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Gibberish

UNLESS HE SPENT THE night with a woman and thus was obliged to make small talk in the morning, Ken Phipps’s breakfast companion was the radio, tuned to an all-news station, but it was routine for him (unless some major catastrophe was being reported for the first time) to ignore the meaning of what was said while taking comfort from the sound of the human voice. He had usually caught the eleven-o’clock TV news the night before. It was rare that anything happened overnight except the opening of the Tokyo stock exchange, the report on which could, unless abnormal, be noted subliminally.

This phase of his existence had continued to be orderly even when others went awry. Recently he had been having trouble with the super of his apartment. He had also had a falling out with his only brother, had broken up with still another girlfriend. But the breakfast-time ritual of playing the radio while not listening to it had been reassuringly maintained... Until the morning at hand, when for what seemed no reason at all Phipps suddenly took interest, or tried to, in a news report about an occurrence in—that was just the problem. He could make no sense of it.

“...tenig pobed decisionally volatilitude, dowd happnil, be sprang. Than Mertonwhy Funchin, Blurvil, Rupeeble Don Grodwin.”

The last few sounds were given the tone and rhythm of a geo-graphical name—perhaps. Beyond that suggestion Phipps could not go. He thumped his temple with a heel of hand. Maybe water from the shower was still in his ear.

He twisted the dial to another station and there found an improvement that, according to the angle of interpretation, could be either significant or slight. He could at least assume that a sportscaster was reporting the results of the baseball games of the day before. A desultory fan except when his favorite team was in a pennant race, Phipps usually heard the scores in a distracted state that permitted him only occasionally to note a strenuous effort to avoid repeating the obvious verbs. Thus if the Yankees beat the Red Sox, and the Mets lost to the Cards, the Cubs must win over the Reds, while the Twins bested the A’s. Beyond that point the terms grew more rarefied. One team might, were the score sufficiently unbalanced, devastate or hand a shellacking to another. When one team had chalked up no runs whatever, never having even gotten on the board, they could be said to have been skunked, with a score of zip. To listen to such linguistic versatility was sometimes a certain compensation for a list of numbers that applied to contests to which one was indifferent.

But what he was hearing at this moment were the results of games between teams the names of which were unprecedented as designations for major-league clubs. The “Spawn” had “emballoted” the “Hings.” The “Jillies” were “oxwalled” by the “Bidwangers.” Who had won in a contest between the “Dunktoms” and the “Kalikinlogs” he had no means of knowing, not being able to identify the verb, in pronouncing which the commentator had used guttural effects quite foreign to English.

Had the material world not been altogether in order, Phipps might have been in panic at this point. But the facts were that the toast, though made from a high-nutrient multigrained loaf, was nevertheless delicious for a change, the honey exquisite though coming not from the thyme-sotted bees of Provence or another exotic meadow but being rather the familiar old supermarket brand, the Mocha-Java a first-rate brew as always, and suddenly even the sun did the cheery thing and broke through the overcast that had persisted throughout the previous two days.

The obvious solution to the problem of the radio was to switch it off. Phipps had long since learned that there were only the tiniest handful of true emergencies about which something must promptly be done: fire, choking, gushing blood, and a few others. Beyond those obvious and, if allowed to persist, irreversible situations were the partial or limited crises, those inflated by persons with axes to grind, or the downright pseudo problems so convenient for the use of TV newscasters when nothing else was there to report: e.g., the probability of minor flooding if enough rain fell, the alarming rise in the price of prunes, and of course the wind-chill factor.

The truth was that in all but a very few extremities, no response whatever was the most sensible and usually the most effective technique—if the word could be used to refer to the lack of something. By now Phipps was so good at this as to continue to walk on when he saw two men fighting each other with knives at the mouth of an alleyway not far from his office. Had he subsequently encountered a policeman, he would not have failed to mention this event. As it was, being unarmed and not vested with any official law-enforcement authority, he had done nothing whatever.

On the bus ride to work he typically exchanged conversation with no one. A mutually maintained silence was nowadays the most civilized arrangement one could expect in public. In the same spirit Phipps usually managed even to avoid overhearing the conversations of other passengers if such there were in his vicinity. But on the morning at hand he was not so fortunate—or deft. The two persons in the seat just ahead of him were arguing, not loudly but with shared intensity.

He could hear them very clearly, yet what they said had no meaning for him. If they were speaking in a foreign language, he could not begin to identify it even by family: Latin, Slavic, Oriental...

“Bet hunan vilmin hupergong bubfile,” said the woman, whose hair was short and cut smartly above small but assertive earrings.

“Bay,” answered the man, “dinsel topjaw pinjatorial, pinjam pinjallow, kipness.” He had projecting ears. He seemed to have the calmer side of the dispute, but perhaps Phipps made that assumption only because this male voice was richer and much deeper than that of this woman—not always necessarily the case: his own had a nasal quality (startling to himself when he heard it on tape) that could be thought, by strangers, to be a concomitant of peevishness, whereas his intimates knew him rather as the soul of geniality.

He decided that for his peace of mind he would not listen to anything anyone said on the elevator ride to his office, and this proved more or less possible, except for the times he was asked to give way to permit the exit of certain fellow passengers de-boarding on lower floors. Undoubtedly the terms they used were those routine to civilized social intercourse, “please,” “excuse me,” and the like, but though he pretended such was the case, and politely honored the requests, the words he actually heard were unfamiliar: “binkho,” for example, “ranchly,” and “veemhard.”

Therefore he felt fortunate that the young woman at the reception desk of the firm for which he worked was distracted by a phone call just as he appeared, and he was able to gain entrance to the office with no more than an exchange of loose-wristed waves.

He was less lucky in the case of his colleague Burt Wyman, just back from a midseason vacation, sporting high facial color, a belt that had gained a notch, and a pair of shoes made from a hide of unusual grain, perhaps reptilian, but if so from a serpent unfamiliar to Phipps, and given the incomprehensible identification made by Wyman, he might never know the name, unless there really was a lizard called “feemjohn.”

But that was only one of the words employed by Wyman, who spoke in the rapid rhythm of high spirits, and Phipps, understanding none, found it was however not unbearable to listen to an account he knew by precedent would have bored him terribly had he been able to understand the language in which it was spoken, Wyman being notorious for telling, with great energy, stories that had no point unless one was a member of his family: kids lost expensive sunglasses, picnics on the edge of disaster were saved when a nearby group had mayo to lend, distant acquaintances were encountered by chance in souvenir shops far from home.

Having only just reached his cubicle and hung the jacket of his suit on the coattree, Phipps heard a sharp rap on the clear glass wall to his left. It was his immediate superior, Mel Fallon, in a suit that as usual fit much better than the sandy toupee. Fallon was giving him the thumb, and wore an expression from which it could be inferred that an unpleasant interview was imminent, one that might well be nightmarish if Fallon’s side of it was couched in more of the gibberish Phipps had heard since breakfast.

Though having summoned him not twenty seconds earlier, Fallon, now behind his desk, first pretended he had not noticed Phipps’s arrival. Then, when eventually he lifted his head from the papers before him, he began what Phipps, not able to understand a word of it, could only assume was a furious complaint, punctuated occasionally by violent stabs with a rigid forefinger into the air between them.

Phipps could not imagine what he had done or failed to do that called for such an outburst. His own anger began to grow. He was not a criminal. And Fallon was not judge or jury, nor for that matter was he in a position of supreme power. In their division alone were several men and one woman who outranked him. Furthermore he was not that good at his job, his successful ideas generally having been provided by Phipps (without credit) whereas those exclusively his own were wont to fail. Actually the guy was a jerk, a fake, a clown, and even though he might have the power to arrange for Phipps’s discharge, it would provide great satisfaction to return his attack.

“All right, that’s enough! Now it’s my turn, you bastard.” This was what Phipps intended to say. What emerged, however, was something else, a series of words quite as incomprehensible as those that had been addressed to him. He could not even understand language when it was spoken by himself!

But Fallon suddenly stopped scowling, looked pensive for a moment narrowing his eyes and holding his head at the angle of a curious dog, then cleared his throat and said something a good deal more gentle than his previous rant.

For his own part, having gotten the feeling toward Fallon off his chest and survived, Phipps became more diplomatic. He was trying to craft a statement that would combine a kind of apology with a sort of sense of pride when Fallon rose, came around the desk, and indicated, politely enough, that Phipps should follow him.

Down the hall they went and turned the corner into the west wing, lair of the big boss, John C. Nebling, an executive whose ascetic appearance was at odds with his reputation for debauchery, though it was always possible that the latter was a fiction, for nobody Phipps knew had ever seen Nebling in a moment of hanky-panky, and Barbara Clark-Johansen, his executive assistant, held him in the highest regard and was humorlessly indignant as to the rumours of his sexual depravity, which, to be sure, some thought had been cut from the whole cloth by Nebling himself to give color to his image.

Phipps was always embarrassed nowadays when crossing paths with Barbara, which fortunately he was not often obliged to do, for they used different banks of elevators and he had no regular business in the west wing. He and Barbara had had a little thing together, not really long enough to be called an affair, not sufficiently passionate to have been a romance: on the other hand, it was more than series of one-night stands. Neither really knew what it had been, but both agreed, at about the same time, that it was over. For no discernible reason, it had not been replaced, as it should properly have been, by friendship. This was especially true on Barbara’s side. Though their parting had been amicable, she had on chance encounters since been barely civil to him. He could not decide whether this coldness was typical of her attitude to any man for whom she no longer had personal use or was reserved for himself after second thoughts had brought bygone injustices to mind. The fact was, despite having spent a half dozen nights in her close company, he knew very little about Barbara’s approach to much other than sex, medium-priced wine, and Thai food—and her retention of the name “Johansen” though the husband that went with it was no longer in residence.

On seeing her now in the office that was an anteroom to Nebling’s, Phipps let Fallon, whose idea this was, do the talking. Though he had got away with the earlier nonsense, he did not wish to try it on Barbara, whose opinion of him was low enough as it was.

But after speaking a few incomprehensible words to her, Fallon treacherously abandoned him and went out the door by which they had come.

As expected, Barbara was very chilly in her introductory and of course meaningless remarks. But because they had once been intimate, and since he had begun to worry that his failure to make any sense of spoken language, including his own, might have brought him to the threshold of insanity, Phipps threw himself on her mercy.

His intention was to say, “Look, Barbara, I wish we could be friends at least, and talk to each other as friends do. I’ve got a problem at the moment: everything I hear people say sounds nonsensical to me, and the same thing is true even when I say something myself. Frankly, I’m on the edge of panic.” He paused a moment, and then asked, “Do you understand anything I’m saying?”

Barbara’s reactions were not really appropriate to what he had tried to say, but they were very pleasant to experience nonetheless. Her brown eyes suddenly became again as they were when he and she had been on intimate terms. She rose from her desk and, right there in the middle of the office, with the door open, kissed him warmly. He was much moved by this and oddly reassured though it had nothing to do with his basic predicament except perhaps in the sense that it is generally better to attract kisses than kicks.

Before he had an opportunity to show a visible reaction, however, Barbara ushered him into the presence of John C. Nebling, who for a few moments was invisible behind the back of his chair, which was turned so that its occupant could contemplate a view of the glassy facade of other buildings similar to the one in which he found himself.

But eventually the executive revolved slowly to face Phipps. Today Nebling looked even more desiccated than usual. Every time he saw the man, Phipps decided anew that the rumours of satyriasis must be the fictions of malicious wits. It was hard to believe that Nebling had ever felt a sexual urge and impossible to think that any woman would have been willing to gratify it.

Nebling now extended the sharp points of his nose and chin toward Phipps, as if to impale him. Evidently he, like Fallon, had a complaint to bring, but Nebling did not raise his voice or show anger. His style was subdued in volume but penetrating in effect. Even though Phipps could not understand what the man was saying, he could detect, with his nerves as it were, the corrosive sarcasm which characterized every element of the statement, and he could only assume that what Fallon had started, Nebling would accomplish: namely, his firing.

And once again he could not suppress his anger. “You should talk! Everybody thinks you’re a joke. No wonder our competitors are walking all over us. You are as stupid as you are ugly. Keep the job, you ridiculous old man!”

But before Phipps could turn and make an indignant exit, Nebling put out a hand and said something in a speculative tone. This could hardly be a response to what Phipps had just said, if Phipps had said what he intended to, which of course he had no way of knowing.

Nebling next picked up a fat file of documents and presumably began to speak about them, tracing with a forefinger. Eventually he lowered the file, turned it to face Phipps, and pushed it across the desk.

Phipps put on his half-glasses and began quickly to examine the papers. Until this moment he had assumed that he retained the power to understand written language. But apparently such was not the case: he could not make out more than a word here and there, a “so” or an “as” or “than,” but suspected some of what he thought to be vaguely familiar were perhaps only cases of coincidental resemblance: e.g., “beyondings,” “distribukor,” and “cripple flypass.”

He could only too easily have surrendered to panic at this point, but by now was something of a veteran at gibberish, having survived the earlier experiences. So he nodded, stared sternly at his employer, and plunged in.

“What we have here is a bold and inventive plan that if instituted is guaranteed to smoke our competition in the Southwest, and not only that. As you have better reason than most to know, in recent years we have more or less slunk out of New England with our tail between our legs. I frankly believe this state of affairs could be altered to our advantage as soon as the first quarter of next year. But don’t take my word for it. Look at the graphs!” He turned the file toward Nebling and pushed it back.

Even had his speech been comprehensible—which it had certainly not been to his own ear—the content of it was spur-of-the-moment invention. The company was already in the process of closing the Northeastern division: no “new plan,” even if potentially wonder-working, could possibly be put into effect quickly enough to change that situation. Not to mention that if there was such a plan, he knew nothing about it. He had no idea of what was really in these papers.

But Nebling received the bogus information soberly. He studied the first few pages in the sheaf, nodding deliberately and then picked up the pace with his sharp chin. Finally he shut the folder, raised it, and having walked around the desk, presented it to Phipps with a crisp and positive gesture, like a drill sergeant returning a rifle to a recruit after finding it suitably clean. He clapped Phipps on the shoulder cap and uttered what, by its tone, could only be an affirmative sentiment.

Folder under his arm, Phipps left. He now felt so confident that he was able to pass Barbara with a smile and a wink. As to Fallon, however, he could not be so easygoing. Now was the time if there ever was one when, backed up by his new support from Nebling, he could try to even the score with his immediate superior. He continued on past his own cubicle to Fallon’s office.

Fallon was on the telephone when he entered, but soon hung up and, babbling amiably, indicated that Phipps should take one of the chairs that faced him.

Phipps however thrust the folder across the desk. “You fool,” he tried to say. “John Nebling and I agree that this plan of yours is disastrous. John was so furious about it that he even began to consider whether you might be an agent provocateur planted on us by one of our competitors. But I saved your job. I assured him you were too dumb to play such a role!” With a cruel grin he dropped the folder on the royal-blue blotter in its rosewood frame.

All of what Phipps had wanted to say came out in the now usual nonsense sounds, and he could not imagine what interpretation Fallon could possibly make of it, but the man was smiling as he opened the folder and began to examine its contents.

After a moment Phipps sat down. He experienced some failure of nerve. It was all very well to pretend to be having fun, making the best of a bad job, but if looked at clearly his predicament was disastrous. Thus far today he had proved absolutely incapable of communicating with his fellow human beings. How could any good come of that?

Fallon looked up from the papers, smiling more broadly than ever, tapped them with his forefinger, and said something obviously approving, Then he put his hands behind his head and leaned back. He gave every appearance of being expansive, gestured benevolently and spoke at some length, with genial simpers here and there and even, in conclusion, a wink. Finally he stood up and put his outstretched hand across the desk.

Phipps really had no option but to accept it and return the warmth of the grasp. He was willing to consider that he had misjudged Fallon in the past: after all, the man was always under unbearable pressure from his own superiors. Though Nebling had been a nice guy today, it was unrealistic to assume he had gotten where he was by kindness. Surely he had been at least as rough on Fallon as the latter had been on Phipps. Maybe Fallon was a better fellow than could be expected. Phipps found his own apparent success, in a situation that could have been calamitous, made him more generous to his fellow man.

He returned to his own desk, where a stuffed In-basket awaited him. One by one, he found the documents therein to be as undecipherable as the oral language that he had been hearing all day and saw that he had no choice but to dispose of them in the same cavalier fashion as he had dealt with the spoken word. Some papers he initialed forthwith and tossed into the Out-basket. Others that bore densely printed texts he simply slipped into the waste-can, but anything showing a graph was first defaced with a felt-tipped pen and anything with numbers he crushed and balled before discarding.

Occasionally such work was interrupted by the buzzing of the telephone. As he had no idea of what the caller said, Phipps showed ever less patience with each, until finally his response was simply to lift the receiver, say, “You’re talking absolute crap,” and hang up.

The strain of so performing, however, had begun to tell on him by lunch time, and though John C. Nebling had sent for him to come eat in the corporate dining room—an invitation he understood only after Barbara had led him there—he had no anticipatory appetite.

His mood changed when he recognized some other guests who had arrived before him: among them, the governor of the state, the mayor of the city, and a number of the best-known local businessmen, including several to attain celebrity across the nation if not the world. Phipps was no longer depressed. He was now terrified.

But the governor, a large silver-maned man with an outsized set of sparkling teeth, seized Phipps’s hand with both of his own and pumped it, then acted as his ambassador to the others, each of whom naturally addressed him in gibberish, but it was obviously benign.

The dining room, which he had never seen before except in photographs, was quite a splendid, chandeliered place and large enough to seat several hundred persons. He found himself at the long head table, on a dais at a right angle to the tables of the other guests. He was flanked by the governor and the mayor. Across the wall behind him was stretched a huge white banner displaying a legend in blue letters. He could make no sense of the words thereby formed, but in a moment he had remembered seeing a recent report on TV news to the effect that as one phase of the strenuous effort currently being made to dissuade businesses from leaving city and state, an Outstanding Executive of the Month would be chosen from among the local firms for public commendation. The reporter did not fail wryly to note that the meal served at such ceremonies would be paid for by the company receiving the reflected honor, and not the taxpayer.

Phipps’s inclusion in the event was an unexpected benefit of the new esteem in which he was held by John C. Nebling, who until a few hours before would barely have recognized his name. It was very satisfying to be in the company of those to whom success and power were routine, even if nothing said by any of them was comprehensible to him. His terror began to ebb. He chuckled at what were surely supposed to be the witticisms of the mayor, who was noted for his puckish humor, and murmured in response to the paternal-sounding remarks made to him by the governor. He even swallowed a few bites of his chicken, which turned out to be better than, having heard such fodder routinely disparaged by those who ate it regularly, he expected. By the end of the meal he felt so at ease, in fact, that he was about to try a little joke of his own on the mayor, when John C. Nebling stood up behind the lectern that was mounted at the middle of the table and began to speak.

Phipps of course understood nothing of what the big boss was saying, but he nodded here and there as if he did, and joined heartily in the applause that came when Nebling finished. But then in horror he saw Nebling beckoning to him. By the time he had at last struggled to his feet, hindered rather than aided by the governor’s powerful pats on the back, Phipps was so desperate he might have bolted from the room had Nebling, blocking the route of escape, not thrust a varnished plaque into his hands.

He could not read the words that were incised into the bronze tablet affixed to its face, but eventually realized that he had been chosen as the Outstanding Executive of the Month—and obviously was obliged to say a few audible words of thanks...

Then it occurred to him that he could say anything he wished to this roomful of influential citizens, for there had now been sufficient precedent to suppose that they would be received by the audience as at least meaningful enough.

But when a simple “I had not expected this, but I’m pleased to receive it” was followed by deafening applause, and a reference to Nebling’s leadership as having been “an inspiration to himself and all his colleagues” evoked an explosion of laughter, he grew bold. “And, hey, you understand I’m speaking not of business but sex!” He looked at the boss and said, “You randy old bastard you.” To his ears this was gibberish, and it could hardly have been understood literally by those to whom it was addressed, for Nebling himself was still smiling benevolently.

Feeling his oats, Phipps next turned to the mayor. “Your Honor—I use the title loosely, for you’ve proved in the last three years that whatever you have, it’s certainly not honor!” The mayor participated energetically in the general roar of laughter. Phipps went on, “But you’re not quite the Number One crook in this state. That designation has to go to this big smiling fraud on my right, our sainted governor, who spends more on hairspray than on our schools.”

Phipps gestured at the official so named, and got a standing ovation. Then he proceeded to deride those who were celebrating him. “As for you idiots, you haven’t the dimmest understanding of what I am saying, have you? And I admit that the same thing is true of me: not only wouldn’t I comprehend anything said by you, but I can’t make sense of a word I myself utter aloud, though my thoughts are as rational as ever. I can’t explain this bizarre state of affairs, but since it’s come about I have been much more successful at work than I ever was before, and I suspect the same will be true of my love-life, which hitherto has been lackluster at best; at worst, humiliating. I don’t mind boasting that since I have accepted a world in which words make no sense, I have prospered, and I’m sure that if I go beyond that and enthusiastically embrace it, I shall be invincible!”

Again the audience rose to its feet, and now it remained so, the applause reverberating from floor to chandelier. The mayor put Phipps in a bear hug, and the governor placed a hand on each of his shoulders and, looking down, irradiated him with the grandest smile of all. After each of the officials had said a few (incomprehensible) words from the lectern, gesturing lavishly at Phipps, they took their leave, followed by TV cameramen, and Nebling linked arms with Phipps and led him back to the west wing, trailed at a respectful distance by a group of obsequious subordinates, among whom were Fallon and the others who had once lorded it over him. Nebling spoke in a tone of lively affection, and Phipps was sure he was being promoted, with a substantial raise in pay. By now he could feel such messages and with a certainty he had never been able to associate with words, which by their nature were so ambiguous—think, for example, of all the possible connotations of “success,” or “prestige,” or, for that matter, “love.”

With his newfound sense of power Phipps decided, after leaving Nebling in the latter’s office—and speaking some rubbish to Barbara that obviously left her eating her heart out for him—to go home. Anything further would have been by way of anticlimax. He would come back on the following morning, prepared to begin a campaign the aim of which could be not other than eventually to unseat John C. Nebling himself. There was no reason to set any limit whatever on the reach of nonsense. He could say anything at all to other people, and they would inevitably interpret it to his advantage. He might well go on to become mayor or governor, and more.

At his current elevation he did not belong on a bus. He therefore walked around the corner to the one-way cross street that went in the direction of his apartment and looked for a taxi. A young man in neat business attire, including a gray felt hat, approached him smiling.

When he was very near Phipps, he opened his soft-sided briefcase and displayed the revolver within. “Look at this,” he said, “and give me your money.”

“I can understand you!” Phipps shouted. “You’re the first person I can understand since I got up this morning!” The man scowled and reached into the briefcase. “God!” Phipps cried. “What a relief! I thought I was crazy.”

“Stop making that noise,” said the man.

“Only,” Phipps said, the implication having struck him now, “what’s that going to mean to my career, my life? How can I return to being what I was?”

“You’re one of those jerks who read somewhere that if you act crazy and babble away, you’ll scare a robber off,” the man said scornfully. “I’m telling you for the last time to knock off that gibberish and give me your money, or I’ll kill you.”

“You don’t understand,” Phipps shouted. Desperate to get his meaning across, he clutched at the man’s lapels. “Suddenly I had it all, because of this weird thing that came over me—oddly enough, not the magical power to do something, but rather the lack of—”

The holdup man twisted away, took the gun from the briefcase, and shot him, and, as Phipps was falling, said with contempt, “Either you don’t speak English or you want to be a hero. So where did it get you?”

Lying on his side on the pavement, Phipps watched the man walk rapidly away and be replaced by a crowd of other people, some of whom knelt near him and asked questions which he was in no condition to answer, for now he could not speak at all. But there would have been little point in trying to inform them he was dying: that was surely self-evident and, like all the essential matters, beyond words.



Granted Wishes: Ugly Guy

FRANK VERMILYEA HAD BEEN extremely ugly even as an infant. It was routine in his family for one member or another to say, at any moment and apropos of nothing, that Bimbo the Boston terrier, if dressed in baby dress and bonnet, would be more attractive than their son or brother. And in fact this was said so often that eventually it seemed no longer to be merely one of those easily uttered absurdities but rather something capable and worthy of being realized and therefore the three of them, his father, mother, and sister, carried it out, removing little Frank, and putting Bimbo the dog in the crib, appropriately attired. Then they invited many friends to come visit, all of whom after simpering at Bimbo, turned to the Vermilyeas and made some expression in this wise: “Little Frank has certainly become a beautiful baby! I don’t mind telling you that we used to think he was awfully ugly.”

“Yes, aren’t we fortunate?” was the kind of thing that the grownup Vermilyeas said in reply. Geraldine, Frank’s five-year-old sister, would just snicker and hide her face in an armpit.

Meanwhile, Frank himself was concealed somewhere; perhaps a bureau drawer, of course opened a crack so that he could breathe; or on Bimbo’s blanket on the floor of the broom closet (from which, naturally, the mops, wet and dry, had been removed, along with the dustpan and wringer-bucket); or sometimes back of a door where the newspapers were kept until recycling day.

When Frank got a bit older and could move about under his own power, he chose his own places of concealment, for he was aware of how unsightly he was and he didn’t want to upset anybody by forcing them to look at him. He had to admit that he had never seen anyone who even approached him in ugliness. It was amazing. He looked nothing like either parent, both of whom were so-so, and certainly did not resemble his sister, who kept getting prettier as she grew.

The awful thing about being as ugly as Frank is that no one has the compassion for you that might be possible with regard to some form of disability. This seemed completely unfair, but there wasn’t much that could be done about it. Frank went through childhood without having any friends at all. While at college, however, he got a bright idea when he saw a man being led by a seeing-eye dog. Of course! It was only a pity that it had taken him so long to arrive at the obvious conclusion that he should frequent the blind.

But what he had not taken into account was that the dog, a handsome German shepherd, might find him repulsive! So in short order, and as usual, Frank was alone with his ugliness. However, he was an extremely intelligent individual and excelled at anything in the scientific line, and his progress through the undergraduate program and then on to a doctorate in nuclear physics was and remains unique in the records at State, consuming as it did only two and a half years, owing to his utter lack of a social life or even a roommate.

When Dr. Frank emerged from the university he was immediately hired, for a lucrative fee, as trouble-shooter at a nuclear-power generating plant which was notorious for its accidents. In this job Frank usually went about in a coverall that concealed him from head to toe, and its face mask had only one aperture, a narrow slit across the eyes, and its window was of smoked glass, too dark to see through from the outside. Once his ugliness was concealed, of course no one had any objection whatever to being in Frank’s presence, and he was popular at work as long as he stayed inside his coverall.

However, once he forgot his problem and, because it was not the most convenient garment to wear except when you were actually inspecting the atomic pile at close range, Frank removed the headpiece of the coverall and unthinkingly approached a group of his friends in the laboratory. Well, one woman physicist fainted dead away, and all the men covered their eyes.

Another scientist, a close friend so long as Frank was concealed, said, “Look here, we can’t put up with this, and why should we? It’s really unpleasant, Frank. And you know I say that without animosity.”

Frank answered sadly, turning his back on the group. “You’re right. But you’ll admit it’s my only flaw.”

“Unfortunately,” said his friend, “it’s the kind that outweighs most of your virtues.”

“Then tell me this,” asked Frank. “What about plastic surgery?”

“No,” said the female physicist, who had been revived by now. “I’m afraid that wouldn’t do any good, Frank. It’s not any one thing that’s wrong with your face, like a crooked nose or a big mouth or flap-ears. You’re just completely ugly, and there’s no answer for that.”

The other scientists fervently agreed with this assessment, and Frank’s best friend among them said, “You’ve just been given a dirty deal by Fate. There’s absolutely nothing you can do about it.”

Oddly enough, Frank had never really thought about it in that way, but he could see now that what his friend said made sense. So where did that leave the situation? Did he have no choice but to do away with himself?

But when he went home that night to his little studio apartment he said to the ceiling, as he lay in bed, “I don’t want to commit suicide, for gosh sake! I am really interested in my work, for one thing. And then I enjoy all my meals, and I get a lot of pleasure from my telescope and my collections.” Frank was an amateur astronomer and he collected foreign coins and antique political-campaign buttons. “Why should I kill myself just because I’m not handsome?”

But then he thought of how much he’d like to have some lady friends, he who thus far in life had never had even one date, and he fell into a despondency.

“It really is lousy to be so ugly,” he told himself. “And it’s ridiculous, when you think that all my troubles could be solved if I were just better looking.”

At that point the bedside telephone rang.

“Hello,” said Frank.

“Is this Frank?” asked the voice at the other end of the line. “That ugly guy, right?”

Frank felt like hurling down the phone. “How dare you insult me?” he cried angrily. “What business is it of yours?”

“Now, now,” said the voice. “Don’t ruffle your feathers. I just wanted to establish your identity. ...Listen, Frank, I’ve got good news for you.”

But Frank was sceptical. “I don’t want to buy any more medical insurance or subscribe to a financial newsletter.”

“How’d you like to be goodlooking?”

This was even worse. “I don’t like to be rude,” said Frank, “but you’ve just about lost me.”

“No strings,” said the voice. “Just go look in the bathroom mirror.” The line went dead.

Well, it didn’t cost anything to look, though Frank was sure he was making a fool of himself and had been victimized by a cruel practical joker.

...He was staggered to see a very handsome face staring back at him from the mirror on the medicine chest! It was himself, all right, and not a picture of a movie star that had been pasted on the glass. He had the same individual features as before: eyes, nose, chin, forehead, but the ensemble was somehow altogether different.

Aw, it was probably some kind of autohypnosis. He probably wanted so much to be goodlooking that he had convinced himself. But he could not have gone to sleep if he had let it go at that.

He got dressed and went down to the lobby of his building, which unfortunately for his current purpose was too small to employ a doorman, and though he lingered in the lobby for a while none of the other tenants came or went. He finally became too impatient to wait, and he went out and wandered along the darkened sidewalks of the city. Before very long a man stepped out from behind a tree, stuck a pistol into Frank’s belly, and demanded his money.

“Oh, God,” Frank gasped. “I left my wallet back home! I guess you’ll kill me now.” It occurred to him that this would settle the problem of his appearance once and for all.

But the robber said, “No. We’re going home together, the both of us, and get your funds.”

