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The Giving Plague
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You think you’re going to get me, don’t you? Well, you’ve got another think coming, ‘cause I’m ready for you.

That’s why there’s a forged card in my wallet saying my blood group is AB Negative, and a MedicAlert tag warning that I’m allergic to penicillin, aspirin, and phenylalanine. Another one states that I’m a practising, devout Christian Scientist. All these tricks ought to slow you down when the time comes, as it’s sure to, sometime soon.

Even if it makes the difference between living and dying, there’s just no way I’ll let anyone stick a transfusion needle into my arm. Never. Not with the blood supply in the state it’s in.

And anyway, I’ve got antibodies. So you just stay the hell away from me, ALAS. I won’t be your patsy. I won’t be your vector.

I know your weaknesses, you see. You’re a fragile, if subtle, devil. Unlike TARP, you can’t bear exposure to air or heat or cold or acid or alkali. Blood-to-blood, that’s your only route. And what need had you of any other? You thought you’d evolved the perfect technique, didn’t you?

What was it Leslie Adgeson called you? The perfect master? The paragon of viruses?

I remember long ago when HIV, the AIDS virus, had everyone so impressed with its subtlety and effectiveness of design. But compared with you, HIV is just a crude butcher, isn’t it? A maniac with a chainsaw, a blunderer that kills its hosts and relies for transmission on habits humans can, with some effort, get under control. Oh, old HIV had its tricks, but compared with you? An amateur!

Rhinoviruses and flu are clever, too. They’re profligate, and they mutate rapidly. Long ago they learnt how to make their hosts drip and wheeze and sneeze, so the victims spread the misery in all directions. Flu viruses are also a lot smarter than AIDS ‘cause they don’t generally kill their hosts, just make ‘em miserable while they hack and spray and inflict fresh infections on their neighbours.

Oh, Les Adgeson was always accusing me of anthropomorphising our subjects. Whenever he came into my part of the lab, and found me cursing some damned intransigent leucophage in rich, Tex-Mex invective, he’d react predictably. I can just picture him now, raising one eyebrow, commenting dryly in his Winchester accent.

The virus cannot hear you, Forry. It isn’t sentient, nor even alive, strictly speaking. It’s little more than a packet of genes in a protein case, after all.’

‘Yeah, Les,’ I’d answer. ‘But selfish genes! Given half a chance, they’ll take over a human cell, force it to make armies of new viruses, then burst it apart as they escape to attack other cells. They may not think. All that behaviour may have evolved by blind chance. But doesn’t it all feel as if it was planned? As if the nasty little things were guided, somehow, by somebody out to make us miserable… ? Out to make us die?’

‘Oh, come now, Forry,’ he would smile at my New World ingenuousness. ‘You wouldn’t be in this field if you didn’t find phages beautiful in their own way.’

Good old, smug, sanctimonious Les. He never did figure out that viruses fascinated me for quite another reason. In their rapacious insatiability I saw a simple, distilled purity of ambition that exceeded even my own. The fact that it was mindless did little to ease my mind. I’ve always imagined we humans overrated brains, anyway.

We’d first met when Les visited Austin on sabbatical, some years before. He’d had the Boy Genius rep even then, and naturally I played up to him. He invited me to join him back in Oxford, so there I was, having regular amiable arguments over the meaning of disease while the English rain dripped desultorily on the rhododendrons outside.

Les Adgeson. Him with his artsy friends and his pretensions at philosophy – Les was all the time talking about the elegance and beauty of our nasty little subjects. But he didn’t fool me. I knew he was just as crazy Nobel-mad as the rest of us. Just as obsessed with the chase, searching for that piece of the Life Puzzle, that bit leading to more grants, more lab space, more techs, more prestige… leading to money, status and, maybe eventually, Stockholm.

He claimed not to be interested in such things. But he was a smoothy, all right. How else, in the midst of the Thatcher massacre of British science, did his lab keep expanding? And yet, he kept up the pretence.

‘Viruses have their good side,’ Les kept saying. ‘Sure, they often kill, in the beginning. All new pathogens start that way. But eventually, one of two things happens. Either humanity evolves defences to eliminate the threat or …’

Oh, he loved those dramatic pauses.

‘Or?’ I’d prompt him, as required.

‘Or we come to an accommodation, a compromise… even an alliance.’

That’s what Les always talked about. Symbiosis. He loved to quote Margulis and Thomas, and even Lovelock, for pity’s sake! His respect even for vicious, sneaky brutes like the HIV was downright scary.

‘See how it actually incorporates itself right into the DNA of its victims?’ he would muse. ‘Then it waits, until the victim is later attacked by some other disease pathogen. Then the host’s T-Cells prepare to replicate, to drive off the invader, only now some cells’ chemical machinery is taken over by the new DNA, and instead -of two new T-Cells, a plethora of new AIDS viruses results.’

‘So?’ I answered. ‘Except that it’s a retrovirus, that’s the way nearly all viruses work.’

‘Yes, but think ahead, Forry. Imagine what’s going to happen when, inevitably, the AIDS virus infects someone whose genetic make-up makes him invulnerable!’

‘What, you mean his antibody reactions are fast enough to stop it? Or his T-Cells repel invasion?’

Oh, Les used to sound so damn patronising when he got excited. ‘No, no, think!’ he urged. ‘I mean invulnerable after infection. After the viral genes have incorporated into his chromosomes. Only in this individual, certain other genes prevent the new DNA from triggering viral synthesis. No new viruses are made. No cellular disruption. The person is invulnerable. But now he has all this new DNA …’

‘In just a few cells—’

‘Yes. But suppose one of these is a sex cell. Then suppose he fathers a child with that gamete. Now every one of that child’s cells may contain both the trait of invulnerability and the new viral genes! Think about it, Forry. You now have a new type of human being! One who cannot be killed by AIDS. And yet he has all the AIDS genes, can make all those strange, marvellous proteins… Oh, most of them will be unexpressed or useless, of course. But now this child’s genome, and his descendants’, contain more variety…’

I often wondered, when he got carried away, this way. Did he actually believe he was explaining this to me for the first time? Much as the Brits respect American science, they do tend to assume we’re slackers when it comes to the philosophical side. But I’d seen his interest heading in this direction weeks back, and had carefully done some extra reading.

