest, and it sounded like the grumble you hear sometimes after heat lightning. “But I’ll tell it my way. Come on.”


“Where?”


He tossed a thumb toward the west. “The forest.”


The “forest” was the heavy growth of Draconaenoideae I’d seen down in the valley. It was quite a haul and I was still tired, but I got up anyway. Grantham gave me an approving look. He went outside and unstrapped my pack from the burro. “We’ll let Big Horn hold this.” He took it inside and emerged a moment later.


“Why don’t you leave your pouch?”


Grantham twinkled. “They call me Buttons, remember? I never leave this anywhere.”


We walked for nearly an hour in silence. The yucca appeared along the trail in ones and twos, then in clusters and clumps with spaces between. Their presence seemed to affect Grantham in some way. He began to walk with his head up, instead of fixing his eyes on the path, and his mind God knows where.


“See there?” he said once. He pointed to what was left of a shack, weed-grown and ruined. I nodded but he had nothing more to offer.


A little later, as we passed a fine specimen of melocactus, the spiny “barrel,” Grantham murmured, “It’s easy to fall under the spell of the cacti. You know. It caught you a thousand miles away from here. Ever smell the cereus blooming at night, Chip? Ever wonder what makes the Turk’s-head wear a fez? Why can’t a chinch-bug make cochineal out of anything but nopal? And why the spines, why? When most of ’em would be safe from everyone and everything even sliced up with gravy on …”


I answered none of his questions, because at first I thought them foolish. I thought, it’s like asking why hair grows on a cat’s back but not on its nose—then gradually I began to yield, partly because it seemed after all that a cactus is indeed a stranger thing than a cat—or a human, for that matter; and partly because it was Grantham, the Grantham, who murmured these things.


“This will do,” he said suddenly, and stopped.


The trail had widened and then disappeared, to continue three hundred yards down the valley where again the yucca grew heavily. Flash floods had cut away the earth to leave an irregular sandy shelf on the north side, and Grantham swung up on this and squatted on his heels. I followed slowly and sat beside him.


He bowed his head and pressed his heavy eyebrow ridges against his knees, hugging his legs hard. He radiated tension, and, just as noticeably, the tension went away. He raised his head slowly and looked off down the valley. I followed his gaze. The bald hills were touched to gold by the dropping sun, and their convoluted shadows were a purple that was black, or a black that was purple. Grantham began to talk.


“Back there. That shack.”


He paused. I recalled it.


He said, “Used to be a family there. Mexican. Miguel, face as hard and bald as those hills, and a great fat wife like a suet pudding with a toupee. Inside Miguel was soft and useless and cruel the way only lazy people can be cruel. And the wife was hickory with thorns, inside, with another kind of cruelty. Miguel would never go out of his way to be kind. The woman would travel miles, work days on end, to be cruel.


“Kids.”


Somewhere a lizard scuffled, somewhere a gopher sent the letter B in rapid, expert Morse. I held two fingers together, and with one eye closed used the fingers to cover the sun limb to limb. When the lower limb peeped under my finger, Grantham’s breath hissed in and out quickly, once each, and he said, “They had kids. Two or three pigeon-breasted toddlers. One other. But I met her later.


“That was when I first came, when I was doing that collecting and reporting that impressed you all so much. I arranged with Miguel the same deal I had with others before: he was to keep his eyes open for this plant or that, or an unseasonal flower; and certain kinds he was to cut and save for me, and others he was to locate and lead me to. He’d get a copper or two for what I liked, and once in a while a dime just to keep ’em going. Quite a trick when no one speaks the other’s language and the signs you make mean different things all around. Still, the law of averages figures here, too, and I always got my money’s worth.


“I made my deal and he called in the family, all but one, and when all the heads were nodding and the jabbering stopped, I waved my hand and headed this way. Miguel shouted something at me a moment later, and I turned and saw them all clustered together looking at me bug-eyed, but I didn’t know what he meant, so I just waved and walked on. They didn’t wave back.


“I’d about reached where we’re sitting now when I heard a sort of growl up ahead. I’d been looking at the flora all the way up, and never noticed the things I’d smell or hear or just—just feel now. Anyway, I looked up and the first thing I saw was a little girl standing here in the cut. The second thing was a black roiling wall of water and cloud towering up and over me, coming down like a dynamited wall. The third thing was a gout of white spray thirty feet tall squirting out of the landscape not a quarter of a mile away.


“How long does it take to figure things out at a time like that? It was like standing still for forty minutes, thinking it out laboriously, and at the same time being able to move only two feet a minute like a slow loris. Actually I suppose I looked up, then jumped, but a whole lot happened in that second.


“I shouted and was beside the girl in two steps. She didn’t move. She was looking at the sky and the spume with the largest, darkest eyes I have ever seen. She was a thin little thing like the rest of Miguel’s litter. She was by no means pretty; her face was badly pocked and either she’d lost a front tooth or so or the second set had never made up its mind to go on with the job.


“Thing is, she was a native and I wasn’t. To me the flash flood was a danger, but she was completely unafraid. It wasn’t a stupid calm. If ever there was a package of sensitivity, this was it. How can I describe it? Look, you know how a beloved house-cat watches you enter a room? The paws are turned under, the eyes are one-third open, and the purr goes on and on like a huge and sleepy bee. The cat can do that because it means no violence to you and you mean no violence to it.