So they started to walk, the man with the gun right behind Frank. When they came to a place where there was a ring of light from a streetlamp, Frank glanced back at the perpetrator, so that he might identify him for the police later on. But he soon regretted having done this, for the thug instantly ordered him to stop. Oh-oh, thought Frank, here’s where I get shot for my pains.

But the robber said, “Just a minute! Let me look at you.” He took Frank by the elbow and led him to a place where the light from the streetlamp was at its brightest. He stared at Frank and then he put his pistol away.

“You’re really a handsome guy!” the robber said. “I can’t take the money of anybody who looks as good as you do. I apologize for putting you to any trouble.” He shrugged as if in shame, turned, and walked rapidly away.

Frank was so amazed that he continued to stand there. After a while a police car rolled up and stopped at the curb near him, and the beam of a powerful flashlight was directed into his eyes.

“Say, fella, c’mere,” called the cop from his window, and Frank approached the car.

“Oh, I’m sorry, sir,” the policeman said, and he lowered his light. “There are reports that a mugger is in the area, but I don’t suppose he would bother anyone as fine looking as you.”

“He just went down that way,” said Frank.

The cop begged his forgiveness again and drove on. Frank had now heard the testimony of two independent witnesses, neither of whom he had ever seen before. Of course, it was just barely possible that the wellwisher who had telephoned him had hired actors to impersonate the would-be robber and the cop and perform as they did so as to encourage him to believe he had become handsome, but that seemed extremely unlikely. Who would have a motive to befriend him in such a way? Certainly not anyone in his family. At the previous holiday season his mother and sister had entreated him to stay away from them on compassionate grounds, now that his father was no longer alive. Perhaps one of his fellow scientists: for example, the man he thought of as his best friend?

Frank went home and called this individual.

“Hi, Harvey. Frank. Say, would you be involved in some scheme to make me think I am handsome?”

Harvey laughed heartily. “What a question! Certainly not, Frank. Look, as scientists we must accept the truth, even though it be uncomfortable. You’re ugly: that’s all there is to it. As long as you keep your mask on when you’re near me, though, I couldn’t care less. If you ever do take it off again in my presence I’ll throw acid at you. Bye.”

Frank had never suspected that Harvey was capable of such extreme emotion: he had always seemed such a cold fish. But Frank was beginning to realize that human beings tend to have very strong feelings about how other people look, whether ugly or beautiful. He decided to put aside an investigation into who was responsible until it could be determined that something definitely had happened to him, for if the change was as remarkable as was suggested, then it was only basic scientific procedure to seek as much evidence as possible to bear upon the subject, pro or con.

Next morning, whenever Frank was stopped at a red light on the route to the nuclear plant, persons in nearby cars smiled at him and if they were female they shouted from their windows proposals that were sometimes all but indecent. This sort of thing was altogether unprecedented in Frank’s experience, and he was uncertain as to what response he should make.

But by the time he reached the plant so many overtures had been made to him that he had become a bit bolder and he was looking forward to encountering Linda, the female scientist who had only the day before fainted away on seeing how ugly he was. However, she was a bit late in arriving at work this morning, so he went ahead and suited up in his protective costume, including the mask, and when the lady did appear he forgot that his newly handsome face was concealed.

“Good morning, Frank,” said she. “Please, for the love of God, don’t take off your mask again today. I think a second look at you would be the end of me altogether.”

“Aha,” he answered through the aperture, “a surprise is in store for you, my dear lady!” And he tore away the headpiece of his suit.

Linda now almost fainted from delight, and when she got herself together again she said, “You’re the handsomest man I have ever seen, Frank!” And she asked him how the change had come about.

He told her about the telephone call.

“But how could that have changed anything?” she asked incredulously. “Unless you are saying that the person on the phone was God?”

“Golly, Linda, I don’t know what to say,” answered Frank. “I have always thought of myself as an atheistic scientist.”

She frowned and made a funny sort of mouth. “The thing that bothers me,” she said, “is why would God use the telephone? Why would He have to?”

But the person Frank married was Madeleine Swan, the multi-millionaire businesswoman, who picked him up in a health-food store. He gave up his career and stayed home all day, watching television and taking baths. Sometimes he missed his former life and its mental demands, but not often. He enjoyed being just another pretty face.



Planet Of The Losers

WE HAD SOMETIME SINCE reached the stage at which anything could provoke a quarrel. In this case it was whether the cheese had ripened beyond the point of no return, and Myra finally threw her glass not at me but across the kitchen, apparently without special target—it struck the refrigerator—and hardly had the spray of wine and powdered glass reached the vinyl floor than she was out of the house and in the car, and by the time I reached the porch, her back wheels were churning up a wake of dust and gravel.

It was her car, my weekend country cottage. It was Sunday evening. If she did not return by morning I would have to find another way back to the city from this pastoral area that was serviced by no train or nearby bus route.

I slunk back inside and refilled my own glass with the Rhone red I had extracted from a wooden half-tub full of assorted bottles at my favorite discount liquor store, an establishment that provided more than a few pretexts for our spats, for Myra fancied herself an oenophile but was in reality that familiar sort of wine snob who despises any label which he-she has never seen before you present the bottle for inspection. There was a time when, in an effort to best her, I would do some research and find, say, a chateau unheard of by her but renowned to the wine critics of connoisseur publications. As expected, Myra would sneer at the name and grimace at her first taste, but it did me no good to produce the appropriate clippings. “Then this is simply one bottle that’s gone off,” she would say between almost closed teeth. “If you have any self-respect, you’ll take it back. They’d think better of you for doing that. They look down on people who put up with such abuse and will only give you one bad bottle after another.”

But before drinking my wine now, I cleaned up that which had run down the refrigerator’s face to mix with the broken glass on the floor. That was a job that could not be long delayed, for my Golden Retriever, who was occupied outdoors at the moment, might return at any time, and he had the appetite of a goat without the impervious stomach that should be prerequisite. Which is to say, this dog would have been quite capable of lapping up both wine and glass. His name was Bub.

I had just emptied the dustpan into the pedal can that dwells beneath the sink when I heard the sound of an engine. Myra was returning much sooner than she usually did after a tantrum, and from the awful noise being produced by the car, I could tell why. It was obvious that her old Escort had finally revolted against a criminal lack of care.

I hastened outside, I confess, to jeer. But when I crossed the threshold and stepped upon the porch which Myra insisted was practically unusable without screening, I left my familiar world for that of hallucination.

A flying saucer was landing in the adjacent meadow. It looked exactly as they always do in vintage sci-fi movies and the eyeball-witness accounts printed in the trashy papers sold at supermarket checkouts. Which is to say, it was a great big disc with portholes around the rim. Have I said that the time of day was twilight? Some form of illumination, presumably electric, could be seen behind the portholes. The engines now ceased to produce noise, and as the gigantic Frisbee settled slowly to the ground I heard nothing but the faint sound of the stubble being crushed. My farmer neighbor periodically gave this field a rest after cropping to ankle-level what had lately grown there: it was in such condition now. Beyond the meadow was a mile or two of vacant woods.

My pet chose this moment to come home to the human being whom the canine god had assigned as his protector against bizarre menaces. Bub is valiant when it comes to other dogs and will stand up to a mastiff, but the unexpected features that are routine occurrences in the life of man, the sudden ringing of the telephone or doorbell, the stovetop grease fire, or any bent figure carrying a sack sends him to cower behind his master’s knees. At the moment, however, I was pleased to have him there, his firm warm hairy body bolstering the legs that might well otherwise have buckled. After decades of movies about space creatures, pro and con, I was far from being ready to confront a newly arrived delegation. But the car was gone, and I had no place reasonably to run to, my nearest neighbor being the aforementioned farmer, who I happened to know had, with his taciturn wife and insolent teenaged son, left on a rare trip to visit inlaws in the suburbs of the city.

Therefore I stood there, propped up by and shielding Bub, and waited passively as an oblong of yellow light appeared between two of the portholes and an extensible gangplank emerged from it to touch the ground. It was ever so long before this was put into use—long enough, indeed, for me to wonder in terror whether the ship’s company was invisible and, if so, had landed and was all about me.

But finally a figure appeared in the opening of the hatch and after what appeared to be a cautious survey of the nearby terrain, began to descend the inclined deboarding ramp.

At least the creature had a head, a trunk, and four limbs of what would seem the human type, and its form of locomotion was that of a person, as were such of its gestures as I could see from fifty or sixty yards away. Somewhere along the ramp it paused for a moment with hands on hips. Then it shook its head and glanced back at the ship, after which it rubbed its chin, for all the world as my old Uncle Marty would undoubtedly have done had he found himself deboarding first from a vehicle that had just landed on an unfamiliar planet. I have not picked my example at random. As the spaceman reached the ground and began to approach the porch, I saw even more resemblances to my maternal uncle: an upper body that in form suggested an avocado, a head fuzzy at both temples but radiantly bald in between, a splayed sort of stride, with the feet at right angles to each other, and finally, the kind of two-piece suit that were it made of wool would have been baggy, but in polyester doubleknit looked, here and there, uncomfortably snug. He was not, so far as I could see, armed, but the possibility that he had available some more subtle kind of weapon, perhaps one that could be triggered by his thoughts, restrained me from assuming that because of the attire and penguin-footed stride, shared with Uncle Marty, he was as harmless.

But Bub suddenly lost all fear and bounded out from the shelter of my back-of-leg, approaching the space creature with bare-fanged hostility and a deep-throated unpleasant sound that I had never before heard him emit.

The figure from the saucer abruptly halted, then bent at the waist and began to speak to the dog in a very human-sounding way.

“Hiyee, wuzzums! Is oo upset cuz fella on oor turf? Oo, but ize oor friend, oh what a sweet poochie-woochie boy oo is.”

Bub hesitated for a moment, limbs and tail gone rigid, and then his growl became even more menacing and his advance even more ill-willed. It occurred to me that if the creature was not armed in any fashion, his comrades on the ship must certainly have weapons at their disposal, and with but one set of teeth, poor Bub could easily be outgunned. I silently cursed my pet, for without his display we both might have slunk out the back of the house and concealed ourselves in the woods till the saucer had finished its business, whatever that might be, and had taken off. As it was, I now had to put myself in jeopardy. But you just can’t abandon a pet like Bub, especially when your closest female friend is someone as volatile as Myra.

I called out to my dog, praying that my voice did not sound as feeble to the space person as it did to me. “Bub! You come back here! These nice folks don’t mean any harm.” The last was obviously putting the wish before the fact.

Bub proceeded to growl more furiously, which I might have anticipated, familiar as I was with his tendency to grandstand when he believed I would be impressed.

But the man from the saucer straightened up from the crouch in which he had been trying to placate the animal and said, in a voice quite as fearful as mine, “Hello, sir! Please forgive us for the intrusion, but I’m afraid we had to make an emergency landing, and we thought an empty field was far better for it than to crash into a hospital or any place thickly inhabited. Of course we’ll make any compensation within our power if we have damaged your land. You have a lovely dog. I’d like to pet him, but I’m afraid he doesn’t seem to like me.”

Encouraged by the pacific speech, Bub was now ready to jump him. I went down the three steps into the yard and in a burst of inspiration uttered the only words that could have had any effect on my dog. “Bub, want some steak?”

The animal quickly exchanged the display of hostility for his wheedling act, a sequence in which grovel, if not answered immediately, gives way to snivel, and which normally is ingratiating enough. But the spaceman had precedence at this moment.

I fended Bub off with the side of my sneaker, smiled, and said, “Hello. My name is Tony Walsh. I come here on weekends. That’s not really my field, but I’m sure you’re welcome to it.”

He came forward and put out a hand that looked, and felt, altogether human. “Hi, there. My name is Wonk.”

I had begun by now, without being at all conscious about it, to assume that he and his ship were actually American and only superficially exotic. But the simple sound of his name was enough to return me if not to fear, then at least to wonderment.

“Are you from, uh, someplace else?”

He was still shaking my hand in a rather flabby clutch. “We’re from Wurtz.” It was still sufficiently light to see that though he did not resemble Uncle Marty in any facial feature, he looked quite as human. He had a pug nose, crinkly eyes, a slightly recessive chin, and what would seem a set of regular, if dingy, teeth. He waited as if for my reaction and when none came, said, “In the galaxy of Wile? You don’t know it? It’s just beyond—”

“Forgive me,” I said, “I know almost nothing of astronomy, and in fact I’ve never even read much science fiction. I have never taken flying saucers seriously. I’m not sure I’m not dreaming at this moment, to be frank.”

He frowned. “Oh, I don’t believe you are. In any case, I’m real enough.” He had finally dropped my hand, but he now reclasped it. “You can feel my flesh, I’m here. And so is the ship. You might come and visit it, though I’m afraid we can’t afford you the hospitality we’d like, for we’re out of provisions—which in fact is one of the reasons why we’ve had to land.”

I flapped my arms. “Well, you’re certainly more than welcome to share my food, though I don’t know if it would be enough for your entire party. You see, I’m here only on the weekends, and at such times I bring along just enough for myself and whatever guests are coming. I don’t keep much on hand here, because the field mice will get in it if I do, and the ants and beetles and so on...”

“Pardon me,” said Wonk. “What was that?”

“The food,” I said. “I’m afraid on a Sunday night like this, I don’t have much. There’s a cold lamb chop, and of course some cheese, unless it’s too ripe—”

“No,” Wonk said. “Forgive me, but did you not name some beasts that might invade your larder?”

“Yes. Mice. Raccoons, even. They once tore a hole in the kitchen roof!”

“I’m thinking of something smaller,” said Wonk. He held up a pair of pincered fingers.

“Insects? We get all kinds. Ants are the worst: the little red ones that march in army-like columns. The black kind come as individuals. I don’t know which is worse.”

Wonk was grinning. “What good fortune that by chance we landed in just the right spot on all this enormous planet!”

“I think we’re fortunate, too,” I said politely, “that you speak English.”

“Aha! We know it as Wattle. But it certainly does seem very similar to your tongue... Please don’t think me rude, but I wonder whether I might see these ants of yours.”

“You certainly may, but it’s almost dark now. Won’t you come in the house and have a glass of wine, and we’ll see what we can work out with the food. How many people are on your ship? I’ve got a few cans on hand: pork ’n’ beans and so on. Sardines. Maybe even corned beef.” I gestured towards the porch. “Trouble is, I don’t have a car at the moment, or we could run over to the convenience store at Briceville.”

He finally moved but seemed reluctant. I assumed he was shy or perhaps even suspicious that I might be luring him into an ambush. That was understandable. What must it be like to sail across the vastness of space to land on an alien planet and confront such a to-him exotic creature as I?

I led him through the dimly lit front portions of the house to the kitchen, which was brightly lighted from the overhead fixture. I must say that seeing him clearly now simply confirmed my sense that, from the visible physical evidence, he and I could not have been distinguished each from each as to species.

“Won’t you sit down?” I gestured at the table under the light, and then, when he made no move toward it, went there and drew out one of the chairs. He remained motionless.

“Is something wrong?”

Wonk showed embarrassment, coughing into a balled hand, “I’m sorry to say, I don’t understand what you want me to do.”

“To sit here, if you like. Or perhaps you’d prefer the other side?”

He lowered his chin. “I’m afraid I don’t know what ‘to sit’ means.”

I wondered whether I should really buy this, but anyway went ahead and demonstrated. “This is sitting,” I said, feeling as foolish as I ever have my life long. “Do you have another word for it?”

“Aha! No, we do not speak of it because we don’t do it. Is it as easy as you make it look?”

I have what I take to be a normal reluctance to be made an ass of, but I could not detect a milligram of disingenuousness in the man, if I can call him that. “As falling off a log!”

Bad choice of terms. Apprehensively he asked, “Does it hurt?”

“Not at all!...Here, let me help. Just bend these legs.” I tapped him behind the knees. “Now, down, down—you’re all right. I’ve got you.” I was holding the chair with one hand and reassuringly touching his shoulder with the other. “There, you’ve landed. Now, isn’t that comfortable?”

He looked up at me and made a smile of relief in which an element of fear could still however be seen. “I still can’t believe it,” he said. “This is an excellent compromise between standing and lying down. Now that I know about it, I find it hard to believe that we Wurtzels have never discovered what seems so obvious.” He leaped to his full height, then plunged his buttocks down onto the wooden seat. He did this several times, each more violent than the last.

Concerned that the repeated impacts would soon loosen the joints in my chair, I informed Wonk that the orthodox procedure was to lower oneself gently, so as, among other things, to avoid damages to the behind.

“Aha!” he exclaimed, looking down and wincing. “A good idea. My rump is beginning to ache.” He stayed standing. “Still another thing to thank you for! But now, may I just have a look at those ants? I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m afraid we’re famished.”

“If that’s the case, then let me first fix you a sandwich.” I opened one of the cabinets. “Or soup. Perhaps you haven’t heard of Chicarina, but I assure you it’s tasty. We’ll have time enough to see ants.” I waved, a soup can at him and asked, “Are you an entomologist by chance?”

He looked uncomfortable. “I’m afraid not, and I beg you not to think me the glutton I must seem. Forgive me, your sculpture is beautiful. After the meal I’d like to see all your work.” He made a sweeping gesture to indicate the expanse of the kitchen. “Your studio is lovely. I love the arts. I was myself one of the leading poets of Wurtz before the famine.”

I inserted the can into the electric opener. “Of course,” I said, “I don’t have any influence on our government, but I should think they’d want to give you people some assistance, hands across space as it were. Golly, I’d say Washington will be so relieved to see that the first visitors from outer space are nice, they’ll do anything for you.” This was finally beginning to seem normal to me, realistic, believable, as I saw the hairs in his nose, a tiny fragment of lint on his lapel. “Uh, which sculpture are you referring to?”

“The object you are now polishing.”

“This soup can?” I returned to the suspicion that he was kidding me.

“Forgive me, Tony Walsh,” he cried desperately, and, springing to his feet, approached me rapidly. “I’m afraid that unless you take me immediately to the ants I shall be forced to give you a good tongue-lashing!”

I put the can down. “I suspect we’re not in perfect communication, Mr. Wonk, but if you have such strong feelings, I’ll be pleased to do as you ask. Would you mind telling me what your interest in ants might be?”

He threw up his hands. “To eat them, for heaven’s sake! I assure you being hungry is no joke.”

This was really too much. Nevertheless, I switched on the floodlight that illuminated the rear yard and led the man, if such he could be termed, out into the weeds that ruled there. The saucer still rested on the adjacent meadow, silent as ever, its crew remaining unseen. “All right,” I said, pointing to a mounded, sandy place near the rotting stump of a bygone tree. “I believe you’ll find an ant hole there.”

“That’s all very well,” said he, looking down, “but how can I get to them?” He raised his head and stared reproachfully at me.

“Oh, come on. You wanted ants, and here they are. No doubt they’re asleep at the moment, but surely you can rouse them by taking that stick and digging... If, that is, you really do eat them and this is not some sort of hoax.” I was annoyed.

Wonk raised his hands and backed away. “I’m no hunter. I told you I was a poet. Don’t you have any farms, where the ants are domesticated?”

I was now in the mood to guy him, saying something like, Yes, but it’s the gameyness of the wild ant that is so prized by gastronomes, but I decided instead to play it straight for a while longer. There was a pathetic quality to him that it was difficult to see as feigned.

“Toy stores often sell so-called ant farms, glass boxes filled with dirt. The ants can be observed as they crawl through their tunnels and go about their business. Kids are given these by childless friends who have been invited for the weekend.”

“I’m relieved to hear that at least your children eat ants,” said Wonk. “From your reaction thus far I assumed you didn’t regard them as edible at all and you lived on the cans you spoke about, and felt quite superior because you can digest tin. Well, so be it, we are obviously a younger race and haven’t evolved as far as you. We need flesh for nourishment.”

I picked up a stick with the intention of unearthing some ants for him, but then threw it down. “Mr. Wonk,” I said, “from what I can see of you, we belong to races that if not precisely the same are pretty closely allied. Now, there’s not going to be enough ants in this hole to feed a person your size, let alone your comrades in the ship. Why not try the soup I opened for you—not the can, but rather the contents, that red-colored water with the different things in it. Those are vegetables, and there are also some shreds of beef—that’s the flesh of a cow.”

“Good gracious,” gasped Wonk. “Do you kill and eat things with a central nervous system and warm blood?”

This point was not a new one to me. Before Myra, I had had a vegetarian friend. “You must try carrots and peas and celery, beans, cabbage, and so on: they are plants and grow in the soil.”

“Tell me,” he asked, “are we anywhere near a shop where food is sold? If so, would it not be simpler for all concerned if we simply went there and purchased enough ants to take us on our way? We’re perfectly capable of paying, I assure you.”

“Briceville’s five miles, but I’m afraid my friend has taken the car. Besides, you wouldn’t be able to buy ants there. People here don’t ever eat that sort of thing. You really must try other kinds of food. We have all sorts: grains and eggs and fruits of many varieties. Don’t you eat anything else on Wurtz?”

“Some grasses and leaves,” said Wonk, “as filler, but of course they’re not very nutritional—to leave taste out of the picture.”

“Please come back to the kitchen and try the sardines. They were coldblooded when alive.”

Wonk put his hand out. “Darned nice of you to offer. But I think we’d better try elsewhere. I hope I wasn’t too rude earlier. I apologize.”

“You’re not going to get what you want anywhere else in this country,” I said. “But I’ve seen pictures of eight-foot anthills in Africa. Perhaps you could zoom over there in your saucer.” I snapped my fingers. “Damn! I didn’t bring a camera along this week.”

“Camera?”

“I wish I could take a snapshot of your people and your spacecraft. Nobody will believe this otherwise.” But he was still frowning. “You don’t know what a camera is?” As it turned out, he did not. I explained.

He shook his head. “I confess that Earth has consistently gone beyond our wildest expectations. We were prepared to find you had the wheel and the lever, things that even yet we haven’t mastered. Our wheel is still awfully bumpy, though we have been making some progress from the square we started with: it’s now hexagonal.”

My suspicions about his authenticity had waxed and waned. This was too much. “Come now,” I said derisively, “you supposedly fly here from outer space in a vehicle that obviously has overcome the problems of gravity and friction and centrifugal force, etcetera, and burns a fuel that has no visible exhaust, and you haven’t perfected the wheel?”

Wonk shrugged his round shoulders. “Oh, the ship. They left it behind. I don’t think it needs fuel. It just runs when you move a switch and stops when you turn it off. To make it go up, you move a stick back, forward to make it go down, and so on. These things are all clearly labeled, else we wouldn’t have the foggiest idea as to how to operate the machine.”

“They? Who are they?”

“The superior people who occupied our planet for a while and dominated us, making us do menial tasks for them.”

“But they left?”

“To conquer other worlds. They gave us up as completely hopeless, I’m afraid. Said we don’t even do a good job as flunkies.” Wonk smiled sweetly. “They had robots who did all the skilled work, and we were supposed to do the cleanup, sweep the floors, carry out rubbish, and so on, but we couldn’t seem to meet their standards. Finally they put us to digging ditches and filling them in, in a wasteland area, but hard as we tried, we’d end up with a series of holes with piles of sand between them. A shovel just doesn’t seem to do what it’s supposed to when one of us is wielding it.”

His manner was so sincere that I could not withhold a belief that there was substance to the outlandish story.

“Come along,” I said, leading him back to the kitchen. “Please try some of the tinned foods.”

After a short refresher course in the technique of sitting, he took a chair at the kitchen table and satisfactorily lowered himself onto it, but fell off when trying to pull it, with himself, forward. He was not hurt, however, either in body or spirit. It would have been hard not to find him ingratiating; he was trying so hard to catch on to new ways.

As it turned out, he preferred the oil to the sardines, licking the former off the latter and then dropping the fish onto the plate as one discards the cob when the corn has been stripped away. He was innocent of the uses of knife and fork, and wiped his greasy hands on the lapels of his suit. When I urged the paper napkin upon him, he polished the plate with it. With the worry that any beverage containing alcohol might affect him deleteriously, I found a can of Sprite and poured a glass of it, over ice.

Suspecting that in the absence of instruction he might do anything with the liquid but take it into his mouth, I told him it was exclusively for drinking.

He laughed politely. “Good heavens, you must think us even more barbarous than we are. I should say that drinking was instinctive and pretty much the same throughout the universe.” He plucked the ice cubes from the glass and tossed them onto the table, then poured some Sprite into his left palm and, lowering his head, lapped at it dog-fashion.

I decided to let that go for a while, and was about to introduce him to peanut butter as applied to a graham cracker (one of my own favorites for which I would not have apologized to Brillat-Savarin), when I heard the slamming of the front screendoor. Before remembering that such was Myra’s preferred way of reminding me that the spring was too weak to do the job unassisted, I assumed that one or more of Wonk’s associates had become impatient for his report as to the local availability of food, and though Wonk himself had proved innocuous, I was not yet free of apprehension: they were after all the hungry crew of an alien space vehicle.

But it was Myra who burst into the kitchen. She was at least as angry with me as when she had left, I’m sure, for it is a point of honor with her to hold a grudge interminably, but she was also by reflex a thoroughgoing optimist with respect to men she met for the first time. Irrespective of their age, appearance, or type, she could always project some association of value, if not lover then father or brother or just someone good with hammer and nails—and I found that an endearing trait, no doubt because I am much the same when it comes to women; perhaps we could be called pragmatists.

In any event, Myra lost her glower on seeing my guest. “Hi,” said she, advancing with outthrust hand. “I’m Myra Clendenning.”

“Myra,” I said, “this is Wonk. Wonk, my friend Myra. Now, Myra, you might find this hard to accept at first, but if you noticed on the way in, there’s a space ship parked in the field next door. Actually it’s a real flying saucer, from the planet of Wurtz. I didn’t believe in them, either, till this one showed up, but there it is, and Wonk here came with it. He and the rest of the crew are without evil intent. They landed because they’re out of food. Now, as you know, we’ve got a few tins of this and that, and I’m introducing him to things he has never tasted.”

Wonk had sprung up when she entered the room and bowed elaborately, as he had not done for me, and kissed Myra’s wrist.

I added, repetitiously, “You might find this hard to believe.”

“Why should I?” Myra asked, with a sparkling smile for the benign-looking alien, obviously reluctant to let go his hand. “I’ve been expecting that one of these days someone like this would come to reach out to us in our ignorance.”

“Thank you, Myra Clendenning,” said Wonk, “but I’m afraid we’re the ignorant ones. I’ve only just been taught by your friend how to sit down and that there are other things to eat than ants, though I hope I’m not being rude in saying that there’s still nothing tastier.”

“What in the world has he given you to drink?” Myra asked, then glared at me and said, “Open the Talbot, for heaven’s sake.”

“I think we might wait for that,” I told her. “Everything’s so new.”

“It’s my property,” she said irritably though continuing to beam at Wonk. She went to the under-sink area that served as wine cellar and brought out the only bottle that remained there. She had bought it on sale somewhere. I suspected it was an off-year, though I can never find one of those little vintage-cards when I want to.

Myra deftly extracted the cork with the two-pronged non-screw gadget that I have never mastered. “I know,” she said to Wonk, “that you undoubtedly have much to teach us, not only about technology, but the more important issues. Foremost among them would be how to live in peace with one another.” She poured some wine for him.

“Myra,” I said, “he doesn’t drink from a glass. You’d better—”

“Teach us,” Myra said. “Oh, teach us how to live together.”

“Goodness gracious,” said Wonk. “I’m afraid we’re the last people who could do that. You see, we were able to come to power only because our old bosses went elsewhere in the galaxy to find new people to conquer and treat like scum. But now we’re in the lamentable situation of being on top, with nobody else underneath us, no inferior folks to despise and mistreat.” He gave me a sheepish look. “I must apologize for lying to you, Tony Walsh. We came here not only to look for food. We were searching for slaves. But it didn’t take me any time at all to see that if you are representative of Earth’s population, we would be savagely whipped if we tried anything here. You have every advantage: you can eat and drink anything, you tame and keep as pet an animal who would otherwise be ferocious, and you have a friend who smells sweet and speaks melodiously. I suspect she’s an example of your females.”

Myra hated being spoken of as if she were absent, and she moved quickly to assert herself. “I admire your humility,” said she. “We can certainly learn a lesson from that. But don’t sell yourselves short. Let me suggest that you get more particular in your search: look for inferior individuals, not peoples. I assure you, the former are in abundance. True, collecting them one by one can be tedious, but the effort will be well worth it.”

“Myra,” I cried. “What are you saying?” To Wonk I hastened to say, “Myra is known for her sense of irony. Let me explain that term—”

“No need for that,” said he. “It’s certainly one thing we are familiar with: pretending that what everyone knows is true is really false, and vice versa. It was the only way we survived when under the thumb of the Bosses. We could use less of it now they’ve gone, but unfortunately we just can’t seem to shake off the habit, even though it really makes no sense nowadays.”

“You just let me characterize my own mystique,” Myra said nastily to me. She turned to Wonk. “I was not being ironic. If you want a collection of boneheads, just come to the company for which I work, or go to the nation’s capital or to any state legislature.”

I had not realized she was such an anarchist. I shrugged and added, “Well, for that matter, how about the factories where they make garments with buttons from which the thread had already mostly unraveled before you’ve worn them for the first time?”

“Oh,” Myra scoffed, “that’s frivolous. But what about all the thieves on Wall Street, and the people who, though not in need, think it’s cute to shoplift?”

“Drunken airline pilots!” I shouted.

“The illiterates who misspell names printed at the bottom of TV screens.”

“Waiters who are insolent, and then mispronounce ‘crepes.’”

“Excuse me,” Wonk said in a tone of distress. He had not touched his wine. “I do believe you are bickering. That’s one thing we cannot endure: a conflict of opinions. All of us are always in perfect accord at all times. Perhaps it’s a racial trait. In any event, I thank you for your kindness, which I must say I’d have taken as a symptom of weakness had you not proved our superiors in so many other ways.” He smiled. “I still can’t quite understand why you haven’t given me a good thrashing and then burned the spacecraft. I don’t mind admitting that’s the way we would have treated you had the situation been reversed. I think we might have the moral edge on you, there. What’s the purpose of being strong unless it’s to exploit the weak?”

He had acquired a look of discomfort. After a moment I realized that he was trying to rise from the chair but was in too close, his thighs under the table. I told him what to do.

“So many things to remember!” he complained when he was finally erect. “As if the learning isn’t enough.” He beamed at Myra. “Thank you. For a female, you’re quite articulate.”