‘You mean like the genes responsible for some types of inheritable cancers?’ I asked, sarcastically. ‘There’s evidence some oncogenes were originally inserted into the human genome by viruses, just as you suggest. Those who inherit the trait for rheumatoid arthritis may also have gotten their gene that way.’

‘Exactly. Those viruses themselves may be extinct, but their DNA lives on, in ours!’

‘Right. And boy have human beings benefited!’ Oh, how I hated that smug expression he’d get. (It got wiped off his face eventually, didn’t it?)

Les picked up a piece of chalk and drew a figure on the blackboard.

HARMLESS→KILLER!→SURVIVABLE ILLNESS→ INCONVENIENCE→HARMLESS

‘Here’s the classic way of looking at how a host species interacts with a new pathogen, especially a virus. Each arrow, of course, represents a stage of mutation and adaptation selection.

‘First, a new form of some previously harmless micro-organism leaps from its prior host, say a monkey species, over to a new one, say us. Of course, at the beginning we have no adequate defences. It cuts through us like syphilis did in Europe in the sixteenth century, killing in days rather than years… in an orgy of cell feeding that’s really not a very efficient modus for a pathogen. After all, only a gluttonous parasite kills off its host so quickly.

‘What follows, then, is a rough period for both host and parasite as each struggles to adapt to the other. It can be likened to warfare. Or, on the other hand, it might be thought of as a sort of drawn-out process of negotiation.’

I snorted in disgust. ‘Mystical crap, Les. I’ll concede your chart; but the war analogy is the right one. That’s why they fund labs like this one. To come up with better weapons for our side.’

‘Hmm. Possibly. But sometimes the process does look different, Forry.’ He turned and drew another chart.

HARMLESS-KILLER!→SURVIVABLE ILLNESS→INCONVENIENCE→CLUMSY INCORPORATION→BENEFICIAL INCORPORATION

‘You can see that this chart is the same as the other, right up to the point where the original disease disappears.’

‘Or goes into hiding.’

‘Surely. As e coli took refuge in our innards. Doubtless long ago the ancestors of e coli killed a great many of our ancestors before eventually becoming the beneficial symbionts they are now, helping us digest our food.

‘The same applies to viruses, I’d wager. Heritable cancers and rheumatoid arthritis are just temporary awkwardnesses. Eventually, those genes will be comfortably incorporated. They’ll be part of the genetic diversity that prepares us to meet challenges ahead.

‘Why, I’d wager a large portion of our present genes came about in such a way, entering our cells first as invaders …’

Crazy sonovabitch. Fortunately he didn’t try to lead the lab’s research effort too far to the right on his magic diagram. Our Boy Genius was plenty savvy about the funding agencies. He knew they weren’t interested in paying us to prove we’re all partly descended from viruses. They wanted, and wanted badly, progress on ways to fight viral infections themselves.

So Les concentrated his team on vectors.

Yeah, you viruses need vectors, don’t you. I mean, if you kill a guy, you’ve got to have a liferaft, so you can desert the ship you’ve sunk, so you can cross over to some new hapless victim. Same applies if the host proves tough, and fights you off – gotta move on. Always movin’ on.

Hell, even if you’ve made peace with a human body, like Les suggested, you still want to spread, don’t you? Bigtime colonisers, you tiny beasties.

Oh, I know. It’s just natural selection. Those bugs that accidentally find a good vector spread. Those that don’t, don’t. But it’s so eerie. Sometimes it sure feels purposeful…

So the flu makes us sneeze. Salmonella gives us diarrhoea. Smallpox causes pustules which dry, flake off and blow away to be inhaled by the patient’s loved ones. All good ways to jump ship. To colonise.

Who knows? Did some past virus cause a swelling of the lips that made us want to kiss? Heh. Maybe that’s a case of Les’s ‘benign incorporation’… we retain the trait, long after the causative pathogen went extinct! What a concept.

So our lab got this big grant to study vectors. Which is how Les found you, ALAS. He drew this big chart covering all the possible ways an infection might leap from person to person, and set us about checking all of them, one by one.

For himself he reserved straight blood-to-blood infection. There were reasons for that.

First off, Les was an altruist, see. He was concerned about all the panic and unfounded rumours spreading about Britain’s blood supply. Some people were putting off necessary surgery. There was talk of starting over here what some rich folk in the States had begun doing – stockpiling their own blood in silly, expensive efforts to avoid having to use the blood banks if they ever needed hospitalisation.

All that bothered Les. But even worse was the fact that lots of potential donors were shying away from giving blood because of some stupid rumours that you could get infected that way.

Hell, nobody ever caught anything from giving blood… nothing except maybe a little dizziness and perhaps a zit or spot from all the biscuits and sweet tea they feed you afterwards. And as for contracting HIV from receiving blood, well, the new antibodies tests soon had that problem under control. Still, the stupid rumours spread.

A nation has to have confidence in its blood supply. Les wanted to eliminate all those silly fears once and for all, with one definitive study. But that wasn’t the only reason he wanted the blood-to-blood vector for himself.

‘Sure, there are some nasty things like AIDS that use that vector. But that’s also where I might find the older ones,’ he said, excitedly. ‘The viruses that have almost finished the process of becoming benign. The ones that have been so well selected that they keep a low profile, and hardly inconvenience their hosts at all. Maybe I can even find one that’s commensal! One that actually helps the human body.’

‘An undiscovered human commensal,’ I sniffed doubtfully.

‘And why not? If there’s no visible disease, why would anyone have ever looked for it! This could open up a whole new field, Forry!’

In spite of myself, I was impressed. It was how he got to be known as a Boy Genius, after all, this flash of half-crazy insight. How he managed not to have it snuffed out of him at Oxbridge, I’ll never know, but it was one reason why I’d attached myself to him and his lab, and wrangled mighty hard to get my name attached to his papers.