“Now imagine coming suddenly on a wild deer—how would you feel if it looked up at you with just such fearlessness? It was as if violence couldn’t occur near this girl. It was unthinkable. Before her was this hellish wall of water and beside her a rather large bearded stranger shouting like a rag-peddler, and there she stood, awake, aware, not stunned, not afraid.


“I scooped her up and made for the bank. I—I had help. I thought at the time it was the vanguard of that tall press of wind. Later I thought—I don’t know what I thought, but anyway, the yuccas folded toward me, tangling their leathery swords together; even at their tips I had something thick as your arm and strong as an anchor-cable to take hold of. I swung up past one, two, three of them that way and then the williwaw came down shouting and knocked me flat as a domino.


“I twisted as I fell so I wouldn’t land on the child. I held her tight to me with my right arm, and I threw up my left as some sort of guard over both of us. I distinctly saw a forty-foot Chaya cactus twist past overhead, and then I was hit. By what, I couldn’t say, but it hit my left forearm and my left fist came down on my chin, and that, for me, was the end of that part of the adventure.


“When I opened my eyes I thought first I’d gone blind, and then it came to me that it was night, a black, scudding night, cold the way only this crazy either-or-and-all-the-way country can get. I was shaking like a gravel-sorter. Something had hold of my arm, which hurt, and I tried to pull it away and couldn’t.


“It was the kid. She was crouched beside me, holding my left forearm in both her hands. She wasn’t shivering. Her hands were warm, too, though I suppose anything over forty degrees would feel warm just then. I stopped pulling and heaved up to see what I could see. The scud parted and let a sick flicker of moon show through, and that helped.


“I had a five-inch gash in my arm—up and down, fortunately, not across, so it had missed any major blood-vessel. I could see the two ends of the cut, but between those ends lay the girl’s hands. Their pressure was firm and unwavering, and clotted blood had cemented her to me nice as you please. And she’d been sitting there holding the edges of the cut together—how long? Three hours? Four, five? I didn’t know. I don’t know now.


“She tugged at me gently and we got our feet under us. We scrabbled down the bank until I could see the deep, strong creek that hadn’t been there that afternoon. We went downstream a piece until the bank shelved, squatted by the edge, and got her hands and my arm together into the water. In a few moments she worked a hand free, then the other. I bled a bit then, but not too much, and she helped me tie on my kerchief.


“I sat down, partly to rest, mostly to look at her. She looked right back, with that same fearlessness showing even in the scudding dark. I thanked her but she didn’t say anything. I grinned at her but she didn’t smile. She just looked at me, not appraising, not defiant, just liking what she saw, and unafraid.


“I took her back to Miguel’s. The old lady was raising particular hell, shaking her fists at the sky. Their rotten corral-pole was down and they’d lost two head of their hairy, bony, bot-ridden scrub cattle. I got a vague impression of two of the little ones staring big-eyed and scared from the drafty corner. I propelled the girl forward to the doorway and the old sow put out a claw and snatched her inside. I thought she raised her fist but I wasn’t ready to believe anything like that. Not that night. Then the door was closed and I slogged off toward Kofa.


“About ten minutes later I saw her again, standing by the bank just out of the shadows of the yucca. If the moon hadn’t flashed I’d have missed her altogether. She faded back into the shadows and when I reached the place she was gone, though I yelled my head off. I do believe she had come to see for sure if I could navigate all right. How she got clear of the house and passed me in the dark is another thing I’ll never know.


“It was a couple of days before I could get around easily with that arm. It was badly bruised and it swelled like a goatskin bottle, but the cut healed faster than a cut like that ought to. Call it clean air and good constitution, if you like. Got any makings?”


“I don’t smoke,” I said.


“That’s right.” He sighed. “No matter.


“Well, a couple of days later I went back. Miguel had quite a pile of stuff for me. Good stuff, too, a lot of it. A colchicum, or what looked like one, but without the bulging ‘corm’ at the base; a gloriosa with, by God, pink petals; a Chaya only eight inches tall. Lot of junk, too, of course, and maybe more treasures—I wouldn’t know. I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye—and there, just off Miguel’s reservation, the girl stood in the shadows.


“Herf!” he snorted, “once in the West Indies I cut into a jungle glade and saw a wild magnolia as big as my head. It was so big, so pale in the dimness that I was actually scared; might just as well’ve been a lion for a second or so, the way I jumped. This kid, she gleamed out of the shadows the same way.


“Like the big brainless buffalo I am, I had to straighten up and wave and grin, and before I could blink the old lady flashed off and collared the kid. My God, you wouldn’t believe how that two-ton carcass could move! She’d caught her and had cuffed her in the face, forward and back, three times before I could get the slack out of my jaw.


“I don’t know what sort of a noise I made but whatever it was it stopped her as if I’d thrown a brick. I got the girl away from her and then I went back and with my machete I chopped up the specimens into ensilage. Talk about substitution! I was wild!


