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 FOREWORD

Each major advance in the technology of communication
or transportation has brought profound transformations and
dislocations to human society. The invention of writing, of the
semaphore, of wheeled vehicles, of the telegraph, of aircraft and
automobiles—the consequences to humanity have been great in each
instance and can easily be identified. In our own time the pace of
advance in these fields has intensified, with an equivalent
increase in effect. Social change comes instantly when a riot or an
assassination can be beamed almost simultaneously to television
viewers on six continents; the advent of the communications relay
satellite has had an extraordinary impact on the techniques of
social protest throughout the world, for ideas now spread in
minutes where once they were carried in generations. Similarly,
with cheap jet travel placing virtually the entire planet within
the reach of tourists, the possibilities for worldwide epidemics
and plagues have become vastly greater than they were only twenty
years ago; no part of the world is safe from contamination in the
Boeing era. And so forth.

The science-fiction writer customarily generates his
ideas by extending contemporary social or scientific conditions to
their ultimate implications. Let the authors brought together for
this project consider the final refinement of the process of
globe-shrinking that has been going on since Neolithic times.
Suppose it were possible, technologically and economically, to
transport oneself to any point on the earth’s surface in virtually
instantaneous travel? What sort of society would develop where
Arabia is an eye blink away from Brooklyn, where one can step from
Calcutta to the Grand Canyon between two heartbeats? Let the
author, if he can, visualize for us how such a transport system
might work—but let him concern himself, primarily, with the effects
it would have on the texture and quality of human life.

And if the author wishes to indulge a taste for
fantasy, let him extend the transportation revolution to its true
ultimate, by picturing a world in which not only all of space but
all of time as well is readily accessible. We believe, of course,
that time-travel is a logical impossibility; but the mathematical
objections to such magic-carpet flitting are less rigorous than
they were a few decades back, and in any case, an exercise of the
imagination need not confine itself only to what seems possible in
our own day. Let us, then, have trips in time as well as in space,
if the writer is inclined to such a complication: a quick passport
not merely from Brooklyn to Arabia but to Arabia in the time of
Mohammed, tours to the dawn of history or to the end of time,
chargeable on any major credit card. Again, let the author
concentrate on the effects society feels: If all things are
possible, if all gates stand open, what sort of world will we
have?

—Robert Silverberg


 INTRODUCTION

These three stories appear in print here for the
first time. Their authors, all winners of science fiction’s highest
awards, were shown the Foreword by Robert Silverberg and were asked
to transform his ideas into fiction. Each writer worked completely
independently of the others. As a result, they have produced a trio
of short novels displaying the variety and scope that three
outstanding literary craftsmen can bring to the same basic
concept.


 FLASH CROWD

by Larry Niven

Larry Niven is a young Californian who made a
spectacular science-fiction debut in 1965 with his first novel,
World of Ptavvs. It established him immediately as a rarity
among new s-f writers—one whose strongest point is his ability to
wring the maximum of conceptual implication from an idea. That
skill, coupled with his brisk and vivid storytelling, has made him
a favorite among readers. He collected a Hugo award in 1967 for his
short story, “Neutron Star,” and in 1971 his novel Ringworld
achieved the unusual trick of carrying off both of science
fiction’s high awards, the Hugo and the Nebula.

 

I

From edge to edge and for all of its length, from
Central Los Angeles through Beverly Hills and West Los Angeles and
Santa Monica to the sea, Wilshire Boulevard was a walkway.

Once there had been white lines on concrete, and
raised curbs to stop the people from interfering with the cars. Now
the lines were gone, and much of the concrete was covered with soil
and grass. There were even a few trees. Concrete strips had been
left for bicycles, and wider places for helicopters carrying cargo
too big for the displacement booths.

Wilshire was wide for a walkway. People seemed to hug
the edges, even those on bikes and motor skates. A boulevard built
for cars was too big for mere people.

Outlines of the street still showed through. Ridges
in the grass marked where curbs had been, with breaks where there
had been driveways. Some stretches in Westwood had a concrete
center divider. The freeway ramps were unchanged and unused.
Someday the city would do something about them.

 

Jerryberry Jansen lived in what had been a seaside
motel halfway between Bakersfield and San Francisco. On long-ago
summer nights the Shady Rest had been packed with transients at ten
dollars a head. Now it made a dandy apartment house, with swimming
pool and everything, including a displacement booth outside the
manager’s office.

There was a girl in the booth when Jerryberry left
his apartment. He glimpsed long, wavy brown hair and the shape of
her back in the instant before she disappeared. Janice Wolfe. Too
bad she hadn’t waited... but she hadn’t even seen him.

Nobody was ever around the booths long enough to say
hello to. You could meet someone by hovering outside the booths,
but what would they think?

Meeting people was for the clubs.

A displacement booth was a glass cylinder with a
rounded top. The machinery that made the magic was invisible,
buried beneath the booth. Coin slots and a telephone dial were set
into the glass at sternum level.

Jerryberry inserted his C.B.A. credit card below the
coin slots. He dialed by punching numbered buttons. Withdrawing the
credit card closed a circuit. An eye blink later he was in an
office in the Central Broadcasting Association building in downtown
Los Angeles.

The office was big and empty. Only once in an aeon
was all that empty space ever used, though several score of
newstapers saw it for a few seconds each day. One wall was lined
with displacement booths. A curved desk down at the end was
occupied by Jerryberry’s boss.

George Bailey was fat from too much sitting and
darkly tanned by the Nevada sun. He commuted to work every morning
via the long-distance booths at Los Angeles International. Today he
waved at Jerryberry without speaking. Routine, then. Jerryberry
chose one of several cameras and slung the padded strap over his
shoulder. He studied several lists of numbers posted over the table
before picking one.

He turned and moved to avoid three more newstapers
stepping out of booths. They nodded; he nodded; they passed. As he
reached for a booth door, a woman flicked in in front of him. Rush
hour. He smiled at her and stepped over to the next booth,
consulted the list, dialed, and was gone.

He had not spoken to anyone that morning.

 

The east end of Wilshire Boulevard was a most
ordinary T-intersection between high, blocky buildings. Jerryberry
looked around even as he was dialing. Nothing newsworthy? No. He
was two blocks away and dialing.

He punched the numbered buttons with a ball-point pen
when he remembered. Nonetheless, his index finger was
calloused.

The streets of the inner city were empty, this early.
In a minute or so Jerryberry was in sight of the freeway. He
stepped out of the booth to watch trucks and bulldozers covering
this part of the Pasadena-Harbor Freeway with topsoil. Old machines
find new use—but others were covering the event. He moved on.

The booths were all identical. He might have been in
a full-vision theater, watching scenes flick around him. He was
used to the way things jerked about. He flicked west on Wilshire,
waiting for something to happen.

It was a cheap, effective way to gather news. At a
chocolate dollar per jump per man, C.B.A. could afford to support a
score of wandering newstapers in addition to the regular staff.
They earned low salaries, plus a bonus for each news item, plus a
higher bonus per item used. The turnover was high. It had been
higher before C.B.A. learned not to jumble the numbers at random.
An orderly progression down a single street was easier on the mind
and nerves.

Jerryberry Jansen knew every foot of Wilshire. At
twenty-eight he was old enough to remember cars and trucks and
traffic lights. When the city changed, it was the streets that had
changed most.

He watched Wilshire change as he dialed.

At the old hat-shaped Brown Derby they were
converting the parking lot into a miniature golf course. About time
they did something with all that wasted space. He queried Bailey,
but Bailey wasn’t interested.