So I kept watch over his work. It sounded so dubious, so damn stupid. And I knew it just might bear fruit, in the end.	-

That’s why I was ready when Les invited me along to a conference down in Bloomsbury, one day. The colloquium itself was routine, but I could tell he was near to bursting with news. Afterwards we walked down Charing Cross Road to a pizza place, one far enough from the University area to be sure there’d be no colleagues anywhere within earshot – just the pre-theatre crowd, waiting till opening time down at Leicester Square.

Les breathlessly swore me to secrecy. He needed a confidant, you see, and I was only too happy to comply.

‘I’ve been interviewing a lot of blood donors lately,’ he told me after we’d ordered. ‘It seems that while some people have been scared off from donating, that has been largely made up by increased contributions by a central core of regulars.’

‘Sounds good,’ I said. And I meant it. I had no objection to there being an adequate blood supply. Back in Austin I was pleased to see others go to the Red Cross van, just so long as nobody asked me to contribute. I had neither the time nor the interest, so I got out of it by telling everybody I’d had malaria.

‘I found one interesting fellow, Forry. Seems he started donating back when he was twenty-five, during the Blitz. Must have contributed thirty-five, forty gallons by now.’

I did a quick mental calculation. ‘Wait a minute. He’s got to be past the age limit by now.’

‘Exactly right! He admitted the truth, when he was assured of confidentiality. Seems he didn’t want to stop donating when he reached sixty-five. He’s a hardy old fellow… had a spot of surgery a few years back, but he’s in quite decent shape, overall. So, right after his local Gallon Club threw a big retirement party for him, he actually moved across the country and registered at a new blood bank, giving a false name and a younger age!’

‘Kinky. But it sounds harmless enough. I’d guess he just likes to feel needed. Bet he flirts with the nurses and enjoys the free food… sort of a bi-monthly party he can always count on, with friendly, appreciative people.’

Hey, just because I’m a selfish bastard doesn’t mean I can’t extrapolate the behaviour of altruists. Like most other user-types, I’ve got a good instinct for the sort of motivations that drive suckers. People like me need to know such things.

‘That’s what I thought too, at first,’ Les said, nodding. ‘I found a few more like him, and decided to call them “addicts”. At first I never connected them with the other group, the one I named “converts”.’ ‘Converts?’

‘Yes, converts. People who suddenly become blood donors – get this – very soon after they’ve recovered from surgery themselves!’

‘Maybe they’re paying off part of their hospital bills that way?’

‘Mmm, not really. We have nationalised health, remember? And even for private patients, that might account for the first few donations only.’

‘Gratitude, then?’ An alien emotion to me, but I understood it, in principle.

‘Perhaps. Some people might have their consciousness raised after a close brush with death, and decide to become better citizens. After all, half an hour at a blood bank, a few times a year, is a small inconvenience in exchange for …’

Sanctimonious twit. Of course he was a donor. Les went on and on about civic duty and such until the waitress arrived with our pizza and two fresh beers. That shut him up for a moment. But when she left, he leaned forward, eyes shining.

‘But no, Forry. It wasn’t bill-paying, or even gratitude. Not for some of them, at least. More had happened to these people than having their consciousness raised. They were converts, Forry. They began joining Gallon Clubs, and more! It seems almost as if, in each case, a personality change had taken place.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean that a significant percentage of those who have had major surgery during the last five years seem to have changed their entire set of social attitudes! Beyond becoming blood donors, they’ve increased their contributions to charity, joined the Parent–Teacher organisations and Boy Scout troops, become active in Greenpeace and Save the Children …’

‘The point, Les. What’s your point?’

‘My point?’ He shook his head. ‘Frankly, some of these people were behaving like addicts… like converted addicts to altruism. That’s when it occurred to me, Forry, that what we might have here was a new vector.’

He said it as simply as that. Naturally I looked at him, blankly.

‘A vector!’ he whispered, urgently. ‘Forget about typhus, or smallpox, or flu. They’re rank amateurs! Wallies who give the show away with all their sneezing and flaking and shitting. To be sure, AIDS uses blood and sex, but it’s so damned savage, it forced us to become aware of it, to develop tests, to begin the long, slow process of isolating it. But ALAS—’

‘Alas?’

‘A-L-A-S.’ He grinned. ‘It’s what I’ve named the new virus I’ve isolated, Forry. It stands for “Acquired Lavish Altruism Syndrome”. How do you like it?’

‘Hate it. Are you trying to tell me that there’s a virus that affects the human mind? And in such a complicated way?’ I was incredulous and, at the same time, scared spitless. I’ve always had this superstitious feeling about viruses and vectors. Les really had me spooked now.

‘No, of course not,’ he laughed. ‘But consider a simpler possibility. What if some virus one day stumbled on a way to make people enjoy giving blood?’

I guess I only blinked then, unable to give him any other reaction.

‘Think, Forry! Think about that old man I spoke of earlier. He told me that every two months or so, just before he’d be allowed to donate again, he tends to feel “all thick inside”. The discomfort only goes away after the next donation!’

I blinked again. ‘And you’re saying that each time he gives blood, he’s actually serving his parasite, providing it with a vector into new hosts …’

‘The new hosts being those who survive surgery because the hospital gave them fresh blood, all because our old man was so generous, yes! They’re infected! Only this is a subtle virus, not a greedy bastard, like AIDS, or even the flu. It keeps a low profile. Who knows, maybe it’s even reached a level of commensalism with its hosts – attacking invading organisms for them, or …’

He saw the look on my face and waved his hands. ‘All right, far-fetched, I know. But think about it! Because there are no disease symptoms, nobody has ever looked for this virus, until now.’

He’s isolated it, I realised suddenly. And, knowing instantly what this thing could mean, career-wise, I was already scheming, wondering how to get my name on to his paper when he published this. So absorbed was I that, for a few moments, I lost track of his words.

’… And so now we get to the interesting part. You see, what’s a normal, selfish Tory-voter going to think when he finds himself suddenly wanting to go down to the blood bank as often as they’ll let him?’

‘Um,’ I shook my head. ‘That he’s been bewitched? Hypnotised?’