“When the red fog went away I conveyed to Miguel that there was no chapa for him this day nor any other day when I saw them strike a child. Once he got the idea he turned and bitterly berated his wife, who screamed some things the gist of which was that I was an ungrateful scut because she had hit the child only for bringing no specimens. Miguel bellowed something to her and then turned to me all scrapes and smiles, and promised to arrange everything any way I wanted it.


“I growled like a grampus and charged off downstream. I was mad at everything and everybody. I’ve since gotten a cormless colchicum but I never saw another dwarf Chaya. Well … the things you do …


“I’d stamped along perhaps a hundred yards before I became aware that I still held the girl’s arm. I stopped at once and hunkered down and gave her a hug and told her how sorry I was.


“She had two angry welts on one side of her face and three on the other; and she had those eyes; and you know, those eyes were just the way they’d been when I first saw them, fearless and untouched and untouchable.


“I’d had a strange semi-dream the day before, when I was trying to sleep through the throbbing of my arm. It was a sort of visualization of what would have happened in the flood if I hadn’t been there, like a cinematograph, if you’ve ever seen one of the things. There she stood, and when the water reached her it turned and went around her, and the wind too, just as if she were under a bell-jar. Hm! But it wasn’t like that, and here were the bruises on her face to prove it. At the same time the vision was correct, for no matter what happened to her, it couldn’t really reach her. See what I mean?”


“Cowed,” I said. “Poor kid.”


He put his hands together and squeezed them for a moment. I think he was angry at me. Then he relaxed. “Not cowed, Chip. You have to be afraid for that. Fearless, don’t you understand? As much fear as a granite cliff looking at a hurricane, as much as a rose listening to garden shears.”


“Beyond me,” I said.


“Beyond me too,” he said immediately. He looked at me. “I’ll stop now?”


“Stop? No!”


“Very well. Don’t forget, I didn’t tell you to believe me. All I said was that it was the truth.” He looked up at the sky. “I must hurry … “She didn’t answer my hug or my apologies, but somehow I knew they reached the places where fear could not. Then I remembered what was in my specimen bag. I’d managed to find a child’s dress in the trading post at Kofa. It was white with blue polka dots all over it, made of some heavy, hard-finish material that ought to wear a hole in sandpaper. I didn’t think too much of it myself—it was only the best I could do—but I can’t describe what happened when I handed it over.


“I mean just that, Chip—I can’t describe it. Look, she couldn’t or wouldn’t talk. Whether she could hear or not I don’t know. And she might as well have been born without motor nerves in her face, or at least her cheeks, because not once did she ever smile.


“Yet she stood looking at the dress when I shook it out, and perhaps her eyes got rounder. She didn’t move, so I held it up against her. She put those eyes on me and slowly brought her hands together in front of her. I nodded my head and smiled and told her to go ahead, put it on, it’s for you. And then she—”


Grantham twisted his thick forefinger into and out of his beard, picked up a pebble, threw it, watching studiously.


“—began to glow,” he continued. “This Arizona moon, in the fall, when the brush-fires shroud the sky … the moon’s up, full, off the hills and you can’t see it, and gradually you know it’s there. It isn’t a thing, it’s a place in the sky, that’s all. Then it rises higher, and the smoke blows down, and it gets brighter and brighter and brighter until—you don’t know how or just when—you realize you could read a man’s palm by it. The kid did that, somehow. When whatever she felt was at peak you—sort of—had to squinch up your eyes to see her.” He punched the sand. “I don’t know,” he muttered.


“She put up her hands to shuck out of the rag she was wearing and I turned my back. In a second she danced past me, wearing the blue-dotted dress. Her and that quiet, pock-marked, unsmiling little face, glowing like that, spinning like a barn swallow, balancing like a gull. Ever see a bird smile, Chip? A lily laugh? Does a passionflower have to sing? Hell. I mean, hell. Some people don’t have to say anything.


“That was the first day I saw her do what I called her Yucca Dance. She stood on the cap of a rise in the yucca forest and the fresh damp buffalo grass hiding her feet. With her elbows close to her sides, her forearms stretched upward and her hands out, she just barely moved her fingers, and I suddenly got the idea—the still, thick stem, the branching of leaves, the long slender neck and crown of flowers.


“I laughed like a fool and ran to the nearest cactus. I pulled two firm white blossoms and went and put them in her hair, and stepped back, laughing. Both of them fell out, and she made no attempt to pick them up. I caught her eyes then, and I got the general idea that I’d made some sort of mistake. I stumbled back, feeling like a damned idiot, and she went back into her trance, being a yucca awaiting the wind.


“And when the wind came she made the only sound I ever heard from her, but for her footsteps. It was, in miniature, precisely the whispering of the leather leaves touching together. When the wind gusted, her whisper was with it, and she leaned with—with the—other—Chip?”


I said, “Yes, Grantham.”


“You don’t forget it, standing in her white dress with blue spots, rooted and spreading and stretched, whispering in the wind. Chip?”


I answered again.


“You know about the moth, Chip?”


I said, “Pronuba yuccasella.”


He grinned. It was good to see his face relax. “Good entomology, for a botanist.”


“Not especially,” I said. “Pronuba’s a fairly botanical sort of bug.”


“Mmm.” He nodded. “It doesn’t eat anything but yucca nectar, and the yucca blossom can be fertilized by no other insect. Chip, did you know a termite can’t digest cellulose?”