He had already forgotten the location of the door by which he had entered, and I had to lead him out of the house. When we reached the yard I remembered I had not seen Bub for a while: the reason for which was that he had stayed on guard against the saucer. Or so I believed until he turned to me with a snarl. Had the space creatures transformed him? ...He sullenly averted his head in a familiar movement. Of course! He was bitter about the false promise of steak with which I had earlier subdued him. “All right,” I said, “I’ve got that coming. But just trust me awhile longer.” Alas, it would have to be quite a while, until the following evening in fact, back in town, for the Briceville convenience store, though open twenty-tour hours, sold cold cuts only.

“Goodbye, Tony Walsh,” said Wonk.

“Goodbye to you, Wonk. I won’t wish you well, for in fact I disapprove of your mission. Why don’t you people go back home and buckle down and try to improve yourselves? Study and work hard and make a real effort not to be such jerks. You’d surely improve yourselves significantly. Look what you learned in the short time here: sitting, drinking sardine oil, and so on. And then, once you had acquired self-respect based on accomplishment, you wouldn’t need anyone else to lord it over.”

He stared searchingly into my eyes, and then, with the greatest good humor, uttered one stark obscenity, after which he plodded to the space vehicle and went up the gangplank. In a trice the saucer rose noisily into the air and whirled away.

I returned to the kitchen, where Myra sat with the glass of wine Wonk had not touched.

“I hope you’re not brooding,” I said, “over that tasteless comment of his.”

She showed a vulpine grin. “Hardly. What can you expect from some fat old freak like that?”

“I’m glad you came back before they left. I didn’t have a camera.”

“Don’t think I intend to tell anyone about this,” she said firmly.

“Are you serious?” I cried, and we proceeded to argue heatedly.

Finally Myra made a crucial point. “All right, you tell and see how far you get! I have no intention of confirming your account.”

“You mean you’ll suppress the entire incident just because maybe there’ll be some people who won’t even believe the two of us? But it happened, did it not? I never thought you of all people could ever be accused of a lack of conviction.”

She gulped what was in her glass and poured herself more Chateau Talbot. I had to pour my own. “As usual,” she said, “you’re barking up the wrong tree... The reason I’ll keep quiet is that the Wurtzels are contemptible trash. Why give them publicity?” She stared into the middle distance. “I say let’s wait for more positive-thinking space visitors. I know they’re out there. Maybe those Bosses will show up, and we’ll have a fight on our hands. But who needs more Wurtzels?”

I hope I haven’t given the impression here that I don’t admire Myra. We may wrangle, but underneath it all, we invariably end up seeing eye to eye. Except perhaps about wine. This one, with its excess of tannin, was as yet far too young to drink. But, I kept my own counsel on the matter, fearing that were I to mention it to Myra, she might storm out again. And frankly, I was scared to be alone, lest tougher guys appear now that the trail had been, so to speak, blazed.



Granted Wishes: Wannabe Spousecides

KIM AND DICK CAVANAUGH had been married some four months when each decided independently to have the other murdered. It was not an easy decision for either, for both had been, at least while living together for two years eight months and then in the earliest weeks of the marriage, in what if it weren’t love, then what? You could have fooled me, said Dick to himself in the bathroom mirror and then amended it to: You did fool me, in fact.

Kim never spoke to herself, and when she talked with her shrink she habitually lied, which was self-defeating and an awfully expensive indulgence, but she was constitutionally incapable of confessing even to a doctor that she had made the most devastating mistake a person of her sort could make, for if she prided herself on any talent, it was for penetrating the facades of other people to the inner essence underlying all the surface bullshit. Come ON! though she would not have been caught dead saying it, was her implicit slogan. She could not be bluffed by reality. So when she discovered that, married long enough to have moved into a new phase, Dick bore little resemblance to the man he had been as companion or newlywed, Kim’s fiercest rage was directed at herself. Ultimately she came to understand that she had failed in judgment so profoundly that nothing would serve to expunge her error but something like swallowing poison. However, at barely thirty years of age she had much of her life yet to live, with a myriad of things to accomplish and enjoy.

So the only thing for it was instead to get rid of Dick, who she was certain would be so opposed to the idea of divorce, none ever having occurred in his family (whose members tended to brag about that fact at holiday get-togethers, graduations, weddings), that it would be useless even to bring up the subject. Not to mention that Kim had come not only to love him no longer but positively to hate his guts for precisely those attributes, habits, and practices that she had formerly found attractive: his crooked smile, which favored one dimple; his lank-locked haircut, not so much the work of a barber but due essentially to the awkward contours of his cranium; his use of “with all respect” as a preface to an assertion that would not have been nearly so malicious without it; the faint odor of tobacco that hung about him though he claimed not to smoke (and to be sure she had never caught him doing so; was he screwing some woman who did?), a smell which in better days Kim had mistaken for the manly aroma of leather.

Not finally, for she had scores of such issues, what she had first seen as a charming grace of bodily movement, a quick stride, a gesture of forearm, an angle of neck, a cocking of ear, she suddenly identified as girlish, not homosexual as such—her gay brother was macho as they came—but annoyingly mannered, and it was soon extended to his style even with the steering wheel of a car and, at table, the manipulation of the cutlery.

For his part, Dick Cavanaugh had developed a distaste for his wife equivalent to hers for him, though unlike her he never considered blaming himself in any way for the unfortunate marriage: it was wholly a case of deceit on the part of Kim, whose idea it had been to ruin a perfectly satisfactory partnership by replacing it with wedlock. She had not been aware that while red hair was acceptable in a girlfriend, it simply did not suit a wife, and since Kim’s was natural she would certainly not have been amenable to dyeing it another color. Her body was very lean, once again just fine for an unmarried young woman who worked out three times per week, but there was something pathetic about wedded couples who piously went to a gym together, yet if they did so independently it seemed too much like visiting a bar alone. (Dick solved that particular dilemma by beginning to work out with a fellow computer programmer named Stephanie, whom he had never known that well at the office but who turned out to be fun, and before long they topped off their sessions on adjacent treadmills with sex at her divorcee apartment on his way home.)

He might straightforwardly have put the matter of divorce to Kim were he not certain she could never have survived such a defeat, she who was so vain about her status as, in her own estimation, a lifelong winner. He had thought about this a lot, not being one to act superficially in any area of life—he was famous for his perfectionism: “Dicky as a boy wouldn’t touch a piece of meat unless every smidgeon of fat was trimmed away,” his mother was wont to remember—and with all respect concluded that it would be doing Kim the greatest favor to arrange for bringing about her nonexistence by instantaneous means. A shot to the back of the head would accomplish that nicely.

Of course the problem was how to find someone who would perform the deed. Vicious criminals abounded, but to come in contact with any, if you were Dick Cavanaugh’s sort, would be the unlikeliest of events. Trolling for a killer in certain dangerous parts of the city was to endanger one’s own life: before you could proffer thousands for the crime to come your throat might well be cut for the fifty-four bucks currently in pocket. So much for the sidewalk thug, but what about the professional hitman so familiar from movies and TV, both fiction and documentary? Dick had no idea of how to reach out to one. Apparently there had been a day, as he had learned by television, when such characters offered their services, in none too subtle code, in a periodical for military mercenaries, but once the muckrakers and grandstanding politicians had publicised the practice, it was abandoned by the magazine.

Kim was at the same impasse. In high school she had known a kid who had the hots for her and who also by her later assessment had been sufficiently sociopathic, with the requisite arsenal, to have anticipated the Columbine massacre by some years. But when she inquired about Baxter on a rare visit to her hometown she learned that, married and the father of four, he was in his second term as reformist mayor, having previously served as incorruptible chief of police. The sole Sicilian-American of her acquaintance was not only of a now lace-curtain family but was her boss at the advertising agency; she could scarcely inquire as to his familiarity with the Mafia.

Dick deliberated on using the Internet for his quest. Perhaps law enforcement would be too distracted by its pursuit of cyber-sex criminals to identify and trace the spoor of the homicidally inclined, if the latter were delicate enough. There must be some Aesopian language in which to address a professional murderer without alerting the cops. I’m only trying to do the right thing, he said to himself in the mirror. I really deserve a break in this matter.

Kim would still not come clean with her shrink. Instead she repeated for the nth time her own interpretation of the basic difficulty in achieving a viable happiness: she was too trusting of others. When the doctor asked why that was, she could only, after eons of therapy, emit a baffled murmur. But she could be candid when her truths were privy to no one but herself: she really had a right to get rid of this guy who was poisoning her life.

Without any overt action of her own, Kim’s wish was granted. A man who billed himself as “Ralph” called on her cell phone one midday when she was lunching at her desk on a container of boysenberry yoghurt.

“I understand you want somebody whacked?”

Kim gasped. “Who gave you this number?” she asked, for only a select list of intimates possessed it, among whom was not her husband.

“Just let me worry about that,” said Ralph. “Let’s set up a meet.”

Impressed by his command of what sounded like the authentic lingo, Kim agreed—perhaps too quickly, she coldfootedly reflected after hanging up, but then she could always fail to show at the meeting place, a gyro cart just outside a certain entrance to the park, and what could Ralph do about it if she changed her cell-phone number? As a professional killer he could certainly not afford to call attention to himself by harassing her.

Meanwhile Dick had hardly gone online to enter a chatroom for gun owners when somebody with the designation HIT4HIRE asked, “U need me?” To which Dick prudently replied, “4 wot?” The response was “LOL.” Eventually, after a lengthy exchange of cryptic messages intended to lose any deliberate or accidental monitor, they arranged for a sit-down in Dick’s car, an Xterra SUV of recent vintage, parked in area C of a suburban Home Depot lot, with an opened hatch showing a cargo of attic insulation.

On meeting Ralph, who had arrived before her, Kim decided he looked exactly like what she had imagined he would: his mouth was ruthlessly tight-lipped, his eyes flinty, his ears small and close to his head.

“Wanna nosh?” he asked and when she declined they moved to the first unoccupied bench, where Kim gave him Dick’s description and daily itinerary and then inquired as to the cost, for though she earned a decent salary she was up to her tushy in credit-card debt.

“Hold on,” said Ralph, his stare becoming even more gimletlike. “You must have a good head on your shoulders to hold such a position where you work. Yet the only way you can handle a personal problem is to kill another human?”

“Humanely,” Kim said in reproach, resenting as she did the implied criticism by a career murderer.

Ralph winced. “I’ve got to question your values.”

So, though even further offended, Kim patiently explained why she saw no alternative.

But when she was finished Ralph shook his head. “Sounds to me like you’ve got a mighty superficial approach to life, based only on comfort, convenience, and a shallow hedonism. You don’t even claim to be in love with someone else.”

Kim could not put up with any more of this. Despite the several passersby, she rose to her feet in indignation. “You disapprove of me? You murder people for money, and... wait a minute: are you really an undercover cop, wearing a concealed wire or a miniature TV camera disguised as a jacket button?” She sneered. “Okay, take a look at the tape. I haven’t said one legally compromising word.”

Ralph chuckled. Kim had to admit his teeth were perfect, and the laughlines that now appeared around his eyes softened the grimness of his assassin’s aspect. “You got me wrong,” said he, recrossing his legs in the opposite direction. “With me business always comes first, but I learned the hard way you’ve got to have guidelines. Mine have always included that I don’t whack anybody who wouldn’t whack me if I didn’t get the jump on them.”

Kim thought about his point for a moment, then asked, “Why did you seek me out?”

“I was thinking of expanding.”

She smiled at him. “I hope you won’t take this the wrong way, Ralph, but there’s something warm about you that appeals to me. Would you like to go to a hotel?”

He looked wary. “This isn’t part of the deal, is it?”

“Oh, certainly not,” said Kim.

Dick arrived fifteen minutes early at the Home Depot lot, though he frankly did not expect his hitman to appear. In retrospect the chat-room exchange showed all the earmarks of a game if not a hoax, though if the latter, what could be the payoff?

But in fact the guy showed up precisely on time, opening the passenger’s door of the SUV and inserting himself into the seat. He looked physically fit, but his facial features seemed too soft to be those of a criminal. He initiated a flabby handshake. He had a receding hairline.

“I guess I’d first like to get some idea of what this is going to cost me,” said Dick. “I’m not exactly wealthy.”

“Neither am I,” the hitman said genially, a somewhat cryptic response for a killer.

Dick smirked for effect. “You wouldn’t just happen to be in law enforcement?”

Once again the hitman’s answer was a surprise. “No. Are you?”

“Are you wearing a wire?”

The killer raised his thin eyebrows. “Find the nearest men’s room and frisk me. But watch your hands.”

“Look,” Dick said defensively, “there are other reasons to get rid of your wife than being gay.”

“What are yours?”

Dick thought it really absurd that he should be questioned by a person of this sort as to his motives, but not wishing to offend the man, he explained. “I don’t care for her tastes in you-name-it. I realize now that she had the same ones when we lived together, but I thought then they were just assumed for the purpose of dialogue.”

The assassin wrinkled his nose. “I don’t have any idea of what that’s supposed to mean. You really are a silly sonofabitch.”

Dick lost his temper. “Get out!” he cried. “I didn’t come here to be insulted. You don’t seem tough at all. Maybe you’re just a conman.” But when the man reached under his jacket toward one armpit, a frightened Dick revised the speculation. “All right, I apologize.”

“Close that door,” said the other. If he carried a gun, he did not produce it. He seemed to be scratching himself. “Here’s what I want you to do: forget about killing Kim.”

“You know her name?” Dick was getting over the scare. They were in a public place in broad daylight. He left the car door open.

Ignoring the question, the man went on. “The husband is always the prime suspect. Motive? You’re having an affair with Stephanie Wechsler.”

“How did you know that?”

“Everybody knows that.”

“Then you should also know it’s only genital.”

“Let me tell you something: such distinctions don’t hold water in a court of law.”

Dick deliberated for a moment. Then he said, “All I actually have against Kim is she gets on my nerves with those diet fads, and I hate to go to the movies with her, because afterwards she wants to discuss what we saw when it’s self-evident, and—”

“Not much to kill somebody for?”

“You may be right...” Dick’s smile was quizzical. “But what I don’t get is why you approached me, if you were only going to talk me out of hiring you.”

The killer assumed a dreamy look, eyes floating. “I’m thinking about getting out of the profession. It takes its toll over the years. I thought maybe the time has come to give something back, like the show folk say at fund-raisers.”

Dick’s feelings were a mix of wonderment and relief. “It takes all kinds, I guess.” They shook hands. “You saved me from making a big mistake that I probably would have regretted the rest of my life. Thanks, uh—”

“Name’s Ralph,” said the former hitman, who had previously, after an afternoon of strenuous sex, also persuaded Kim to abandon her murderous plans.

Of course Ralph never disclosed to either of them that the other had been ready to contract for spousal murder, thus at the end of the year they were able to get divorced without rancor.

As to Ralph himself, he went into the witness protection program, moving to a suburb of Omaha, Nebraska, changing his name, and setting up shop as a marriage counselor, a profession he practiced successfully until the day he was killed, in a parking lot, by a shot to the base of the skull at close range, on the orders of the Mob family for which he had formerly worked. Actually, this was personal and not just business, for he had been like a son to the boss.



Tales Of The Animal Crime Squad

The Pimp with Paws

IF I’VE LEARNED ANYTHING in the years I’ve worn a shield, it’s that there are two things that have an irresistible attraction for animals. One is any kind of fad, the sillier the better. The other is breaking the law. I’m Sergeant Vinnie DiFalco of the Animal Crime Squad, NYPD. My partner is a goodnatured slob named Fogarty.

I’d say the average citizen is totally unaware of our job, and those who have heard of us assume we enforce the various city ordinances that have to do with pets. Nothing could be further from the truth. We couldn’t care less about expired licenses, pooper scoopers, and cats that scream all night on the fire escape. We’re out to get the big fellows, like—But let me tell you about a typical case. You might learn something.

Now, at first, some people thought it was cute that a fox terrier would run a telephone-answering service, and in a few short weeks after this animal started his business, he had more subscribers than he could handle. So what did he offer that was so special? He answered the phone with a bark. That was it, and that was all. For the rest of it, he switched on the machine and recorded the message, if you were leaving one. Or, if you were picking up the messages that came in when you were out, he played them back for you. I mean, he wouldn’t say a word, now, would he? But you know how people are—fact is, you might say they love fads as much as any animal.

So all well and good at the beginning, but another trait of an up-and-coming critter is a tendency to go too far. Before long we began to get complaints that this fresh pooch was doing nothing but barking; in other words, didn’t bother to record the calls! Now, his ads continued to run in metro-area papers and he even started to buy radio and cable-TV spots. If he was taking money for a service he failed to provide, he was breaking the law. Speaking for myself, from the first moment I heard of this dog’s business, I figured it was only a matter of time before I’d be called in. Call me prejudiced, but I never saw a fox terrier who could keep his nose clean for long.

My plan was simplicity itself: to bust into his office by surprise and take the animal into custody with a minimum of fuss. We have one advantage that is not enjoyed by the rest of the force, and that is that a search warrant is not needed to enter premises occupied by a nonhuman tenant. In recent years PETA has lobbied for a change in the law, but it hasn’t happened yet.

The weakness of my plan was soon revealed: I could not discover the dog’s exact whereabouts. It ought to have been a simple matter to get the address from the telephone company, but I’m afraid Verizon decided at this juncture to pose as a defender of animal rights, and I was told in no uncertain terms to come up with a court order or I might as well go home and practice the harmonica.

But that experience did put me on my mettle. How to find one mutt in a city overpopulated with the fourfooted? I did have going for me the fact that mighty few dogs operated an answering service. Yet even so, it would take a pretty piece of investigatory work to corner this perpetrator. It might be tedious, but eventually had to prove effective if I went from door to door, street by street, until at some point I crossed the animal’s trail. Or again, I could save shoe leather by remaining at my desk at headquarters, dialing random phone numbers and asking the answerer if he happened to know of such a dog. Having taken on a bit of weight in recent years, I decided on the second of those tactics, but before I had begun to put it into effect, Fogarty came into the squad room, chewing on the inevitable unlighted cheroot. He had black circles around his eyes. His beefy face was haggard.

“I never got a wink all night,” he complained. “The phone kept ringing, and when I picked it up, it was a wrong number—but always a different wrong number, and the voice was different. If it was somebody out for revenge, he was a master at disguising his voice or went to the trouble of organizing coupla dozen friends. Didn’t wanna unplug, case it was finally you.”

“Huh,” I said, mostly for myself, “could there be a connection...?” To Fogarty, “You didn’t run across the bark of a dog anywhere?”

He glared at me. “You know, Vinnie, your idea of humor—”

“I’m serious, Fogarty. I’m working on that squeal about the dog who runs an answering service.”

“If you want,” Fogarty offered, “I’ll ask around.”

By this he meant among his regular informants, a motley crew of lowlifes, addicts of various kinds, and a good many phonies, perfectly respectable people who get off on being thought by the police to be petty criminals. I expected little genuine assistance from this quarter. But what harm could it do?

He sat down at his own desk and began to work the telephone, speaking to various persons, invariably greeting each with another obvious alias and a ludicrously outdated one at that. Who nowadays is known as Butch or Gertie or Slick? No matter: it was during his fifth or sixth such call that he gestured violently toward me. I raised my eyebrows. He took the phone away from his mouth for a moment and covered the instrument with a meaty fist.

“Pay dirt?” he asked, his lips forming the letter Q, of which the tip of his tongue made a little tail. “Maybe.”

“And maybe not,” I said. I didn’t want to encourage Fogarty in his sense of drama, which is always likely to turn maudlin.

“Say, Blackie,” he said into the mouthpiece, while winking significantly at me, “do you know this for a fact? ...Hey, no offense, man. It was simply a question... Yes... sure... no... well...” He began violently writing in the notebook before him.

“Gimme,” I said, with outstretched hand.

Fogarty slammed the phone down, tore the page from his book, and shoved it at me.

I ripped the paper from his hand and read silently, “Blonde at First and Seventy-second.”

“It might not be much,” Fogarty said, “but it’s a start.”

I sighed. “I know you’re just trying to help, Fogarty, but there must be thousands of blondes on the sidewalk at any given time in this town. Why would this one know anything about a dog that operated an answering service?”

He began to pout. Fogarty can sometimes be oversensitive.

“Okay, what do I have to lose?” I said, with more cockiness than I felt, and I got up, put my belt on a tighter notch, and headed uptown.

I work in an unmarked car that has seen better days, but it’s an effective cover. I expected the trip to be completely futile, but wonder of wonders, when I reached the designated corner the blonde was still there. I must say she looked too garish to be a streetwalker; it occurred to me she might well be a decoy cop, a male officer padded in the right places and dressed in women’s clothes, with a purpose to attract a robbery or rape attempt.

I left the car and sidled near her/him, displayed my shield in a cupped hand, and said, “DiFalco, Animal Crimes.”

“Get lost,” said the blonde, “and if you don’t, I’ll call a cop.”

“What do you think I am?”

“Some creep with a fake badge to shake people down with.”

“Take a look at my photo ID.” I put it under her button nose, and she squinted at it.

“Okay,” she said stoically. “So you expect a freebie.”

“You wouldn’t know of a dog who operates an answering service?”

“What if I do?” She reared back and put her hand on her hip.

“Don’t get cute with me, baby. There’s a loitering law in this town.”

“I might know of such a party,” said she. “You want to sign up for this service, is that it?”

“I’ll say this, Blondie, you’ve got as much chutzpah as anyone I ever met.”

“Listen, you got to survive.”

I gave her a bill that was tightly rolled into a cylinder the size of a cigarette. “Pick your teeth on that,” I said, hoping to give the impression it was a larger denomination than the fiver it was.

“Okay, buster,” said she. “You bought yourself some information. I don’t know the dog personally, but I’ve left a message or two with him—on his machine, that is. He never says a word.”

“It may be misrepresentation,” I said sternly. “What about you, miss: think he handles the business properly, or do you think subscribers might be getting scammed?”

She leered at me. “For God’s sake, can’t you find something better to do? There are vicious criminals all around town and you spend your time harassing businessdogs?”

Her attack drew blood. “All we’re trying to do is protect the public, young lady. It might be nice if we got some cooperation and not this incessant criticism.”

She turned contrite. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, officer. You can find that pooch in apartment fifteen twenty-six, in that building right over there, with the striped canopy.” She pointed down the block.

I lost no time in going there. I took the elevator to the 15th floor, found the door marked 1526, backed up and prepared to run at it with the battering ram of my shoulder but prudently changed my mind and instead tried the knob, which turned easily. An unlocked door in Manhattan? I didn’t like the bravado it implied, but I went on in anyhow.

I found myself in the typical entrance hall of a contemporary apartment. A mirror hung on one wall and underneath it stood a little table on which a week’s junk mail had accumulated. I drew my service weapon and stealthily approached the closed door at the end of a characterless hallway, passing on my right a living room full of what looked like Ikea furniture arranged around a bright-blue rug in an Oriental figure. It smacked of a dog’s taste.

I put my ear against the door. Not a sound came from within. I turned the knob and hurled myself into the room.

There he was: a white fox terrier with one black patch across his face and another as back saddle. His beady eyes flickered negligently over me for a second, and then he turned back to his work.

The animal wore a headset. The left earphone was slightly askew, but the other was well seated, a pointed ear rising above it. A recording device sat on the desk before him. Even as I watched, the phone rang, the machine kicked in, and the dog barked sharply into the little mike that a U-shaped wire brought alongside but not quite to the end of his pointed snout.

I had to admit that this quick inspection found nothing that was not kosher. What could I do if I couldn’t name any obvious violations?

“Okay, bud,” I told the animal, “you might look clean as a whistle right now, but just remember we got our eye on you. We get any more complaints and—” Had I not gotten a bright idea at that point, this character might have escaped being brought to justice for years.

On an impulse, more curiosity than suspicion, I decided to listen to the kind of messages people left with the dog. I moved him aside to get access to the machine and hit the playback button. It wasn’t long before I went for the two pair of pawcuffs looped over my belt in the small of my back. These manacles permit a prisoner to walk slowly, at a mincing gait, but of course not to run.

I took the fox terrier downtown and booked him on a charge of procuring. So why did Blondie finger him? Here’s my theory: either she had switched to a rival pimp or, as I first suspected, she was working undercover for another law-enforcement agency and wanted to get rid of me before she was compromised. I suppose it doesn’t matter.

As for the dog, he was subsequently sentenced to six months in the animal correctional facility in the borough of Richmond, the other name only bureaucrats use for Staten Island. On appeal, that was reduced to three months of community service, with him wearing an electronic monitoring bracelet on his left rear foot. A slap on the paw! Don’t kid yourself, by now that pooch is back at work. But I have no regrets about doing my job. And I owe one to Fogarty.

The Pelican Felonies

SOME CITIZENS CONFUSE US with the ASPCA or a veterinary service, or even with the Department of Sanitation. Fogarty shows a short fuse to people who call complaining about horse droppings in their block. “Put ’em in your window boxes!” he shouts, and hurls the phone down.

We also get complaints about dog bites, bee stings, and anything connected with pigeons. And of course if somebody’s pet alligator is missing, it is routine for us to get the squeal.

But as it happens none of these things are our affair.

“Then just what is it that you do?” peevishly inquired the old lady to whom I had just tried to explain that we could not look for her missing parakeet—unless, of course, there was good reason to believe it had broken the law.

“You see, ma’am,” I said, “a lot of folks are reluctant to admit that crimes committed by animals are on the rise, while human crime rates are falling, and our squad is first to take any budget cuts. But the problem isn’t likely to go away by itself.”

The old lady blurted an obscene remark and hung up violently. Across the desk, Fogarty smirked in sympathy.

He moaned, “Oh, if they only understood!”

“That’s asking for the moon, Fogarty,” I barked. “Meanwhile we can’t lollygag around here; there’s work to be done.” I stood up, propelling my swivel chair backward with a thrust of my calves, went downstairs, and hit the street.

Prevention is, or should be, part of our job, and I try to get out there where it’s happening before it happens. By golly, I had hardly gone three blocks when I spotted him, between the cleaner’s and the deli, in the doorway of electronics shop that had just opened under a going-out-of-business banner: a big French poodle, recently clipped by the look of him, and wearing a trench coat with the belt tied, not buckled. I admit I have a bias against any animal who affects that style, even if he doesn’t accompany it with the usual wide-brimmed fedora.

I felt certain it was only a matter of moments before he made his move, and sure enough, a nice-looking, well-dressed woman, say in her early forties, came out of the cleaner’s, glanced at the dog for an instant, and then quickly averted her face. Frenchy had whipped open his coat, and you guessed it: he wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

I closed in on him, but the wily devil saw me coming, and his legs proved a lot more nimble than mine. Suffice it to say he was gone before I reached his doorway. But I’ll know him when I see him next time.

Well, a day that had started off so briskly then settled down to three-four hours of inconsequence. I left a lot of shoe leather on city sidewalks. I ate a frank, hold the sauerkraut, coffee with everything. The acid in the last-named got to me, or maybe the milk was sour, and I went into a discount drugstore to look for relief. Having to make a choice among the various antacids made my indigestion worse. While I was studying the shelves, along came a big husky pelican, who apparently suffered from the same complaint as mine, for he too began to examine the medications for heartburn.

But from that point on, our styles showed a wide divergence. While I continued to deliberate, the bird opened his deep-pouched beak and began to fill it with an example of each pill or potion offered for sale. These products are far from inexpensive; he was obviously a well-to-do fowl. I’ll admit to feeling some bitterness. I have to watch my pennies, while some damned bird can waddle in and buy anything he wants!

I had enough of this and started to leave. But he stepped back, as if to get a wider perspective on the shelves, and in an effort to avoid running into him, I swerved and, losing my balance, took a tumble. I’ll say this for him: he was decent enough about offering to help me up. He extended a wing tip, but I declined with thanks and, thoroughly embarrassed by then, got out of that store as quickly as I could.

Scarcely had I reached the next corner when behind me I heard that cry which, veteran though I am, never fails to thrill me to the core. I think that, underneath it all, my principal motive for originally joining the force might well have been to hear a voice, seething with fear and outrage, cry, “Help, police!”

I ran back to the store. A pudgy man, wearing a smiley-face button that probably marked him as manager, was pointing into the sky.

I looked up. A pelican was flying heavily up the side of a nearby office building. There was some question as to whether or not he could clear its roof, though the structure was a modest one of only a dozen floors.

“They’re not the most graceful of birds,” I said. “Furthermore, if he’s the one I think he is, he’s weighed down by a beakful of Tums, Maalox, and Pepto-Bismol bottles.”

“None of them paid for,” said the stout man. “He’s a shoplifter. And where are the cops when you need them?”

“Say no more,” I said. “Sergeant Vinnie DiFalco, Animal Crime Squad, at your service.”

“I’d like some ID.”

I considered this an insulting demand, but when I went for my shield I couldn’t find it! That pelican was also a pickpocket! But apparently he was not a violent criminal, for my weapon was still holstered at the left side of my belt.

I drew it now and pointed it up at the bird, who was really laboring with his wings in an all-out effort to gain the roof and get out of sight. I couldn’t help feeling a certain sympathy for him, but there’s no room for sentimentality in my job. I squinted, took careful aim, and squeezed the trigger. I missed him altogether and everything else as well. I’ve always wondered where such bullets end up—maybe as the work of a mysterious sniper in Queens.

Before the week was out the pelican had hit ten more stores in various parts of town, and the city was on the verge of mass hysteria. The mayor was burned in effigy, the police commissioner resigned in disgrace, and had I not been the only officer who could recognize the wanted bird, I wouldn’t have kept my own job.

The creature had refined his technique. He would march into any retail establishment that took his fancy, that shield of mine dangling from his beak, and be taken everywhere as a legitimate cop. But, like any human, the bird had a weakness. It wasn’t booze, broads, the ponies, or dope. By all counts, this pelican was an absolute abstainer when it came to any of the usual vices. He didn’t even smoke. But the son of a gun had a sweet tooth he simply could not control. If he robbed any store that had a candy counter, you could be sure in making his exit he would always spare a moment to stop and help himself to a couple of pounds of chocolates with that great big scoop of a beak.

“He’s got a childish streak, Vin,” said Fogarty.

“Okay,” I said, “but what gets me is how he can get away with posing as a police officer. When’s a thing with feathers and a beak like that a sergeant of detectives? Do these people believe everything they read on a badge?”