The Miracle Mile was a landscaped section. Suddenly
there were people: throngs of shoppers, so thick that many
preferred to walk a block instead of waiting for a booth. They
seemed stratified, with the older people hugging the curbs and the
teens taking the middle of the street. Jerryberry had noticed it
before. As a child he’d been trained to cross only in the
crosswalks, with the light. Sometimes his training came back, and
he found himself looking both ways before he could step out from
the curb.

He moved on, west, following the list of numbers that
was his beat.

 

The mall had been a walkway when displacement booths
were no more than a theorem in quantum mechanics. Dips in the walk
showed where streets had crossed, but the Santa Monica Mall had
always been a sanctuary for pedestrians and window-shoppers. Here
were several blocks of shops and restaurants and theaters, low
buildings that did not block the sky.

Displacement booths were thick here. People swarmed
constantly around and in and out of them. Some travelers carried
fold-up bicycles. Many wore change purses. From noon onward there
was always the tension of too many people trying to use the same
space for the same purpose.

The argument started outside Penney’s Department
Store. At the time one could see only that the police officer was
being firm and the woman—middle-aged, big, and brawny—was screaming
at the top of her lungs. A crowd grew, not because anyone gave a
damn but because the two were blocking the walkway. People had to
stream around them.

Some of them stopped to see what was happening. Many
later remembered hearing the policeman repeating, “Madam, I place
you under arrest on suspicion of shoplifting. Anything you say—” in
a voice that simply did not carry. If the officer had used his
shock-stick then, nothing more would have happened. Maybe. Then
again, he might have been mobbed. Already the crowd blocked the
entire mall, and too many of them were shouting—genial or sarcastic
suggestions, random insults, and a thousand variations of “Get out
of my way!” and “I can’t, you idiot!”—for any to be heard at
all.

At 12:55 Jerryberry Jansen flicked in and looked
quickly about him while his hands were reinserting his credit card.
His eyes registered the ancient shops at the end of the mall and
lingered a moment on the entrance to Romanoff’s. Anyone newsworthy?
Sometimes they came, the big names, for the cuisine or the
publicity. No?—passed on, jumped to the crowd in front of Penney’s
two blocks down.

There were booths nearer, but he didn’t know the
numbers offhand. Jerryberry picked up his card and stepped out of
the booth. He signaled the studio but didn’t bother to report.
Circumstantial details he could give later. But he turned on his
camera, and the event was now... real.

He jogged the two blocks. Whatever was happening
might end without him.

A young, bemused face turned at Jerryberry’s hail.
“Excuse me, sir. Can you tell me how this started?”

“Nope. Sorry. I just got here,” said the young man,
and he strolled off. He would be edited from the tape. But other
heads were turning, noticing the arrival of—

A lean young man with an open, curious, friendly
face, topped by red-blond hair curly as cotton. A tiny mike at his
lips, a small plug in one ear, a coin purse at his belt. In his
hands, a heavy gyrostabilized teevee camera equipped with a
directional mike.

A newstaper. One pair of eyes turned for an instant
too long. The woman swung her purse. The policeman’s arm came up
too late to block the purse, which bounced solidly off his head.
Something heavy in that purse.

The policeman dropped.

Things happened very fast.

Jerryberry talked rapidly to himself while he panned
the camera. Occasional questions in his earpiece did not interrupt
the flow of his report, though they guided it. The gyrostabilized
camera felt like a live thing in his hands. It followed the woman
with the heavy purse as she pushed her way through the crowd, shot
Jerryberry a venomous look, and ran for a displacement booth. It
watched someone break a jeweler’s window, snatch up a handful of
random jewelry, and run. The directional mike picked up the scream
of an alarm.

The police officer was still down.

Jerryberry went to help him. It occurred to him that
of those present, the policeman was most likely to know what had
been going on. The voice in his earpiece told him that others were
on their way, even as his eye found them leaving the booths: faces
he knew on men carrying cameras like his own. He knelt beside the
policeman.

“Officer, can you tell me what happened?”

The uniformed man looked up with hurt, bewildered
eyes. He said something that the directional mike picked up, but
Jerry berry’s ears lost it in the crowd noise. He heard it later on
the news. “Where’s my hat?”

Jerryberry repeated, “What happened here?” while a
dozen C.B.A. men around him were interviewing the crowd, and police
were pouring out of the displacement booths. The flow of blue
uniforms looked like far more than they were. They had to use their
shock-sticks to get through the crowd.

Some of the spectators-shoppers-strollers had decided
to leave. A wise decision, but impractical. The nearest booths
could not be used at all. They held passengers cased in glass, each
trying to get his door open against the press of the mob. Every few
seconds one would give up and flick out, and another trapped
passenger would be pushing at the door.

For blocks around, there was no way to get into a
displacement booth. As fast as anyone left a booth, someone else
would flick in. Most were nondescript citizens who came to gape. A
few carried big cardboard rectangles carelessly printed in
fluorescent colors, often with the paint still wet. A different
few, nondescript otherwise, had rocks in their pockets.

For Jerryberry, kneeling above the felled policeman
and trying to get audible sense out of him, it all seemed to
explode. He looked up, and it was a riot.

“It’s a riot,” he said, awed. The directional mike
picked it up.

The crowd surged, and he was moving. He looked back,
trying to see if the policeman had gained his feet. If he hadn’t,
he could be hurt... but the crowd surged away. In this mob there
was no conservation of matter; there were sources and sinks in it,
and today all the sinks were sources. The flow had to go
somewhere.

A young woman pushed herself close to Jerryberry. Her
eyes were wide; her hair was wild. A kind of rage, a kind of joy,
made her face a battlefield. “Legalize direct-current stimulus!”
she screamed at him. She lunged and caught the snout of
Jerryberry’s camera and mike and pulled it around to face her.
“Legalize wireheading!”

Jerryberry wrenched the camera free. He turned it
toward the big display window in Penney’s. The glass was gone. Men
crawled in the display window, looting. Jerryberry held the camera
high, taking pictures of them over the bobbing heads. He had the
scene for a moment—and then three signs shot up in front of the
camera. One said “TANSTAAFL,” and one bore a mushroom cloud and the
words “POWER CORRUPTS!” and Jerryberry never read the third because
the crowd surged again and he had to scramble to keep his feet.
There were men and women and children being trampled here. He could
be one of them.

How had it happened? He’d seen it all, but he didn’t
understand.

He tried to keep the camera over his head. He got a
big brawny hairy type carrying a stack of teevees under his arm,
half a dozen twenty-inch sets almost an inch thick. The thief saw
the camera facing him and the solemn face beneath, and he roared
and lunged toward Jerryberry.

Jerryberry abruptly realized that there were people
here who would not want to be photographed. The big man had dropped
his teevees and was plowing toward him with murder on his face.
Jerryberry had to drop his camera to get away. When he looked back,
the big man was smashing the camera against a lamp post.

Idiot. The scene was on tape now, in the C.B.A.
buildings in Los Angeles and in Denver.

The riot splashed outward. Jerryberry perforce went
with it. He concentrated on keeping his feet.

II

The explosive growth of the mall riot has taken
law-enforcement agencies by surprise. Police have managed to hold
the perimeter and are letting people through the lines, but
necessarily in small numbers....

The screen showed people being filtered through a
police blockade, one at a time. They looked tired, stunned. One had
two pockets full of stolen wristwatches. He did not protest when
they confiscated the watches and led him away. A blank-eyed girl
maintained a death grip on a rough wooden stick glued to a
cardboard rectangle. The cardboard was crumpled and torn, the
Day-Glo colors smeared.

Meanwhile all displacement booths in the area have
been shut down from outside. The enclosed area includes fourteen
city blocks. Viewers are warned away from the following areas....
These scenes were taken by C.B.A. helicopter....

