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Peds

By James S. Dorr

Islands.

That’s what Robert Balkoner thought of as he drove through the night-dimmed city. Islands of brightness. Faerie towers that pierced the sky.

Julie beside him, green-robed and glossy, from one of those islands and, on the horizon, the rose-lit arches and minarets of the castle that was their destination.

“Jesus,” he whispered. Ahead, a flash of white. 

“What is it, Robert?”

He wrestled the car into manual drive, swerving it out of its preassigned course just in time to avoid smashing into the running figure. He watched as the figure spun back into darkness—the dark of the vast crumbling lowland ocean that surrounded the city’s bright islands. 

“Nothing, darling,” he said as he felt the car give itself back to computer control. He tried to relax in his foam-padded seat, stretching his arm to gather in Julie.

“Nothing,” he said again, nuzzling her hair. “We’ll get to the party in plenty of time. It was just a pedestrian.”

Just a pedestrian. Trying to make it across the expressway. The figure had seemed to freeze for a moment in the automobile’s rear viewscreen. A female figure, slim and blonde—not red-haired like Julie—who made a point of whirling and flashing an obscene gesture as Balkoner sped by. 

“Just a lousy Ped,” Julie murmured, nuzzling back. She sighed, then kissed him. “Hope you ran over the bastard,” she said as she pressed her body closer against his. 

* * *

Julie’s remark still bothered Balkoner, especially since, when Julie told about the incident at the party, most of the guests expressed similar thoughts. Even the host, just reelected City Councilor Andrew Tolan, took him aside later in the evening.

“Listen,” he said. “You should have run over him—or her—whatever it was. You’ve got to remember these Peds are just leeches—welfare people. If they wanted to work for a living, they could afford cars. They could make payments just like we do and live in a decent part of the city instead of the slums. They’ve made their choice, Balkoner, part of which is that they’re supposed to stay off the highway.”

“I don’t know, Andrew,” Balkoner said. “Some of them must have had cars before—before whatever it was that happened to make them Peds. But when they had to apply for public assistance, doesn’t the law confiscate their cars?”

“Along with whatever else they have that can be sold to help pay their keep, yes. That’s just the point.” Councilor Tolan was a man of Balkoner’s height, of about the same age but already starting to show the paunch that betokened a rising career in government. “Look,” he went on. “Part of my job is to deal with these things. I’ve heard the arguments. Nevertheless, the bottom line is that your and my tax money supports these Peds. Allows them to live anywhere they want in their part of the city—which, I might add, means most of the city. Gives them free food in the robot kitchens. And, in return for which, they don’t have to do one damn thing.” 

Balkoner nodded—he’d heard the arguments too, but he’d never been really convinced. “I guess you know more about it than I do,” he finally said. “Still, what if one of them had a job offer? Maybe in some other part of town that was too far to walk to. Suppose….”

Tolan waved him off. “I know, Balkoner. Some do get jobs too. But—and I have the statistics on this—it’s only a small fraction of the total. Because, like I say, the vast majority of these people like to be leeches. They like to live free, off your and my taxes. And that’s why I say, too, that if you killed one accidentally out on the highway, there isn’t a cop in the whole damn city who’d even ask any questions about it.”

“What’d I tell you?” Julie said, giggling. Balkoner turned—when he’d last seen her, she’d been trying a new inhalant with a pair of women she’d just met. From the sound of her giggle now, he knew she hadn’t stopped at just one.

“Julie,” he said. He took her hand—let her lean against him. “Have you met our host yet, Councilor Tolan? He and I went to school together and….”

“Glad to meetcha,” Julie said. She giggled again. “Liked whatcha said about hitting Peds—one less person to have to take care of—’cept Robert here, he tries to miss ’em.” 

Balkoner took her home shortly afterward—something else someone said bothered him too. About how motorists ought to be more aggressive driving because some pedestrians tried to get them. 

He tried to imagine. What could a Ped do against a car? But then he thought about the blonde figure, how close she’d been to him. Maybe, if she’d had a gun or something. Although, of course, any firearms people might have were taken as well when they went on assistance.

He shrugged it off—then he felt the car swerve. 

He blinked—looked at Julie—saw her twist the wheel to the right. Saw that she’d reached across the dashboard and already punched the car into manual.

“Julie, what…?”

He heard the thump, felt the car slewing—first farther to right—then back to the left. He wrestled with Julie for the wheel, then shifted it back to computer drive.

“Julie, we hit something!”

Even on automatic control, the car seemed to wobble.

“Just some kind of goddamn animal,” Julie mumbled. “Like maybe some kind of dog or something.” 

He looked at the viewscreen, turned up its distance and set it to rear scan. He saw, in the road behind the car, a large, sprawled-out lump. Maybe a large dog, as Julie had said. Or….

“I wanted to hit a goddamn person.”

* * *

He didn’t stay after he let Julie off, even though she had giggled again and invited him in. He worried about her, about her attitudes, even if he realized she’d sniffed too many inhalants not to be high. Even Councilor Tolan had been high—it had been the inhalants talking. Councilor Tolan, who normally was the most sober defender of every person who dwelled in the city. 
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