“Out of my line.”


“Well, it can’t,” said Grantham. “But there’s a bacterium lives in his belly that can. And what he excretes, the termite feeds on.”


“Symbiosis,” I said.


“Wonder how you’d get along,” he mused, “with folks who didn’t know as much as you do? Yes, symbiosis. Two living things as dissimilar as a yucca and a moth, and neither can live without the other.”


“Like Republicans and Dem—”


“Ah, stow it, cork it, and shove it,” Grantham said bluntly. He looked at the western hills, and the light put blood on his great lion’s head. “Pretty natural thing, that symbiosis. Lot of it around.”


He began to talk again, rapidly, with, now and again, a quick glance at the darkling west. “Six months, seven, maybe, I collected around here. No trouble with Miguel. He collected a bunch of weeds and sticks, but once in a while he earned his keep, retroactively. The old lady kept her hands off. The kid spent every day with me. I guess I had the area pretty well sieved in four months, but I went out every day anyhow.”


“I remember,” I said.


“Yes, yes, I didn’t send so many specimens. Later, none. I know. I said I was sor—”


For the first time I barked at him. “Go on with your story.”


“Where—oh. The moth. The moth that won’t go near anything but a yucca.”


I thought he had forgotten me. “Hey,” I said.


“She danced,” he said, examining his hands carefully in the dim light, “any time it occurred to her, for a long time or a little. Or at night. At night,” he said clearly, heaving himself upright and not looking at me, “the petals open and the moths fly. They were a cloud around her head.”


I waited. He said, “It’s only the truth. And once in the late sunset, still some light, and me close to her, I saw a moth crawl into her ear. I got scared, I—put out my hand to do something, pluck it out, shake her, do something. She didn’t exactly push me away. She looked up at me and raised her hand, slowly—or it seemed to be slowly, but it was there before my hand was. She just stood, still as a tree, waiting, and the moth came out again.”


I didn’t say anything. Not anything at all. We sat watching the western mountains.


“I went away,” said Grantham, his words stark and clear against the heat inside him. “To get more specimens, you understand.”


“Some more came,” I said.


“I was away for three months. A long time. Too long. Then I had no business back in Kofa but I went back anyway—oh, in case I’d left anything there or something. I was supposed to go back to the Institute, I guess. Mm.


“The first face I saw in Kofa that I knew was Miguel’s. I fell over him. He was standing like a brown statue on the duckboards near the saloon and I tripped and knocked his hat off. I pulled him to his feet and asked him Com’ esta?


“Malo, muy malo and a flood of north-Mex is all I could get. I guess I looked a little foolish. Why is it when you talk to someone who doesn’t know your language, you holler at him? Finally I got impatient and ran him into the bar. I asked Big Horn what Miguel was trying to tell me.


“The general idea was that the little ones had died. I never did find out how many, two or three. Miguel shrugged at this, took off his hat, raised his eyes and his eyebrows, in that order, at the ceiling. I gather he felt no responsibility over this; such matters were out of his hands, but one could always make more. What bothered Miguel, Big Horn told me, was the loss of his wife, who had broken her leg, gotten a bone infection, and died muy rapido. She had been, it seemed, a very hard worker.


“The girl? He didn’t know. He didn’t know any more after I got excited and tried to shake it out of him. Big Horn was over the bar with his bung-starter before I could pull myself together. He never minded anybody getting rough at his bar providing both parties were enjoying it. He pointed out to me that Miguel had come in here peaceably even if I hadn’t. Then he sat Miguel down and questioned him quietly while I fumed, and then he told Miguel to go, which he did much faster than usual.


“‘He says,’ Big Horn told me, ‘that the girl just wandered away. He says she always spent more nights out in the yucca forest than home anyhow. She went away and she just didn’t come back. He says he went looking for her, too, after the old lady died. I guess he wanted his tortillas pounded. He looked real hard.’


“I told him thanks, and came out here. I wish you had the makings, Chip.”


“Sorry,” I said.


“I came out here and wandered for a while. A man can eat out here, sleep out here, right time of year. You could, Chip, knowing it just from books. I guess I felt real bad. Funny thing,” he mused. “I wanted to call her, but I had never found out what her name was.”


He was quiet. The evening breeze sprang and died, stopped and pressed and sprang again. The yuccas whispered and whispered.


“Hear?”


“I hear,” I said.


“I heard it one night, sleeping here, and came up standing. There was no wind. She was here, right here, Chip. Dancing like a yucca, whispering.”


“See her?”


“No, I didn’t see her.” I couldn’t see his face, but I knew he was smiling, and I wondered what in time he was smiling about.


“You, Professor, you want something more than you want anything else there is, more than money or your name in books or a woman. You want that Pudley Chair in Botany. I bet you’d kill anyone who tried to get it away from you.”


“Anyone but you.”


His fringed shirt rustled as he twisted toward me. “You mean that. You do mean that. That’s fine, Chip. That’s nice.” He rested his chin on his knees and paid attention to the evening star. “Everybody wants some one single thing that bad. Some get it, some don’t. Some know what it is, some never find out. You found out. I found out.”


“Want to tell me?”