“Heck, Vinnie,” said Fogarty, “I can’t fault you in your low opinion of the average civilian’s intelligence, but we can’t use that as an excuse to let this bird keep making a fool of us. He ain’t supernatural, is he? Listen, why can’t we dose all the candies in the parts of town that he usually hits with knockout drops? Then when he—”

“Fogarty, Fogarty,” I chided. “What about all the innocent folks who’ll also be eating the stuff, the poor kids?”

“A harmless drug, Vin!” he insisted. “Sleeping-pill formula, you know? So they nap a little. What’s the damage?”

“I won’t dignify that with a detailed answer,” said I. “You can figure it out. But the basic idea’s not all bad...” I was thinking, but at the moment all I could come up with was, “A bird has no teeth, you know.”

Fogarty shrugged his round shoulders. “And a fish can’t shake hands. So what?”

Before I ever could have answered that question, the pelican suddenly and for no apparent reason did what has always been considered unlikely for a professional criminal: he changed his M.O. I don’t mean with a minor trick or two. He transformed his entire act from start to finish. He was no longer a shoplifter. Now he would approach the nearest salesperson to the cash register and show a note that read:

10, countem, 10 sticks of dynamyte is wyrd to my boddy

Give me all the mony else I will blo us all upp.

Despite its eccentric spelling, the note was hand-printed impeccably. By whom? Did it matter?

“You know, Fogarty,” I said, watching my partner open his hot hero sandwich and suspiciously inspect its contents. “Maybe we should just tell people to call his bluff. ‘Okay, bud, set off your so-called dynamite.’ I think he’d end up with egg on his face. Where would a bird get high explosives, plus a detonating system compact enough to be carried on his person? He’s short on pockets, you know.”

Fogarty grimaced at his sandwich but finally closed the top lid and took a big bite. I had to wait until it was thoroughly masticated and swallowed. At last he said, “But could we afford a mistake?”

“Thanks, Fogarty,” I said. “I needed that reminder. Can’t ever forget we’re here to protect as well as serve.”

Fact is, we never did collar that pelican. But the one-bird crime wave ended soon after his adoption of the new modus operandi. He really did get hold of some dynamite sticks, don’t ask me how, because within another day or so he suddenly blew up while crossing a downtown street. Luckily, traffic was thin at that hour. No human beings were hurt, and aside from a lot of broken plate glass and an excavation in the middle of the street, no damage was reported. They say feathers continued to float down for a quarter hour after the blast.

He was an enterprising bird, and despite Fogarty’s sneers I frankly admit to having a certain admiration for such a worthy adversary.

The Snake with Stars in His Eyes

SO FAR AS I know, the only call there ever was for snakes in the world of entertainment was to accompany exotic dancers, and that’s a thing of the past. But even then, the kind of reptile used was one of the big devils, python or boa constrictor, whereas the snake I’m talking about was a little garter type. Hell, he couldn’t have made more than a foot and a half in length if he stretched, so to speak, on tiptoe, and in girth your ordinary frankfurter might be thicker. But it could be truthfully said that the little guy was all heart.

I got to know the serpent in question through a squeal that came in from the stage-door man at a Broadway theater. Contrary to what you might think, this bald-headed, white-fringed coot was called not Pop but Wayne.

It seems that the ingénue of the musical comedy then in performance claimed she was being harassed by a snake. Wayne was right to call us in. If this charge could be substantiated, the reptile would be guilty of an aggravated misdemeanor or a felony, depending on the length of his body and whether he carried a deadly weapon. Nevertheless, at first the old doorman had failed to take the young woman seriously. One, how would a snake get into a dressing room in a theater in the middle of town? Unless of course it had been the partner of one of the aforementioned exotic dancers, none of whom had ever been known to perform on this stage. The second reason had to do with the notorious nearsightedness of the actress. In fact, coming to complain about the snake, the girl had fallen over Wayne as he sat near the door in his classic camp chair, reading a tabloid and, naturally, wearing a battered old felt hat on the back of his head and exposed suspenders on his shoulders.

“Okay,” said I. “Just when and why did you correct your first impression, uh, Wayne? Sorry, I keep wanting to call you Pop.”

We exchanged stares for a moment; then he went on. “Fact is, there really was a snake, all right. Not twenty-four hours went by before I seen him with my own two eyes. I went to the water cooler is when it was, just after the first-act intermission and at the Wednesday matinee, house full of ladies on theater parties—gee, I tell you, Falconi, I never get tired of that suspense just before the curtain goes up, when all the world is waiting for that moment of magic—”

“All right, hold the schmaltz and get to the details. And my name’s DiFalco, Pop.”

He shrugged and measured off a foot, foot and a half, with two hands on edge. “Little bugger he was, there on the floor underneath the water cooler. Now, the impulse of a lot of people is when they see a snake to run get something to smash him with. But as it happens, I’m a farm boy, born and raised upstate. I tell you, Falkowitz, you don’t know what milk tastes like until you drink it warm right after the cow gave it, maybe with a thick slice of warm homemade bread and—”

“Mouth’s watering, Pop, but go on about the reptile in question.”

“So what I mean is, you been around a farm, you never kill a snake. And this theater’s full of mice that been around since it was built at the beginning of the last century.”

“Say,” I asked, “this actress, is she a good-looker?”

He made his mouth sag and punched the air with an elbow. “There’s all kinda tastes. For my money she’s a bit skinny, but I could be wrong.”

“Like ’em zaftig, do you, Wayne?” I eyed him narrowly. In how many old movies was the doorman a sex maniac? I made a mental note to have Fogarty run a make on him when I got back to headquarters. “But go on about the snake. So you didn’t do him any harm?”

“Far from it, I don’t mind saying it gets pretty lonely back here when the performance is finished and you’re waiting for the last few cast members to wipe off their makeup and leave.”

“That’s a notoriously melancholy time,” I said.

He grinned at me, showing ill-fitting dental plates. “Got a showbiz background, Falkland?”

“Pop, my job has put my foot in many doorways. Don’t try to make too much of it.” I didn’t like the way he immediately tried to get familiar. I’m nobody’s buddy when I’m on a case.

My rebuff served the purpose of getting him back to the subject. “Fact is, far from doing damage to the little fella. I picked him up on a broomstick and carried him back to a private corner I’ve made for myself in the property room. I got a hotplate there and some powdered coffee, and I keep a little can of evaporated milk. I poured some in a jar lid and set it down for the snake. I tell you, he lapped it up like he was famished, and did the same till the whole can was empty. Poor little devil obviously hadn’t ate in a long time.”

“Okay, so you’ve brought me close to tears,” I said in the raspy voice I assume when dealing with certain members of the public. A cop is trusted more when he seems hard-bitten. “But if this reptile just became a pet of yours, you wouldn’t have called the department, or am I missing something?”

He had been smiling, but now his old face fell. “I’m getting to that. First thing that happened, after Bobby had been with me only a day or so—I named him Bobby, after the son I never had.”

This seemed warped to me, but I’m not paid to be judgmental about the tastes of civilians I come across in an investigation. I nodded in silence. But he wouldn’t let well enough alone.

“I guess that seems warped to you?” he asked.

“Frankly, it does,” I answered. “It’s a snake, after all.”

“To hell with you,” said he. “It’s my life.” Suddenly, tears welled in his eyes and he took a balled handkerchief from a back pocket and daubed at his face.

“Turned on you, did he?” I asked, not without sympathy. “Well, console yourself with this thought: that then he was behaving like a real son. I did it to my own dad. As an old bunco artist it broke his heart to see a boy of his become a cop.”

Wayne stopped sniffling and showed an almost cruel expression. “No,” said he, “it wasn’t that way at all. But if you’ll just let me tell my story... In a day or so, Bobby was helping himself to the canned milk. Next he found some doughnuts I had brung along, and darn if he didn’t wriggle through one and make it like a hula hoop, you know.”

“Oh yeah?” I scowled but actually I thought it was pretty cute.

“I got to admit,” he said, “I thought it was pretty cute, even though he usually ruined the doughnut by getting it going so fast it would shoot right over his head, bang against the wall, and break apart. I guess I showed him I thought it was real clever, because the next thing I knew, he began to make the trick more fancy. He’d switch on the little radio I got back there, get some music to accompany the hula hoop act. You know what happened next, doncha?”

“What I do know is that snakes are deaf.”

“Yeah,” Wayne came right back, “but I ain’t.”

He had me there, but I couldn’t admit it. “Say,” I said to divert him, “isn’t there a show tonight?” Have I mentioned that we were standing under the light of one bare bulb?

“Don’t you know we’re always dark on Sundays?”

I don’t know why they call Broadway glamorous. The theater was cold backstage and awfully shabby. I shivered inside my bulletproof vest.

Wayne must have noticed my chill, for at this point he pulled a flat bottle from the back pocket of his rumpled old gray pants. “Take a pull on this, sonny.”

I wiped off the mouth of the bottle with a twist of my palm and took a swig. I couldn’t identify what it was, but it was filthy stuff.

The old man reclaimed the bottle and swallowed a good quarter of its remaining contents in one breath. Then he said, “I admit I got a taste for the juice. That’s why my own career went noplace. I was a pretty fair hoofer in my day—when I could stand up.”

Belatedly I realized that he had been about two-thirds drunk when I began to talk to him. “Okay,” I nevertheless persisted. “So the snake developed an act using doughnuts like a hula hoop?”

Wayne nodded. “But they was brittle, so we switched to bagels. But along about now he finds a bottle I had put aside for a rainy day, gets the cap off somehow, and has a taste. Well sir, he don’t mind if he takes another, and before long you got a little reptile lush.”

I made a joke. “A snake who sees snakes, huh?”

But Wayne made a face. “He’d get real surly when he had a skinful, I tell you. There wasn’t no living with him at such times. Trouble was, though Bobby did get better and better at his act, I didn’t dare ask nobody to come to my little hideaway to see him perform.” He took another blast from the bottle, but thank God didn’t offer me a second. “They’d think I was having the deetees!”

“And they’d be right, you old wino,” I said in disgust. “Get me over here on a Sunday afternoon to tell a drunken lie about a dancing snake. I ought to work you over.” Part of this, anyway, was for the purpose of provoking him. Long experience with animals had prepared me to believe they are capable of anything, and I am personally convinced that a number of cold-case files could be closed if we found the animals involved.

In answer, Wayne took a battered wallet from his hip pocket. He found a snapshot inside and handed it to me. The photo was blurred to start with and had acquired a yellowed patina, but its subject was discernible: a snake, standing on its tail. About halfway along its length was a blurry object that could have been a whirling bagel or doughnut.

“All right,” I said, “but don’t think that’s conclusive proof. It could be faked. There’s a funny smell to this whole business, if you ask me. If this snake exists, where is he now? More importantly, what’s the crime?”

Wayne resumed his narrative. “Unless he got his chance, I could see Bobby was going to drink himself to death. So I went to the producer of the show and told him about the little snake, crazy as it seemed, and lo and behold Mr. Armbruster not only listened to me but when I was done, he says, ‘Come on, let’s audition him!’ So before he changed his mind, I went to get Bobby.” He stopped, lifted the bottle, and drained it dry. Then, “That was yesterday afternoon.”

“So?”

“So Bobby was gone, along with a number of my valuables, which I kept tucked away back there in places only a snake could of got into: the diamond ring I stole back from a fiancée who dumped me forty years ago, a silver-handled ebony cane—”

“Yeah, yeah,” I growled, “and your billfold containing a couple grand in hundreds. Wayne, if you ever had a ring it went to the pawn-brokers right after you stole it from the girl—which frankly I don’t buy, having tried that once myself and got scratched real bad for my pains, but I tell you, it takes a mighty special lady to become a cop’s wife; Fogarty’s never been able to hold onto one, either—” I was running off at the mouth. I checked myself, and finished up, “Same thing happened with your so-called silver-headed cane. The truth is that the combination of the rotgut you swallow and your loneliness in this empty theater resulted in the snake-and-bull story you made me listen to.”

He lowered his rheumy old eyes and with a sad nod seemed to admit what I was charging him with. “Gonna run me in, Sarge?”

I glared at him for a long moment, then said, “No, Wayne, in view of your age, I’m letting you off with a warning. My game is animal crimes, not geriatrics.”

But he was looking past me. I turned, and there was the little snake, on the floor not two yards away. His body was encircled by a diamond ring just behind his head, and in a loop of tail he clasped the ebony cane with the silver hand, drawing it along in his wake.

“Bobby!” cried the old stage-door man.

As if in answer, the reptile somehow raised the cane to the vertical and wound himself around it, balancing it erect on its tip!

“By Godfrey, Wayne,” I admitted, “that’s quite a feat in my book. I’m impressed.”

“So am I,” said he. “The little guy must of learned that one in secret. So that’s what he’s been doing for the past day. I feel lousy about calling you, Sergeant.”

“Don’t be,” I said with enthusiasm. “I wouldn’t have missed this for the world. Let’s give him the big hand he deserves.”

So the two of us gave Bobby an ovation that would have done credit to a whole audience, and you can be sure he took more than one bow. Then Wayne produced a stale bagel and the snake performed his hula-hoop stunt.

“He’s even better than you said,” I told Wayne, who had broken out another pint. Maybe it was my heightened mood, but this stuff was a great improvement over the first version. I took a blast, and then Wayne wet his own whistle.

“What do you think?” he asked, nodding toward Bobby. “Hasn’t he earned one?”

I certainly agreed to that.

Well, the bottle went around the three of us, and it wasn’t long before there was none left, so I went out and up the street to see a guy who owed me a favor, and brought back a treat of my own, and so we killed that Sunday afternoon.

Next day I had a thick tongue and a head full of ache, and Fogarty is always in a foul mood on a Monday morning, after the bitching he takes from his ex when he returns the kids from his Sunday custody. Nevertheless, I told him my story.

When I finished he simply stared at me, silently and without expression.

“Mark my words,” I added, “Bobby will make it big one of these days. Just don’t forget you heard it here first.”

“I’ll remember,” Fogarty said dully.

“You’re being sarcastic, ain’t you?”

“Not me.”

But he was, I knew he was. He’s that contrary type who, if they really agree with you, won’t show it, but always say yes when they’re sure you have made a fool of yourself.

I produced that blurred picture of Bobby in action, which I had begged off Wayne.

“Looks like a cute pet,” said my partner, with phony solemnity, then going into the smartass mode, “But where would an old rummy get a diamond ring and a silver-headed cane?”

I sighed, making my head throb. “Don’t try to take away the magic, Fogarty! This is the enchanted world of show business. Performing animals are a breed apart. They should be granted a little more latitude than your plow horse or milch cow.”

His eyelids became heavy. “So what about the original charge?”

“Huh?”

“That this serpent was allegedly harassing some actress.”

A tiny man was running back and forth inside my cranium, banging on the walls with a baseball bat. But I couldn’t claim this was my virgin hangover. Maybe I had been hitting the sauce a little too much lately. Was that what Fogarty was trying to tell me?

But you get to thinking negative in my line of work and you’re on your way out.

“Ever hear of a bum rap, Fogarty?” I shot a finger toward his big red nose. “Let’s face it, you’re jealous. When was the last time you discovered a headliner of the future?”

“Sure you did, Vinnie. Sure you did,” said my partner.

The trouble with Fogarty is that he came to me off the special task force against muggers. He spent too many nights wandering through the park as a decoy, wearing a dress, a wig, and a sock-stuffed bra. Say what you want, that kind of thing makes its mark on a man.



Granted Wishes: Unpopular Girl

THOUGH QUITE ATTRACTIVE PHYSICALLY, Janice Banning had a lackluster social manner, which she could do nothing about despite strenuous efforts. For example, she took up the raising of house plants and turned out to be very successful at it, but though this had become a popular hobby, claiming hundreds of thousands of enthusiasts, Janice never encountered a one of them. Instead she was always meeting people who when she sought to strike up a conversation by mentioning her Fica benjamina or asking for their solution to the mite problem, groaned and said in reply, “Gee, is that ever boring! Have a heart, Janice!” Or words to that effect.

She had enough sense not to try to interest people in low-carbo diets, therapies that involved the laying on of hands, and film criticism, but she saw no reason why wine tasting should not be of interest to at least the members of a wine club, and she therefore read a lot about the subject and then joined an organization of oenophiles who met once a month to taste various vintages and compare notes. From her research Janice knew the right way to approach the wine for this sort of thing, and she knew the right things to say, for there is a vocabulary of precise terms that apply to serious tasting, and she was aware that unless she used it she would deserve to be spurned by the other members.

However, she had the ill luck to have joined a group that was, at least in its serious devotion to wine, altogether bogus, being in truth a collection of crypto-alcoholics whose object in joining together was merely to get drunk in the company of kindred souls. Therefore when Janice began to speak of “excess tannin,” “volatile acidity,” and “an elegant nose,” the other members of the club responded with such complaints as, “God, is that ever dull! Come on, Janice, let’s get bombed.” Etc. It was clear that she still had not found the secret to popularity.

But neither was she discouraged as yet. She was too clever to suppose that reading a lot of current books would get her anywhere socially. But she did have the bright idea that learning how to play pool might win her some friends, and she bought a professional-sized table and had it delivered to her apartment. The only room that was large enough to hold the table and still offer sufficient space for the players to manipulate their sticks was the living room, once it had been emptied of all other furniture.

Before inviting anyone else to come and play, Janice studied the styles, as seen on television, of the Striking Viking and the Black Widows, and she practiced for many weeks until, playing against herself, she could regularly run the table.

But when she began to have guests in to play pool they could seldom maintain their interest throughout even the first game. A typical comment was: “You’re too good, Janice! That makes it very boring to play against you. All we can do is stand there helplessly and watch you sink every ball. There’s no fun in that.” And pretty soon she didn’t know anyone who would accept her invitations.

O.K., she had learned her lesson! She gave the pool table to a boys’ club, and she bought herself a tennis racket, a very short, pleated white skirt, and a pair of ruffled panties, and she loitered near the local public courts, her fine long legs, her best feature, on display until a handsome young man invited her to play a set with him. She felt safe in accepting, for she knew nothing at all of tennis and there was absolutely no possibility that she could drive him away by being the superior player.

But after only a short time Lance, the young man, said, “I’m sorry, Janice, it’s really no fun at all to play with somebody who hasn’t any experience of the game. I’m sure you mean well, but think of how boring it is for me never to have a ball returned.”

So Janice had failed, once again. By now she felt thoroughly cursed: no matter what idea she had, however reasonable, it wouldn’t work. She was destined always to be too good at what she took up, or too bad, and in consequence, whichever, she would never have any friends at all.

Now, if you have no friends it is still possible to have a nice life, but you need lots of money, with which you can buy clothes and travel to fascinating places and be served by people who are necessarily gracious, and the rarest thing in the world if you are rich would be to hear anyone say you were boring—unless of course they have absolutely no hope of profiting by your association or are simply perverts of some sort.

But Janice, who was a physiotherapist at a municipal hospital, had little hope of getting her hands on enough money to make her rich. So all she could do was shrug, roll her eyes at the ceiling, groan hopelessly, and say, “Gosh, if I only had a lot of money!”

When she came home from work next evening and looked into her mailbox, she found a flyer for a new supermarket, put there illegally without a stamp; a dunning letter from a charity in which her name was ludicrously misspelled; a mail-order catalogue from a firm that sold power tools; and a cashier’s check for ten million dollars. Of course at first she assumed that the check had been sent in jest and, after smirking, was about to tear it up when she reflected that, having no friends, she was unlikely to be the target of jokes: people simply did not pull them on strangers.

Therefore next morning she went to a branch of the bank that issued the check. “Oh, that’s good as gold, all right,” said the teller to whom she presented it. He conducted her to the office of the branch manager, who was very obsequious, so there could be no doubt that the check was real.

Janice put the bulk of the sum with a financial manager, who proceeded to increase it enormously through shrewd investments, and in no time she was one of the richest women in her part of the country and could quit her job and do anything she wanted with her life.

But before she had spent a cent hordes of people began to apply for her friendship, and the remarkable thing was that most of them had a great deal of money themselves, as much as or even more than Janice. That is to say, the expected fortune hunter was notably absent. Her new friends certainly didn’t need her financial help. There was no getting away from accepting the fact that they found her well worth knowing for herself alone, insisting on entertaining her lavishly, even refusing, until she was at the point of being offended, to let her reciprocate, and when she finally was permitted to hold a dinner party at her new mansion, the guests brought housewarming gifts such as solid-gold teacups, real teardrop diamonds for the chandelier, and original canvases from the Venetian High Renaissance.

Before long Janice had marriage proposals from the bachelor governor of a Midwestern state, a vintage motion-picture mogul, and several young leaders of industry. But she spurned them all for the moment. She enjoyed being in the world of money and power, but she concealed from her new friends her discreet practice of slipping out from time to time, dressed modestly and unaccompanied, for a few sets of tennis at the public courts, on which occasions she played well enough to hold her own with anybody. Or she dropped in at a unisex pool parlor, where she played badly, or perhaps loitered at the garden center, where she found all sorts of people who were interested in plants or at a wine shop, where she was asked her opinions of various bottles. And in all these places Janice was now extraordinarily popular. Certainly the men were wild about her, and even the women thought she was an intriguing person, and nobody among them suspected she had a dollar. But after charming all these people Janice found that she was terribly bored with them. They had served their purpose once they submitted to her. She certainly had no reason to feel beholden: what had they done for her when she needed friends? Therefore one day they saw her no more. She returned to the glittering realm to which she had been elevated by the granting of her wish. She only regretted that she had not asked sooner!



Personal Power

VICTOR DEVLIN HAD NEVER been able to understand why he so lacked in influence over other human beings. He was bright enough to have maintained a high B average through schools and college without exerting himself unduly, sufficiently amusing to have been on intimate terms with a sequence of attractive women, and in possession of endearing qualities that caused him to be thought of as a good friend by a host of persons of either sex. Yet no one in any of these venues or categories ever changed an opinion after listening to one of his arguments, or so much as took a casual suggestion of his (ate a meal at a restaurant he recommended, at his urging saw a movie, read a magazine article, bought a certain shirt), let alone honored his wishes in matters of enduring substance.

By his mid-thirties he had married and divorced twice, both ruptures having been due, he really believed, to the inability of either wife to be persuaded by him to do or think, for a change, as he, and not she, wished. He might have accepted this state of affairs had it applied only to major projects, e.g., whether or not to have children now, whether to move to Hawaii or speculate in real estate, but when it came to a flat refusal to try, just once, salsa instead of mustard on a hotdog, or not immediately to press the mute button when a possibly witty TV commercial appeared on the screen, or to sleep late on Saturday morning for a change instead of always on Sunday, the domestic situation sooner or later became unbearable.

At work and with his friends Devlin was, necessarily, more politic. He could hardly afford to change jobs merely because none of his ideas were accepted by his colleagues, a state of affairs that was pretty sure to be the same at any other place of business, and in social relations what mattered most was an atmosphere of good feeling: this was practically maintained by suppressing one’s own will rather than by seeking to impose it on others. Thus it seemed that his options in life were either compromise or failure. Which of course was true with most human beings. Why did he believe the situation should be otherwise for him? He could not explain it: it was just something he had always felt. That others did not share the feeling was what baffled him, but he could hardly confess as much to any of his fellow (and rival) laymen, and was well aware that if he did so to a professional he would be told, after going to considerable expense, simply to accept his lot.

Yet had he been asked, Devlin would have called himself really not unhappy but rather perhaps unfulfilled, his conception of happiness being also a compromise and consisting, once he was past thirty, in a comfortable sense that without power one was virtually immune to the kind of disasters that result from serving as the object of others’ envy.

Thus when one day he found, among the junk that clogged his mailbox, a pamphlet advertising a technique for the acquisition of personal power, how to dominate others in business, love, and recreational games, Devlin sniffed in amused contempt and dropped it into the trash along with the bogus notices that he had won (if certain conditions were met) vast sums of money, all-expenses-paid trips to Europe, and matched sets of luggage. But a moment later he retrieved the brochure, which might prove just the thing with which to divert the young woman he was currently dating. After seeing her on only two occasions he had utterly exhausted every subject for conversation that would not be certain to lead to an argument, for Annemarie took nonnegotiable positions on many matters and enjoyed wrangling. Whereas Devlin himself most definitely did not, to the degree that very little difference between him and a potential sexual partner was needed to extinguish his ardor. He had once lost his ability to perform when a woman with the most extravagant body he had ever seen in the flesh emerged from his bathroom with a mild complaint about the plumbing.

He had not yet been to bed with Annemarie, in fact had not yet really made a move on her. He waited people out. Such was the technique he had formulated over the years, given his basic inability to work his will on others by direct means. This was somewhat more successful in affairs of the heart, for he frequented spirited women, than in his career, where an officeful of competitive colleagues, mostly male, were never impatient with his apparent lack of ambition. He had not risen far in seven years with the same firm, but neither had he had to leave, which could not be said of several aggressive hotshots. On the other side of it, however, most of his current superiors were persons who could be similarly characterized but were even more ruthlessly opportunistic.

He remembered the pamphlet that evening. He had brought Annemarie to his apartment for the first time and had awaited her negative, perhaps even rude response to the decor or lack thereof, for his furniture consisted of what neither of his wives had wanted, along with an item or two from a nearby thrift shop operated by a religious charity, and the walls were bare, except for the calendar in the bedroom.

The meanness of his abode usually evoked a response from the women he brought home. In fact, it was one of the things he counted on to break the ice. The apartment was an expensive one, in an upscale building, with an admirable view of the city. So much could have been made of it! Devlin of course was pleased to ask for assistance. The reason the place stayed eternally in the same shape, however, was that his affairs typically did not last long enough for him to acquire new furnishings or hang pictures reflecting the taste of any particular woman, and he had not succeeded in developing any general convictions about decor, given the diversity in the opinions of his advisors.

But if Annemarie had a reaction, she failed to show it. She strolled to the sofa and sank down onto, into, its worst corner, where the upholstery of the arm was nearly threadbare and the springs within the cushion had long since subsided, and proceeded to stare neither at the room nor the spectacular skyline available through the wide window nearby, but rather at Devlin himself, who was thereby made very uneasy as to his appearance. He was never secure in his choice of clothing to begin with, and in recent months the principal garments had become too tight owing to his slow but relentless acquisition of excess poundage, despite the measures he took with his diet, though to be sure the latter were sporadic. When it came to exercise, he had to admit he was thoroughly delinquent, to the degree that when home alone he often lacked the energy even to consult the television program if it was not immediately at hand, and rather than rise and fetch it from across the room, would roam the channels with the remote, unless the batteries had died, in which case he might well stay in place, however deadly the program on the screen, making a mental note to buy replacements on his way home the following day.

He now unfastened the middle button of his jacket, presumably removing the pinched look there, and asked Annemarie whether she would like a glass of white wine.

She did not want any wine. She had drunk her fill at dinner, about half a glass. Nor did she wish to discuss the movie, the trashiness of which she pronounced undebatable. She had no interest in the view. She continued to fix him with what he assumed was a hostile stare. He sat down in dismay and, considering the frigid atmosphere, not on the couch but in the lone chair. He was preparing to ask about her childhood, a subject he had found appealing to those people who had had a happy one (though in a certain few cases it could be a disaster) when Annemarie, exasperated at his inability to intuit her wishes, made it clear what they were: to go to bed with him without further palaver.

He was shocked, not by a boldness that in recent years had not been unprecedented, but rather by his own total failure to set any kind of pace or fashion any structure for the evening. The movie had been altogether her choice, apparently for no better reason than to confirm a presupposition that it had been universally overpraised, and at dinner he had ordered a seafood casserole only so as not to reject her forceful recommendation. The sexual encounter made it a clean sweep, and needless to say, it was she who orchestrated the procedure from start to finish.

When Annemarie left the apartment, firmly rejecting his offer of an escort home, the first thing he did on closing the door was to pad barefooted, towel-wrapped, to the coffee table and sort through the papers and magazines strewn there, in search of the brochure advertising the means by which to attain power over others, presumably without violence. He had saved it to show her for purposes of mutual amusement, but as things turned out, he no longer saw the idea as inevitable farce. Maybe there was something to it. He could hardly do worse than to continue through life as what he had been to date, an object whose effective energy came only from outside, ever the moved and not the mover.

That very night he tore off the attached coupon and wrote a check for $29.95, and next morning, though having already returned to much of the derisive scepticism with which he had first scanned the brochure, he anyway dropped the postpaid envelope into the box on the corner—and went to work, where as always he helplessly deferred to many people far his inferiors in every talent but self-assertion. These experiences, along with more dates (though not with Annemarie, who soon dumped him in the forthright style with which she performed in all areas of life), continued without relief for five long weeks. There was no response to his coupon and check, though the latter had been promptly cashed within five days of his posting it to the address printed on the envelope, a postal box in a town in Iowa he had never heard of.

Devlin might lack in a certain kind of force, but he was not one to play the victim of a blatant swindle. He had once gone so far as to threaten to punch a dry cleaner who had shrunk a sweater, then claimed it had been received in that condition. On his next lunch hour he went to the main post office and sought to find the department in which to file a formal complaint, but the lines at all the windows seemed endless, and while he was waiting he was so pestered by panhandlers, who grew even more importunate after they received a contribution, that he left the building. He was well aware that some people were never approached by beggars, and others turned them down with impunity. Presumably these gentry were the same who sent restaurant wine back when it did not please their palates, got apologies from the IRS, and were accepted as ultimate authorities on any subject on which they voiced an opinion, effortlessly intimidating other men with a command of the moment, while intriguing women with the suggestion that more was forthcoming than was, at any time, at hand.

But as it turned out, when he came home from work that evening and collected the mail from the lobby box, among the bills and the throwaways was a long but neither thick nor heavy envelope from Krafft, Inc., the name to which he had written the check for a manual of instruction in the technique of dominating other people.

What arrived was not a manual but a letter acknowledging receipt of an initial payment of 29.95, entitling him to sign up for what was apparently much more than the anticipated instructional booklet, being rather a course of some extent, the specificities of which were not given except for the price, which was 199.95.