‘Nonsense!’ Les snorted. ‘That’s not how human psychology works. No, we tend to do lots of things without knowing why. We need excuses, though, so we rationalise! If an obvious reason for our behaviour isn’t readily available, we invent one, preferably one that helps us think better of ourselves. Ego is powerful stuff, my friend.’

Hey, I thought. Don’t teach your grandmother to stick eggs.

‘Altruism,’ I said aloud. ‘They find themselves rushing regularly to the blood bank. So they rationalise that it’s because they’re good people… They become proud of it. Brag about it…’

‘You’ve got it,’ Les said. ‘And because they’re proud, even sanctimonious, about their new-found generosity, they tend to extend it, to bring it into other parts of their lives!’

I whispered in hushed awe. ‘An altruism virus! Jesus, Les, when we announce this …’

I stopped when I saw his sudden frown, and instantly thought it was because I’d used that word, ‘we’. I should have known better, of course. For Les was always more than willing to share the credit. No, his reservation was far more serious than that.

‘Not yet, Forry. We can’t publish this yet.’

I shook my head. ‘Why not! This is big, Les! It proves much of what you’ve been saying all along, about symbiosis and all that. There could even be a Nobel in it!’

I’d been gauche, and spoken aloud of The Ultimate. But he did not even seem to notice. Damn. If only Les had been like most biologists, driven more than anything else by the lure of Stockholm. But no. You see, Les was a natural. A natural altruist.

It was his fault, you see. Him and his damn virtue, they drove me to first contemplate what I next decided to do.

‘Don’t you see, Forry? If we publish, they’ll develop an antibody test for the ALAS virus. Donors carrying it will be barred from the blood banks, just like those carrying AIDS and syphilis and hepatitis. And that would be incredibly cruel torture to those poor addicts and carriers.’

‘Screw the carriers!’ I almost shouted. Several pizza patrons glanced my way. With a desperate effort I brought my voice down. ‘Look, Les, the carriers will be classified as diseased, won’t they? So they’ll go under doctor’s care. And if all it takes to make them feel better is to bleed them regularly, well, then we’ll give them pet leeches!’

Les smiled. ‘Clever. But that’s not the only, or even my main, reason, Forry. No, I’m not going to publish yet, and that is final. I just can’t allow anybody to stop this disease. It’s got to spread, to become an epidemic. A pandemic.’

I stared, and upon seeing that look in his eyes, I knew that Les was more than an altruist. He had caught that specially insidious of all human ailments, the Messiah Complex. Les wanted to save the world.

‘Don’t you see?’ he said urgently, with the fervour of a proselyte. ‘Selfishness and greed are destroying the planet, Forry! But nature always finds a way, and this time symbiosis may be giving us our last chance, a final opportunity to become better people, to learn to cooperate before it’s too late!

‘The things we’re most proud of, our prefrontal lobes, those bits of grey matter above the eyes which make us so much smarter than beasts, what good have they done us, Forry? Not a hell of a lot. We aren’t going to think our way out of the crises of the twentieth century. Or, at least, thought alone won’t do it. We need something else, as well.

‘And Forry, I’m convinced that something else is ALAS. We’ve got to keep this secret, at least until it’s so well established in the population that there’s no turning back!’

I swallowed. ‘How long? How long do you want to wait? Until it starts affecting voting patterns? Until after the next election?’

He shrugged. ‘Oh, at least that long. Five years. Possibly seven. You see, the virus tends to only get into people who’ve recently had surgery, and they’re generally older. Fortunately, they also are often influential. Just the sort who now vote Tory …’

He went on. And on. I listened with half an ear, but already I had come to that fateful realisation. A seven-year wait for a goddamn co-authorship would make this discovery next to useless to my career, to my ambitions.

Of course I could blow the secret on Les, now that I knew of it. But that would only embitter him, and he’d easily take all the credit for the discovery anyway. People tend to remember innovators, not whistle-blowers.

We paid our bill and walked towards Charing Cross Station, where we could catch the tube to Paddington, and from there the train to Oxford. Along the way we ducked out of a sudden downpour at a streetside ice-cream vendor. While we waited, I bought us both cones. I remember quite clearly that he had strawberry. I had a raspberry ice.

While Les absent-mindedly talked on about his research plans, a small pink smudge coloured the corner of his mouth. I pretended to listen, but already my mind had turned to other things, nascent plans and earnest scenarios for committing murder.
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It would be the perfect crime, of course.

Those movie detectives are always going on about ‘motive, means and opportunity’. Well, motive I had in plenty, but it was one so far-fetched, so obscure, that it would surely never occur to anybody.

Means? Hell, I worked in a business rife with means. There were poisons and pathogens galore. We’re a very careful profession, but, well, accidents do happen… The same holds for opportunity.

There was a rub, of course. Such was Boy Genius’s reputation that, even if I did succeed in knobbling him, I didn’t dare come out immediately with my own announcement. Damn him, everyone would just assume it was his work anyway, or his ‘leadership’ here at the lab, at least, that led to the discovery of ALAS. And besides, too much fame for me right after his demise might lead someone to suspect a motive.

So, I realised, Les was going to get his delay, after all. Maybe not seven years, but three or four perhaps, during which I’d move back to the States, start a separate line of work, then subtly guide my own research to cover methodically all the bases Les had so recently flown over in flashes of inspiration. I wasn’t happy about the delay, but at the end of that time, it would look entirely like my own work. No co-authorship for Forry on this one, nossir!

The beauty of it was that nobody would ever think of connecting me with the tragic death of my colleague and friend, years before. After all, did not his demise set me back in my career, temporarily? ‘Ah, if only poor Les had lived to see your success!’ my competitors would say, suppressing jealous bile as they watched me pack for Stockholm.

Of course none of this appeared on my face or in my words. We both had our normal work to do. But almost every day I also put in long extra hours helping Les in ‘our’ secret project. In its own way it was an exhilarating time, and Les was lavish in his praise of the slow, dull, but methodical way I fleshed out some of his ideas.

I made my arrangements slowly, knowing Les was in no hurry. Together we gathered data. We isolated, and even crystallised, the virus, got X-ray diffractions, did epidemiological studies, all in strictest secrecy.