“Sure I do. Sure. Chip, no offense, but you and I are different kinds of botanist.”


“I know that. But—well, go on.”


“You want botany out of books. Some window boxes, some lab, sure. You learned it right; there’s not a thing wrong in being that way, you see? Very valuable. You learned botany so’s you could be a botanist, the best damn botanist in the world, if you could make it. You might make it, too.”


“And you?”


“I got to be a botanist so I could be—close to something. Something like that symbiosis you were talking about. I’m a man, but man and cloverleaf, man and Chaya, man and piñon juniper—is that so much crazier than moth and cactus?”


I said nothing. I try to form my spoken opinions from some sort of precedent.


“Heard a story once about a man went away to a river island to carve statues. He carved statues for fourteen years and stashed ’em all in a big barn, dozens of ’em. When he figured his time was up, he dynamited the barn. Was he crazy?”


“Out of my field,” I said briefly.


“I think I know why he did it. Other sculptors wanted to get close to people—moneywise, socialwise, what have you—and used sculpture to do it. This fellow, he just wanted to get close to sculpturing. Maybe people mattered to him, but sculpture mattered more. Now do you see?”


“You’re trying to tell me that you want to go on with botany by yourself—no texts, no classes, no references.”


He waved a hand; I saw it pass against the dark skyline. “Texts and references all here, Chip. Just not strained through a book first, that’s all.”


I said, “Then no reports, no books written, no articles in the Journal.”


“That’s right. This is for me.”


“Selfish, isn’t it?”


He said, very gently, “Not after eleven years in the Pudley Chair.”


I understood that, and had nothing to say. Instead I asked him, “How close do you think you can carry this symbiosis of yours? Or was it just a figure of speech?”


“Time to show you, I reckon,” he said. He rose. I followed.


“It’s dark.”


“Sure,” he said. “I know the way. Hook on to the back of my belt.”


I did, and he strode off purposefully into the pitch-black shadows of the yucca. How we turned, climbed, slithered, I couldn’t say. It might have been a long way, and it might have been a circle.


We stopped. He fumbled in his pouch. “It’s her birthday.”


“How do you know?” I whispered. This was a place to whisper.


“Just know. Pick a day, stay with it from then on. Amounts to the same thing. Here.”


He put something into my hand. Cloth, very fine cloth. Layers, lace. Hard knob one end, two sticks other end …


“A doll.”


“Yup,” he said. “Purtiest one I ever saw.” He took it away from me. “Chip, hush now. Wait till the wind dies.”


I waited in the whispering dark. The breeze was fitful, careless. It would drop to almost nothing, until all the other breathings and stirrings could be heard, and then giggle on up to be a breeze again. Suddenly, then, it was gone. From before us, in the pitch blackness, a yucca whispered.


“There she is,” Grantham murmured. He stepped forward, and an unreasoning terror sent cold sweat oozing in my armpits. I stepped after him. He was leaning forward, apparently putting the doll into the lower swords of a young yucca.


Something touched my face and I bit my tongue. Then I realized that Grantham’s heavy hand had tilted the plant toward us. Without conscious motivation I reached up swiftly and closed my hand on a flower. Without conscious reasoning I was exquisitely careful to twist it free without a sound or a detectible motion. I slipped it into my side pocket.


“‘Bye, baby.” He stood up and nudged me. “Let’s go.”


If anything, the way back was longer. I stumbled along behind him, wondering if he were sane enough to write that resignation coherently. When we reached the trail a loom of silver was staining the eastern sky. “Easy going now,” was all he said.


We trudged into the rising moon. I was deeply disturbed, but Grantham was calm and apparently deeply content.


The yuccas thinned, and we started up the valley’s throat. Abruptly Grantham grunted and stopped.


“What is it?”


Silently he pointed. Fifty feet up the slope something wavered and flickered in the moonlight. “Bless her heart,” he said. “Come on, Chip.”


He struck off toward whatever it was, and I followed him, walking on the balls of my feet, my eyes too wide, so that they hurt.


When I caught up with him he stopped, turned to me, and drew his knife. “Symbiosis, Chip.”


I don’t think he could see my face. I wouldn’t want to.


He dropped to one knee and I leapt backward, stood spraddled, gasping. I watched him digging carefully in the ground, while over and around him fluttered a silent cloud of small white moths. They were not yucca moths. I know they weren’t because yucca moths never, never cluster near the ground. I mean, moths that cluster that way are not yucca moths, they aren’t, they were not, they couldn’t be.


Look it up if you don’t believe it.


Grantham grunted, pulled, and up out of the ground came an object that looked like a large parsnip. “Ever see one of these in the flesh, Chip?”


Gingerly, I took it, squinted at it in the brightening moonlight. It was like a tuber, spineless, and with the upper end rounded and ribbed. I slipped my fingers along the grooves between the ribs and felt the small round protuberances.


“Lophophora,” I said. My voice sounded odd to me. “I don’t know which one.”


“Doesn’t matter.” He trimmed off the grooved part and dropped it into his satchel. “Long as it’s peyotl, who’s quibbling?”


Back on the trail, I swallowed hard and asked, “That’s symbiosis? You leave a doll on a yucca, and moths find peyotl for you?”