Devlin indignantly tore the letter into many small fragments before remembering the promise, in the original offer, promptly to refund any and all payments on request: he had just destroyed what, with his cancelled check, might be needed as receipt. On his knees he reclaimed all the pieces, some very tiny, from the kitchen wastecan, thanking the gods that they had not fallen onto chicken skins or wet coffee grounds. But when the fragments had been painstakingly reassembled and Scotch-taped into a whole, the result was so wretched-looking he could not in good conscience return the letter for a refund: it would hardly look as if he were operating in the same good faith as he expected of Krafft, Inc. Or so anyway it seemed to Devlin, whose second wife had once charged him with confusing scruples with virtues but characteristically refused to elaborate.

Which left him with but two choices. To go no further, and let them keep the 29.95, would be an abject surrender to loss. Therefore with full awareness of the possibility that he was throwing good money after bad, he wrote a check for $199.95 and immediately posted it before there was time for craven second thoughts.

The response of the folks at Krafft this time was, given the current speed of the mails, prompt, not even really long enough for them to have waited for his out-of-state check to clear. So they had put themselves in as vulnerable a position as his own: he could after all stop payment. However, what he got for his 199.95—really now, in total, 229.90—was but two sheets of typescript faintly xeroxed, joined by a staple only one prong of which pierced paper, the other dangling.

Reading the text so poorly reproduced removed any possible doubt. Devlin could only conclude that he had paid more than two hundred dollars to arrant charlatans for that which was utterly bogus. The “course” in how to dominate others consisted of a collection of restatements of the Golden Rule, with twists that in the wrong hands could be treacherous: treating others as they think you would treat yourself; giving people what they don’t realize they need until so persuaded; using strangers as if they were close relatives over whom you have a natural advantage. Irrespective of the questionable morality (if that could ever be said), whether these principles would work effectively could be called doubtful. The members of Devlin’s family (two parents, two older sisters) were the last people he would expect to influence—as they had been the first on whom he tried it as a boy. And before he could get anywhere near being able to con others (if that was his aim), he must first get them simply to listen to him, something which seemed to him to be a basic right, not a privilege to be gained by dupery.

It had been conclusively proved, so far as he was concerned, that the Krafft operation was blatantly dishonest. Instead of stopping the check, however, he believed he had a better idea. One of the local television channels made much of consumer advocacy, devoting five minutes of each nightly newscast to dealing with viewers’ grievances against sharp practices by businessmen, doctors and dentists, and of course, lawyers. A cheerfully aggressive reporter, accompanied by a camera operator, would push into an electronics store and, bearding the manager thereof, demand satisfaction for the defective radio fobbed off, at a price illegally misrepresented to be below wholesale, on some impoverished widow. Or a young female assistant producer would go undercover and listen to a plastic-surgery hustler lie about her need for a job on her impeccable nose, videoing the performance with a minicam hidden in a tote bag.

Devlin rang up the station and having been referred to the appropriate department, was courteously listened to by a woman with a kind, even motherly voice. He therefore found it difficult to show indignation when, after hardly listening to his story, she declared that he really had no case against Krafft, Inc., unless something had been offered that was not subsequently delivered.

“But it wasn’t,” said Devlin. “They call two pages a course?”

“Interpretation,” the woman answered, “is arguable, unless the terms are cut-and-dried. Now, if you’re promised a hundred pages, and you get only two, then you have a case.”

He talked some more but got nowhere, for had he been gifted with persuasive powers he would never have been in this situation.

Yet he was not ready supinely to accept the defeat. In his abusive letter to Krafft he positively reveled in the use of obscenities he would not have put into writing under other conditions, for he had no fear the addressee would complain to the postal authorities. If this was a degrading sort of revenge, at least no third party knew of it, and in fact Devlin did thereafter feel, if not exactly fulfilled, then at least not so bitter as to be emotionally maimed. He even began to think again about resuming the social life to which this unfortunate experience had brought a halt.

He had on several recent occasions seen the same attractive woman in the local delicatessen where these days he was wont to acquire the elements of his evening meal. Whenever observed, she had been buying the cold cooked chicken, a dish that as it happened Devlin knew from experience was dry and overdone, though the adjoining turkey legs were edible enough and the cold roast meats, especially the pork, were unexceptionable. This gave him a subject on which to address the woman, who was as fair as his first wife and as tall as Annemarie and finer of feature. Therefore the next time he saw her at the appropriate counter, he drifted there and asked, as if casually, whether she could recommend the chicken.

She winced at him. “Hardly.”

He was taken aback, but quickly decided to come clean. “I’ve seen you buying it several times. I wanted to meet you. I guess I chose the wrong topic. You buy it for your husband or live-in boy friend. I apologize.”

“All right,” she said, smirking. “It’s for my dog. I know I should cook myself, and sometimes I do, weekends, but during the week I’m too exhausted, frankly.”

Devlin said he had owned several dogs during his life and spoiled them all, and having made what he hoped was a good impression, nodded goodbye to her at the frozen-yoghurt case. Such was the discreet style he had long since fashioned for city life. It was very likely he would encounter her again, at which time they would already have a precedent on which to build. Meanwhile she had nothing, in this stalker era, to give her concern. Nor had he done anything, as yet, that could be used as a pretext for rejection.

When he got home with his sliced corned beef and cole slaw, he found in the box a letter from Krafft, Inc., indeed from someone who signed himself H. Krafft, no title given.


	Dear Mr. Devlin:

	I’m rising above your abuse, though it is likely such language would be actionable. I do this because my sole interest is in control and not reaction. 

	Normally, the course in my technique consists of ten lessons in as many weeks, each at the low, low price of $199.95. Believe me when I say that though this schedule might seem endless to you, and the early lessons might not appear to break new ground, experience has taught me that it is necessary for the beginner to proceed slowly, until he is equipped psychologically, emotionally, to handle the extraordinary power he will have at his command by the end of Lesson 10.

	Were the situation otherwise, I would not want to be in any way responsible for what might happen were an individual not so carefully prepared. But you, sir, have questioned my honor and challenged a good name that has never previously been sullied. I confess that you have so insulted me as to have relieved me of any concern for your wellbeing. Therefore I enclose, free of charge, Lesson 10. I suspect you will use it badly.

	Contemptuously yours,

	H. Krafft



The so-called Lesson 10 was printed on the second piece of paper yielded by the envelope. The sheet was of standard size though its message could have been accommodated on a notepad with room to spare. Reading it alone in the elevator, Devlin sounded a loud, bitter laugh. As soon as he reached his apartment, he threw his parcels of food onto the kitchen counter and sat down to write a furious answer.


	Dear Crook:

	That’s it? That’s the great secret at the end of all this? To dominate a person, all you have to do is stare between his eyes? For this your dupes pay (counting the first $29.95) 2,029.45?

	You dirty son of a bitch, don’t think I’m going to take this lying down. I intend to report you to every authority I can find.

	Your nemesis,

	Victor Devlin



But the fact was that when his indignation had had time to subside, Devlin was left only with the kind of disgust that saps the will, and he did nothing to carry out his threat. His life proceeded as before. At work he was jollied along by his colleagues, and the boss rarely passed his desk without patting him on the shoulder, but when it came to staff conferences, his proposals—including that for an exciting new marketing procedure on which he had been laboring for months—were politely, even affectionately tabled.

He failed to encounter the attractive dog-owner on many consecutive visits to the deli. He went to dinner once with a woman from the accounting department of his firm. All she talked about was her own divorce, and continued to be oblivious to his efforts to compare notes on something at which he had had much experience. At the restaurant door she shook his hand, saying, “Thanks, Dick. Next time it’s my treat,” and caught her own cab.

His luck changed, one evening when he stopped off at the deli to buy cornflakes for the next breakfast. He was standing before the dairy case, trying to remember the expiration date on the carton of milk at home, when he saw her reflection in the glass door. He eagerly spun around.

“Hi!”

“Do I know you?” She was dubious but not quite hostile.

“You buy cooked chicken for your dog.”

She nodded judiciously. “I’ve certainly done that in my day.”

“I’ve been looking for you for some time,” Devlin said with some urgency.

“Why in the world?”

The fact had to be accepted that she had no memory of him whatever. Suddenly he was desperate enough to try anything nonviolent. He stared at an imaginary spot on her forehead, just above the nose, midway between her eyes. “You don’t recognize me?”

For an instant she seemed to tremble slightly. Then she said, with animation, “Of course! You’re the best-dressed guy who comes in here. Those fabulous paisley ties, and the great belts!”

He brought his eyes down to hers. It was remarkable to have one’s belt noticed, let alone admired. “Thank you. I’ve been thinking about that chicken. They charge an awful lot for it here. Your savings would be enormous it you bought it fresh at the supermarket and just boiled it up, and probably better for the dog anyhow.”

“What a great idea!”

“If you’ve got a minute, we could go there right now.” He assumed she was aware that the store was just around the corner.

She smiled. “If you have the time, I’d really be grateful for your company. Those places make my head spin: too many colors, too many choices.” Her voice was as silken as her jacket, and obviously she was prosperous, to speak so cavalierly of supermarkets. However, it was clear that he had assumed authority.

They had almost reached the door when a tall young man loped through it and thrust a huge pistol at the clerk nearest the cash register. Though as yet the gunman had ignored the half-dozen customers and the two remaining deli workers, all froze in position as if so ordered. But in Devlin’s case this was true for less than a second, after which he stepped near the would-be robber, spoke sharply to him, and when the man turned malevolently, stared between his fierce eyes.

Now it was the gunman who froze. Devlin put out a hand. “Give me that.”

The other docilely, politely, surrendered the weapon, butt-first.

“Now, you,” Devlin said to the ashen clerk at the register, gesturing at the front window with the gunbarrel. “See those cops in the car in front of the drugstore? Go to the door and yell at them. Quicker than dialing nine-eleven.”

When this had been done and Devlin saw one of the officers leave the vehicle, he gave the pistol to the clerk. “I’ve got an appointment. If he moves, pull the trigger.” Even so, the deli employee, a thin, graying man, stayed frightened. Devlin therefore stared between his eyes and said, “You can do it. He’s unarmed now. He’s nothing.”

The clerk grinned cockily. “Sure.” He brandished the weapon at the criminal. “Hit the desk, face down, and spread ’em.”

Devlin and the young woman walked to the nearby supermarket, just outside the entrance to which she stopped and said, in a certain awe, “That was impressive. I know you took it in your stride, but I can’t. I’m still shaking. Are you some kind of detective? How in the world—?”

Devlin had impressed himself, insofar as he believed the incident happened in fact and not in a waking dream. “I don’t know,” he said with genuine modesty. “I just had an idea, and it worked. Come on, let’s find that chicken.”

Miranda turned out to have an executive position in the advertising department of a major television network. Her marvelous body came from nature: like him, she hated exercise for its own sake though would swim some, when the spirit moved, in the pool at her weekend house, or bike over to see the new ducklings on the town pond. They also shared a preference for Indian food over the cuisines from farther East. Neither liked horror films; gaudy running shoes; any kind of pasta but the standard three: spaghetti, macaroni, noodles; and rude drivers. Both enjoyed the British convention of afternoon tea as a light meal; going without socks in the country; privately deriding those who used the word “graduated” without an accompanying “from”; and listening to vintage jazz on ten-inch 78’s of the late 1920’s, recorded on only one side. Actually, these tastes were originally Devlin’s. Whether or not Miranda would have shared them without special preparation was probably not important. What mattered is that she could be counted on to agree with him on every opinion and taste. This situation was all the more gratifying in that she was otherwise a dominant person, successful in her career, beautiful, and even more prosperous than he was aware until after they had lived together for a while at her midtown duplex and decided to get married: she was the only child of an investment banker who had close links to the current Administration.

Devlin had yet to meet his prospective father-in-law, who was abroad at the moment, advising the Chinese on the free market, but he was anxious to try on this powerful individual the technique of H. Krafft. If it was effective on the likes of Virgil C. Harrelson, with his access to the White House... But Devlin tried to restrain himself from too extravagant projections. Life was going fabulously well as things stood. He had certainly used the technique to good advantage at his company, where staff conferences now went as he wanted them to. His marketing system had been instituted and though the early results were disappointing, putting the firm a good four points behind their chief competitor, nobody whose eyes he had stared between blamed him, including the head of the department, who had in fact been asked to resign, whereas Devlin had got himself elevated to the newly created post of special assistant to the CEO, a place of the most power conjoined with the least responsibility, much preferable to that of the conspicuous chief executive, who could too easily be made a target by press and government snoops and disgruntled stockholders.

The Krafft technique was successful in all areas of life, e.g., getting the best restaurant tables without enriching maître d’s; nonviolently subduing the pugnacious maniacs encountered from time to time on city sidewalks; winning political arguments with dinner-party zealots; inducing purveyors of luxury goods such as high-performance motorcars, custom-made clothing, and vintage portables to offer large discounts. Of course it could not be used by telephone, fax, or email. One’s living presence was required. And Devlin discovered another limitation on the windy day when some foreign matter was blown into his left eye, which subsequently he could not keep open. That the waiting room of the eye clinic was jammed with fellow sufferers meant little to him until he tried to dominate the receptionist with the Krafft stare.

“I’ll go first,” said he, his one functional eye focused between her two.

The woman snorted. “You got to be kidding.”

He waited three hours, but learned a valuable lesson: on windy days he henceforth wore sunglasses, even it the sky was overcast, removing them when the Krafft technique was required, for to be efficacious the stare had to employ both eyes with maximum intensity. It was as if drilling a hole through the frontal bone and penetrating the soft tissue of the brain, not a pretty thing to visualize for someone as squeamish as Devlin, but he forced himself to disregard unattractive matters and take pleasure in the evidence that the effects seemed permanent.

Miranda continued to regard him as exemplary even after, developing a new way of fireplace cookery, he burned down a wing of her house. At work, each of his policies was proving worse than the last, bringing the firm ever nearer ruination. Yet, while others were fired, his salary kept rising. The irony was that only now did he at last understand why, throughout his life until the discovery of the Krafft technique, other people had not taken him as seriously as he would have liked. It was simply because his ideas were rotten. But it would be asking too much of any successful human being to stop doing that from which his success came, just because it could not be called honorable, else many celebrated professions would provide a living for few. And there was no law against staring between someone else’s eyes.

He did wonder why the technique was not more widely known, and for that matter, why H. Krafft had not made more of a mark on the world—unless of course he discreetly had done so, as in Devlin’s own case. Tyrannical leaders of many kinds, from political despots to the robber barons of industry, were often said to have an almost hypnotic influence on their underlings. There had been people who professed to hate Hitler but were helplessly mesmerized by his presence. Perhaps Krafft had had more pupils than one might think from the apparent modesty of his business. But that was unlikely. Why would he have remained so obscure if his technique had been used by others to conquer countries and make billions?

It seemed more probable that many other people, in fact just about everybody who did extremely well in life, had discovered Krafft’s trick, or some variant of it, on their own... Yet Devlin had been face to face with a few persons of power—had shaken the hand of a senator whose name was a household word, given some papers for signature to a noted publishing magnate, negotiated with a famous general whom his firm paid to endorse their products—and had never seen any of them stare between his eyes. But then he had already been in a subservient position with all and furthermore had behaved so obsequiously that further domination would have been a waste for men whose time was in such demand. The real test would be to observe how they acted toward those who resisted them. But surely the defiant were few up there on the heights, and were dealt with on lower levels by junior dominators. What complicated the whole business was that rebels also often dominated others, beginning with their own natural constituencies, the allegedly disenfranchised of whichever area of life was represented, and if successful went on to establish masteries at least as absolute as those they replaced.

But before very long it occurred to Devlin that to be truly dominant was to become so habituated to the exercise of power as to forget about how it was acquired: one should rule as it there were no alternative. With this understanding he became secure—except in one minor area. The Krafft stare had no effect on Miranda’s dog, the female Sheltie who had in effect, with its diet of cooked chicken, brought them together. There was a choice of reasons why the technique did not work on Georgette. It was hard to arrest the animal’s mobile face long enough to stare between its eyes, short of seizing its snout, which Devlin was reluctant to do since the toothy, nervous creature disliked him to begin with. Then he had heard somewhere that Mace, which will repel a 200-pound mugger, is ineffective against dogs because the latter have no tear glands. Perhaps something else was lacking in canines that kept them immune to the stare: Devlin liked to think it was an incapacity to aspire to that which was beyond basic animal needs. In a word, Georgette was not human, despite Miranda’s conviction that it was. But of course he could not produce such evidence without revealing the source of his own power, without which, he now realized, he had no special value to anyone. It was perversely gratifying to him to reflect on his low opinion of himself, as if looking down in derision upon an impotent stranger.

Though exercising power over others so easily nowadays, he had not yet grown tired of doing so. He could have afforded to travel exclusively by limo, but with such a mode of transport there was only the driver to dominate. Thus he frequented public carriers and taxis when they were scarce, at rainy rush hours, for the pleasure of reducing otherwise aggressive, even hostile people to toadies who made way for him, holding doors and smirking. He began to yearn to go into politics and was only waiting for the first face-to-face meeting with his father-in-law. Meanwhile, by acquiescing in his wishes in all matters, Miranda had begun to bore him, and he frequented other women, some of whom he would allow to show a stimulating resistance before being subdued at a moment of his choice. Among his conquests was a young movie star often in the news, to whose presence he made his way at a premiere party and, after kraffting her bodyguards, put her under his power by staring between her famous emerald-green eyes. He also kraffted the hovering gossip columnists, lest news of his latest score become an item, with possible adverse effect on his political ambitions.

Then one day when he was at his office—the big corner one surrendered to him by the CEO, whose career was on the brink of collapse because of the policies he had been kraffted into adopting—Devlin’s assistant announced that a visitor wanted to see him without an appointment.

He angrily roared into the intercom. Since learning the technique of domination, he had never had to raise his voice. He was not only furious now; he was frightened. This was an unprecedented example of the wearing off of the effect. His assistant, a lively young woman with a natural tendency toward insolence, had long since been stared into sycophancy. It was unthinkable for her to disobey explicit orders. Could it be only the first of many defections? Or could he take corrective measures, administer booster shots of the stare, as was done with certain types of inoculations when their residual potency had diminished? He could not risk any further insubordination.

He was about to start for the door when it was opened by the offending assistant. “Aha!” he demanded. “Look at me!”

She brazenly ignored him and turned instead to the person she was ushering in. “Mr. Devlin will be happy to see you now.”

A stocky figure marched into his office, a woman in her middle years, with graying hair and glasses the temple pieces of which dipped below the level of the eye rather than staying up where normal ones did. He was made uncomfortable whenever he saw glasses of this type, associating them with the memory of a teacher he had had many years before in grade school: she usually found him wanting in class participation.

In his state of annoyance, Devlin decided to get rid of the intruder without ceremony. Who was she, with those eyeglasses and her navy-blue suit and capacious black purse: someone collecting for a charity? “Sorry,” he said, trying to stare between her eyes, “I’m too busy to see you now. You’ll have to leave.”

Advancing on him, the woman disregarded his stare. “I’m Hilda Krafft,” she said. “Some time ago you sent me a nasty letter.”

“Good God,” he blurted. “I didn’t realize! You are H. Krafft.” It was not a question, though he was incredulous. He came around the desk. “God, Ms. Krafft, you’ve taken me by surprise... Your technique is all it claims to be. I shouldn’t have—I forgot... Look, I apologize. I should have written back, not only to beg your pardon but to tell you how effective the technique has been for me!” But could she be the real thing? To have discovered the secret of domination and remain so commonplace in appearance?

“Victor, you’re a silly little person,” Hilda Krafft said, more in schoolteacherly reproof than in anger.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said respectfully, looking down. “But please tell me this, if you don’t mind. Why aren’t you famous? Your technique is truly miraculous.”

“You moved,” Hilda Krafft said reprovingly. “But it’s just as well I’ve found you at work: I hear you’re destroying this firm, Victor.”

Devlin raised his eyes. “You’re right, of course. I’ll resign immediately. Also, you’ll be relieved to know I’ll offer a divorce to my wife. All I want to do in life henceforth is to serve you.”

“Why am I not famous?” Hilda Krafft shook her head in contempt. “The technique doesn’t suit someone like you, Victor.”

“I’m stupid,” Devlin readily confessed. Having surrendered his will to her, he could not be hurt by anything he said about himself.

“I suspect,” said Hilda Krafft, “that your mistakes are due not to a weak mind but to your weak character. Apparently you have regarded my technique as a cheap trick.” She brought the big bag up, rummaged in it, extracted a fat wallet, and rounding out the sum, repaid him two hundred thirty dollars.

“I could learn,” Devlin pleaded. “Please take me with you!”

“Certainly not,” Hilda Krafft said in her positive way. “I would have no use for you.” She turned and marched out of his office on her thick-heeled shoes.

It was remarkable: she had given him the stare only briefly and not again, but he had been so thoroughly in her power that for some moments he did not believe he could survive bereft of a connection with her. And once she returned the fee, the Krafft technique no longer worked as performed by him. People assumed he was rudely staring at a pimple on their forehead or displaying a new tic, and were annoyed or appalled as the case might be. At the office, his bygone errors forgotten, he was soon reduced to his old status as a comfortable mediocrity, and business picked up.

Miranda severed their connection though was decent about it, letting him take along the gold cufflinks and the expensive cologne. Strangely enough, now that he had lost his power, Georgette the Sheltie took an unprecedented liking to him, nudging his ankle with an affectionate nose and whining piteously as he left for good. But then, nobody was easier to take, by one and all, than the old Vic Devlin.



Granted Wishes: TV Star

EVERYTHING ABOUT MABEL BODGE was contradictory, beginning with the relation of her name to her persona. She had been extraordinarily beautiful even as a baby, and by the time she was five or six she was so spectacularly lovely as to frighten off a career child-molester who was on the point of trying to lure her into his van when by accident he actually looked into her sapphire eyes. He flinched and said, “Sorry, miss! I thought you were my niece.” “No, you didn’t,” said little Mabel. “You are a sex criminal.” At which he accelerated away, but not before she memorized the numbers on his license plate. The pervert was soon apprehended, and Mabel got a special commendation from the police, who were in awe of her self-possession.

As to her names, first and sur-, neither “Mabel” nor “Bodge” seemed suitable for a person with hair like a silken skein of gold and velvet skin. Her mother had chosen “Mabel” with the confident expectation that it had been so long out of fashion that it would definitely have returned by the time the girl had grown up, putting her ahead of the curve, but it failed to do so. As to “Bodge,” there was no reasonable explanation for why it had awkward sound, for “Lodge,” “Dodge,” and “Hodge,” distinguished only by their initial consonants, did not. However, when the bearer of “Mabel Bodge” was someone with the attributes of the girl at hand, the misnomer was a harmless irony that provoked a smile. Not to mention that Mabel had no enemies, being far too superior, in every area, to incur envy, which we can feel only when within a seemingly overcomable distance from our competitors: silver- and bronze-winners envy the taker of gold; the slowest runner does not. Mabel was as bright as she was beautiful, her strength in high school and again in college being mathematics, to which at the latter she added Mandarin Chinese as a twin major.

She acquired a succession of learned degrees from a series of institutions that included Harvard, M.I.T., and, abroad, the universities of Bologna and Beijing. When she had at last completed her formal education, her problem was what to do with it. Teaching did not appeal to her; now past the midmark of her twenties, she had yet to experience life as it is lived by the preponderance of humanity elsewhere than in the groves of Academe. Her parents, solid citizens both of whom worked in lower-level jobs and though okay-looking would not turn heads, could with the best will in the world provide no guidance, sharing as they did the awe that Mabel inspired in all, and she was as notable for her modesty as for her intelligence and beauty.

Government intelligence agencies soon get wind of students who show an aptitude in difficult foreign languages that are peculiarly useful in the contemporary world, and several made overtures to Mabel, whose mathematical prowess was attractive to big businesses in various fields, technology of course, but also in the complex projections of high finance and the actuarial calculations of the insurance industry.

But the offer Mabel accepted was from a television network news department, which had been looking for a youthful replacement for an aging legend in that field, the renowned Millicent Bridgewater, who could remember in detail every presidential scandal of the last five administrations, but had proven so discreet about them that she had been a confidante of every White House. Millicent, who with her pugnacious jaw and squinty eyes had had to work the hard way up from internship to seven figures (still less than the male anchors elsewhere), naturally resented Mabel’s quick ascent, with no experience whatever, from zero to stratosphere, and could only assume it was due to the cut of Ms. Bodge’s jib and not the breadth of her intellect, but was astonished and overwhelmed when the young woman confessed that Millicent had been her lifelong idol—an enthusiasm easy enough to fake, but Mabel proceeded to cite some of the major coups of the Bridgewater career, the interviews with mass-murderer dictators who never talked publicly with anyone else; the pope’s revelation, the first made to anyone out of the Vatican, that he had been born of a Jewish mother (Millicent’s response, which became instantly famous, was “like Jesus”); the hilarious give-and-take with the action star and former wrestler Huck Webb, who insisted he was, beneath the loincloth, a woman and insisted she check him out: of course it turned out to be a joke, but as Millicent told him, “You had me goin’ for a while!”

Mabel displayed such winning ways that Millicent found herself miraculously liking the youngster, with an emotion she had never before genuinely felt for anyone female including her mother. (Her addiction to men, invariably the most deceitful of them, had ruined her private life.) So she took Mabel under the formidable Bridgewater wing, supplying her with a wealth of TV newsroom lore, including many foolproof tricks of a trade notorious for them, not confined to on-air technique but also dealing with the all-important sources, government leakers, industry whistleblowers, et al., and ingratiating oneself socially with the powerbrokers of Manhattan and its Hampton adjunct as well as DC and environs.

Mabel’s immediate success was bitter-sweet for Millicent, whose ratings had fallen consistently throughout the preceding three years, but who now felt at least partially responsible for the rocketlike rise that began with the first appearance of her replacement on the Evening News. Male media reviewers were at pains to deny that Bodge’s pulchritude had had any effect on Mabel’s having been hired, on the public that tuned in in droves and stayed on for the week, then the months, or on their, the critics’, assessment of the job she did, which in objective point of fact was outstanding, extraordinarily well-informed yet never condescending, sincere yet enlivened by a wit without a hint of mean-spiritedness. The females who wrote about Mabel made no reference however slight to her corporeal self but commended her lavishly for an unprecedented display of the principal abstract virtues; in some cases this was at the expense of poor old (55) Millicent, who was accused by her once favorite critic as often “unable to conceal a growing acerbity.”

Yet Mabel was so genuinely sweet (and having seen them all come and go, Millicent knew when graciousness was horseshit and when it was real) that her successor could not be resented, and declaring the young woman her protégée, with Mabel’s wholehearted acquiescence, made it possible to participate in a triumph instead of degenerating in defeat, though sometimes, in secret, it was a hard pill to swallow when Mabel soon began to threaten Millicent’s record, the product of decades, in getting exclusive interviews with world leaders and show-biz headliners (and the little bitch was still under thirty!), in the course of every one of which startling news was made: Premier Georges DeLattre of France revealed he had once been arrested for procuring; the latest teen sensation, the singer who billed herself as Chrysanthemum, confessed to having been sixty years of age before her transformation to nineteen by state-of-the-art surgery and chemistry; and the terrorist Abu bin Yussef, whom Mabel met at an undisclosed location (thought at first to be in remote Pakistan but actually at a Motel Seven in Oklahoma), when asked what he did to relax after a session of torture and murder, said simply, “Drink beer and watch porn.”

Millicent’s newscasts at the end of her run were not only the least-watched of the mainstream programs but consistently trailed the leading cable network; Mabel’s had risen to the top within six weeks of her debut. By the end of her first year, the President of the United States, having endured a period of unpopularity owing to a brief recession, begged her for an interview but was turned down. When a certain secret enemy of his, embedded in a West Wing office, leaked this story to the media, President Billy Hancock became the current laughingstock of late-night talk shows, so reliably deridable that comedy hosts could evoke orgiastic screams from their audiences by simply uttering his name.

When Hancock in the following year was defeated for reelection by a candidate even his followers confidentially admitted was pathetically inadequate, Mabel Bodge was given a significant part of the credit by the political cognoscenti, as having provided the first shove at the top of the incline. Her next contract gave her the kind of money commanded only by the hottest of movie stars or the latest New York Yankee.

But, to show you the kind of person Mabel remained, her closest friends were those she had had all her life, her family and the pals of her girlhood in a small town in Idaho, all the latter being female except for a gay fellow named Hal Twerly who was the local optometrist. The fact was that Mabel had never had a date with any man but Hal her life long, and of course it was not really a date to be with him, who could be put into the affectionate category of an old pair of slippers, as for that matter she was to him despite her celebrity.

The problem had always been, and had grown much more so by now, that Mabel was far too attractive and gifted to be tolerable on the intimate level to any heterosexual male, and in consequence, having no inclination toward Lesbianism, she was a stranger to any kind of intimacy aside from the familial. This learned, sophisticated, powerful woman knew nothing about sex from experience, and such pornography as she had scanned or glimpsed appalled her with its bad taste. When she said as much to her friend Hal, he replied, “That’s its point. The bad taste is what’s exciting.” But Mabel found this irony absolutely foreign to her. On the other hand, neither could she identify with the conventional concept of romantic love in which all the gasping, sweaty stuff could be transformed into something acceptable that might serve a reproductive end, the only justified purpose for sexuality.

Not that Mable felt any deprivation, being above an emotion that she considered unworthy of someone with her natural advantages. She was also, for the same reason, immune to envy, jealousy, spite, and fear of any kind but that of physical harm, which was understandable in her profession, given the threats routinely directed toward anyone in the public eye. Not a day went by without anonymous promises, via telephone, e-mail, and the postal service, of death and dismemberment in retaliation for her reporting certain news stories, speaking certain phrases, or simply looking the way she did on the TV set of the fanatic du jour. She believed it only prudent to be accompanied everywhere by a six-four bodyguard who carried a Glock in a shoulder holster. There were those who took this man to be her lover; he was anything but. Hulking brute though he appeared to be, Jerry was so intimidated by his employer that he hardly had the courage to shake her svelte hand when, along with the Xmas bonus, it was proffered.