Most of the street lights were out. Those left cast
monstrous shadows through the mall. Orange flames flickered in the
windows of a furniture store. Diminutive figures, angered by
spotlights in the helicopter, pointed and shouted silently into the
camera viewpoint. The deep, earnest voice went on: We are
getting no transmissions from inside the affected area. A dozen
C.B.A. newsmen and an undisclosed number of police in the area have
not been heard from...

Many of the rioters are armed. A C.B.A. helicopter
was shot down early today but was able to crash-land beyond the
perimeter. Close shot of a helicopter smashed against a brick
wall. Two men being carried out on stretchers, in obvious haste.
The source of weapons is not known. Police conjecture that they
may have been looted from Kerr’s Sport Shop, which has a branch in
the mall...

How did it all start?

The square brown face looking out of the tridee
screen was known throughout the English-speaking world. When news
was good, that wide mouth would smile enormously, the filter
cigarette in the middle of it smoldering delicately between white
front teeth. It was not smiling now. That expression was more
earnest; it was shaken.

Jerryberry Jansen looked back with no expression at
all.

He had thrown away his camera and seen it destroyed.
He had dropped his coin purse and ear mike into a trash can. Not
being a newsman was a good idea during the mall riot. Now, an hour
after the police had let him through, he was still wandering
aimlessly. He had no goal. Almost, he had thrown away his
identity.

He stood in front of an appliance-store window,
watching teevee. The deep, precise voice of Wash Evans was audible
through the glass—barely.

How did it all start?

Evans vanished, and Jerryberry watched scenes taken
by his own camera. A milling crowd, mostly trying to get past a
disturbance... a blue-uniformed man, a brawny woman with a heavy
purse... The officer was trying to arrest a suspected
shoplifter, who has not been identified, when this man appeared on
the scene....

Picture of Jerryberry Jansen, camera held high,
caught in the view of another C.B.A. camera.

Barry Jerome Jansen, a roving newstaper. It was he
who reported the disturbance (The woman swung her purse. The
policeman went down, his arms half-raised as if to hide his head.)
and reported it as a riot, to this man. Bailey, at his desk
in the C.B.A building. Jerryberry twitched. Sooner or later he
would have to report to Bailey. And explain where his camera had
gone.

He’d picked up some good footage, and it was being
used. A string of bonuses waiting for him... unless Bailey docked
him for the cost of the camera....

George Lincoln Bailey sent in a crew to cover the
disturbance. He also put the report on teevee, practically live,
editing it as it came. At this point anyone with a teevee, anywhere
in the United States, could see the violence being filmed by a
dozen veteran C.B.A. newstapers.

The square dark face returned. And then it all
blew up. The population of the mall expanded catastrophically, and
they all started breaking things. Why? Wash Evans flashed a
white grin with a cigarette in it. Well, it seems that there are
people who like riots.

Jerryberry cocked his head. He had never heard it put
quite like that.

Now, that seems silly. Who would want to be caught
in a riot? Wash Evans had long, expressive fingers with pink
nails. He began ticking off items on his fingers. First, more
police, to stop what’s being reported as a riot. Second, more
newstapers. Third, anyone who wants publicity. On the screen
behind Wash Evans signs shot out of a sea of moving heads. A girl’s
face swelled enormously, so close she seemed all mouth, and
shrieked, “Legalize wireheading!”

Anyone with a cause. Anyone who wants the ear of the
public. There are newsmen here, man! And cameras! And
publicity!

Behind Evans the scene jumped. That was Angela Monk
coming out of a displacement booth! Angela Monk, the semi-porno
movie actress, very beautiful in a dress of loose-mesh net made
from white braided yarn, very self-possessed in the split second
before she saw what she’d flicked into. She tried to dodge back
inside and to hell with the free coverage. A yell went up; hands
pulled the door open before she could dial again; other hands
pulled her out.

Then there are people who have never seen a riot in
person. A lot of them came. What they think about it now is
something else again.

Now, all of these might not be a big fat
percentage of the public. How many people would be dumb enough to
come watch a riot? But that little percentage, they all came at
once, from all over the United States and some other places, too.
And the more there were, the bigger the crowd got, the louder it
got—the better it looked to the looters. Evans folded down his
remaining finger. And the looters came from everywhere, too.
These days you can get from anywhere to anywhere in three
flicks.

Scenes shifted in Evans’s background. Store windows
being smashed, a subdued wail of sirens. A C.B.A helicopter
thrashing about in midair. An ape of a man carrying stolen tridees
under one arm. Evans looked soberly out at his audience. So
there you have it. An unidentified shoplifting suspect, a roving
newsman who reported a minor disturbance as a riot—

“Good God!” Jerryberry Jansen was jolted completely
awake. “They’re blaming me!”

 

“They’re blaming me, too,” said George Bailey. He ran
his hands through his hair, glossy shoulder-length white hair that
grew in a fringe around a dome of suntanned scalp. “You’re second
in the chain. I’m tired. If only they could find the woman who hit
the cop!”

“They haven’t?”

“Not a sign of her. Jansen, you look like hell.”

“I should have changed suits. This one’s been through
a riot.” Jerryberry’s laugh sounded forced, and was. “I’m glad you
waited. It must be way past your quitting time.”

“Oh, no. We’ve been in conference all night. We only
broke up about twenty minutes ago. Damn Wash Evans anyway! Have you
heard—”

“I heard some of it.”

“A couple of the directors want to fire him. Not
unlike the ancient technique of using gasoline to put out a fire.
There were some even wilder suggestions.... Have you seen a
doctor?”

“I’m not hurt. Just bruised... and tired, and hungry,
come to think of it. I lost my camera.”

“You’re lucky you got out alive.”

“I know.”

George Bailey seemed to brace himself. “I hate to be
the one to tell you. We’re going to have to let you go,
Jansen.”

“What? You mean fire me?”

“Yah. Public pressure. I won’t make it pretty for
you. Wash Evans’s instant documentary has sort of torn things open.
It seems you caused the mall riot. It would be nice if we could say
we fired you for it.”

“But—but I didn’t!”

“Yes, you did. Think about it.” Bailey wasn’t looking
at him. “So did I. C.B.A. may have to fire me, too.”

“Now—” Jerryberry stopped and started over—“now wait
a minute. If you’re saying what I think you’re saying.... But what
about freedom of the press?”

“We talked about that, too.”

“I didn’t exaggerate what was happening. I reported
a—a disturbance. When it turned into a riot, I called it a
riot. Did I lie about anything? Anything?”

“Oh, in a way,” Bailey said in a tired voice. “You’ve
got your choice about where to point that camera. You pointed it
where there was fighting, didn’t you? And I picked out the most
exciting scenes. When we both finished, it looked like a small
riot. Fighting everywhere! Then everyone who wanted to be in the
middle of a small riot came flicking in, just like Evans said, and
in thirty seconds we had a large riot.

“You know what somebody suggested? A time limit on
news. A law against reporting anything until twenty-four hours
after it happens. Can you imagine anything sillier? For ten
thousand years the human race has been working to send news farther
and faster, and now.... Oh, hell, Jansen, I don’t know about
freedom of the press. But the riot’s still going on, and everyone’s
blaming you. You’re fired.”

“Thanks.” Jerryberry surged out of his chair on what
felt like the last of his strength. Bailey moved just as fast, but
by the time he got around the desk, Jerryberry was inside a booth,
dialing.

He stepped out into a warm black night. He felt sick
and miserable and very tired. It was two in the morning. His paper
suit was torn and crumpled and clammy.

George Bailey stepped out of the booth behind
him.

“Thought so. Now, Jansen, let’s talk sense.”

“How did you know I’d be here?”

“I had to guess you’d come straight home. Jansen, you
won’t suffer for this. You may make money on it. C.B.A. wants an
exclusive interview on the riot, your viewpoint. Thirty-five
hundred bucks.”