He laughed his big laugh. “You can’t see further than your nose,” he said gaily and insultingly, “let alone as far as your front teeth.”


“If you’ll explain,” I said stiffly, “I shall listen.”


“The doll’s a symbol,” he said, suddenly deeply serious. “It represents something as vital as cellulose to a bacterium, or bacterial products to a termite. I didn’t need the doll itself, except it was her birthday. Long as I bring what she needs—and I do.”


“And it—she—I mean, you get peyotl out of it,” I floundered. “That’s no symbol. That’s cash money.”


“It is? What do I do with the money? Well, what?”


“Grubstake,” I mumbled, frightened by his intensity.


“I sell it for just what I need, no more,” he said. “And with it I stay out here and”—he chuckled—“study my references.”


At the saloon Grantham wrote his resignation, and I was glad to see that it was written exactly as the old Grantham would have done it. I tucked it away safely. We dined heartily and slept in the same room back of the bar, and in the morning he helped me buy a horse. It was, therefore, not until I was out on the hot sand again that I had a chance to study my specimen.


I felt very good that morning. I was, of course, sorry for poor mad Grantham. On the other hand—what was the little white moth that clustered over peyotl at night? Not the yucca moth, surely. Surely not.


I wondered what had happened to that strange, pathetic little girl. Wandered out in her blue polka-dot dress to die among the yuccas, no doubt.


I studied the wilted flower as I rode. Poor Grantham! This was enough to tip any trained botanist over the edge—this freak, sport, mutant yucca. Who ever heard of a white yucca flower with a large blue patch on each petal?


I closed my eyes and smiled, seeing through the red heat-haze of my lids the cool shadowed library, turning the clop-clop of my horse into the delicate music of teacups on saucers.





The Golden Helix



Tod awoke first, probably because he was so curious, so deeply alive; perhaps because he was (or had been) seventeen. He fought back, but the manipulators would not be denied. They bent and flexed his arms and legs, squeezed his chest, patted and rasped and abraded him. His joints creaked, his sluggish blood clung sleepily to the walls of his veins, reluctant to move after so long.


He gasped and shouted as needles of cold played over his body, gasped again and screamed when his skin sensitized and the tingling intensified to a scald. Then he fainted, and probably slept, for he easily reawoke when someone else started screaming.


He felt weak and ravenous, but extraordinarily well rested. His first conscious realization was that the manipulators had withdrawn from his body, as had the needles from the back of his neck. He put a shaky hand back there and felt the traces of spot-tape, already halffused with his healing flesh.


He listened comfortably to this new screaming, satisfied that it was not his own. He let his eyes open, and a great wonder came over him when he saw that the lid of his Coffin stood open.


He clawed upward, sat a moment to fight a vicious swirl of vertigo, vanquished it, and hung his chin on the edge of the Coffin.


The screaming came from April’s Coffin. It was open too. Since the two massive boxes touched and their hinges were on opposite sides, he could look down at her. The manipulators were at work on the girl’s body, working with competent violence. She seemed to be caught up in some frightful nightmare, lying on her back, dreaming of riding a runaway bicycle with an off-center pedal sprocket and epicyclic hubs. And all the while her arms seemed to be flailing at a cloud of dream-hornets round her tossing head. The needle-cluster rode with her head, fanning out behind the nape like the mechanical extrapolation of an Elizabethan collar.


Tod crawled to the end of his Coffin, stood up shakily, and grasped the horizontal bar set at chest level. He got an arm over it and snugged it close under his armpit. Half-suspended, he could then manage one of his feet over the edge, then the other, to the top step. He lowered himself until he sat on it, outside the Coffin at last, and slumped back to rest. When his furious lungs and battering heart calmed themselves, he went down the four steps one at a time, like an infant, on his buttocks.


April’s screams stopped.


Tod sat on the bottom step, jackknifed by fatigue, his feet on the metal floor, his knees in the hollows between his pectorals and his shoulders. Before him, on a low pedestal, was a cube with a round switch-disc on it. When he could, he inched a hand forward and let it fall on the disc. There was an explosive tinkle and the front panel of the cube disappeared, drifting slowly away as a fine glittering dust. He lifted his heavy hand and reached inside. He got one capsule, two, carried them to his lips. He rested, then took a beaker from the cube. It was three-quarters full of purple crystals. He bumped it on the steel floor. The beaker’s cover powdered and fell in, and the crystals were suddenly a liquid, effervescing violently. When it subsided, he drank it down. He belched explosively, and then his head cleared, his personal horizons expanded to include the other Coffins, the compartment walls, the ship itself and its mission.


Out there somewhere—somewhere close, now—was Sirius and its captive planet, Terra Prime. Earth’s first major colony, Prime would one day flourish as Earth never had, for it would be a planned and tailored planet. Eight and a half light-years from Earth, Prime’s population was composed chiefly of Earth immigrants, living in pressure domes and slaving to alter the atmosphere of the planet to Earth normal. Periodically there must be an infusion of Earth blood to keep the strain as close as possible on both planets, for unless a faster-than-light drive could be developed, there could be no frequent interchange between the worlds. What took light eight years took humans half a lifetime. The solution was the Coffins—the marvelous machine in which a man could slip into a sleep which was more than sleep while still on Earth, and awaken years later in space, near his destination, subjectively only a month or so older. Without the Coffins there could be only divergence, possibly mutation. Humanity wanted to populate the stars—but with humanity.