But being the superior person that she was, Mabel had no idea there were people in the world, even among those who admired her, who wondered why she had little or none of what was commonly thought of as a private, i.e., romantic or at least sexual life, until she finally assented to the reiterated plea of many years from Muriel Spawn for an interview. Mabel’s network colleague, Spawn was famous for probing, invasive yet empathetic questioning, often too subtly malicious for the subject to understand at the moment of occurrence but recognized by all when the edited product was broadcast. Warren Doakes, the celebrated giant of industry, famous for generosity to charitable causes, somehow emerged from his session with Spawn as, given his enormous wealth, a pinchpenny. Actress Holly Parks, who had risen to fame playing charming airheads, as herself came off as not stupid but rather a suffocating bore, who unless a script called for it, could not even perform her ingratiating giggle. Barton Fitzgerald, who had served with distinction as charismatic US ambassador to the United Nations, was somehow manipulated by Muriel Spawn into reflecting unfavorably on certain elements in the undeveloped countries in terms that verged on bigotry.

Why Mabel agreed to speak publicly with Spawn remained a mystery, unless perhaps it was an uncharacteristically competitive urge to take on and dominate the other leading diva at the network and establish once for all who was Numero Uno. The only condition asked by Mabel, who was professionally aware of how raw tape could be edited to result in a product that differed significantly from the intent of what had originally been stated, was that she be permitted to see the interview before it was aired. Breaking with precedent, Muriel assented.

Mabel subsequently underwent almost five hours of Spawn’s questions, from which an hourlong program was skillfully edited, which was to say forty-seven minutes of airtime, allowing for commercials and announcements. Watching the result, alone in her office, Mabel gave it her imprimatur as being keen but fair, not by any means softball—with plenty of Spawn’s trademark edginess (“Would you call yourself a babe?” “How’d you get the job, with no experience?” “Do you dislike men?”)—but nothing underhanded or conspicuously snotty. Indeed, Mabel wondered whether it would do Muriel’s career any good to be seen as essentially deferring to a younger woman who was her chief rival: might she not be thereby displaying a weakness?

But in fact, because of a series of events that neither Muriel Spawn nor any possible co-conspirators of hers at the network could have managed, though they were quick to take the advantage so offered, that version of the interview was never broadcast. In the week for which it had been scheduled, a middle-aged senator who promoted the space program as a solution for overpopulation was found dead in the aftermath of what seemed a sexual orgy with several teenaged boys; a privately funded team of female astronauts landed on the moon to shoot an infomercial for some new and improved sanitary products; and a black man became archbishop of Canterbury. In its weekly hour the network’s news magazine could hardly do justice to the big stories; the interview with Mabel Bodge was shelved for a less eventful period.

When one came a month hence, the program that reached the air was not that which Mabel had previewed but rather another version incorporating material previously left on the cutting-room floor, offering a portrait, in her own damning words and body language, of a woman spurned personally by those she dominated professionally: not understanding that state of affairs, she displayed a naive wistfulness incongruous in someone at her level of achievement, as well as an unattractive, perhaps even contemptible vulnerability.

Mabel had no memory of saying that she looked forward to having children when the time came, yet there it was on videotape, and worse: “the whole nine yards, Muriel, the picket fence, the SUV, the Golden Retriever.” “But that’s some time in the future?” asked Spawn, her thick eyebrows making it even more dubious. At which Mabel’s face fell visibly in merciless close-up, illustrating the faltering reply, “Looks like it.”

Fortunately Spawn’s office was on the floor below hers, else in her fury next morning after the broadcast Mabel might well have gone on a vis-à-vis attack, for while her sweetness was not bogus it shared her character with certain other emotions that she had never had to use thus far in life but turned out to be available in full vigor in a time of extremity. Her hand clutched at the telephone but eventually withdrew without placing the call. Spawn would only have been gratified to learn how deeply her talons had penetrated. The wisdom by which Mabel had come so far, so quickly, prevailed. When she finally phoned Muriel she was complimentary though not so fulsomely as to sound disingenuous, with the intent of confusing Spawn, who was given to interpretations so obvious she could present them as delicate. For example, when she asked the Central American tyrant what had become of the brother with whom he had originally shared power and he answered, “He’s on family leave,” Muriel smiled sweetly and said, “But he hasn’t left the family?”

“I just hope,” Spawn said now to Mabel, “I made it clear what a fan I am.”

“You did, you did,” Mabel replied, “and I want to thank you.”

Reflecting afterward on the event, Mabel admitted to herself that though she probably did not deserve another favor, having been granted so many since birth—but then is fate a game that is supposed to be fair?—she really wished that, if only for the record, she could have a love affair, but only one that would not interfere with her career or involve her so deeply as to be a potential source of discomfort, or, or, or... The conditions proliferated to the point of no return: it was a ridiculous thought for an adult to entertain.

Yet, at the end of the day, when her bodyguard came to escort her home, she suddenly saw him in a new light. Not only was he assertedly virile in appearance, conforming ruggedly to her sense of male beauty, which despite her time in the big city remained provincial, he was suitably diffident in manner. True enough, he was an employee, but Mabel had never been a snob, having loved a father who had worked all his life as a meter reader for the water company.

When they reached her apartment and Jerry had performed the ritual inspection of every room for intruders—he had found one such, three months earlier, hiding under Mabel’s bed with a digital camera, broken his arm, and had him arrested—pronounced the all-clear and was about to leave, Mabel pointed to the Chinese-lacquered highboy that was the liquor cabinet and said, “Pour us both a glass of cabernet, Jerry, and come sit down here with me.”

Jerry proved to be just what the doctor ordered, to use the phrase that was still current with her mother, and Mabel amazed herself by actually falling in love with him though she came to understand that what he felt for her was at most loving kindness, which at least was genuine, and so she could tolerate his addiction to whores when pursued discreetly. For a time she even considered marrying him but decided against it when she realized that running off on assignment to Cairo or Kuala Lumpur would be unfair to their offspring and the picket fence and dog would have no point unless children went with them.

After a while, having at last broken the ice, she replaced Jerry with, one at a time, a series of other lovers. From there on, Mabel always had someone on hand, somebody who was male, no more than a decade older than she, and not noticeably overweight. She really had no further wishes.



The Methuselah Factor

IT IS NEVER EASY to date these things. The popular assumption is that the prevalence of old men began with the victory of seventy-five-year-old Barney Beckett in the heavyweight title bout against the then champion Roscoe Johnson, twenty-six years of age. But to get to that point Beckett had to work his way up through a host of contenders, every one of them under thirty, and he defeated them all by knockout. Even so, Johnson’s promoters would never have made the match had it not been for public demand. The people really liked the old guy, though probably only the more naive of them actually took him seriously as a legitimate prize fighter. That is to say, he was mostly thought to be a fraud, but amusing in a way that old folks could hardly ever be said to be in those all but humorless times and in a lackluster season so far as authentic boxers went. Johnson’s challengers for the past two years had been bums.

It went without saying that the sports reporters in all media were ecstatic about the upcoming fight. Not in years had they enjoyed so worthy a subject for their unique kind of enthusiasm. Having been married, as a stripling, Beckett was a great-grandfather, three generations beyond Roscoe Johnson. His crown was utterly bald, and what was left of his hair around the temples was pure white. In boxing trunks he made a pathetic appearance: narrow, sagging shoulders, a puffy waist, toothpick calves. His eyes were rheumy, his teeth were false, and in idle moments his mouth tended to sag at the left corner and looked as if it might drool. He was not all that miserable a figure for a man of seventy-five; he might even have been seen as rather more fit than most men his age. But to enter a ring against Roscoe Johnson, a prime-of-life, 220-pound colossus of muscle on whom no opponent had laid a damaging glove in years, was obviously a piece of buffoonery in which all parties were collaborating.

When Beckett knocked Johnson out in the second round with what, in repeated video replays from several angles, would seem to have been a genuine right cross, the sense of fun was replaced by outraged scepticism. The sports writers vied with one another in making strong suggestions that Roscoe had taken a dive, and in bars and taverns across the land violently negative sentiments could be heard.

When the appropriate boxing commission had completed its investigation and given the fight and both Johnson and Beckett a clean bill of moral health, it was simply assumed that these gentlemen had been bought off by the Mob, who proved thereby that its control of professional prize fighting remained absolute.

But in no time at all there was a new feat to be explained. A seventy-year-old California man swam 100 meters, freestyle, four seconds faster than the current world record! Lou Terhune, the well-known, sometimes loved, more often reviled television personality, in a characteristic coup, got the first exclusive interview with the old swimmer, whose name was Alex Boyle.

“I’m no overnight success,” said Boyle, beating the disappointed Terhune to the obvious. “I’ve been after this for fifty years.” He was a man who looked every day of his age. His sunken chest was webbed with white hairs; he had a turkey neck and a spotted pate. When not in the water he wore a hearing aid.

“Now, Alex,” Terhune asked in his famous tenor whine, “fess up, my friend! Is this a hoax, in other words a snare and a delusion, a deliberate deception practiced on the American public, or is it not?”

“If it is, Mr. Terhune,” Boyle answered, “it wouldn’t be mine, would it? I was in the water. I didn’t operate the timing devices.”

“Well, you’ve got me there, Alex,” Terhune mock-ruefully admitted. He stared into the camera. “And may I assure the public that the aforementioned timers—there are several, should any of them fail or for any reason be suspect—the timing devices, no longer the old-fashioned hand-held stopwatch, but electronic, computerized chronometers corrected to the millisecond, these delicate timing mechanisms have been thoroughly checked by impartial authorities appointed by the governor of this great state, and found to be in perfect order. Which therefore means that if deception there was, it could only have been carried out by a collusion or illicit collaboration between or among the officials who timed the race, men of certified integrity and probity. Unthinkable that they would do anything of this sort.”

Terhune went on to wonder vocally whether there might be a connection between this triumph and the old man’s victory in the championship prize fight, but quickly decided there could not be, for the reason that the boxing bout had been a manifest hoax. Next day he found himself a defendant in slander suits brought by Roscoe Johnson and the persons who had served as judges and referee, but not by Barney Beckett, the septuagenarian heavyweight champ.

When queried by the newspeople Beckett laughed and said, “I’m too old to get in them kinda beefs.”

“But you aren’t too old to fight men less than half your age, huh Barney?” cried the man from NBC.

“That’s right,” said Beckett. “I got to save my strength for the important things.” He also refused for some months to try to explain his prowess, but when, six months later, he fought again and again knocked out Roscoe Johnson, this time in two minutes of the first round, old Barney attributed his success to the sagacity that comes with age.

“But every fighter gets old, Barney,” said ABC ring commentator Joe Montefiore. “The rest of them just quit the game when they get past a certain age. They begin to go downhill pretty soon once they hit their thirties, for gosh sake. You’re seventy-five! How do you carry out what your experience tells you?”

Beckett smiled. “I guess it’s easier done than said.” He had not even worked up a visible sweat in this latest contest. As to Roscoe Johnson, when he had come to just after the ref reached the count of ten, he rose laboriously, trudged across the ring to touch glove with his ancient opponent, and say wonderingly, “Old man, you somepin else!” Into Montefiore’s mike he confessed he had never been hit harder. After this rematch Lou Terhune made a public admission that he had been wrong to doubt the authenticity of the first fight, and offered verbose apologies to all concerned. Johnson and the others subsequently withdrew their lawsuits on the advice of their attorneys, who assured them that Terhune’s gesture, on the coast-to-coast network, was worth far more than any sum of money.

By now not only had old Alex Boyle set the new 100-meter freestyle swimming record, but Jim Melton, seventy-three years of age, had pole-vaulted to a new height; John Pomerantz, seventy-six, had put the shot four inches beyond the previous record; and perhaps the most remarkable accomplishment of all, a seventy-eight-year-old named Dwight Burmeister ran the mile in the unprecedented time of 3:42:10.

It was now clear that these phenomena were not coincidences. Obviously, something was happening to, or in any event with, the old men of our nation—for as yet, it (whatever it might be) was confined to males who lived in the United States. No aged female athletes had appeared, nor in any foreign country had an older man distinguished himself in a sports event. Indeed, the rest of the world had thus far proved reluctant to give wholehearted credence to this purely American state of affairs.

But then the German Grand Prix was won at the Nürbürgring by France’s Jean-Claude Blondel, a racing driver sixty-eight years old; Hans Kronhausen, a seventy-one-year-old Austrian skier, took the world championship in the giant slalom; and at an international weightlifting competition held in Hungary, Jock McTavish, a Scottish superheavyweight, eighty years of age, walked away with the clean-and-jerk.

As yet, however, these extraordinary events had been confined to the so-called Western world and had not yet penetrated to the countries formerly of the Soviet Union, let alone reached those nations to which the term “developing” could apply. In consequence there was widespread sentiment in the General Assembly of the UN for a resolution by which any triumph by an aged athlete could be condemned as a device of the US-led conspiracy to revive colonialism. But before the matter came to a vote an eighty-three-year-old Rwandan tennis player won at Wimbledon, in a sport in which his countrymen had hitherto not been conspicuous; a Libyan swimmer, ninety years of age, set a world record in the butterfly, and at Kiev a Ukrainian purporting to be a hundred and nine ran 1500 meters twelve seconds faster than anyone else in history.

There was no longer any doubt that something unusual was happening throughout the world.

The old athletes of Asia were the next record-breakers: ancient Indians, superannuated Chinese, and Japanese so old as to be properly on the threshold of senility were defeating healthy young men at every sport played in that part of the globe.

Clearly the situation had now gone beyond the realm of sports as such, and the World Health Organization undertook a series of studies of athletes over age sixty, but absolutely nothing was discovered that differentiated any from nonathletic though reasonably healthy specimens as old as they. Indeed, some of these champions were none too hale: for example, Burmeister, the seventy-eight-year-old American miler, had cataracts on both eyes; the skier Kronhausen, seventy-one, suffered from a liver complaint; and the old Rwandan tennis player, Georges Karisimbi, had, of all things, a heart flutter. Almost all the old athletes had varicose veins; were, though otherwise trim, bloated around the midsection, could not read a newspaper without eyeglasses, and were awakened in the middle of the night by a need to urinate. Many wore dentures, were hard of hearing, and could easily be upset when in the presence of hyperactive children. In short, they could not have been more normal.

Thus far the amazing achievements of aged men had been confined to sports, but now, unfortunately, old codgers began to make their mark in another area of human enterprise. Numerous bystanders agreed that the male who, with his bare hands, attacked and savagely beat four husky youths on the sidewalk just outside a pizza parlor in the Brownsville area of Brooklyn, New York, could not have been younger than seventy years of age. If this incident was the first to be reported, it was not long afterward that brutal assaults by the elderly on the young became routine across the nation and next, as those things go, similar news was being made throughout the world: Amsterdam, Athens, Calcutta, Rangoon. According to a story in Le Monde, the average Paris pimp was at least seventy-five. In Britain Scotland Yard uncovered a terrorist group responsible for bombings in Germany and Spain: its personnel consisted exclusively of fanatical Islamists not one of whom was younger than eighty-five.

American politics was not long to react to the new situation: youth quickly became an impediment to a politician, and the younger candidates for public office—that is, those in their late sixties—were at pains to disguise themselves as men older by a decade or so. When the incumbent President, a person aged sixty-nine, ran for re-election he was derided by his ninety-year-old opponent as being a stripling without sufficient experience of life to hold his own in a crisis. When the votes were counted it was established that the public ardently agreed with the latter, who rode into office on a landslide. His popularity did not survive the first year of his term, however, for he was opposed on most issues by a Congress made up of men older than he, who successfully painted him with the same brush he had used on his predecessor, namely, that he was an ineffectual youngster, whose answer to every domestic problem was greater expenditure and whose foreign policy could not be defined.

He probably could not have been re-elected had the country not teetered on the verge of entering a nasty little war with, of all places, Switzerland, in the final year of his first term. The crisis had its origin in an all too typical remark the President had made at a news conference when asked by one of the more bumptious old reporters whether he really trusted the Swiss to honor their agreement to disclose the identities of Americans who sought to evade US income taxes by means of secret bank accounts in the Alpine nation.

In answer the Chief Executive made his raspy chuckle, and with a twinkle in his oysterish eyes said, “’bout as far as I could throw a cuckoo clock.”

The Swiss were irate and demanded an apology, which at the outset was not forthcoming. “By golly,” said the President, “if those fellas can’t take a little goodnatured joshing, it’s a sorry commentary on the younger generation of what used to be a real swell little country.”

This comment was taken as a further insult, for nobody in the Swiss government was younger than ninety-two, and Switzerland thereupon severed all diplomatic relations with the United States, announcing that any further provocation might well evoke a formal declaration of war.

Except for the usual dissidents, the American public greeted what was seen as Swiss effrontery with a defiant snarl. Next day thousands of old men queued up before the armed-forces recruiting stations, while persons in their middle years, too young for the services, performed symbolic acts of hostility, such as sacking the offices of importers of Swiss watches and blowing up great wheels of Emmenthaler cheese before the video cameras. Editorial commentary in the media was prowar by the ratio of almost ten to one, and after the Swiss made a blustering, showcase demonstration of a new gunboat on the waters of Lake Lucerne, the President publicly sneered, “Hell, we got lifeboats that big.”

The next day a crowd of old men besieged the US embassy and burned the Stars and Stripes in the street outside. Despite the combined efforts of the other European countries to dampen the sparks, war seemed imminent—when suddenly the crisis quietly came to an end. Though the investigative reporters did their share of speculation, the complete story was never quite established, but rumor had it that an ad hoc, and rare, alliance of the nonagenarian executives of Big Oil, the Colombian drug cartel, Al Qaeda, and certain old leftwing billionaires, working behind the scenes, pointed out that nobody could profit from the wrong war at the wrong time. Likely this appeal was accompanied by a threat that considerable funds might otherwise be withdrawn from Swiss banks, on the one hand, and from American soft-money political-campaign contributions, on the other.

Whatever the explanation, the President made something vaguely like an apology to Switzerland during an apparently impromptu stroll in the Rose Garden, noting his weakness for uttering harmlessly intended wisecracks that might nevertheless be misinterpreted. Later in the same week, the Swiss ambassador, who came bearing gold wristwatches for both members of the First Family, was invited to stay for a little intimate supper at which the fondue was made with Gruyère and washed down with Neuchâtel.

But now that their wind was up, the aged of America would not be easily placated. They rallied in unprecedented numbers around the Washington Monument, where they were whipped into a frenzy by a series of incendiary speakers and the strident tunes of a brass band, and soon they marched to the White House and attempted to charge it. They were finally driven back after almost breaking through the cordon of massed Washington police, White House guards, Secret Service men, and a battalion of combat Marines. Many white heads were clubbed bloody, and tear gas made many old eyes even more watery, but the rioters returned the favor and scores of the defenders bore wounds and bruises as souvenirs of the day.

The mob refused to disperse until the President came out to address them in person. There was some jeering when he began with “Fellow oldsters,” but his subsequent references to the standard complaints, arthritis, constipation, insomnia, shared by old commoners and old kings, old citizens and old Chief Executives, found more sympathetic ears (many of them equipped with hearing aids), and by the time he made the incontrovertible points that the “only true equality is found in time,” and that all the foolish young people would inevitably themselves reach old age one day—unless of course they destroyed themselves first through fecklessness, self-indulgence, and a lack of respect for tradition—when the President put the matter this way, most of the gaffers there assembled believed they had won the argument, and the mob slowly became a collection of individuals, who limped back to their own discrete lives.

But the March on the White House, more than anything else, established the aged as a political force to be reckoned with, and in the ensuing years their influence was formidable. The kinds of jobs hitherto filled almost exclusively by the young were now oftener assumed by the old. For example, the new minimum age for a policeman in most major American cities was sixty-five. In Los Angeles a candidate for the Police Academy must have reached his seventieth birthday. The average age of New York City firemen was eighty-two years, three and a half months. By federal law an airline pilot could not be younger than seventy-five. The youngest soldiers and sailors called up in the new draft were what once would have been thought ancient men, but occasionally a patriotic chap in his late sixties would lie about his age and dupe a recruiting sergeant into signing him on. If he were subsequently uncovered, he had to be discharged, but not without admiration for his zeal.

A more subtle effect was felt on the popular language. The euphemisms of an earlier era, “senior citizens,” “mature persons,” “golden years,” and the like, were now regarded as, in the least, bad taste, and militant old men were known to picket TV stations whose newspeople employed such degrading terms. The preferred usages were those which boldly identified, perhaps even gloated about, advanced age. Thus “geezer,” “duffer,” and “coot” became honorific words, and the opprobrious irony of “Dirty Old Man” was replaced by a sense of respectful affection. The Mayor of New York City, a man himself in the prime of life, i.e., ninety-three, instituted the practice of recognizing the DOM of the Month, the ancient exhibitionist who had been most evident in or near municipal schoolyards in the previous thirty days, and awarding the codger with a handsome decoration called the Freedom of the City.

Hollywood was as always a bit slow to pick up the new trend, but when the moviemakers grasped it, they did so by the fistful. Superannuated male stars were brought back from the pastures to which they had long since been put to graze, and talent scouts fanned out to search Sun Cities across the country for new old performers. Soon such names as Uncle Bud Murphy, Toothless Bannister, old Roy Granger, and, the most successful of all, Pops Alcott were recognized in every household throughout the land. As usual, foreign cinéastes responded in their own fashion to an American influence. Gaspare Vincenza, the renowned Italian director, made a surrealistic film in which old men were continually metamorphosing into Russian wolfhounds and devouring nuns. Several French films took a droll look at the taste of voluptuous teenage girls for palsied oldsters—though in the best of these, Le Vioc (in America the dubbed version was entitled The Old Goat), the story takes a tragic turn when eighty-year-old Gaston dumps young Solange in favor of her best friend, Marie-Louise, a maiden of sixteen, and the rejected girl drowns herself in the Meuse.

American television reacted to the new state of affairs with docudramas, miniseries, and of course exhaustive coverage of the sports in which aged men were pre-eminent, which were invariably the more violent and not golf or bowling or billiards. No less than seven situation comedies took as their premise the dominance of age over youth. Many of the actors who played leading roles had already attained stardom before the end of World War II. (There was a scandal when The National Enquirer unmasked not-so-old Cootie Barnes, star of Ninety’s Way Too Young!, as being an impostor of but sixty-three, whose withered face was due mostly to make-up.)

In the typical sitcom the old hero had a weary wife in her early twenties and a family of at least three enervated young children: in every episode he tried to lure the former into the bedroom for what in each show was called by a different name (e.g., “human kindness,” “some laughs,” and, in the all-black series, Grampa Chocolate, “sugar”) took the kids into the back yard for a game of full-contact football without padding or a bit of high-speed skateboarding down the kind of road used by cars in the Pike’s Peak Hill Climb. The comedy came when he was inevitably frustrated in both efforts—until the last five minutes of the half-hour, when finally, by sheer example, he succeeded in transforming the lazy cowards of his family into winners, to the dismay of his envious neighbor, an impotent wretch of thirty-five.

...Appropriately enough, it was on TV that the nation saw the first indication that the whole thing was coming to an end.

One Saturday afternoon, in March of that year, a ninety-eight-year-old boxer won by knockout a televised bout against an opponent of seventy-four. By now this result would have been utterly routine, the older having been, as usual, the favorite by overwhelming odds. But when the referee raised the victor’s arm in triumph, the latter announced in a strident voice that she was 100 percent woman. Afterwards, a group of female reporters emerged from the locker rooms and confirmed the fact as stated.

Trend-spotters, determined not to be caught napping again, quickly identified a change of era, but only time would tell how long the next one would endure.



Granted Wishes: Talking Dog

OWING TO HIS SUPERIOR sensibility, Vernon Bowers had no friends left by the time he had graduated from high school. Other people simply could not endure long association with someone who could see and identify the illusions by which they were habitually duped; the fraudulent causes they supported, the talentless performers they adored, the mendacious leaders they followed. He did not spare himself: he knew it was his weakness that he could not play along in silence with hoaxes on every hand, he who was a slave to truth. He could not forbear from saying to the proud owner of a new car, “I guess you haven’t seen the results of the latest crash tests—?” Or to a female cousin, “I wonder if that low-carb diet is living up to your expectations—?” Or of a contemporary’s latest haircut, “Really?”

He was even more outspoken with his parents, under whose roof he continued to live for three years after college, rent-free, for, lacking in employment, he had no income to speak of. The jobs he had been offered were too stupid to take seriously. As to women, there actually existed a few who were initially attracted to him by what they assumed was an attention-getting gimmick that at least made him stand out from the usual herd of stiffs they had to choose from, but it seldom took more than one date to prove that Vernon had no alternative act; he was an a-hole to the core of his being. “Why do you wear those shoes?” “That’s your brother?” “I never heard of that school.” And so on. Not to mention that when sooner or later told to go eff himself he seemed to take it as a well-earned reward.

At home he complained about his mother’s cuisine and his father’s grammar, pointing out that Italians never put grated cheese on sea-food pasta and that “Joe couldn’t help but run into her” is barbarous, the correct usage being either, “could not but...” or “couldn’t help running...” His parents not only put up with this sort of thing but were proud of their only offspring, whom his mother had produced when she was older than most of those in first pregnancies. Also, neither Mom nor Dad had ever spent a day of higher education, whereas Vernon had a full two years at the community college that was near enough to commute to and knew a lot more about the great world than they did, his father being a plasterer and his mother still a part-time manicurist, earning a combined income that was enough to feed him and even dispense pocket money.

Nevertheless Vernon was not happy to be an eternal dependent. His folks would die one day, leaving not a whole lot after years of the big spending to which they were addicted: two cars, plasma TV, and his mother was a shoe freak, with a closetful. So eventually he had to do something that paid generously and demanded little, because though he was capable of vast achievements, experience had taught him to expect that envious others would block any effort conspicuous for its ambition. What he wished for was that one big break.

He got it in an unexpected way. In a dinner-table discussion of why, with all he had to offer his fellow men and women, Vernon spent little time with any of them, his father concluded, “Well, I was watching C-SPAN the other night, and some professor said, ‘According to Harry Truman’—you know who he was, Vernon, I’m sure.”

His son nodded impatiently. “President who lost the Vietnam War because he refused to use the atomic bomb.”

“So what the professor says was, ‘If you want a friend in Washington, DC, get yourself a dog.’”

As it was pro forma for Vernon to disparage everything his parents said, and for them to admire him all the more for it, he did so now, but the Truman doctrine made its mark on him and when enough time had elapsed for the matter to have been forgotten by the senior Bowers, who could however recite the batting orders of baseball teams from three decades earlier, Vernon bought a dachshund with his father’s Discovery card and took it home for his mother to feed and house.

She of course was flattered to receive the assignment. “And what do you want to call him, Vernie?” she asked, accepting the puppy, about the size of a plump squirrel, in her arms. “How about—”

Vernon snorted. “Certainly not. I would feel like a fool every time I called it.” He deliberated for a moment while the puppy, which had welcomed the initial embrace, now had become blasé and struggled to go elsewhere.

Mrs. Bowers lowered the dog to the floor and simpered as it scurried through the doorway between kitchen and dining room. “I don’t suppose the little thing can be housebroken as yet.”

“That’s your problem,” said Vernon, who hated to have to apply his fine mind to a practical particular as opposed to meditating on universal abstractions, and he resented the new pet for putting him on the spot this way.

Mrs. Bowers, who had followed the puppy out of the kitchen, now popped her head back into the doorway to note, “Little so-and-so did some business on the dining-room carpet, but just peepee.” She left for a second, then reappeared. “Oops, spoke too soon.”

While she was collecting cleanup equipment, the puppy ambled back into the kitchen, where, bending to show arched eyebrows and pursed lips, Vernon asked, “Did you make poopoo?”

To which his new pet answered, “Sure.”

Vernon’s expression changed completely. “What?” His mother returned at that point, and to her he said, “I swear that dog just spoke to me.”

She acknowledged the remarkable news by gesturing with a dustpan.

“I swear,” Vernon repeated, and to the puppy he said, “Speak!”

But the doggy had lost such interest as it had ever had in the matter and was sniffing at the point at which the refrigerator abutted the wall.

“He smells that mouse I saw run in there last winter,” said Mrs. Bowers.

“Now, Mom,” Vernon, said, “please try to keep your mind on this. That dog can talk. Do you realize the moneymaking potential?” He squatted. “Here, boy! C’mere, puppy.” Numerous repetitions of the summons finally succeeded in luring the little dachshund to wriggle to his vicinity if not quite within reach. “Say something!” Vernon implored. “Show how you can talk...At least say ‘sure’ again.”

On the point of turning away at the conclusion of its brief attention span, the puppy hesitated and said, quite clearly, “Okay.”

Vernon recognized immediately that while “sure” might resemble some natural sound that a dog was capable of uttering, “okay,” with its two pure vowels and one of the sharpest of consonants, did not come close to any variation of bark, growl, howl, whine, or yelp.

“There you go!” Vernon exulted. But when he looked for his mother’s reaction, he saw that once again she had left the room, and when she returned with a dustpan load of excrement, it was at the trot toward the ground-floor lavatory, nose wrinkled, face averted from her burden: scarcely the time to bring her to a halt.

The experience was representative of the subsequent occasions on which Vernon sought to demonstrate to his parents the dog’s powers of speech: either they were out of earshot of, if present, the animal would not say a word. And if he had had friends for this or any other use, he would not have bought the puppy in the first place. So here I am, he said in his internal monologue, with the big break I have been looking for, but there’s a hitch in it, so it’s useless. How can I make a buck out of a talking dog if nobody but me ever hears it?

As it turned out, the little Dackel could not only speak but could read Vernon’s mind. Hearing the foregoing in (presumably) its inner ear, the puppy looked up at its master and said, “Teevee.”

“What channel?” Vernon asked, but the dog spoke nothing further at the moment, which was its way: provide only a cogent word or very short phrase at any given time, make of it what you would, it was only a puppy, not a windbag demagogue. Vernon had come to terms with that situation. He turned on the television and began to surf, and in no time at all he found a daytime talk show to which a young woman had brought a cocker spaniel which theoretically could sing “Happy Birthday,” snatches of classic Broadway show tunes, and the first word of the drinking song from La Traviata.

The host, Skeeter Wales, whom some older viewers might recognize from his earlier career as the lead juvenile in a long since cancelled sitcom, was telling the audience, “...no guarantees, folks. As you know if you been watchin’ us for a while, we give these animals a shot, and they’ll talk up a storm in auditions and rehearsals and while waitin’ in the green room to come on, but once they get in front of the cameras they clam up. What the hey, no harm done maybe, but it would be nice if one of them came through... Now today we have Sophie Van Meter of Provo, Utah, and her dog Wendy...”