‘Amazing!’ Les would cry out, as he uncovered the way the ALAS virus forced its hosts to feel their need to ‘give’. He’d wax eloquent, effusive over elegant mechanisms which he ascribed to random selection but which I could not help superstitiously attributing to some incredibly insidious form of intelligence. The more subtle and effective we found its techniques to be, the more admiring Les became, and the more I found myself loathing those little packets of RNA and protein.

The fact that the virus seemed so harmless – Les thought even commensal – only made me hate it more. It made me glad of what I had planned. Glad that I was going to stymie Les in his scheme to give ALAS free rein.

I was going to save humanity from this would-be puppet master. True, I’d delay my warning to suit my own purposes, but the warning would come, nonetheless, and sooner than my unsuspecting compatriot planned.

Little did Les know that he was doing background for work I’d take credit for. Every flash of insight, his every ‘Eureka!’, was stored away in my private notebook, beside my own columns of boring data. Meanwhile, I sorted through all the means at my disposal.

Finally, I selected for my agent a particularly virulent strain of Dengue Fever.
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There’s an old saying we have in Texas. ‘A chicken is just an egg’s way of makin’ more eggs.’

To a biologist, familiar with all those Latinised-Graecificated words, this saying has a much more ‘posh’ version. Humans are ‘zygotes’, made up of diploid cells containing forty-six paired chromosomes… except for our haploid sex cells, or ‘gametes’. Males’ gametes are sperm and females’ are eggs, each containing only twenty-three chromosomes.

So biologists say, ‘A zygote is only a gamete’s way of making more gametes.’

Clever, eh? But it does point out just how hard it is, in nature, to pin down a Primal Cause… some centre to the puzzle, against which everything else can be calibrated. I mean, which does come first, the chicken or the egg?

‘Man is the measure of all things,’ goes another wise old saying. Oh yeah? Tell that to a modern feminist.

A guy I once knew, who used to read science fiction, told me about this story he’d seen, in which it turned out that the whole and entire purpose of humanity, brains and all, was to be the organism that built starships so that house flies could migrate out and colonise the galaxy.

But that idea’s nothing compared with what Les Adgeson believed. He spoke of the human animal as if he were describing a veritable United Nations. From the e coli in our guts, to tiny commensal mites that clean our eyelashes for us, to the mitochondria that energise our cells, all the way to the contents of our very DNA… Les saw it all as a great big hive of compromise, negotiation, symbiosis. Most of the contents of our chromosomes came from past invaders, he contended.

Symbiosis? The picture he created in my mind was one of minuscule puppeteers, all yanking and jerking at us with their protein strings, making us marionettes dance to their own tunes, to their own nasty, selfish little agendas.

And you, you were the worst! Like most cynics, I had always maintained a secret faith in human nature. Yes, most people are pigs. I’ve always known that. And while I may be a user, at least I’m honest enough to admit it.

But deep down, we users count on the sappy, astonishing generosity, the mysterious, puzzling altruism of those others, the kind, inexplicably decent folk… those we superficially sneer at in contempt, but secretly hold in awe.

Then you came along, damn you. You make people behave that way. There is no mystery left, after you get finished. No corner remaining impenetrable to cynicism. Damn, how I came to hate you!

As I came to hate Leslie Adgeson. I made my plans, schemed my brilliant campaign against both of you. In those last days of innocence I felt oh, so savagely determined. So deliciously decisive and in control of my own destiny.

In the end it was anticlimactic. I didn’t have time to finish my preparations, to arrange that little trap, that sharp bit of glass dipped in just the right mixture of deadly micro-organisms. For CAPUC arrived then, just before I could exercise my option as a murderer.

CAPUC changed everything.

Catastrophic Auto-immune PUlmonary Collapse… acronym for the horror that made AIDS look like a minor irritant. And in the beginning it appeared unstoppable. Its vectors were completely unknown and the causative agent defied isolation for so long.

This time it was no easily identifiable group that came down with the new plague, though it concentrated upon the industrialised world. Schoolchildren in some areas seemed particularly vulnerable. In other places it was secretaries and postal workers.

Naturally, all the major epidemiology labs got involved. Les predicted the pathogen would turn out to be something akin to the prions which cause shingles in sheep, and certain plant diseases… a pseudo life form even simpler than a virus and even harder to track down. It was an heretical, minority view, until the CDC in Atlanta decided out of desperation to try his theories out, and found the very dominant viroids Les predicted – mixed in with the glue used to seal paper milk cartons, envelopes, postage stamps.

Les was a hero, of course. Most of us in the labs were. After all, we’d been the first line of defence. Our own casualty rate had been ghastly.

For a while, funerals and other public gatherings were discouraged. But an exception was made for Les. The procession behind his cortege was a mile long. I was asked to deliver the eulogy. And when they pleaded with me to take over at the lab, I agreed.

So naturally I tended to forget all about ALAS. The war against CAPUC took everything society had. And while I may be selfish, even a rat can tell when it makes more sense to join in the fight to save a sinking ship… especially when there’s no other port in sight.

We learned how to combat CAPUC, eventually. It involved drugs, and a vaccine based on reversed antibodies force-grown in the patient’s own marrow after he’s given a dangerous overdose of a Vanadium compound I found by trial and error. It worked, most of the time, but the victims suffered great stress and often required a special regime of whole blood transfusions to get across the most dangerous phase.

Blood banks were stretched even thinner than before. Only now the public responded generously, as in time of war. I should not have been surprised when survivors, after their recovery, volunteered by their thousands. But, of course, I’d forgotten about ALAS by then, hadn’t I?

We beat back CAPUC. Its vector proved too unreliable, too easily interrupted once we’d figured it out. The poor little viroid never had a chance to get to Les’s ‘negotiation’ stage. Oh well, those are the breaks.

I got all sorts of citations I didn’t deserve. The King gave me a KBE for personally saving the Prince of Wales. I had dinner at the White House.

Big deal.

The world had a respite, after that. CAPUC had scared people, it seemed, into a new spirit of cooperation. I should have been suspicious, of course. But soon I’d moved over to WHO, and had all sorts of administrative responsibilities in the Final Campaign on Malnutrition.