“Screw that.”

“In addition, there’s two weeks’ severance pay and a
stack of bonuses. We used a lot of your tape. And when this blows
over, I’m sure we’ll want you back.”

“Blows over, huh?”

“Oh, it will. News gets stale awfully fast these
days. I know. Jansen, why don’t you want thirty-five hundred
bucks?”

“You’d play me up as the man who started the mall
riot. Make me more valuable.... Wait a minute. Who have you got in
mind for the interview?”

“Who else?”

“Wash Evans!”

“He’s fair. You’d get your say.” Bailey considered
him. “Let me know if you change your mind. You’d have a chance to
defend yourself, and you’d get paid besides.”

“No chance.”

“All right.” Bailey went.

III

For Eric Jansen and his family, displacement booths
came as a disaster.

At first he didn’t see it that way. He was
twenty-eight (and Barry Jerome Jansen was three) when JumpShift,
Inc., demonstrated the augmented tunnel diode effect on a lead
brick. He watched it on television. He found the prospects
exciting.

Eric Jansen had never worked for a salary. He wrote.
Poetry and articles and a few short stories, highly polished,
admired by a small circle of readers, sold at infrequent intervals
to low-paying markets that he regarded as prestigious. His money
came from inherited stocks. If he had invested in JumpShift
then—but millions could tell that sad story. It was too risky
then.

He was thirty-one when commercial displacement booths
began to be sold for cargo transport. He was not caught napping.
Many did not believe that the magic could work until suddenly the
phenomenon was changing their world. But Eric Jansen looked into
the phenomenon very carefully.

He found that there was an inherent limitation on the
augmented tunnel diode effect. Teleportation over a difference in
altitude made for drastic temperature changes: a drop of seven
degrees Fahrenheit for every mile upward, and vice versa, due to
conservation of energy. Conservation of momentum, plus the rotation
of the Earth, put a distance limit on lateral travel. A passenger
flicking east would find himself kicked upward by the difference
between his velocity and the Earth’s. Flicking west, he would be
slapped down. North and south, he would be kicked sideways.

Cargo and passenger displacement booths were
springing up in every city in America, but Eric Jansen knew that
they would always be restricted to short distances. Even a ten-mile
jump would be bumpy. A passenger flicking halfway around the
equator would have to land running—at half a mile per second.

JumpShift stock was sky-high. Eric Jansen decided it
must be overpriced.

He considered carefully, then made his move.

He sold all of his General Telephone stock. If anyone
wanted to talk to someone, he would just go, wouldn’t he? A
displacement booth took no longer than a phone call.

He tried to sell his General Motors, wisely, but
everyone else wisely made the same decision, and the price fell
like a dead bird. At least he got something back on the stock he
owned in motorcycle and motor-scooter companies. Later he regretted
that. It developed that people rode motorcycles and scooters for
fun. Now, with the streets virtually empty, they were buying more
than ever.

Still, he had fluid cash—and the opportunity to make
a killing.

Airline stock had dropped with other forms of
transportation. Before the general public could realize its
mistake, Eric Jansen invested every dime in airlines and aircraft
companies.

The first displacement booths in any city were links
to the airport. That lousy half-hour drive from the center of town,
the heavy taxi fare in, were gone forever. And the booths couldn’t
compete with the airlines themselves!

Of course you still had to check in early—and the
planes took off only at specified times....

What it amounted to was that plane travel was made
easier, but short-distance travel via displacement booth was
infinitely easier (infinitely—try dividing any ten-minute drive by
zero). And planes still crashed. Cassettes had copped the
entertainment market, so that television was mostly news these
days; you didn’t have to go anywhere to find out what was
happening. Just turn on the TV.

A plane flight wasn’t worth the hassle.

As for the telephone stock, people still made
long-distance calls. They tended to phone first before they went
visiting. They would give out a phone-booth number, whereas they
would not give out a displacement-booth number.

The airlines survived, somehow, but they paid
rock-bottom dividends. Barry Jerome Jansen grew up poor in the
midst of a boom period. His father hated the displacement booths
but used them, because there was nothing else.

Jerryberry accepted that irrational hatred as part of
his father’s personality. He did not share it. He hardly noticed
the displacement booths. They were part of the background. The
displacement booths were the most important part of a newstaper’s
life, and still he hardly noticed their existence.

Until the day they turned on him.

IV

In the morning there were messages stored in his
phone. He heard them out over breakfast.

Half a dozen news services and tapezines wanted
exclusives on the riot. One call was from Bailey at C.B.A. The
price had gone up to four thousand. The others did not mention
price, but one was from Playboy.

That gave him furiously to think. Playboy paid
high, and they liked unpopular causes.

Three people wanted to murder him. On two of them the
teevee was blanked. The third was a graying dowdy woman, all fat
and hate and disappointed hopes, who showed him a kitchen knife and
started to tell him what she wanted to do with it. Jerryberry cut
her off, shuddering. He wondered if any of them could possibly get
hold of his displacement-booth number.

There was a check in the mail. Severance pay and
bonuses from C.B.A. So that was that.

He was setting the dishes in the dishwasher when the
phone rang. He hesitated, then decided to answer.

It was Janice Wolfe—a pretty oval face, brown eyes, a
crown of long, wavy, soft brown hair—and not an anonymous killer.
She lost her smile as she saw him. “You look grim. Could you use
some cheering up?”

“Yes!” Jerryberry said fervently. “Come on over.
Apartment six, booth number—”

“I live here, remember?”

He laughed. He’d forgotten. You got used to people
living anywhere and everywhere. George Bailey lived in Nevada; he
commuted to work every morning in three flicks, using the
long-distance displacement booths at Las Vegas and Los Angeles
International airports.

Those long-distance booths had saved the
airlines—after his father had dribbled away most of his stocks to
feed his family. They had been operating only two years. And come
to think of it—

Doorbell.

Over coffee he told Janice about the riot. She
listened sympathetically, asking occasional questions to draw him
out. At first Jerryberry tried to talk entertainingly, until he
realized, first, that she wasn’t indulging in a spectator sport,
and second, that she knew all about the riot already.

She knew he’d been fired, too. “That’s why I called.
They put it on the morning news,” she told him.

“It figures.”

“What are you going to do now?”

“Get drunk. Alone if I have to. Would you like to
spend a lost weekend with me?”

She hesitated. “You’ll be bitter.”

“Yah, I probably will. Not fit to live with.... Hey,
Janice. Do you know anything about how the long-distance
displacement booths work?”

“No. Should I?”

“The mall riot couldn’t have happened without the
long-distance booths. That damn Wash Evans might at least have
mentioned the fact... except that I only just thought of it myself.
Funny. There hasn’t ever been a riot that happened that
quick.”

“I’ll come with you,” Janice decided.

“What? Good.”

“You don’t start drinking this early in the morning,
do you?”

“I guess not. Are you free today?”

“Every day, during summer. I teach school.”

“Oh. So what’ll we do? San Diego Zoo?” he suggested
at random.

“Sounds like fun.”

They made no move to get up. It felt peaceful in
Jerryberry’s tiny kitchen nook. There was still coffee.

“You could get a bad opinion of me this way. I feel
like tearing things up.”

“Go ahead.”

“I mean it.”

“Me, too,” she said serenely. “You need to tear
things up. Fine, go ahead. After that you can try to put your life
back together.”

“Just what kind of school do you teach?”

Janice laughed. “Fifth grade.”

There was quiet.

“You know what the punch line is? Wash Evans wants to
interview me! After that speech he made!”

“That sounds like a good idea,” she said
surprisingly. “Gives you a chance to give your side of the story.
You didn’t really cause the mall riot, did you?”