The cocker spaniel failed to sing a note, responding to its mistress’s wheedlings, admonitions, and edible treats with a series of stock canine expressions—the big-eyed optimist, the tail-wagging team player, and the show of tongue that anthropomorphizing pet owners see as a grin—and utter silence. Host Wales elevated genial shoulders, saying, “Dayjaw view all over again! Too bad, Sophie, thanks a lot, and you too, Wendy.”

As woman and dog pranced off, seemingly as proud as if they had triumphed, Wales looked into the camera. “Offer still stands. Anybody got a dog can say a recognizable word or sing any part of a well-known melody on the air, we’ll put you on. Get in touch with us on the website, Skeeterdotcom.”

Damn! Vernon reflected. That would be the perfect opportunity, but I can’t even get this dog to talk in front of my folks.

He was unaware that the puppy had returned to the living room from the kitchen, where Vernon’s mother was trying unsuccessfully to paper-train it, distributing pages of the local weekly across the vinyl tiles, but the animal was careful always to pee in the narrow gaps between the sheets. She would also take it into the backyard at times, but the little thing was still too young to understand what, other than chase insects, it was supposed to do in fresh air and on grass.

At his feet, the dog responded again to its master’s thoughts, saying, “Fine.”

“You mean you’ll be fine on Skeeter Wales’s show? You’ll really say something?”

“Sure,” said the puppy, playfully pawing at Vernon’s shoelaces.

Vernon realized he would be undertaking an enormous risk to his amour-propre if the dog failed to deliver; he might make a fool of himself on coast-to-coast television, which would be just what all those jerks he had disdained in school and college would be waiting for. Nevertheless he took the plunge.

The dog, at last given a name, one of audience-appealing potential, proved a hit, a smash, a blockbuster, beginning with Skeeter Wales’s introduction, “Folks, let’s have a big welcome for Vernon Bowers and little Sausage,” and the first appearance of that rust-colored furry tube mounted on four short, quick-striding legs; no one could keep a straight face. But when Sausage clearly enunciated, “Hi, Skeeter!” the consequent din set a record for decibels and duration.

Wales leered into the camera. “Lemme say this, folks: you are witnessing something historical.”

For comic effect, Vernon had led the dachshund onstage with a leash, but raised the little animal in his arms while it spoke. Now, neglecting nothing to exploit his big break, he volunteered to let Wales hold Sausage while he, its owner, left the set. “Proving,” he said to the camera, with an aplomb that seemed to reflect a professionalism of many years, “I’m not a ventriloquist!”

“Hey,” yelped Skeeter, “good call! I never thought of that.”

While Vernon was in the wings, watching a monitor, Wales, his big bland pale human face against Sausage’s sleek head with its beady bright eyes and glistening black-tipped snout, asked the dog, “Who’s your daddy?”

“Vernon,” said Sausage.

Show-biz offers began to pour in even before the Wales show signed off, and Vernon soon contracted with an agent who specialized in animal performers, a business manager, a press agent, and a team of trainers whose job it was to keep the dog in tiptop shape through exercise and diet, of which the former was okay with Sausage because workouts could be caninely considered as games, but the little fellow was not too keen on being fed kibble that had been formulated in the interests of nutrition and not flavor. While it generally reserved its powers of speech for public performances, rarely even addressing Vernon in private, Sausage did voice terse complaints at mealtime (now, to add insult to injury, scheduled but once a day), e.g., “Bad!” followed by spitting a morsel on the floor beside the dish; “Lousy!”; “No!” amusing those in his entourage, not including Vernon, who was usually distracted by the realization of his formerly idle dreams of avarice: Sausage was signed to star in a primetime sitcom, with a spinoff movie to be shot when the TV show was on hiatus, and the dog-food commercial campaign, in which the pooch himself pronounced the name of the product, was to kick off during the first commercial break of the Superbowl telecast.

“Notice,” observed one of the team of trainers to the colleague who usually attended Sausage on the treadmill sessions, “he doesn’t call it ‘garbage’ or ‘crap’.”

“Because dogs like garbage and shit, right?”

“You got it.”

But all concerned were soon to learn that the dachshund, who was growing like gangbusters and within no time at all was the equivalent of a teenager in human terms and was similarly willful, would not tolerate being taken lightly. With its keen ear for any speech in its vicinity, Sausage had acquired quite a vocabulary of foul invectives, and its testiness found expression in nonlinguistic ways as well: urinating in places that would serve to make a point, among them various human ankles; leaving turds in conspicuous situations; and, ever more frequently, nipping persons with the robust adult teeth that had replaced the stinging needles of puppyhood, choppers that could do real damage. Though thus far the animal restrained itself from the kind of biting that might maim, those that had to deal with the problem were wary. The dog provided their income; they were expendable, as Sausage was not.

With the burgeoning of Sausage’s career, Vernon Bowers was ever less directly involved with his former pet. He preferred dealmaking and the income that derived from it and became a highroller at prominent venues of gambling, to which he traveled by private jets and stretch limos full of flashy women, iced effervescence, and sturgeon roe.

Print articles and TV commentary had at first gushed with awe and admiration of Sausage’s unique talent, but as the animal’s name became a household word they turned negative, embracing the scepticism of animal behaviorists, authorities on linguistics who quoted Wittgenstein’s bon mot to the effect that if a lion could speak we would probably not understand what it said, and zoologists who insisted that a dog, lacking a human sort of larynx, as well as the requisite area of the brain, was anatomically incapable of producing authentic speech.

Vernon’s position on such attacks was that they only made Sausage better known, upping the fees and further enriching himself—but not just that, as he revealed in the rare personal interview he gave to a female newsweekly reporter whose fetching ways suggested to male subjects more than was ever delivered: according to Vernon, Sausage lived equally high on the hog in doggy terms, being fed on Kobe beef and regularly furnished with healthy bitches in heat.

Dorothy Hornbeck’s subsequent bylined piece offered evidence that this account was cut from the whole cloth by a barefaced liar, a former member of the dog’s retinue having revealed to her that a hardworking Sausage had yet to engage in any kind of sex but humping the legs of the human beings around him, and was fed only a highly restrictive diet of high-protein, low-fat gruel.

On reading the widely publicized article, a grandstanding US senator called for an investigation, and a militant animal-rights group found another justification for fire-bombing a pet-food warehouse.

Eventually the vogue for Sausage began to recede when people were inured to the once devastating effect of the dog’s ability to speak a few words and short phrases, confirming the old law that a novelty must lose its appeal when it is no longer novel. So what else can you do for me, doggy? was the question to be answered before another year was out. Meanwhile, Vernon’s parents had shared in none of their son’s success, aside from the opportunity to swagger before their neighbors, and now, impoverished by a series of home repairs and medical expenses not covered by their HMO, his mother, formerly a smoker, had contracted emphysema and the senior Bowers was trying to recuperate after his second coronary episode. Learning of this state of affairs from an email sent by an envious cousin (“you dirty bastard, you always were a selfish, heartless little prick even as a snotnosed kid”), Vernon got a bright idea that promised not only to reverse Sausage’s decline in public estimation but also to benefit his ailing parents, to whom now that he was successful he wished to be benevolent.

Accompanied by a sizable posse consisting not only of his own employees but also a number of media types, Vernon took the dog back East to meet his folks for the first time since leaving home. Overwhelmed by the honor, they would have expressed apologies for distracting their son from his important work for the country had he not put a stop to the kind of thing that would not have looked good when reported, especially when he had taken pains to set up the meeting at a luxurious nursing residence for wealthy seniors and not at the Bowers’s now shabby home.

Deposited in the lap of Vernon’s mother, Sausage was immediately so fascinated by the oxygen tube to her nostrils that a worried handler quickly transferred the dog to Vernon’s dad, in a companion wheelchair nearby.

“Well, haven’t you turned out to be the one,” said he, trying to pat the little head with tremulous hands.

For its part, a silent Sausage evaded the caresses for a moment or two of canine protocol, performing a sniffing onceover, at the conclusion of which its tail signaled an okay that was expanded by, at the other end of the long cylinder, a protruding red tongue.

“Would you look at that?” asked Mr. Bowers. “He wants to kiss his grampa. I feel better already.” And soon he was as good as his word, rising from the wheelchair to move slowly but not feebly about the room, walking farther than he had in the previous month, and after an hour in Sausage’s presence, even though the dog had not been permitted to come close enough to interfere with her oxygen apparatus, Vernon’s mother pulled the tube away from her nose and announced that her lungs were on the mend, she could just feel it.

This was just what Vernon had had in mind. It had been proven sometime since that the company of pets was therapeutic to the ill, old, and infirm, but according to his research, nothing had been done by way of commercial exploitation on the national level. So he set about the creation of Dogdocs, Inc., with Sausage as honorary CEO, selling franchises across the USA to local branches that would provide canine visitors to hospitals and nursing homes for fees shared by the institutions, HMOs, and Medicare, with a low copay by the patient. It took a while for the business to reach the functional level, given the Byzantine complexity of getting federal and state accreditations, but eventually all was in place, and hundreds then thousands of dogs were gainfully employed in treating the afflicted, a process consisting of no more than being petted, with reciprocal hand- and/or face-licking and of course glowing eyes and wagging tails, but was remarkably efficacious beyond the capacity of statistical measurement.

“Just how often,” Vernon was asked in interviews, “do these dogs really heal anybody, and of what illnesses?”

“That could never be proved,” was his routine answer. “What is self-evident, though, is how much better patients feel when they pet a dog, whereas many medical procedures, however effective—and sometimes they aren’t—make the patient miserable.”

“So this cure is an illusion?”

“No. But the illusion may be curative.”

And while there were doctors who were disparagers, others doubted that the dogs could do any harm, so long as the animals had no diseases that could be communicated to human beings, and to be sure did not bite or make noises that would disturb other patients.

Vernon’s parents eventually died but certainly no sooner than if they had not enjoyed canine therapy and perhaps a good deal later. In any event their last years were more pleasant than had they not been regularly visited, when he could spare the time, by their son, who was now renowned and much sought after as a humanitarian.

Sausage too finally passed on, having acquired even more fame as a healer than he ever had as a talker, for the evident reason that making people feel better about their health is more appreciated than just amusing them with what, however miraculous, remains a novelty. A bronze statue of the eminent dachshund was erected in the park near that of Balto the noble sled dog who brought the serum to Nome.

“Why, as the person nearest him,” Vernon was asked in an obituary interview, “do you think Sausage never spoke publicly again after leaving show business?”

“Maybe he thought he had said it all.”

“Did he talk privately with you?”

“I don’t feel I am at liberty to answer that,” said Vernon, “since Sausage can’t be here to speak for himself.”



The Apotheosis Of Dr. Poon

SOME YEARS AGO, BEFORE the era of “reality” television, I was associate producer of a series entitled Courage. We went under the seas with skin divers, climbed mountains, stalked polar bears, that sort of thing. Perhaps, when you were younger, you saw the show; many Americans did—though not multimillions of them, which is the principal reason we lasted only two seasons. Perhaps you even enjoyed it. If so, it is not my intention to reflect disdainfully on your taste when I herewith reveal publicly for the first time that certain portions of it were faked. We used motion-picture film in those days.

For example: the camera, hand-held by a crew member wearing waders, followed an anaconda across that Paraguayan pond and onto the far bank, whereupon the serpent turned and gave battle, flinging its giant coils around our Indian guide, and had all but choked the life out of him when, with a final desperate slash with his machete, he cut himself free—though, in deference to the snake lobby (already influential if not as vocal as it is today), that conclusion had to be inferred by the audience: no reptile was hurt, not even the phony one we used for most of the footage.

The living anaconda, which had taken our real guides a month to locate, soon vanished into the impenetrable swamps after we had gotten all too little of it on film. Despite its size, this serpent is anyway not the ferocious creature depicted in Hollywood potboilers, seldom taking on an adversary larger than a chicken, and remains as torpid as a garden hose for days after a meal—unless of course pursued by a TV crew, from which it flees in terror. In the wrestling match presented on our show, the antagonists were a thirty-foot anaconda made of foam rubber and a New York actor stained to represent a native guide; the jungle pond was a tank in a studio in Spanish Harlem.

The film as aired, genuine and simulated sequences intermixed, looked convincing enough for those days. As I remember, the only complaints we received were from snake-lovers who, despite the aforementioned pains we had taken to avoid offending them (which included an affidavit from a leading animal-rights group, appearing as a graphic on the screen), insisted that living reptiles had been mutilated for purposes of entertainment.

Octopus-fanciers were heard from after our skin-diver show, and a record number of written, phoned, or telegraphed protests (imagine what the volume of emails might have been; luckily the internet was a thing of the future) were provoked by our simulated killing of a reputed man-eating lion in Kenya. For the latter, we had used some old movie footage in which a Hollywood animal, toothless and nearly senile, collapsed on a cue from his off-camera trainer. Our worry had been only that sequence would be recognized by those hosts of viewers who had lately seen it on the television revivals of the ancient Tarzan movies.

It was not so identified. I cannot recall a single complaint on that or any other similar score. No one seemed offended by fakery in itself. We were never taken to task for falsely promising that which we had no intention of delivering: real human beings in genuinely extreme situations. Either the man was bogus, at least in the role portrayed, or the experience was rigged so as to render it harmless.

So much by way of introduction to the account of an incident in which the values were precisely reversed. Though every moment of this episode was recorded by our cameras, for obvious reasons the film could never be shown. Presented on the home screen, within rigid limitations of space and time and interrupted by commercial messages and station breaks, this remarkable event would have seemed pointless except as a cruel mockery of the moral proposition on which our show was based: that the intrepid man invariably vanquishes the menace; to put it crudely, that bravery pays off.

We, the staff and crew of Courage, were in Southeast Asia at the time. I shall not give the name of the country; it had but lately achieved its independence from a European colonial power, and was suffering the usual elation, pains, and doubts of such a status. There were riots in the capital city, buckets of filth were hurled over the wells surrounding the U.S. Embassy, and from time to time homemade bombs were lobbed into outdoor cafes by dissident elements.

I sat in such an establishment one afternoon with Bud Servo, our executive producer and my superior, who was naturally of the liberal persuasion but for his own reasons when abroad often posed as the vulgar, aggressive American whom he ritualistically deplored. At the moment he was loudly calling for ice with which to cool his nugi, a local sort of beer made from the fermented juice of some jungle flower. This potation was properly drunk just after it had been heated to the simmering point and decanted into tiny stone cups—a practice of which Bud was well aware.

“Hey, boy,” he cried to our waiter, an ancient, coffee-colored individual dressed in a striped sarong bottom. There were dark looks from nearby tables. Many of the non-Caucasian clientele wore the Nationalist costume of white-canvas mess jacket and trousers and fore-and-aft cap.

My visible embarrassment only caused Bud to shout the louder. As the Nationalists began to hiss in indignation, a shabby little man, his mahogany face pitted with scars, sidled up to our table and said: “Surr, you buy Jairmon camera?”

“I’ll buy ten,” said Bud, reaching for his money clip.

“Amee schleepok!” screamed the little man, meaning “American swine,” or the like—I had learned that much of the language—dropped the camera to the table, where it exploded with a great noise, broke all our nugi cups, and filled the area with pungent smoke. But oddly enough, as we discovered upon arising and shaking out our clothes, hurt no human being.

The Nationalists now made a handsome gesture, coming en bloc to apologize. They were concerned that we should form a negative opinion of their country on the basis of this single incident. Their spokesman, in serviceable though quaint English, blamed the “rude lot of revolutionist hooligans” for our inconvenience, and assured us that the vast majority of his fellow countrymen were of the democratic persuasion.

The upshot was that Bud proceeded to stand them several rounds of nugi, discoursed at length on the economic affairs of the country—with which he had somewhere acquired an astonishing familiarity—and eventually went off in their company to one of the twenty-seven-course dinners that were a local specialty.

Bud confessed to me next day that the little “hooligan” had been in his employ, had been furnished with the harmless camera-bomb and paid to detonate it on our table. Only in such a fashion, Bud had felt, could he genuinely make contact with the citizenry.

“You’ve got to neutralize their basic hostility,” he said. “Now that we have become victims, we will be trusted.”

All I can say is that it worked, as Bud’s contrivances usually did. He had obtained from his new friends a number of recommendations to chieftains and headmen in the back country without which we could not have got far. We had come to this land to do a single show, on tiger hunting, but now Bud envisioned at least three additional programs treating the pursuit of, respectively, the giant squid that infested the coastal waters; the gaur, a kind of wild cow and formidable as the Cape buffalo; and finally and foremost, the king cobra.

Bud had always had a partiality towards snakes as a theme for Courage. No wild thing more intrigues an audience than a reptile. You start with the instinctive response of horror and dread that is universally felt by human beings for that which squirms and writhes; add to that the lethal properties of the dangerous serpents and you have something to conjure with.

Now, we had already done the anaconda show, but as yet we had not brought to fruition a sequence concerning venomous snakes, among which the king cobra is pre-eminent: the largest in the world, growing sometimes to exceed eighteen feet, and the most potent; its bite has been known to kill an elephant, if administered to the tender tip of the trunk.

On the list of persons to contact in the provinces, given Bud by his newfound friends, appeared the name of one Dr. Poon; specialty, King Cobra; address, “west of Duala Kum, Southeast Province.” In the margin opposite these data, Bud’s informants had noted, “controversial individual.”

I pointed this out to Bud as we supervised the loading of our equipment onto the Land Rovers amid the red dust of the capital’s main thoroughfare. Nearby, a man in a dirty turban lashed the emaciated ox that pulled his cart, and we were surrounded by beseeching brown urchins.

“Dr. Poon,” said Bud, “has an ambivalent reputation. He claims to have developed a concoction, to be taken orally, which provides absolute immunity to cobra venom. I have return cables from the top herpetologists of the U.S., Europe, and Germany, who term him without qualification as a fraud. But,” Bud went on, wiping the sweatband of his Norm Thompson safari hat, “Dr. Poon’s own countrymen swear by him. Now you can sneer and call them ignorant wogs, but I say let’s catch his act before we read him off. After all, these people have lived with cobras all their lives.”

It took us five days of hard travel to reach the city of Duala Kum over the so-called national highway which throughout much of its length was hardly better than a cow path, crossing desert, jungle, mountain, and swamp—the entire series in every fifty miles, or so it seemed in the ghastly heat and chockful as we were of antibiotics, vitamin reinforcements, and other preventatives of Asiatic maladies.

In certain marshy places not even the four-wheel drive of the doughty Land Rovers sufficed to keep us moving, and more than once we had to send forward or to the rear for towing service, which in these parts meant an elephant, commandeered by a native with a steel hook. At sunset we made camp just off the highway, when that was feasible; when not, upon the road itself; there was so little traffic. Mosquitoes hereabout were big as grasshoppers. Occasionally we thought we heard a tiger cough in the distance.

Duala Kum, capital of the Southeast Province, consisted of a cluster of wicker cottages surrounding one termite-gnawed structure of wood. Bud had sent a native porter ahead to announce our arrival, and a welcoming committee, complete with a band of bamboo flutes and homemade drums, greeted us as we hauled up in the municipal square. After a concert, fortunately brief, we were led into the wooden building, which proved to be the gubernatorial palace, and received by the provincial governor, a huge, rotund, hairless, relentlessly grinning man of mocha hue, named Lu Pok. He was soon revealed as a singular combination of what I can only call Eastern guile and Western vulgarity. The latter no doubt was the result of his two years as an exchange student at a teacher’s college somewhere in rural Indiana, in the early nineteen fifties. He had apparently watched a good deal of TV during that period, and prominent upon his office wall was an eight-by-ten glossy of an overblown blonde personality of those early days in television. An inscription to “My friend Lu Pok” ran across her abundant mammaries.

“And how goes it with Miss Trixie in these days?” asked the governor, indicating the photograph and our chairs with the same graceful gesture of his fat arm.

She had vanished from the national networks a decade since, to open supermarkets and perform at county fairs, but Bud of course was quick to convey her personal greetings to Lu Pok.

A tiny pink lizard scuttled up the wall behind the governor’s huge, cropped brown head. A tattered ceiling fan, operated through a series of crude pulleys and fraying ropes by a breech-clothed lackey who sat on the ground outside, stirred occasional gusts of air and stench upon us.

“My goodness, how one is taken back in the memory to joys of one’s undergraduate,” said Lu Pok. “Hotdogs and melted milks. At the bathing pools, ladies’ legs bared. Whereas the bosom, which in my country is of no erotic interest, in yours is kept ever swathed.”

As if to accentuate his point, at this moment two bare-breasted maidens entered the room and served us cups of brackish green tea.

“One trusts,” said Lu Pok, having sipped loudly from the cup and wiped his great mouth, “the film you are about to make will prove profitable. One can assure you that the license fees to operate a motion-picture camera in the Southeastern Province are modest, and one’s own brother owns appropriate terrain for any type of setting: jungle, plain, mountain; the rental being exceedingly reasonable.”

“However,” Bud said when the interview was finished and we had moved into the wicker huts assigned us as lodging, “that fat bastard has us by the short hairs. Did you hear his threat that guerillas would burn our transport on any land not rented from his brother?”

“Well,” said I, “I think you called his bluff.”

An explosion outside made my statement valueless. We dashed into the clearing to watch one of the Land Rovers burn vigorously while the members of the erstwhile welcoming delegation stood about unconcernedly chewing betel nut and spitting red. Luckily it was not the car that contained the cameras. Nevertheless, the loss was substantial in sleeping bags and tinned food.

Within a few moments after the flames at last died away and it was clear that the entire vehicle must be written off, Bud requested another audience with Lu Pok. This time the governor received us in his steam bath, a tightly woven straw enclosure in the back yard of the “palace,” where he sat stark naked while servant girls, dressed only in abbreviated shirts, poured cold water on hot stones. Clouds of mist swept over his mountainous form, and torrents of perspiration rolled down his fat breasts and the rubbery horizontal folds giving way to the great convex of his belly.

Bud and I were both deftly stripped by the girls and shown to dried-grass carpets flanking Lu Pok. My own embarrassment was relieved by a certain sense of satisfaction that for once Bud had met more than his match.

“Your Excellency,” said Bud, “we won’t give you any trouble about the license fee, but I should make clear our purpose in visiting your beautiful province.” He shifted on his hams, for the mats were ungodly hot. “It is not to make the Hollywood-type motion picture nor the New York-type television show with which you are familiar from your days in the U.S.A. It Is rather to pursue our long search for situations in which man meets and overcomes a true-life experience of the greatest danger.”

A servant girl leaned across Bud and sponged his brow, while another did the same for me, her firm nipples against my upper arm.

“I am afraid, much as we would like to oblige your brother,” Bud continued, “our interest is confined to one individual in this region. Excellency, we made this long trip in general to encounter and vanquish the king cobra, and in specific to meet your remarkable fellow countryman Dr. Poon.”

“Ah,” answered Lu Pok with a grimace, “then your effort will be contradictory, for Poon has totally eliminated the danger of cobra. Through his work cobra is now harmless as a lark.”

“Yes,” Bud doggedly insisted, “we want to meet Dr. Poon as soon as possible. So you see, Excellency, we’ll have to pass up the opportunity to make an arrangement with your brother.”

“Not at all, my dear chap,” said Lu Pok, making his narrow eyes vanish in amusement. “Poon is my brother.”

At that moment the girls brought in several containers of cold water and drenched us all. After the initial shock it proved greatly refreshing. Then they briskly toweled us dry. My winsome helper, even more attractive than Bud’s, was very adept with her birdlike hands. I should have liked to know her better, but after polishing Lu Pok’s brown hide to a sheen, the girls helped him into a pair of underdrawers made of fine linen and both accompanied him into the gubernatorial residence. Perhaps they were his wives.

Next morning as we set out for Dr. Poon’s compound, fourteen kilometers to the west of Duala Kum, we came upon the governor’s car, an ancient American sedan, which stood blocking the one-lane national highway. Lu Pok filled the entire rear seat. He wore his full-dress uniform: billed cap and a white tunic the massive chest of which was covered with multicolored decorations.

“One would,” he said gravely, “consider it shameful not to conduct you personally to one’s brother.” He directed his naked chauffeur to put the car in motion, which was done with chatters and squeaks and billowing clouds of smoke. In such fashion and at a speed of some eight miles per hour we were led along the washboard road towards the great authority on cobra.

The trip consumed the better part of the morning. Twice we had to stop and clear the road of teak-log obstructions placed thereon, according to Lu Pok, by insurgents. And through a particularly dense stretch of jungle, where the trees joined above the highway, we endured a fusillade of nuts hurled by orangutans who were enraged by our invasion.

We parked on the highway and walked in the last mile to Dr. Poon’s on a narrow, tortuous jungle trail that hummed with insects. Lu Pok elected to bring up the rear, sending his chauffeur ahead with a machete to out obstructing vines and point out pools of quicksand. Bud had forgotten, or was too cheap, to hire a sufficient number of native porters; and sweating under their heavy burdens of equipment, our crew swore to bring the matter before their union when we got back to New York.

But finally the jungle gave way to wiry brush, then the brush opened on a rolling savannah of tawny grass above which rose the thatched roof of Dr. Poon’s laboratory.

Lu Pok swept up to join Bud and me in the vanguard. “To wait here is highly advisable,” he warned. “Poon is utterly deaf, like his cobra, but again like the reptiles he can detect ground vibrations at inordinate distances. So large a party has never before come to visit him. Unless approached circumspectly, he may have recourse to some desperate measure. As with all geniuses, he is eccentric.”

Bud was somewhat unnerved, but had enough presence of mind to order the cameras to roll from the moment the governor moved towards his brother’s building. Lu Pok’s great body, in its white uniform, went across the clearing for a hundred yards. He paused before the long building, then, a grotesque image through the field glasses, stole on tiptoe to the void of the entranceway and peeped within, bending at such an extreme angle that his figure seemed to end at the buttocks.

Waves of midday heat shimmered above the field like flights of translucent insects. All about us lay menacing silence; even the flies had gone. My clothes, soaked through, clasped me insidiously.

His face like a wet orange, Bud said to me: “I don’t like it.”

Then, behind us, Walt Riley, the chief cameraman, screamed like a woman, and I turned to see the flat head of a cobra staring at him from above the grass tops, which hereabout rose beyond our waists. The specimen must have exceeded ten feet in length, and, I realised later, probably stared in curiosity, not malice, its hood unflared.

But Bud brought forth a small pistol from under his bush jacket and proceeded to blaze away. I had not been aware until this moment that he carried a weapon. He missed with six shots, though clipping grass on either side of his target. The cobra’s head never wavered: that was the frightening thing to me at the moment. I did not then appreciate the fact of its deafness.

In its own good time, the snake eventually sank out of sigh, and shortly thereafter, Lu Pok reappeared at the door of the straw building and called across to us. As we moved towards him, I saw Bud desperately reloading the nickel-plated revolver, dropping more shells than he placed.

I protested, and he cried, with snapping teeth in a face blanched with hysteria, “Don’t you see it’s a trap?”

He broke from us and ran across the field, brandishing his tiny weapon. Sickly I watched him close on Lu Pok, and breathed relief when the governor’s great hand came up and then descended in a precise karate blow to the neck, which felled my executive producer.

“Poor devil,” said Lu Pok when I arrived. He shook his massive head. Bud lay flat, but the red dust was stirred by suspirations from his half-open mouth. Walt Riley, now recovered from his fright, knelt for a close-up while the other two cameramen panned over the governor and me from various angles. It was curious that, with all the excitement, only Bud Servo acted unprofessionally. Lu Pok directed his chauffeur to attend to the fallen, and said to me: “Come and meet Poon.”

I have known more easy momenta than that in which I entered the dim coolness of Dr. Poon’s laboratory and walked across its rush-strewn, earthen floor, expecting momentarily to tread upon a reptile. But my apprehensions proved needless. Other than the usual small lizards that prowled the buildings in this region, and the insects on which they fed, no living thing met my eye but a diminutive brown man sitting at a bamboo table which stood against the far wall. Dressed in loose white garments like a coolie, he sat rigidly staring through an open window that looked onto a stretch of dense brush.

“Poon is meditating,” said Lu Pok. “He is not yet aware of one’s presence.” The governor stamped his weighty foot, and the little man’s head began to turn slowly in our direction. He had the typical wide, bland face of his countrymen and short-cropped black hair, but his eyes were striking: hyperthyroid, turretlike, they looked as if capable of seeing independently of each other. At the moment, one seemed to be fastened upon me, while the other stared at Lu Pok.

“To tell him what’s what,” the governor said to me as he simultaneously fluttered his fat hands at his brother, in what was apparently their private sign language. “Poon can read lips, but prefers this mode of communication when emerging from contemplative pursuits.”

Both of Poon’s eyes suddenly focused on me, and he began furiously to shout in a high, almost animal voice, beads of saliva flying from his brown lips.

I recoiled against Lu Pok; it felt as though I had backed into a wall.

“Tell him,” I hastened to say, “that our intentions are honorable.”

The governor proceeded to translate his brother’s denunciation. “He says Westerners come only to mock him. He says your scientists know nothing of cobra. Etcetera.” Lu Pok’s smile was superficially apologetic; actually, I saw quite clearly that he enjoyed transmitting an attack on white men without flouting the conventions of diplomacy.

“Sir,” I said to the governor, ostensibly for transmission to his brother, “you may be right in your hostility to us, but the fact remains that we will pay a thousand U.S. dollars to see your cure for cobra bite.”

In his greed the governor did not bother to simulate a discussion of the terms with Poon, but said immediately. “Fifteen hundred. For which my brother will cause a snake to strike him, then apply his cure and recover, all in the sight of the camera.”

“O.K., but no con!” It was not I who spoke: Bud Servo stood in the doorway, shaken, pale, unarmed, but more or less himself again, and naturally showing no shame

Lu Pok communicated with Poon, who had since fallen back into his dreamy silence, and the little scientist, if he could be so termed, rose and in a bow-legged stride led us out into the ruthless sunlight. He resembled Lu Pok in no feature, being in every particular but his bulbous eyes exceptionally small and finely made; whereas the governor was huge in all but the slits through which his crafty vision passed. Perhaps they were not even blood relatives, if indeed that consideration matters when all is said and done.

The cameras picked us up when we four emerged from the building. I have my own print of the film and in later days I viewed it many times. I suspect my direct memory of the experience is by now inextricably intermingled with the cinematic representation—I see the event as if I were not involved, as art and not life. I see the three of us follow Poon behind the building: Bud’s disheveled figure; my own rather rigid form, walking as though on a surface of broken glass; then the broad back of Lu Pok, surmounted by his brown neck, juglike ears, officer’s cap that sweeps up and forward like a reversed wing.