Tod and his five shipmates were hand-picked. They had superiorities—mechanical, mathematical, and artistic aptitudes. But they were not all completely superior. One does not populate a colony with leaders alone and expect it to live. They, like the rest of their cargo (machine designs, microfilms of music and art, technical and medical writings, novels and entertainment) were neither advanced nor extraordinary. Except for Teague, they were the tested median, the competent; they were basic blood for a mass, rather than an elite.


Tod glanced around the blank walls and into the corner where a thin line delineated the sealed door. He ached to fling it open and skid across the corridor, punch the control which would slide away the armor which masked the port, and soak himself in his first glimpse of outer space. He had heard so much about it, but he had never seen it—they had all been deep in their timeless sleep before the ship had blasted off.


But he sighed and went instead to the Coffins.


Alma’s was still closed, but there was sound and motion, in varying degrees, from all the others.


He glanced first into April’s Coffin. She seemed to be asleep now. The needle-cluster and manipulators had withdrawn. Her skin glowed; it was alive and as unlike its former monochrome waxiness as it could be. He smiled briefly and went to look at Teague.


Teague, too, was in real slumber. The fierce vertical line between his brows was shallow now, and the hard, deft hands lax and uncharacteristically purposeless. Tod had never seen him before without a focus for those narrow, blazing green eyes, without decisive spring and balance in his pose. It was good, somehow, to feel that for all his responsibilities, Teague could be as helpless as anyone.


Tod smiled as he passed Alma’s closed Coffin. He always smiled at Alma when he saw her, when he heard her voice, when she crossed his thoughts. It was possible to be very brave around Alma, for gentleness and comfort were so ready that it was almost not necessary to call upon them. One could bear anything, knowing she was there.


Tod crossed the chamber and looked at the last pair. Carl was a furious blur of motion, his needle-cluster swinging free, his manipulators in the final phase. He grunted instead of screaming, a series of implosive, startled gasps. His eyes were open but only the whites showed.


Moira was quite relaxed, turned on her side, poured out on the floor of the Coffin like a long golden cat. She seemed in a contented abandonment of untroubled sleep.


He heard a new sound and went back to April. She was sitting up, cross-legged, her head bowed apparently in deep concentration. Tod understood; he knew that sense of achievement and the dedication of an entire psyche to the proposition that these weak and trembling arms which hold one up shall not bend.


He reached in and gently lifted the soft white hair away from her face. She raised the albino’s fathomless ruby eyes to him and whimpered.


“Come on,” he said quietly. “We’re here.” When she did not move, he balanced on his stomach on the edge of the Coffin and put one hand between her shoulder blades. “Come on.”


She pitched forward but he caught her so that she stayed kneeling. He drew her up and forward and put her hands on the bar. “Hold tight, Ape,” he said. She did, while he lifted her thin body out of the Coffin and stood her on the top step. “Let go now. Lean on me.”


Mechanically, she obeyed, and he brought her down until she sat, as he had, on the bottom step. He punched the switch at her feet and put the capsules in her mouth while she looked up at him numbly, as if hypnotized. He got her beaker, thumped it, held it until its foaming subsided, and then put an arm around her shoulders while she drank. She closed her eyes and slumped against him, breathing deeply at first, and later, for a moment that frightened him, not at all. Then she sighed, “Tod …”


“I’m here, Ape.”


She straightened up, turned and looked at him. She seemed to be trying to smile, but she shivered instead. “I’m cold.”


He rose, keeping one hand on her shoulder until he was sure she could sit up unassisted, and then brought her a cloak from the clips outside the Coffin. He helped her with it, knelt and put on her slippers for her. She sat quite still, hugging the garment tight to her. At last she looked around and back; up, around, and back again. “We’re—there!” she breathed.


“We’re here,” he corrected.


“Yes, here. Here. How long do you suppose we …”


“We won’t know exactly until we can take some readings. Twenty-five, twenty-seven years—maybe more.”


She said, “I could be old, old—” She touched her face, brought her fingertips down to the sides of her neck. “I could be forty, even!”


He laughed at her, and then a movement caught the corner of his eye. “Carl!”


Carl was sitting sidewise on the edge of his Coffin, his feet still inside. Weak or no, bemused as could be expected, Carl should have grinned at Tod, should have made some healthy, swaggering gesture. Instead he sat still, staring about him in utter puzzlement. Tod went to him. “Carl! Carl, we’re here!”


Carl looked at him dully. Tod was unaccountably disturbed. Carl always shouted, always bounced; Carl had always seemed to be just a bit larger inside than he was outside, ready to burst through, always thinking faster, laughing more quickly than anyone else.


He allowed Tod to help him down the steps, and sat heavily while Tod got his capsules and beaker for him. Waiting for the liquid to subside, he looked around numbly. Then drank, and almost toppled. April and Tod held him up. When he straightened again, it was abruptly. “Hey!” he roared. “We’re here!” He looked up at them. “April! Tod-o! Well what do you know—how are you, kids?”