“No!... No. Janice, he’s just too damn good. He’d
make mincemeat of me. By the time he got through I’d be The Man Who
Caused the Mall Riot in every English-speaking country in the
world, and some others, too, because he gets translations—”

“He’s just a commentator.”

Jerryberry started to laugh.

“He makes it look so easy,” he said. “A hundred
million eyes out there, watching him, and he knows it. Have you
ever seen him self-conscious? Have you ever heard him at a loss for
words? My dad used to say it about writing, but it’s true for Wash
Evans. The hardest trick in the world is to make it look easy, so
easy that any clod thinks he can do it just as well.

“Hell, I know what caused the mall riot. The
news program, yes. He’s right, there. But the long-distance
displacement booth did it, too. Control those, and we could stop
that kind of riot from ever happening again.... But what could I
tell Wash Evans about it? What do I know about displacement
booths?”

“Well, what do you know?”

Jerryberry Jansen looked into his coffee cup for a
long time. Presently he said, “I know how to find out things. I
know how to find out who knows most about what and then go ask.
Legwork. They hammered at it in the journalism classes. I
know legwork.”

He looked up and met her eyes. Then he lunged across
the table to reach the phone.

 

“Hello? Oh, hi, Jansen. Changed your mind?”

“Yes, but—”

“Good, good! I’ll put you through to—”

“Yes, but!”

“Oh. Okay, go ahead.”

“I want some time to do some research.”

“Now, damn it, Jansen, you know that time is just
what we don’t have! Old news is no news. What kind of
research?”

“Displacement booths.”

“Why that? Never mind; it’s your business. How much
time?”

“How much can you afford?”

“Damn little.”

“Bailey, C.B.A. upped my price to four thousand this
morning. How come?”

“You didn’t see it? It’s on every screen in the
country. The rioters broke through the police line. They’ve got a
good section of Venice now, and there are about twice as many of
them, because the police didn’t shut down the displacement booths
in the area until about twenty minutes too late. Twenty minutes!”
Bailey seemed actually to be grinding his teeth. “We held off
reporting the breakthrough until they could do it. We did.
A.B.S. reported it live on all stations. That’s where all
the new rioters came from.”

“Then... it looks like the mall riot is going to last
a little longer.”

“That it does. And you want more time. Things are
working out, aren’t they?” Then, “Sorry. Those A.B.S. bastards. How
much time do you want?”

“As much as I can get. A week.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. You maybe can get
twenty-four hours, only I can’t make the decision. Why don’t you
talk to Evans himself?”

“Fine. Put him on.”

The teevee went on hold. Pale-blue flow patterns
floated upward in what had become a twenty-inch Kalliroscope.
Waiting, Jerryberry said, “If this riot gets any bigger, I could be
more famous than Hitler.”

Janice set his coffee beside him. She said, “Or Mrs.
O’Leary’s cow.”

The screen came on. “Jansen, can you get over here
right now? Wash Evans wants to talk to you in person.”

“Okay.” Jerryberry clicked off. He felt a thrumming
inside him... as if he felt the motion of the world, and the world
were spinning faster and faster. Surely things were happening
fast....

Janice said, “No lost weekend.”

“Not yet, love. Have you any idea what you’ve let me
in for? I may not sleep for days. I’ll have to find out what
teleportation is, what it does.... Where do I start?”

“Wash Evans. You’d better get moving.”

“Right.” He bolted his coffee in three swift gulps.
“Thanks. Thanks for coming over, thanks for jarring me off the
dime. We’ll see how it works out.” He went, pulling on a coat.

 

Wash Evans was five feet four inches tall. People
sometimes forgot that size was invisible in a teevee close-up. In
the middle of a televised interview, when the camera was flashing
back and forth between two angry faces, then the deep, sure voice
and the dark, mobile, expressive face of Wash Evans could be
devastatingly convincing.

Wash Evans looked up at Jerryberry Jansen and said,
“I’ve been wondering if I owe you an apology.”

“Take your time,” said Jerryberry. He finished
buttoning his coat.

“I don’t. Fact is, I psyched out the mall riot as
best I knew how, and I think I did it right. I didn’t tell the
great unwashed public you caused it all. I just told it like it
happened.”

“You left some things out.”

“All right, now we’ve got something to talk about.
Sit down.”

They sat. Their faces were level now. Jerryberry
said, “This present conversation is not for publication and is not
to be considered an interview. I have an interview to sell. I don’t
want to undercut myself.”

“I accept your terms on behalf of the network. We’ll
give you a tape of this conversation.”

“I’m making my own.” Jerryberry tapped his inside
pocket, which clicked.

Wash Evans grinned. “Of course you are, my child.
Now, what did I miss?”

“Displacement booths.”

“Well, sure. If the booths had been cut off
earlier—”

“If the booths didn’t exist.”

“You’re kidding. No, you’re not. Jansen, that’s a
wishing horse. Displacement booths are here to stay.”

“I know. But think about this. Newstapers have been
around longer than displacement booths. Roving newstapers, like
me—we’ve been using the booths since they were invented.”

“So?”

“Why didn’t the mall riot happen earlier?”

“I see what you mean. Hmm. The airport booths?”

“Yah.”

“Jansen, are you actually going to face the great
unwashed teevee public and tell them to give up long-distance
displacement booths?”

“No. I... don’t know just what I have in mind. That’s
why I want some time. I want to know more.”

“Uh-huh,” said Evans, and waited.

Jerryberry said, “Turn it around. Are you going to
try to talk the public into giving up news programs?”

“No. Maybe to put some restrictions on newstaping
practices. We’re too fast these days. A machine won’t work
without friction. Neither does a civilization.... But we’d ruin the
networks, wouldn’t we?”

“You’d cut your own throat.”

“Oh, I’d be out.” Evans mashed out a
cigarette. “Take away the news broadcasts, and they wouldn’t have
anything left to sell but educational teevee. Nothing to sell but
toys and breakfast cereal. Jansen, I don’t know.”

“Good,” said Jerryberry.

“You question my dispassionate judgment?” Evans
chuckled in his throat. “I’m on both sides. Suppose we do an
interview live, at ten tonight. That’ll give you twelve hours—”

“Twelve hours!”

“That’s enough, isn’t it? You want to research
teleportation. I want to get this in while people are still
interested in the riot. Not just for the ratings, but because we
both have something to say.” Jerryberry tried to interrupt, but
Evans overrode him. “We’ll advance you a thousand, and three more
if we do the interview. Nothing if we don’t. That’ll get you back
on time.”

Jerryberry accepted it. “One thing. Can you make
Bailey forget to cancel my C.B.A. card for a while? I may have to
do a lot of traveling.”

“I’ll tell him. I don’t know if he’ll do it.”

V

He flicked in at Los Angeles International,
off-center in a long curved row of displacement booths: upright
glass cylinders with rounded tops, no different from the booths on
any street corner. On the opposite wall, a good distance away,
large red letters said “TWA.” He stood a moment, thinking. Then he
dialed again.

He was home, at the Shady Rest. He dialed again.

He was near the end of the row—a different row, with
no curve to it. And the opposite wall bore the emblem of
United.

The terminal was empty except for one man in a blue
uniform who was waxing the floor.

Jerryberry stepped out. For upwards of a minute he
watched the line of booths. People flicked in at random. Generally
they did not even look up. They would dial a long string of
digits—sometimes making a mistake, snarling something, and starting
over—and be gone. There were so many that the booths themselves
seemed to be flickering.

He took several seconds of it on the Minox.

Beneath the United emblem was a long, long row of
empty counters with scales between them, for luggage. The terminal
was spotless—and empty, unused. Haunted by a constant flow of
ghosts.

A voice behind him said, “You want something?”

“Is there a manager’s office?”