By that time, I had almost entirely forgotten about ALAS.

I forgot about you, didn’t I? Oh, the years passed, my star rose, I became famous, respected, revered. I didn’t get my Nobel in Stockholm. Ironically, I picked it up in Oslo. Fancy that. Just shows you can fool anybody.

And yet, I don’t think I ever really forgot about you, ALAS, not at the back of my mind.

Peace treaties were signed. Citizens of the industrial nations voted temporary cuts in their standards of living in order to fight poverty and save the environment. Suddenly, it seemed, we’d all grown up. Other cynics, guys I’d gotten drunk with in the past – and shared dark premonitions about the inevitable fate of filthy, miserable humanity – all gradually deserted the faith, as pessimists seem wont to do when the world turns bright – too bright for even the cynical to dismiss as a mere passing phase on the road to Hell.

And yet, my own brooding remained unblemished. For subconsciously I knew it wasn’t real.

Then, the third Mars expedition returned to worldwide adulation, and brought home with them TARP.

And that was when we found out just how friendly our home-grown pathogens really had been, all along.
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Late at night, stumbling in exhaustion from overwork, I would stop at Les’s portrait where I’d ordered it hung in the hall opposite my office door, and stand there cursing him and his damned theories of symbiosis.

Picture mankind ever reaching a symbiotic association with TARP! That really would be something. Imagine, Les, all those alien genes, added to our heritage, to our rich human diversity!

Only TARP did not seem to be much interested in ‘negotiation’. Its wooing was rough, deadly. And its vector was the wind.

The world looked to me, and to my peers, for salvation. In spite of all my successes and high renown, though, I knew myself for a second-best fraud. I would always know – no matter how much they thanked and praised me – who had been better than me by light years.

Again and again, deep into the night, I would pore through the notes Leslie Adgeson had left behind, seeking inspiration, seeking hope. That’s when I stumbled across ALAS, once more.

I found you again.

Oh, you made us behave better, all right. At least a quarter of the human race must contain your DNA by now, ALAS. And in their new-found, inexplicable, rationalised altruism, they set the tone followed by all the others.

Everybody behaves so damned well in the present calamity. They help each other, they succour the sick, they all give so.

Funny thing, though. If you hadn’t made us all so bloody cooperative, we’d probably never have made it to bloody Mars, would we? Or if we had, there’d have still been enough paranoia around so we’d have maintained a decent quarantine.

But then, I remind myself, you don’t plan, do you? You’re just a bundle of RNA, packed inside a protein coat, with an incidentally, accidentally acquired trait of making humans want to donate blood. That’s all you are, right? So you had no way of knowing that by making us ‘better’ you were also setting us up for TARP, did you? Did you?
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We’ve got some palliatives, now. A few new techniques seem to be doing some good. The latest news is great, in fact. Apparently, we’ll be able to save maybe fifteen per cent or so of the children. Up to half of those may even be fertile. If our luck holds.

That’s for nations who’ve had a lot of racial mixing. Heterozygosity and genetic diversity seem to breed better resistance. Those people with ‘pure’, narrow bloodlines will be harder to save, but then, racism has its inevitable price.

Too bad about the great apes and horses, but then, at least all this will give the rain forests a chance to grow back.

Meanwhile, everybody perseveres. There is no panic, as one reads about happening in past plagues. We’ve grown up at last, it seems. We help each other.

But I carry a card in my wallet saying I’m a Christian Scientist, and that my blood group is AB Negative, and that I’m allergic to nearly everything. Transfusions are one of the treatments commonly used now, and I’m an important man. But I won’t take blood.

I won’t.

I donate, but I’ll never take it. Not even when I drop.

You won’t have me, ALAS. You won’t.

I am a bad man. I suppose, all told, I’ve done more good than evil in my life, but that’s incidental, a product of happenstance and the bizarre caprices of the world.

I have no control over the world, but I can make my own decisions, at least. As I make this one, now.

Down, out of my high research tower I’ve gone. Into the streets, where the teeming clinics fester and broil. That is where I work now. And it doesn’t matter to me that I’m behaving no differently than anyone else today. They are all marionettes. They think they’re acting altruistically, but I know they are your puppets, ALAS.

But I am a man, do you hear me? I make my own decisions.

Fever wracks my body now, as I drag myself from bed to bed, holding their hands when they stretch them out to me for comfort, doing what I can to ease their suffering, to save a few.

You’ll not have me, ALAS.

This is what I choose to do.



Myth Number 21


Elvis roams the interstates in a big white cadillac.

It has to be him. Flywheel-bus and commuterzep riders see plumes of dust trailing like rocket exhaust behind something too fast and glittery for the naked eye.

Squint though, and you might glimpse him from behind the wheel, steering with one wrist, fiddling the radio dial, then reaching for that always frosty can of beer. ‘Thank you, honey,’ he tells the blonde next to him as he steps on the accelerator.

Roar of V-8 power. Freedom-smell of gasoline. Clean wind blowing back his hair… Elvis hoots and lifts one arm to wave at all true Americans who still believe in him.

Chatty bit-zines run blurry pictures of him. ‘Fakes!’ claim those snooty tech types, ignored by the faithful who collect grand old TwenCen automobiles and polish them, saving ration coupons for that once-a-year spin, meeting at the nearest Graceland Shrine for a day of chrome and music and speed and glory.

They stop at ghostly, abandoned filling stations, checking for signs that he’s been by. Some claim to find pumps freshly used, reading empty yet somehow reeking of high octane. Others point to black, bold tyre tracks, or claim his music can be heard in the coyotes’ midnight serenade.

Elvis roams the open interstates in a big white cadillac. How else to explain the traces some have found, sparkling like faery dust across the fading yellow lines?

A pollen of happier days… the glitter of rhinestones.



Story Notes


The preceding little fable, cribbed from my novel Earth, is an example of the super-short story, which some call a ‘drabble’. Collections have been published in the 100- and 750-word categories, but my favourite length is precisely 250.