Poon stops at a cluster of large, tightly woven wicker baskets. Removes the top of one, stares bulbously within. Makes fluttering motions with hand. Slowly, slowly comes into view the head of a cobra, glittering eyes, blunt muzzle. The scene is suddenly blurred, owing either to Walt Riley’s wavering hand on the camera or to my own temporary agitation: as I warned, I am shuttling between reality and film here. But in the realm of the actual, I remember Bud Servo’s intrusion at this point.

“A ringer,” he said, sneering at the reptile though keeping well back. “Defanged, poison sacs removed. I’ll never buy this, Pok.”

The governor softly replied: “Then let it strike yourself, dear sir.”

Dr. Poon had now extended a dark, twiglike finger and was caressing the snake’s throat ever so gently—and I ask you to believe that the cobra, given the anatomical difference, was reacting much as might a dog, arching its slender neck, swallowing with a glimpse of wet mouth, and had it been equipped with eyelids I am sure it would have closed them in pleasure. Then all at once Poon made a little brown fist and punched the snake lightly but firmly in the snout. Instantly its head drooped into the basket. Then up rose the reptile again, up, up, terrifyingly up, a good foot beyond the height of Dr. Poon, its head now a tiny bump tapering off into the wide flat flare of the hood, but the eyes were evident, enraged, and horribly aware. It wavered above Poon, and the little man stood firm, giving as good a stare as he received. This subtle battle of eyes was not to be measured in time. On film it consumes no more than six seconds. But there is an area in my memory in which it continues still, Dr. Poon and the cobra, forever frozen in their heroic exchange, man against nature, good versus evil, the preservative principle in opposition to the destructive.

Then Poon put forward his left wrist and the cobra struck it, not so fast as one might have thought, but with a force that drove the whole arm back, twisting the Doctor’s little body, and I saw Poon wince, show his own teeth, as the fangs hooked him. And the beast hung on, actually chewing into the wound, enlarging it for entry of the venom. The sight was unbearable. I averted my head, and in so doing noticed Lu Pok. If I had to characterize the violent feeling that contorted his features and bleached his swarthiness, in all truth I must say it was envy rather than sympathy, mixed with more brutal gratification than horror.

Bud maintained his stupor. Yet on the film he looks poised, alert, capable. And unless one peers closely, Poon himself shows up as a dusky little gardener, watering a lawn with a recalcitrant hose.

In its own good time the cobra was drained of venom and rage, disengaged its teeth from the Doctor’s arm, retracted its hood, sank back into the basket until only the head remained in view, turned that hither and yon like a periscope, and then gave Poon what I swear was a shy, demure look, an almost loving glance. In return the Doctor saluted the serpent with a waggle of the hand, the traditional goodbye in this section of Asia, loose wrist, floppy fingers, but there was more than courtesy in the gesture, perhaps even more than affection.

Thereupon Poon returned briskly to the laboratory, dusted his wound with a saffron-colored powder, drank an ounce of colorless liquid, lay down on a bamboo cot, and stared through his protuberant eyes at the ceiling. Our crew had started the portable generator and set up the lights for interior shooting. Poon was bathed in the glare. By contrast we others stood in shadow. The first nine minutes were more difficult to endure than anything that had gone before. Drops of sweat coursed my backbone like spiders, a nerve throbbed in my big toe. To my left, Bud alternated from foot to foot as if the earthen floor were aflame. I could sense behind me the bulk of Lu Pok, and occasionally I could hear a distant rumble in his vast gut.

But Dr. Poon lay calm, or so it looked, his breathing regular, his color somewhat pale in the light but in no respect ill, and even his bulging ayes were serene. All minor sounds were obliterated by the hoarse noise of the generator’s gasoline engine, just outside.

I say nine minutes—Bud later provided this statistic, for in the midst of everything he somehow remembered his watch.

Then Dr. Poon died.

Cobra venom works on the nervous, rather than the circulatory, system. Paralysis comes soon, and the heart stops beating. It is apparently not a painful end. At a certain point, Dr. Poon closed his eyes and breathed no more. In actuality the incident looked precisely as it does on the film.

Was there any sound evidence that Poon’s antidote had ever worked? Or had we watched the failure of its first trial? Was his reputation, well established throughout his own country, wholly a matter of hearsay, superstition, chauvinism, and other unscientific factors?

Perhaps it was to answer such questions that Lu Pok included in Poon’s funeral ceremonies, two days later, a peculiar demonstration. The obsequies began with moan of flutes, thud of drums, and the wail of fifty professional mourners assembled in the village square. Towering above them was a pyramid of dry brush upon a substructure of teak logs, surmounted by the rigid form of the little doctor wrapped in clean linen. Hundreds, perhaps a thousand natives came in from elsewhere throughout the Southeast Province, and what passed for streets in the little capital were thronged with pungent, chattering humanity. Nugi vendors set up their stands along the highway, and on spits above a long trench of hot coals turned the roasting bodies of three fat boars.

The sun was low on the evening horizon when Lu Pok mounted a bamboo platform and began his eulogy. Contrary to my expectation, it was not long. First he spoke briefly in his own language, and then presumably said the same in English, for our benefit. The significant passages, as I remember, were these:

“Poon was a great man, a dedicated man, a wise man, but we owe it to ourselves to understand that he was, through no fault of his personal responsibility perhaps, a limited individual, a primitive soul. So to speak, Poon looked to the sunset rather than the dawn. To our American friends he was a curiosity rather than the sort of fellow who had gained the status of a colleague.”

Lu Pok smiled at us across the dark heads of his surrounding countrymen—somewhat obsequiously, I thought.

“In the presence of modernity, Poon’s old powers failed him. Cobra he had defeated many times, but with contemporary reality he could not cope. How, through the generosity of our friends, who are providing U.S. dollars for the purpose, a modern laboratory, a brick building, will arise on the site of Poon’s jungle hut.”

On these words the crowd turned as one man and looked at us through many pairs of dark eyes. Bud reluctantly opened his shirt, took a fat handful of cash from a sweat-stained money belt, and sent it by small boy up to Lu Pok. Like me, Bud had no doubt seen at the edge of the audience a group of rough characters wearing head-rags and carrying submachine guns and machetes. Whether they were revolutionary guerillas or mere bandits, the money was better lost through extortion than violence. It was surely a modest amount with which to build a modern laboratory, but then the costs of labor in that country were minuscule.

“Thank you again,” said Lu Pok. “Now all that remains is to remove from Poon’s name the possible shadow. He was an archaic thinker and his power over cobra was limited, but in its day it had been most effectual.”

The governor clapped his hands, and from the crowd tripped my little tan friend of the steam bath. Carrying a covered basket, she mounted the platform and stood shyly before Lu Pok.

“This then is our tribute to Poon,” said the governor. He signaled the drummers, and they applied fluttering fingers to their instruments, producing a soft rumble, a susurrus really, much like the sound of the wind through a grove of bamboo.

The girl took the cover from the basket. After a long moment the dark head of a cobra rose above the rim. With none of Dr. Poon’s preliminaries, the maiden extended her arm and the reptile struck it near the wrist. Lu Pok drew from his tunic a packet of the saffron powder and sprinkled the wound. The girl drank the contents of a vial of colorless liquid, sat down on the platform, and waited.

Alongside me, Bud in a low voice expressed a wish to inspect the linen-wrapped body atop the funeral pyre, but made no move towards it.

Five minutes passed, then ten. The girl’s smile never faltered. After a suspenseful quarter of an hour, Lu Pok took her hand and raised her. She curtsied, her face like a flower, displaying no damage to flesh or nerve.

“Bring fire!” ordered Lu Pok in a stentorian voice, in two languages, and from nowhere breech-clothed men appeared with blazing torches, ran to the pyre, hurled them thereon. In a trice the brush was enkindled and a great roaring rush of red flame, plumed by white smoke and black, obscured the little form atop the pyramid.

Whether it was indeed the lifeless remains of Dr. Poon that were here incinerated; whether he had simulated death, arising soon as we white men left the jungle hut and substituting for his own body a dummy, to be wrapped in burlap and carried back to the capital by Lu Pok; whether the situation was more sinister than it seemed—who can say?

Bud Servo immediately decamped from Asia altogether, abandoning the other projects. Back in New York, he took to a research laboratory samples of the cobra antidote which he had managed to filch from Poon’s hut in the solemn moments after the little doctor’s death. When analyzed the saffron-colored dust proved to be—saffron. The fluid, a neutral alcoholic spirit similar to vodka. Bud was also assured by leading authorities on reptiles and toxicology that neither of these substances could neutralize the venom of the king cobra, that furthermore even a genuine antidote would never be administered subcutaneously or through the gastrointestinal tract.

To Bud these reports were irrefutable evidence that he had been victim of an Oriental swindle, and perhaps no feeling is so poignant as that of the charlatan who believes he has himself been gulled.

For whatever it is worth—though, as elsewhere throughout my life thus far, in this affair I cannot be called a true principal—I might conclude by saying that I see Dr. Poon as certainly exotic, surely complex, and perhaps mad. But it is also quite possible that he was the only genuine hero we ever depicted on Courage.



Granted Wishes: Embittered Super

CHARLIE BOLGER WAS THE “super,” which is to say, janitor of a large apartment building in the middle of the city. He had had this job since as long as he could remember, and he hated it, and the tenants he served, more every year. He spent most of his days sitting in an old overstuffed chair, down in his rent-free one-room ground-floor apartment that the management used as an excuse to pay him very little in wages, and what he did when he sat there, though a working television set was just across the room, was to nurse his hatred of the people who lived in the building that rose above him.

He was fond of pointing out to himself—he had never had many friends—that you didn’t know the human race until you served them as a menial and were called to unclog their drains and unlock their brats from the bathroom and clean up after their wives committed suicide (which happened once in his building) and shuffle your feet while they fumbled for a stingy tip and go to the door of every apartment at the appropriate time and wish the occupant thereof a Merry Xmas and take the niggardly envelope offered in response.

Charlie had remained a bachelor, because in his earlier years the occasional professional supplied all he needed of femininity. He had always disliked talking to women, believing them, however pleasant they appeared, to be secretly critical of him. Finally the day came when he found himself totally devoid of even the feeble physical need the other sex had sometimes stirred in him, and from then on his only association with the human race was as flunky to master or mistress, and he had hundreds of those.

But Charlie’s hatred might well have remained passive, impotent, and routine in a city full of such types, had he not, apparently by chance, discovered a device with which to express it effectively, even devastatingly, and incur no personal risk whatever. This discovery was preceded (one evening after an especially obnoxious day in which a faulty dryer in the laundry room had burned up a load of clothing belonging to a woman who was peevish and importunate in the best of times) by Charlie’s uttering a sequence of oaths, followed by a fervent wish that he had some clean, quiet, secret means by which with impunity, he could rid the world of persons who annoyed him.

It was the next morning, while wrestling the garbage cans out to the sidewalk in preparation for the visit of the Sanitation truck—singlehandedly: his wretched helper had once again called in sick—that at the top of a lidless container Charlie found his weapon, a red-and-blue plastic toy pistol, a so-called Galaxy Disintegrator modeled after one brandished by the hero in a blockbuster science-fiction movie. This had obviously been discarded by one of the innumerable spoiled children who lived in the building. It was probably not even out of order: the kid had simply been bored. Charlie seized it by the butt, which was molded of flimsy, almost weightless plastic, and probed the wedge-shaped trigger, with its visible spring. No doubt it made a clicking sound when “fired.”

He had not been especially childish even as a little boy, and whatever playfulness he had known had long since been exhausted, yet now, almost lightheartedly, Charlie raised the toy and pointed it at the approaching mailman, a malicious individual who loved to load building supers with armloads of packages too large for the postal boxes.

At the moment this worthy was already extending toward Charlie a document to be signed—perhaps a registered letter containing a subpoena for a man who was delinquent with his child-support payments: you could imagine his gratitude to the super for accepting the envelope.

“Hi, Charlie,” cried the mailman, making his habitual derisive grin and, if precedent were to be followed, preparing one of his insulting wisecracks, e.g., “Still working on your first million?”

“So long, sucker,” said Charlie. He pulled the trigger of the toy weapon, which produced the expected clicking sound, like that made by the tongue against the roof of the mouth, and the mailman instantly disappeared, without even the proverbial puff of smoke!

Charlie was badly frightened, not because he believed for a moment that he had actually caused the postman to disintegrate into particles too small to be detected by the eye, but rather because he suspected that his mind had cracked, that he had suffered a hallucination. For he had always been a very literal man, with no imagination and with no respect for anybody who had one.

So now he was really worried about his sanity, and he even went so far as to make an emergency appointment with the psychiatrist who occupied one of the ground-floor offices in the apartment building. “Well, well, uh, Charlie, isn’t it?” said this practitioner, when the super was seated before his desk. “Before we get down to business, I’d like to point out that the lobby could use a good mopping.”

Charlie told this doctor, whose name was Hilfer, about the remarkable fantasy he had suffered.

Dr. Hilfer asked: “Has this mailman turned up since?”

“No, sir. But then he’s not due again till tomorrow morning.”

Hilfer narrowed his eyes. “You’re saying you murdered him, aren’t you, Charlie?” At the super’s gasping attempts to protest, the doctor raised a hand. “No, no. We’re not afraid to face the truth here. You did well in coming immediately to me. You’ll never spend a night in jail, I’ll promise you that.” He rose, finished with Charlie until the next appointment.

Charlie asked him to specify his fee. When Dr. Hilfer said that, because of the courtesy discount extended to employees of the building, it was only two hundred dollars per visit, Charlie pulled out the Space Disintegrator and made the psychiatrist vanish.

With this disappearance of another person at whom he had pointed the toy weapon, the super began to think that perhaps he was not imagining things, that maybe the Disintegrator was an efficacious means for getting rid of human beings without any attendant problems, not even the least destruction of property.

He tried it next on a boy of twelve, an exceptionally obnoxious youth in a building full of such, and the Doberman which the lad allowed, even encouraged, to disregard the law against soiling the sidewalks. Click-click, another problem was removed. But Charlie was not a cruel man: the kid had parents by whom he would have been missed. The super therefore considerately erased (as he had come to call it) Mr. and Mrs. Hochman as well.

And also, in a development not related to the foregoing, all persons who lived on the south corridor of the fourth floor were caused to disappear, for one or more of them persistently fouled the floor there with a dark, viscous liquid very like motor oil and also, sometimes, a very fine gravel. And soon to vanish was a wealthy man who lived in one of the penthouses and yet always tipped Charlie as though he resided in a studio apartment.

During the next few days Charlie also erased four flight attendants who shared an apartment: they were old offenders against the plumbing, no sink or washstand would long run free if that hairy quartet were allowed access to it. And he expunged a pair of handsome men who shared one-bedroom quarters and had never, in four years, been seen to admit a female person onto their premises: Charlie had never subscribed to the principle of live and let. And the following persons were never seen again after he had pointed the Disintegrator at them: his feckless assistant, who though twenty years younger always allowed Charlie to do the dirtier and heavier tasks; the morning doorman, who believed that his uniform made him socially superior to a super in dark-green denim; a passing stranger who spat upon the sidewalk; the heavy, sour man who had replaced the mail carrier who had been Charlie’s first prey; and a very fat woman who was so tasteless as to cram herself into designer jeans and a too-snug T-shirt.

At this point he ceased to keep a tally on his victims—if they could be so designated, though there was no evidence that they suffered a split-second of pain. The Disintegrator seemed simply to return them to the nothingness from which they had originally come as newborn infants. This would not seem to be murder. Charlie supposed that there probably wasn’t even a law against it, because it was unprecedented. But surely there would be one once it was known to be happening. Therefore only trouble could come from anybody’s learning about the Disintegrator.

Fortunately the plastic pistol would be neither difficult to conceal nor to justify having if it were detected. A super routinely collected lost toys or saw that the Sanitation Department took away the discarded ones. There could never be any reason why the Disintegrator would be identified for what it was. Only those who had been erased by it would be privy to its extraordinary power—and perhaps not even them, were they somehow brought back from the void. Most of the persons at whom Charlie had pointed it had not been looking his way at the time. Those who had been, like the first mailman, would have seen nothing but the red plastic muzzle, from which came no slug or noise or visible emanation before its target vanished utterly.

There had never been anything of this sort in the history of man, and Charlie was aware that he could have used the Disintegrator to rule the world! He might well have set out to do that had he been younger, but now his digestion was gone and his lower back sometimes ached so much he couldn’t get to sleep at night, and he really did not yearn for positive power. Just getting rid of people that annoyed him was a great advantage, and he asked for nothing more than peace in his declining years.

However, a strange state of affairs had come into being. Now that Charlie could erase those who bothered him, there were more of them all the time. Whereas when he had been helpless against them, relatively few persons had seriously bothered him on any given day, now, when he had the means to rub out anyone who offended him, such individuals appeared in great numbers wherever he went. At the delicatessen, for example, while waiting in line for a brisket on rye, mustard only, the super was jostled savagely, and at least one other customer unfairly jumped his proper place in line, and when Charlie finally reached the counterman he was insulted by him for being too slow in giving the order (being momentarily speechless with indignation). Really the only way to deal with this situation was to erase everybody in the deli—a job which, amazingly, took only a few pulls of the trigger: the Disintegrator could handle any number of persons who were in line with its muzzle. Charlie was soon to test its efficacy on a line before the ticket window at the ballpark, taking out twenty-three persons with one squeeze. Apparently it was like x-ray, going straight through living tissue, but having no effect on nonorganic matter.

Before many days had passed, the effects of Charlie’s erasures began to be evident. Fewer and fewer people were to be seen in the building, and the survivors began to wonder audibly what had happened to the missing tenants. Sometimes they unwittingly asked the only man who could have explained: “Hey, Charlie, this place is beginning to look deserted, don’t you think?” Or, “What’s become of everybody, Charlie?”

At first the super would cast doubt on their powers of observation. “Take it from me, there’s more people around here every day. You just missed a big crowd.” Next, when the reduction in population had become too drastic to ignore, Charlie would say something like: “Oh, everybody gets out of here on weekends nowadays.” And if the response was: “But, Charlie, today’s Wednesday,” he might answer: “They stretch it to the breaking point, don’t they?” and shake his head over the decadence of the typical contemporary jobholder. Finally when nothing he could dream up would satisfy the inquirer, Charlie would shrug and reach for the Disintegrator, and so went, one by one, or sometimes little group by group, the remaining tenants, and soon the entire building was devoid of humanity except for Charlie himself.

Now, certainly, the people who had lived there had relatives and friends who missed them, and many individuals came to the building in search of the whereabouts of the former tenants, including representatives of the large real-estate firm that owned the apartment house. Charlie erased all these investigators, and then went downtown to the main office of the firm, his employers, and caused everyone there to disappear.

Charlie continued in this fashion for several months, always finding new uses for the Disintegrator. For example, he was aware that even with all his power he was still not desirable to the kind of women, namely young and pretty ones, who now had begun to attract him. He might spot some knockout accompanied by a man and erase the latter, but the girl even so would see no reason why she should take Charlie as replacement for her vanished companion. But one day the super got the idea of replacing all the other males in the city who were younger and/or better-looking than he, and he set about making wholesale erasures with his Disintegrator. This took a few weeks, despite the effectiveness of his device, for there were hundreds of thousands of persons he had to get rid of, but finally it was done, and Charlie was obviously, by default, the best date a woman could find in a city of the aged, the physically disabled, and the harmless mental defectives, and he could take his pick, with the exception of the contrary ones who said that if he was all that was offered they could survive without male friendship—naturally, he erased this sort immediately on hearing that argument.

But at about this time life for Charlie began to be dissatisfying even though everything was going his way, for in the absence of all able-bodied and sane men a good many of the practical affairs of the city were in a mess. When there was trouble at a power plant it could not be corrected for months, owing to the small number of female electrical technicians, and Charlie soon found his own building without lights, air conditioning, TV, or any of the other conveniences afforded by electricity. Most restaurants were closed for the same reason, added to which was the utter absence of garbage-removal workers. The few woman bus- and taxi-drivers were so overworked that most of them quit their jobs, and with the disappearance of gas-truck drivers, station personnel and mechanics, the vehicles could not run long anyway, and of course the same was true of private cars.

Some of the deprivations did not matter that much: most of the police were gone, but so were almost all of the criminals, except for a few tough girls whom Charlie found it simple to erase when he encountered them.

Up to the time of the erasure of the men, television, radio, and the press had given daily attention to the disappearance of so much of the city’s population, and there were all sorts of theories as to what and why it was happening, but after the power failures this stopped owing to the inability of the information media to continue to function. However, the girls dated by Charlie talked of no other subject, except the inevitable matter of the latest problem such as lack of refrigeration, so no food could be had but the canned and dehydrated stuff.

“Charlie,” they would say, “have you heard this theory? That all the guys, every one, turned homosexual and went to some community in the desert where they won’t have to listen to reproaches?”

“Hell with that,” Charlie would growl. “Don’t bother me about that!” For with all those lonely women at his disposal, he didn’t have to worry about being rude.

And the fact was that he was getting pretty bored with women in general, now that he had them all to himself, and he was getting really tired of living without electricity, especially now that there weren’t many places to go, and he would have liked at least to watch television, and whenever he had a date now he asked the girl why she hadn’t gone in for a career in technology.

“Gee, Charlie,” the young woman would say, “I could have sworn you would have found that unfeminine. Don’t you prefer me as the high-fashion model I am, or anyway was until this current crisis hit the city?”

“I’d rather have my refrigerator turning out ice cubes,” said Charlie. “I’d rather not have to go around my apartment carrying a candle.” And in his annoyance with a situation that he had certainly brought on himself he would erase this person. He had no patience whatever with anybody. He erased the rest of the men, the lame, and the halt, and so on, for aesthetic reasons, and he got rid of more and more females because he was exasperated by their uselessness.

Finally without being full aware of what he had done, Charlie got rid of the last person in town, a tall redhead with green eyes and large teeth, who had made too many jokes for his taste, and then he was all alone in the vast city. A sense of his uniqueness came to him after a day or so, and having taken one of the empty cars that had been abandoned at every curb and driven from one end of town to the other without hearing or seeing anyone, Charlie reflected on his lack of foresight in using the Disintegrator so lavishly, and he understood that such a fool as he should never have had his wish granted. He then turned the muzzle of the Disintegrator on himself and pulled the trigger.

It wasn’t long before people came from other places and repopulated the city and became so involved in their own affairs that the strange disappearance of the original citizenry, never explained, was forgotten except by those periodicals perennially concerned with alien abductions and the Bermuda Triangle.

Some kid found the Disintegrator where it had fallen on Charlie’s disappearance, and he pointed it at his friends, a stray dog, and so on, and pressed the trigger, but aside from the clicking noise, nothing happened. He was still too young to have any really passionate wishes.



A Biography of Thomas Berger

Thomas Louis Berger (1924–2014) was an American novelist best known for his picaresque classic, Little Big Man (1964). His other works include Arthur Rex (1978), Neighbors (1980), and The Feud (1983), which was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize.

Berger was born in Cincinnati, Ohio, the son of Thomas Charles, a public school business manager, and Mildred (née Bubbe) Berger. Berger grew up in the town of Lockland, Ohio, and one of his first jobs was working at a branch of the public library while in high school. After a brief period in college, Berger enlisted in the army in 1943 and served in Europe during World War II. His experiences with a medical unit in the American occupation zone of postwar Berlin inspired his first novel, Crazy in Berlin (1958). This novel introduced protagonist Carlo Reinhart, who would appear in several more novels.

In 1946, Berger reentered college at the University of Cincinnati, earning a bachelor’s degree two years later. In 1948, he moved to New York City and was hired as librarian of the Rand School of Social Science. While enrolled in a writer's workshop at the nearby New School for Social Research, Berger met artist Jeanne Redpath; they married in 1950. He subsequently entered Columbia University as a graduate student in English literature, but left the program after a year and a half without taking a degree. He next worked at the New York Times Index; at Popular Science Monthly as an associate editor; and, for a decade, as a freelance copy editor for book publishers.

Following the success of Rinehart in Love (1962), Berger was named a Dial Fellow. In 1965, he received the Western Heritage Award and the Richard and Hinda Rosenthal Award of the National Institute of Arts and Letters for Little Big Man (1964), the success of which allowed him to write full time. In 1970, Little Big Man was made into an acclaimed film, directed by Arthur Penn and starring Dustin Hoffman and Faye Dunaway.

Following his job as Esquire’s film critic from 1972 to 1973, Berger became a writer in residence at the University of Kansas in 1974. One year later, he became a Distinguished Visiting Professor at Southampton College, and went on to lecture at Yale University and the University of California, Davis.

Berger’s work continued to appear on the big screen. His novel Neighbors (1980) was adapted for a 1981 film starring John Belushi and Dan Aykroyd. In 1984, his novel The Feud (1983) was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize; in 1988, it too was made into a movie. His thriller Meeting Evil (1992) was adapted as a 2012 film starring Samuel L. Jackson and Luke Wilson.

In 1999, Berger published The Return of Little Big Man, a sequel to his literary classic. His most recent novel, Adventures of the Artificial Woman, was published in 2004.

Berger lived in New York’s Hudson Valley.
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In 1966, two years after he wrote Little Big Man, Berger stands at Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, the site of Custer’s last stand in 1876. This was Berger’s first visit to the famous battlefield.
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This black-and-white image became the readers’ vision of Berger: dark and esoteric. (Photo courtesy of Gerry Bauer.)
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A snapshot of Berger with his friend Zulkifar Ghose, taken in midtown Manhattan in the summer of 1974. (Photo courtesy of Betty Sue Flowers.)
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This marked-up manuscript page comes from a story called “Gibberish,” from Berger’s original short story collection Abnormal Occurrences.
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In this 1984 letter to his agent, Don Congdon, Berger tells Congdon that he was mentioned on The David Susskind Show, a television talk show.
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In this 1997 letter, Berger writes to Roger Donald, his editor at Little, Brown, about characters, props, and plot points in The Return of Little Big Man.
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In 1997, Berger wrote to Congdon about communications from Michael Korda, editor in chief of the publisher Simon & Schuster, and Donald.
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Dear Don, 26 November 1997

My response to Michael Korda's request that
I read a novel he has edited is precisely the
same as his when asked for a bid on The Return
of Little Big Man.

I dropped Roger a line at his Bklyn HO, telling
him of the current state of the work-in-progress,
and he phoned me with some entertaining anecdotes
about his cross-country drive. When he told me he
hoped that Time-Warner would buy the movie rights
to RLBM, I said, "But would they pay top dollar
with an in-house deal?” "They would,” said he,”with

your agent}”

Best,

Trn
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factor.

The truth was that in all but a very few extremities, no re-
sponse whatever was the most semsible and usually the most effective
technigue--if the word could be used to refer to the lack of some-
thing. By .now Phipps was so good at this as to continue to walk
on when he saw two men fighting each other with knives at the
mouth of an alleyway not fax from his office. Had he subsequently
encountered a policeman, he would not have failed to mention this
event. As it was, being unarmed and not vested with any official
law-enforcement authority, he had dome nothing whatever.

On the bus ride to work he typically exchanged conversation

) N
i o ony R o o Ty

_—

A mutually maintained silence was nowadays the most civilized

arrangement one could expect in public. In the same spirit Phipps
usually managed even to avoid overhearing the conversations of
other passengeys if such there were in his vicinity. But oni/the
morning at %ﬁ."ﬁe was not so fortunate-wor deft. The two persons
in the seat just ahead of him were arguing, not loudly but with
shared intensity. H
He could hear them very clearly, yet what they said had no
meaning for him. If they were speaking in a foreign language,
he could not begin to identify it even by family: Latin, Slavic,
Oriental . . .

“Bet hunan vilmin hupergong bubfile," said the woman, whose

hair was short and cut smartly above small but assertive earrings.
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accompanies Bat Masterson on a mission to rescue
a thug from an arrest in Nebraska, in which enter-
prise they are assisted by none other than Buffalo
Bill Cody, ‘and all concerned are drunk throughout.
This too is historical, except of course for the

presence of Mr. Crabb.

Copy to D. Congdon





OEBPS/Berger_ArthurRex_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image5.jpg
Trouas BERGBR

Pear Don, 9 July 1984

On his TV show last night, David Susskind
had a long interview with David Ogilvy, the
ronowned advertising man,who has just published
a book priced at $25. Ogilvy said that for all
his supposed success in his field, he is hopeless
when it comes to money. "For example," said he,
30 you know what I get from the sale of each
book? Only fifty cents!" "You should get someone
to make your deals for you," Susskind £old him.
“Someone like Don Congdon. But don't get Swifty
Tazar, who's not called Swifty for nothing. He'd
get you twénty-four aut of ewery twengy+five
dollars, but everybody would hate you for it."
Latoer on, Susskind recommended Kathy Robbins.

In the conviction that you were not watching
Tv last night but rather doing something really
dunb, like reading a book, I pass this along.

Best,

/
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Dear Roger, 28 July 1997

Your three suggestions are very good,
and though that concerning Dora Hand will probably
not be acted on--for Miss Hand is historical and
that she was a trollop is only hypothetical--I
might give Klaus Kappelhaus more dialogue, should
there be room for it in a narrative of which these
202 pages represent only about a third of the work
when completed. But you couldn't be closer to the
money when asking for more of Amandal Be assured th.
you will see her again, in another venue and & new
role.

I am pleased to hear that your lodge gives
you shelter from the wind and rain and the snows
of winter. May it stand as firmly as the mountains
and as long as the grass grows. I'll spare you the
.rest of the lengthy oration at this point but will
be sure to deliver it, in the appropriate falsetto,
at our next lunch, seven years hence if all goes
well.

$8W make a good weapon, though the “Ameri-
can” carried by Jack Crabb in '71 in Kansas City
was apt to jam, according to Wild Bill. No doubt th(
have identified and whipped the problem by now. In
Maine there's a theory that a bear cannot run fast
on a descent. Perhaps,so as not to upset Rep. Charl
Schumer, Diana could first try a downhill dash be-
fore emptying the cylinder of the Ladies Special at
an ursine pursuer.

Yours,

T

PS: Jack does not go to Tombstone immediately after
his departure from the Indian school. First he
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