“Carl?” The voice was the voice of a flute, if a flute could whisper. They looked up. There was a small golden surf of hair tumbled on and over the edge of Moira’s Coffin.


Weakly, eagerly, they clambered up to Moira and helped her out. Carl breathed such a sigh of relief that Tod and April stopped to smile at him, at each other.


Carl shrugged out of his weakness as if it were an uncomfortable garment and went to be close to Moira, to care about Moira and nothing else.


A deep labored voice called, “Who’s up?”


“Teague! It’s Teague … all of us, Teague,” called Tod. “Carl and Moira and April and me. All except Alma.”


Slowly Teague’s great head rose out of the Coffin. He looked around with the controlled motion of a radar sweep. When his head stopped its one turning, the motion seemed relayed to his body, which began to move steadily upward. The four who watched him knew intimately what this cost him in sheer willpower, yet no one made any effort to help. Unasked, one did not help Teague.


One leg over, the second. He ignored the bar and stepped down to seat himself on the bottom step as if it were a throne. His hands moved very slowly but without faltering as he helped himself to the capsules, then the beaker. He permitted himself a moment of stillness, eyes closed, nostrils pinched; then life coursed strongly into him. It was as if his muscles visibly filled out a little. He seemed heavier and taller, and when he opened his eyes, they were the deeply vital, commanding light-sources which had drawn them, linked them, led them all during their training.


He looked toward the door in the corner. “Has anyone—”


“We were waiting for you,” said Tod. “Shall we … can we go look now? I want to see the stars.”


“We’ll see to Alma first.” Teague rose, ignoring the lip of his Coffin and the handhold it offered. He went to Alma’s. With his height, he was the only one among them who could see through the top plate without mounting the steps.


Then, without turning, he said, “Wait.”


The others, half across the room from him, stopped. Teague turned to them. There was no expression on his face at all. He stood quite motionless for perhaps ten seconds, and then quietly released a breath. He mounted the steps of Alma’s Coffin, reached, and the side nearest his own machine sank silently into the floor. He stepped down, and spent a long moment bent over the body inside. From where they stood, tense and frightened, the others could not see inside. They made no effort to move closer.


“Tod,” said Teague, “get the kit. Surgery Lambda. Moira, I’ll need you.”


The shock of it went to Tod’s bones, regenerated, struck him again; yet so conditioned was he to Teague’s commands that he was on his feet and moving before Teague had stopped speaking. He went to the after bulkhead and swung open a panel, pressed a stud. There was a metallic whisper, and the heavy case slid out at his feet. He lugged it over to Teague, and helped him rack it on the side of the Coffin. Teague immediately plunged his hands through the membrane at one end of the kit, nodding to Moira to do likewise at the other. Tod stepped back, studiously avoiding a glance in at Alma, and returned to April. She put both her hands tight around his left biceps and leaned close. “Lambda.…” she whispered.


“That’s … parturition, isn’t it?”


He shook his head. “Parturition is Surgery Kappa,” he said painfully. He swallowed. “Lambda’s cesarean.”


Her crimson eyes widened. “Cesarean? Alma? She’d never need a cesarean!”


He turned to look at her, but he could not see, his eyes stung so. “Not while she lived, she wouldn’t,” he whispered. He felt the small white hands tighten painfully on his arm. Across the room, Carl sat quietly. Tod squashed the water out of his eyes with the heel of his hand. Carl began pounding knuckles, very slowly, against his own temple.


Teague and Moira were busy for a long time.


II


Tod pulled in his legs and lowered his head until the kneecaps pressed cruelly against his eyebrow ridges. He hugged his shins, ground his back into the wall-panels, and in this red-spangled blackness he let himself live back and back to Alma and joy, Alma and comfort, Alma and courage.


He had sat once, just this way, twisted by misery and anger, blind and helpless, in a dark corner of an equipment shed at the spaceport. The rumor had circulated that April would not come after all, because albinism and the Sirius Rock would not mix. It turned out to be untrue, but that did not matter at the time. He had punched her, punched Alma! because in all the world he had been given nothing else to strike out at, and she had found him and had sat down to be with him. She had not even touched her face, where the blood ran; she simply waited until at last he flung himself on her lap and wept like an infant. And no one but he and Alma ever knew of it.…


He remembered Alma with the spaceport children, rolling and tumbling on the lawn with them, and in the pool; and he remembered Alma, her face still, looking up at the stars with her soft and gentle eyes, and in those eyes he had seen a challenge as implacable and pervasive as space itself. The tumbling on the lawn, the towering dignity—these co-existed in Alma without friction. He remembered things she had said to him; for each of the things he could recall the kind of light, the way he stood, the very smell of the air at the time. “Never be afraid, Tod. Just think of the worst possible thing that might happen. What you’re afraid of will probably not be that bad—and anything else just has to be better.” And she said once, “Don’t confuse logic and truth, however good the logic. You can stick one end of logic in solid ground and throw the other end clear out of the cosmos without breaking it. Truth’s a little less flexible.” And, “Of course you need to be loved, Tod! Don’t be ashamed of that, or try to change it. It’s not a thing you have to worry about, ever. You are loved. April loves you. And I love you. Maybe I love you even more than April, because she loves everything you are, but I love everything you were and ever will be.”
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