The uniformed man pointed down an enormous length of
corridor. “The maintenance section’s down that way, where the
boarding area used to be. I’ll call ahead, let them know you’re
coming.”

The corridor was long, unnecessarily long, and it
echoed. The walk was eating up valuable time... and then an open
cart came from the other end and silently pulled up alongside him.
A straight-backed old man in a one-button business lounger said,
“Hello. Want a ride?”

“Thanks.” Jerryberry climbed aboard. He handed over
his C.B.A. credit card. “I’m doing some research for a—a
documentary of sorts. What can you tell me about the long-distance
booths?”

“Anything you like. I’m Nils Kjerulf. I helped
install these booths, and I’ve been working on them ever
since.”

“How do they work?”

“Where do I start? Do you know how a normal booth
works?”

“Sure. The load isn’t supposed to exist at all
between the two end points. Like the electron in a tunnel diode.”
An answer right out of the science section of any tapezine. Beyond
that he could fake it.

This Nils Kjerulf was lean and ancient, with deep
smile wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. His hair was thick and
white. He said, “They had to give up that theory. When you’re
sending a load to Mars, say, you have to assume that
something exists in the ten minutes or so it takes the load
to make the trip. Conservation of energy.”

“All right. What is it?”

“For ten minutes it’s a kind of superneutrino. That’s
what they tell me. I’m not a physicist. I was in business
administration in college. A few years ago they gave me a year of
retraining so I could handle long-distance displacement machinery.
If you’re really interested in theory, you ought to ask someone at
Cape Kennedy. Here we are.”

Two escalators, one going up, one motionless. They
rode up. Jerryberry asked, “Why didn’t they build closer? Think of
all the walking we’d save.”

“You never heard a 707 taking off?”

“No.”

“Sound is only part of it. If a plane ever crashed
here, nobody would want it hitting all the main buildings at
once.”

The escalator led to two semicircular chambers. One
was empty but for a maze of chairs and couches and low partitions,
all done in old chrome and fading orange. In the other the couches
had been ripped out and replaced with instrument consoles.
Jerryberry counted half a dozen men supervising the displays.

A dim snoring sound began somewhere, like an electric
razor going in the next-door apartment. Jerryberry turned his head,
seeking. It was outside. Outside, behind a wall of windows, a tiny
single-engine plane taxied down a runway.

“Yes, we still function as an airport,” said Nils
Kjerulf. “Skydiving, sport flying, gliding. I fly some myself. The
jumbo-jet pilots used to hate us; we use up just as much landing
time as a 747. Now we’ve got the runways to ourselves.”

“I gather you were a manager somewhere.”

“Right here. I ran this terminal before anyone had
heard of teleportation. I watched it ruin us. Thirty years, Mr.
Jansen.”

“With no offense intended whatever, why did they
train a professional administrator in quantum displacement physics?
Why not the other way around?”

“There weren’t any experts where the
long-distance booths were concerned, Mr. Jansen. They’re
new.”

“What have you learned in two years? Do you still get
many breakdowns?”

“We still do. Every two weeks or so, something goes
out of synch. Then we go out of service for however long it takes
to find it and fix it—usually about an hour.”

“And what happens to the passenger?”

Kjerulf looked surprised. “Nothing. He stays where he
started—or rather, that giant neutrino we were talking about is
reflected back to the transmitter if the receiver can’t pick it up.
The worst thing that can happen is that the link to the velocity
damper could be lost, in which case—but we’ve developed safeguards
against that.

“No, the passengers just stop coming in, and we go
out of service, and the other companies take the overflow. There
isn’t any real competition between the companies any more. What’s
the point? T.W.A. and United and Eastern and the rest used to
advertise that they had better meals in flight, more comfortable
seats, prettier hostesses... like that. How long do you
spend in a displacement booth? So when we converted over, we
set the dialing system up so you just dial Los Angeles
International or whatever, and the companies get customers at
random. Everyone saves a fortune in advertising.”

“An antitrust suit—”

“Would have us dead to rights. Nobody’s done it,
because there’s no point. It works, the way we run it. Each company
has its own velocity shift damper. We couldn’t all get knocked out
at once. In an emergency I think any of the companies could handle
all of the long-distance traffic.”

“Mr. Kjerulf, what is a velocity shift damper?”

Kjerulf looked startled. Jerryberry said, “I took
journalism.”

“Ah.”

“It’s not just curiosity. My dad lost a fortune on
airline stock—”

“So did I,” said Kjerulf, half-smiling with old
pain.

“Oh?”

“Sometimes I feel I’ve sold out. The booths couldn’t
possibly compete with the airlines, could they? They wouldn’t send
far enough. Yet they ruined us.”

“My dad figured the same way.”

“And now the booths do send that far, and I’m
working for them, or they’re working for me. There wasn’t all that
much reason to build the long-distance systems at airports. Lots of
room here, of course, and an organization already set up... but
they really did it to save the airline companies.”

“A little late.”

“Perhaps. Some day they’ll turn us into a public
utility.” Kjerulf looked about the room, then called to a man
seated near the flat wall of the semicircle. “Dan!”

“Yo!” the man boomed without looking up.

“Can you spare me twenty minutes for a
public-relations job?”

The man stood up, then climbed up on his chair. He
looked slowly about the room. Jerryberry guessed that he could see
every instrument board from where he was standing. He called,
“Sure. No sweat.”

 

They took the cart back to the terminal. They entered
a booth. Jerryberry inserted his C.B.A. credit card, then waited
while Kjerulf dialed.

They were in a concrete building. Beyond large square
windows a sunlit sea of blue water heaved and splashed, almost at
floor level. Men looked around curiously, recognized Nils Kjerulf,
and turned back to their work.

“Lake Michigan. And out there—” Kjerulf pointed.
Jerryberry saw a tremendous white mass, a flattened dome, very
regular. A great softly rounded island. “—is the United Air Lines
velocity damper. All of the dampers look about like that, but they
float in different lakes or oceans. Aeroflot uses the Caspian Sea.
The T.W.A. damper is in the Gulf of Mexico.”

“Just what is it?”

“Essentially it’s a hell of a lot of soft iron
surrounded by a hell of a lot more foam plastic, enough to float
it, plus a displacement-booth receiver feeding into the iron. Look,
see it surge?”

The island rose several feet, slowly, then fell back
as slowly. Ripples moved outward and became waves as they reached
the station.

“That must have been a big load. Now, here’s how it
works. You know that the rotation of the Earth puts a limit on how
far you can send a load. If you were to shift from here to Rio de
Janeiro, say, you’d flick in moving up and sideways—mainly up,
because Rio and L.A. are almost the same distance from the
equator.

“But with the long-distance booths, the receiver
picks up the kinetic energy and shunts it to the United Air Lines
velocity damper. That big mass of iron surges up or down or
sideways until the water stops it—or someone flicks in from Rio and
the damping body stops cold.”

Jerryberry thought about it. “What about conservation
of rotation? It sounds like you’re slowing down the Earth.”

“We are. There’s nothing sacred about conservation of
rotation, except that the energy has to go somewhere. There are
pumps to send water through the damper bodies if they get too
hot.”

Jerryberry pulled out the Minox. “Mind if I take some
pictures?”

“No, go ahead.”

The Minox was a movie camera, but it would not have
the resolution of a press camera. No matter. If he had the time he
could come back... not that he thought he would. He took shots of
the men at work in the station, of Nils Kjerulf with his back to
the windows. He shot almost a minute of the great white island
itself. He was hoping it would surge; and presently it did, sinking
sideways, surging up again. Waves beat at the station. A jet of
white steam sprayed from the top of the great white mass.