‘The Giving Plague’ was a reflection on the times, written as the first deadly pandemic of post-industrial society shattered our brief, blithe illusion that the old dangers were behind us. AIDS has transformed the way people look upon each other, the world, and life itself. The cruel ironies of disease and death were poignant for most of human history, when illness was a dark mystery. Now, as we unravel the genetic codes and begin looking our enemies in the face, so to speak, the paradoxes seem only to multiply. Symbiosis and genetic ‘negotiation’ are also contemplated as themes in a novel I wrote with Gregory Benford, Heart of the Comet.

One editor rejected ‘The Giving Plague’ because he thought it ‘irresponsible to undermine confidence in the blood supply’. I leave it to the reader to compare that unique proposition to the tale itself, and decide which is more far-fetched. Fortunately, weighty matters of public policy remain unaffected by scary SF tales… even Hugo nominees.

Coming up next, ‘Dr Pak’s Preschool’ seems a natural extrapolation of the enrichment parenting craze that’s sweeping not only Japan, but yuppie America and elsewhere, as well. Having recently embarked on fatherhood, I know the temptations all too well.

‘Detritus Affected’ is about exploring vintages from ages past, and was inspired by news accounts concerning a new breed of archeologist.

This collection also features several of my published essays, gathered and reworked to express a theme which has fascinated me for some time, that of ‘otherness’. The first appeared as a guest editorial in Analog magazine, some years back, and was reprinted in Whole Earth Review. To be taken in a spirit of humour, it deals with a quirky way to look at this bizarre culture we live in. A culture too strange to have been thought up in a science fiction story.



Dr Pak’s Preschool


Hands, those strong hands holding her down upon the tabletop… in her pain and confusion, they reminded her of those tentacled sea creatures of fabled days which ola-chan had described when she was little, whose habit it was to drag unfortunate mariners down to a watery doom.

Those hands, clasping, restraining – she cried for mercy, knowing all the while that those hands would ignore her protests, along with any pretence at modesty.

Needles pricked her skin, hot localised distractions from her futile struggles. Soon the drugs took effect. A soporific coolness spread along her limbs, and she lost the will to resist any longer. The hands loosened their grip, and turned to perform yet other violations.

Stormy images battered her wavering sense of self. Moire patterns and Moebius chains – somehow she knew these things and their names without ever having learned them. And there was something else – something that hurt even to contemplate – a container with two openings, and none at all… a bottle whose interior was on the outside .. .

It was a problem to be solved. A desperate quandary. A life-or-death puzzle in higher level geometry.

The words and images whirled, hands groped about her, but at that moment all she could do was moan.

‘Wakarimasenr!’ she cried aloud. ‘Wakarimasenr!’
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Reiko should have been more suspicious the night her husband came home earlier than usual, and announced that she would accompany him on his next business trip to Seoul. That evening, however, when Tetsuo showed her the white paper folder containing two red and green airline boarding passes, Reiko could think only in the heady language of joy.

He remembers.

Her elation did not show, of course. She bowed to her husband and spoke words of submissive acceptance, maintaining decorous reticence. Tetsuo, in his turn, was admirably restrained. He grunted and turned his attention back to his supper, as if the matter had really been of little consequence after all.

Nevertheless, Reiko was certain his gruffness overlaid a well of true feeling.

Why else, she thought, would he do such an unheard-of thing? And so near the anniversary of their marriage? That second ticket in the envelope surely meant there was still a bit of the rebel under Tetsuo’s now so-conventional exterior – still a remnant of the free spirit she had given her heart to, years ago.

He remembers, she thought jubilantly.

And it was not yet nine in the evening. For Tetsuo to return so early for supper at home, instead of having it with business colleagues at some city bar, was exceptional in itself. Reiko bowed again and suggested awakening their daughter. Yukiko so seldom got to spend time with her father.

‘lye,’ Tetsuo said curtly, vetoing the idea. ‘Let the child sleep. I wish to retire early tonight, anyway.’

Reiko’s heart seemed to flutter within her ribcage at his implication. After clearing away dinner she made the required preparations, just in case.


And indeed, later that night he joined with her in their bed – for the first time in months without beer or tobacco or the scent of other women commingling in his breath. Tetsuo made love to her with an intensity she recalled, but which, of late, she had begun to think she had imagined all along.

Almost exactly six years ago they had been newly-weds, trapped joyously in each other’s eyes as they honeymooned in Fiji, hardly noticing the mountains or the reefs or the exotic native dancers for the resonant happiness, the amplified autarchia of their union. And for the following year, also, it had remained that way for the two of them, as if they were characters from a happy romantic tale, brought into the real world. In those days even the intense pressure of Tetsuo’s career had seemed to take second place to their love.

It had lasted, in fact, up to the time when Reiko became pregnant. Until then she hadn’t believed they would ever stop being lovers, and begin the long tedium of life as a married couple. But they did.

Tetsuo closed his eyes tightly and shuddered, then collapsed in a lassitude of spent coitus. His breath was sweet, his weight a pleasure for her to bear, and with her fingertips Reiko lightly traced the familiar patterns of his back. The boy she had known was filling out, gaining the looser fleshiness of a grown man. Tonight however she felt a slight relaxing of the tension that had slowly mounted along his spine over the grinding months and years.

Tetsuo seldom spoke of his work, although she knew it was stressful and hard. His supervisors seemed still to hold him under suspicion over an incident a few years ago, when he had tried unsuccessfully to introduce un-Japanese business practices into the firm. This, she imagined, was one reason why he had grown so distant, allowing the flame of their passion to bank back in favour of more important matters. That was, of course, as it would have to be.

But now all seemed restored. Tetsuo had remembered; all was well in the world.

When, instead of simply rolling over and going to sleep, Tetsuo stroked her hair briefly and spoke to her softly in unintelligible mumblings of fondness, Reiko felt a glow like the sunrise within her.
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It was her first trip to the airport since the honeymoon, so long ago. Reiko could not help feeling disappointed, for the experience was not at all the same this time.

How could it be? She chided herself for making comparisons. After all, different destinations attracted different classes of people. The occupants of this departure lounge could hardly be expected to be like those down the hall a ways, bound from Tokyo to Fiji, Hawaii, or Saipan – young couples close-orbiting on trajectories of bliss.