“Good,” he said briskly to himself. He folded the
spidery tripod legs and dropped the camera in his pocket. He turned
to Kjerulf, who had been watching the proceedings with some
amusement. “Mr. Kjerulf, can you tell me anything about traffic
control? Is there any?”

“How do you mean? Customs?”

“Not exactly... but tell me about customs.”

“The customs terminal in Los Angeles is at T.W.A. You
haven’t been out of the country recently? No? Well, any big-city
airport has a customs terminal. In a small country there’s likely
to be just one. If you dial a number outside the country,
any country, you wind up in somebody’s customs terminal. The
booths there don’t have dials, you see. You have to cross the
customs line to dial out.”

“Clever. Are there any restrictions on traffic within
the United States?”

“No, you just drop your chocolate dollars in and
dial. Unless it’s a police matter. If the police know that
someone’s trying to leave the city, they may set up a watch in the
terminals. We can put a delay on the terminals to give a detective
time to look at a passenger’s face and see if he’s who they
want.”

“But nothing to stop passengers from coming in.”

“No, except that it’s possible to...” Kjerulf trailed
off oddly, then finished, “...turn off any booth by remote control,
from the nearest JumpShift maintenance system. What are you
thinking of, the mall riot?”

“Yah.”

There was no more to say. He left Nils Kjerulf in the
United terminal in Los Angeles. He dialed for customs.

 

For several minutes Jerryberry watched them flicking
in. There were two types:

The tourists came in couples, sometimes with a child
or two. They flicked in looking interested and harried and a little
frightened. Their clothing was outlandish and extraordinary. Before
they left the booths, they would look about them mistrustfully.
Sometimes they formed larger groups.

The businessmen traveled alone. They wore
conservative or old-fashioned clothing and carried one suitcase:
large or small, but one. They were older than the tourists. They
moved with authority, walking straight out of the booths the moment
they appeared.

At the barrier: four men in identical dark suits with
shield-shaped shoulder patches. Jerryberry was on the wrong side of
the barrier to command their attention. He was thinking of dialing
himself to Mexico and back when one of them noticed him and pegged
him as a newstaper.

His name was Gregory Scheffer. Small and round and
middle-aged, he perched on the wooden barrier and clasped one knee
in both hands. “Sure, I can talk awhile. This isn’t one of the busy
days. The only time these booths really get a workout is Christmas
and New Year and Bastille Day and like that. Look around you,” he
said, waving a pudgy hand expansively. “About four times as many
incoming as there was six months ago. I used to want to search
every bag that came through, just to be doing something. If we keep
getting more and more of them this way, we’ll need twice as many
customs people next year.”

“Why do you suppose—”

“Did you know that the long-distance booths have been
operating for two solid years? It’s only in the last six
months or so that we’ve started to get so many passengers. They had
to get used to traveling again. Look around you; look at all this
space. It used to be full, before JumpShift came along.
People have got out of the habit of traveling, that’s all there is
to it. For twenty solid years. They have to get back into it.”

“Guess so.” Jerryberry tried to remember why he was
here.

“Mr. Scheffer—”

“Greg.”

“Jerryberry. Customs’ main job is to stop smuggling,
isn’t it?”

“Well... it used to be. Now we only slow it down, and
not very damn much. Nobody in his right mind would smuggle anything
through customs. There are safer ways.”

“Oh?”

“Diamonds, for instance. Diamonds are practically
indestructible. You could rig a cargo booth in Kansas to receive
from... oh, there’s a point in the South Pacific to match anyplace
in the United States: same longitude, opposite latitude. You don’t
need a velocity damper if you put the boat in the right place.
Diamonds? You could ship in Swiss watches that way. Though that’s
pretty finicky. You’d want to pad them.”

“Good grief. You could smuggle anything you pleased,
anywhere.”

“Just about. You don’t need the ocean trick. Say you
rig a booth a mile south of the Canadian border, and another booth
a mile north. That’s not much of a jump. You can flick further than
that just in L.A. I think we’re obsolete,” said Scheffer. “I think
smuggling laws are obsolete. You won’t publish this?”

“I won’t use your name.”

“I guess that’s okay.”

“Can you get me over to the incoming booths? I want
to take some pictures.”

“What for?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

“Let’s see some ID.” Gregory Scheffer didn’t trust
evasive answers. The incoming booths were in his jurisdiction. He
studied the C.B.A. card for a few seconds and suddenly said,
“Jansen! Mall riot!”

“Right.”

“What was it like?”

Jerryberry invested half a minute telling him. “So
now I’m trying to find out how it got started. If there were some
way to stop all of those people from pouring in like that—”

“You won’t find it here. Look, a dozen passengers and
we’re almost busy. A thousand people suddenly pour through those
booths, and what would we do? Hide under something, that’s what
we’d do.”

“I still want to see the incoming booths.”

Scheffer thought it over, shrugged, and let him
through. He stood at Jerryberry’s shoulder while Jerryberry used
his eye and his camera.

The booth was just like a street-corner booth, except
for the blank metal face where a dial would be. “I don’t know
what’s underneath,” Scheffer told him. “For all of me, it’s just
like any other booth. How much work would it be to leave off the
dial?”

Which made sense. But it was no help at all.

VI

They tape the Tonight Show at two in the
afternoon.

Twenty minutes into it, the first guest is lolling at
his ease, just rapping, talking off the top of his head, ignoring
the probable hundred million eyes behind the cameras. This is a
valuable knack, and rare. Tonight’s first guest is a series
hero in a science-fiction tapezine.

He is saying, “Have you ever seen a red tide? It’s
thick down at Hermosa Beach. I was there this weekend. In
the daytime it’s just dirty water, muddy-looking, and it smells.
But at night...”

This enthusiasm that can reach through a teevee
screen to touch fifty million minds, this enthusiasm is in no way
artificial. He means it. He only expresses it better than most men.
He leans forward in his chair; his eyes blaze; there is harsh
tension in his voice. “The breakers glow like churning blue fire!
Those plankton are fluorescent. And they’re all through the wet
sand. Walk across it, it flashes blue light under your feet! Kick
it, scuff your feet through it, it lights up. Throw a handful of
sand, it flashes where it hits! The light isn’t just on the
surface. Stamp your foot, you can see the structure of the sand by
the way it flares. You’ve got to see it to believe it,” he
says.

They will run the tape starting at eight thirty
tonight.

VII

Standard booths: how standardized?

Who makes them besides JumpShift? Monopoly? How
extensive?

Skip spaceflight?

Space exploration depended utterly on teleportation.
But the subject was likely to be very technical and not very
useful. He could gain time by skipping it entirely. Jerryberry
considered, then turned the question mark into an exclamation
point.

His twelve hours had become nine.

Of the half-dozen key clubs to which he belonged, the
Cave des Roys was the quietest. A place of stone and wood, a good
place to sit and think. The wall behind the bar was several hundred
wine bottles in a cement matrix. Jerryberry looked into the strange
lights in the glass, sipped occasionally at a silver fizz, and
jotted down whatever occurred to him.

Sociology. What has teleportation done to
society?

Cars.

Oil companies. Oil stocks. See back issues Wall
Street Journal.

Watts riot? Chicago riot? He crossed that last
one out. The Chicago riot had been political, hadn’t it? Then he
couldn’t remember any other riots. They were too far in the past.
He wrote:

Riot control. Police procedure.

Crime? The crime rate should have soared after
displacement booths provided the instant getaway. Had it?

Sooner or later he was going to have to drop in at
police headquarters. He’d hate that, but he might learn something.
Likewise the library, for several hours of dull research. Then?

He certainly wasn’t going to persuade everybody to
give up displacement booths.