Sometimes on such honeymoon flights groups of newly-weds would have singing contests to help pass the time, clapping with courteous enthusiasm however terrible the voice. After all, there were harmonies that went beyond music, and much holding of hands.

Travellers not bound for the resorts dressed differently, spoke and behaved differently. It was as if the departure terminal were a series of slices of modern life – each distinct, representing a separate phase or moulting.

Jets destined for Europe or America generally carried tour groups of prosperous older couples, or gaggles of students, all dressed alike and hanging together as if their periphery was patrolled by dangerous animals, ready at any moment to snap up the unwary straggler.

And, of course, there were the intense businessmen, who spent their transit time earnestly studying their presentation materials… modern samurai… warriors for Japan on the new battlefields of commerce.

Finally, there were the gates nearest Reiko, from which departed flights for Bangkok, Manilla, Seoul. These, too, carried businessmen, but bound instead for the rewards of success. Women told each other rumours about what went on during these… kairaku expeditions. Reiko had never really been sure what to believe, but she sensed the anticipation of the ticket holders in this particular lounge. Most of the passengers wore suits, but their mood did not strike her as businesslike. They carried briefcases, but nobody seemed much interested in working.

Reiko had few illusions about the ‘commerce’ that went on during such trips. Still, the Koreans were industrialising rapidly. Certainly there were many bona fide dealings, as well as junkets. Tetsuo’s company had to be sending him for real business reasons, or why would he have invited her along? Reiko wondered if all those stories had been exaggerated after all.

A contingent of foreigners awaited the opening of the gate with typical gaijin impatience, speaking loudly, staring impertinently. An orderly queue of Japanese formed behind the jostling Europeans and Americans.

Reiko’s sister, Yumi, held Yukiko up to wave goodbye to her parents. The little girl seemed confused and unhappy, but determined to behave well. Already Yukiko exhibited a sense of public propriety, and she did not shame them by crying. As Tetsuo led her down the crowded ramp Reiko felt a pang of separation, but she knew Yukiko would be all right for a few days with her aunt. At worst their daughter would be spoiled by too much attention.

On board, Reiko saw there were a few other married couples beside themselves, all seated towards the rear of the aeroplane. The women seemed less at ease than their husbands, and listened attentively as the stewardess went over emergency procedures. Finally, the great machine hurtled down the runway and propelled itself into the sky.

When the safety lights turned off, the cabin began to fill with drifts of cigarette smoke. Men got up and drifted forward towards the lounge. Soon there was heard, beyond the partition, the clinking of glasses and harsh laughter.

Reiko discreetly observed the other women, sitting quietly with empty seats between them. Some gazed out upon the green mountains of Honshu as the plane gradually gained altitude. Others conversed together in low tones. A few just looked down at their hands.

Reiko pondered. So many husbands could not be bringing their wives if their business in Seoul were only concupiscent pleasure. Could they?

She realised she was staring and quickly lowered her eyes. Still, Reiko had noticed something; all the other wives aboard were young, like herself. She turned, intending to whisper this interesting observation to her husband, and blinked quickly when she found herself facing an empty seat.

While she had been looking around, Tetsuo had quietly slipped away. Soon Reiko heard his familiar laughter coming from just beyond the partition.

She looked down then, and found fascinating the texture and fine lines that traced the backs of her own hands.
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That evening, in their hotel room, Tetsuo told her why he had brought her along with him to Seoul. ‘It is time for us to have a son,’ he said, matter of factly.

Reiko nodded dutifully. ‘A son is to be hoped for.’

Tetsuo loved his daughter, of course, but he clearly wanted to have a boy in the family, and Reiko could hope for nothing better than to please him. And yet, had he not been the one insisting she buy birth-control devices weekly from the neighbourhood Skin Lady, and use them so carefully?

‘We can afford to have only one more child,’ he went on, telling her what she already knew. ‘So we shall want to make certain the second is a boy.’

Only half seriously, she suggested, ‘Shujin, I shall go to Mizuko Jizo Temple daily, and burn incense.’

If she had hoped to draw a smile from him, Reiko was disappointed. Once upon a time, he had been witty in his mockery of the ancient superstitions, and they had shared this delicious cynicism between them – she the daughter of a scientist and he the bright young businessman who had been to university in America. Now, though, Tetsuo nodded and seemed to accept her promise at face value.

‘Good. However, we shall supplement prayer with technology.’ From his jacket pocket he withdrew a slim brochure which he handed to her. He left Reiko then to read the pamphlet in their small room while he went down to the bar to drink with friends.

Reiko stared down at the bold type, glittering in stark romanji script.
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A little while later she got undressed and went to bed. But lying there alone in the darkness, she found she could not sleep.
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They were actually quite kind at the clinic. Nicer, at least, than Reiko had anticipated. In her mind she had pictured a stark, sterile-white hospital setting. It was reassuring, then, to sit in the pastel waiting room, with cranes and other symbols of good fortune traced out delicately upon the wall reliefs. Tetsuo remained behind when her name was called, but he did smile and offer her a nod of encouragement as the nurse bowed and ushered her into the examination room.

The doctors were distant and professional, for which Reiko was grateful. They tapped and thumped and measured her temperature. When it came time to take various samples there was only a little pain, and her modesty was protected by a screen across the middle of her body.

Then she was returned to the waiting room. One of the doctors accompanying her bowed and told Tetsuo that she would be ready to conceive in three days’ time. Tetsuo replied with a polite hiss of satisfaction, and exchanged further bows with the doctor before they turned to leave together.

During the next few days Reiko saw little of Tetsuo. He really did, it seemed, have business to do in Seoul – meetings and sales analyses. The clinic provided a guide to show Reiko and a few other prospective mothers the sights, such as they were. They saw the Olympic Village, the war memorials, the great public museums. Only occasionally did some passer-by glance sourly at them on hearing spoken Japanese. All in all, Reiko found the Koreans much nicer than she had been led to expect from the stories she had heard since childhood. But then, perhaps the Koreans she met felt the same way about her.
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