He wrote, OBJECTIVE: Demonstrate that displacement
booths imply instant riot. It’s a social problem. Solve it on that
basis. For the sake of honesty he added, Get ’em off my
back. CROWDS. In minutes the mall had become a milling mass of
men. But he’d seen crowds form almost as fast. It might happen
regularly in certain places. After a moment’s thought he wrote:
Tahiti. Jerusalem. Mecca. Easter Island. Stonehenge. Olduvai
Gorge.

He stood up. Start with the phone calls.

 

“Doctor Robin Whyte,” Jerryberry said to the phone
screen. “Please.”

The receptionist at Seven Sixes was no sex symbol.
She was old enough to be Jerryberry’s aunt, and handsome rather
than beautiful. She heard him out with a noncommittal dignity that,
he sensed, could turn glacial in an instant.

“Barry Jerome Jansen,” he said carefully.

He waited on hold, watching dark-red patterns flow
upward in the phone screen.

Key clubs were neither new nor rare. Some were small
and local; others were chains, existing in a dozen or a hundred
locations. Everyone belonged to a club; most people belonged to
several.

But Seven Sixes was something else. Its telephone
number was known universally. It membership, large in absolute
terms, was small for an organization so worldwide. It included
presidents, kings, winner of various brands of Nobel prize. Its
location was—unknown. Somewhere in Earth’s temperate zones.
Jerryberry had never heard of its displacement-booth number being
leaked to anyone.

It took a special kind of gall for one of
Jerryberry’s social standing to dial 666-6666. He had learned that
gall in journalism class. Go to the source—no matter how
highly placed; be polite, be prepared to wait, but keep trying, and
never, never worry about wasting the great man’s time.

Funny: They still called it journalism, though
newspapers had died. And the Constitution that had protected
newspapers still protected “the press.” For a while. But laws could
change....

 

The screen cleared.

Robin Whyte the physicist had been a mature man of
formidable reputation back when JumpShift first demonstrated
teleportation. Today, twenty-five years later, he was the last
living member of the team that had formed JumpShift. His scalp was
pink and bare. His face was round and soft, almost without
wrinkles, but slack, as if the muscles were tired. He looked like
somebody’s favorite grandfather.

He looked Jerryberry Jansen up and down very
thoroughly. He said, “I wanted to see what you looked like.” He
reached for the cutoff switch.

“I didn’t do it,” Jerryberry said quickly.

Whyte stopped with his finger on the cutoff.
“No?”

“I am not responsible for the mall riot. I hope to
prove it.”

The old man thought it over. “And you propose to
involve me! How?”

Jerryberry took a chance. “I think I can demonstrate
that displacement booths and the mall riot are intimately
connected. My problem is that I don’t know enough about
displacement-booth technology.”

“And you want my help?”

“You invented the displacement booths practically
singlehanded,” Jerryberry said straight-faced. “Instant riots,
instant getaways, instant smuggling. Are you going to just walk
away from the problem?”

Robin Whyte laughed in a high-pitched voice, his head
thrown way back, his teeth white and perfect and clearly false.
Jerryberry waited, wondering if it would work.

“All right,” Whyte said. “Come on over. Wait a
minute, what am I thinking? You can’t come to Seven Sixes.
I’ll meet you somewhere. L’Orangerie, New York City. At the bar.”
The screen cleared before Jerryberry could answer. That was
quick, he thought. And, Move, idiot. Get there before he
changes his mind.

 

In New York it was just approaching cocktail hour.
L’Orangerie was polished wood and dim lighting and chafing dishes
of Swedish meatballs on toothpicks. Jerryberry captured a few to go
with his drink. He had not had lunch yet.

Robin Whyte wore a long-sleeved gray one-piece with a
collar that draped into a short cape, and the cape was all the
shifting rainbow colors of an oil film. The height of fashion,
except that it should have been skin-tight. It was loose all over,
bagging where Whyte bagged, and it looked very comfortable. Whyte
sipped at a glass of milk.

“One by one I give up my sins,” he said. “Drinking
was the last, and I haven’t really turned loose of it yet. But
almost. That’s why your reverse salesmanship hooked me in. I’ll
talk to anyone. What do I call you?”

“Barry Jerome Jansen.”

“Let me put it this way. I’m Robbie. What do I call
you?”

“Oh. Jerryberry.”

Whyte laughed. “I can’t call anyone Jerryberry. Make
it Barry.”

“God bless you, sir.”

“What do you want to know?”

“How big is JumpShift?”

“Ooohhh, pretty big. What’s your standard of
measurement?”

Jerryberry, who had wondered if he was being laughed
at, stopped wondering. “How many kinds of booth do you make?”

“Hard to say. Three, for general use. Maybe a dozen
more for the space industry. Those are still experimental. We lose
money on the space industry. We’d make it back if we could start
producing drop-ships in quantity. We’ve got a ship on the drawing
boards that would transmit itself to any drop-ship receiver.”

Jerryberry prompted him. “And three for general use,
you said.”

“Yes. We’ve made over three hundred million passenger
booths in the past twenty years. Then there’s a general-use cargo
booth. The third model is a tremendous portable booth for shipping
really big, fragile cargoes. Like a prefab house or a rocket
booster or a live sperm whale. You can set the thing in place
almost anywhere, using three strap-on helicopter setups. I didn’t
believe it when I saw it.” Whyte sipped at his milk. “You’ve got to
remember that I’m not in the business anymore. I’m still chairman
of the board, but a bunch of younger people give most of the
orders, and I hardly ever get into the factories.”

“Does JumpShift have a monopoly on displacement
booths?”

He saw the Newstaper! reaction, a tightening
at Whyte’s eyes and lips. “Wrong word,” Jerryberry said quickly.
“Sorry. What I meant was, who makes displacement booths? I’m sure
you make most of the passenger booths in the United States.”

“All of them. It’s not a question of monopoly. Anyone
could make his own booths. Any community could. But it would be
hideously expensive. The cost doesn’t drop until you’re making
millions of them. So suppose... Chile, for instance. Chile has less
than a million passenger booths, all JumpShift model. Suppose they
had gone ahead and made their own. They’d have only their
own network, unless they built a direct copy of some other model.
All the booths in a network have to have the same volume.”

“Naturally.”

“In practice there are about ten networks worldwide.
The U.S.S.R. network is the biggest by far. I think the smallest is
Brazil—”

“What happens to the air in a receiver?”

Whyte burst out laughing. “I knew that was
coming! It never fails.” He sobered. “We tried a lot of things. It
turns out the only practical solution is to send the air in the
receiver back to the transmitter, which means that every
transmitter has to be a receiver, too.”

“Then you could get a free ride if you knew who was
about to flick in from where, when.”

“Of course you could, but would you want to bet on
it?”

“I might, if I had something to smuggle past
customs.”

“How do you mean?”

“I’m just playing with ideas. The incoming booths at
customs are incoming because there’s no way to dial out—”

“I remember. Type I’s with the dials removed.”

“Okay. Say you wanted to smuggle something into the
country. You flick to customs in Argentina. Then a friend flicks
from California to Argentina, into your booth. You wind up in his
booth, in California, and not behind the customs
barrier.”

“Brilliant,” said Whyte. “Unfortunately there’s a
fail-safe to stop anyone from flicking into an occupied booth.”

“Damn.”

“Sorry,” Whyte said, grinning. “What do you care?
There are easier ways to smuggle. Too many. I’m not really sorry.
I’m a laissez-faire man myself.”

“I wondered if you could do something with dials to
stop another mall riot.”

Whyte thought about it. “Not by taking the dials off.
If you wanted to stop a riot, you’d have to stop people from coming
in. Counters on the booths, maybe.”

“Mmm.”

“What was it like, Barry?”

“Crowded. Like a dam broke. The law did shut the
booths down from outside, but not fast enough. Maybe that’s the
answer. Cut out the booths at the first sign of trouble.”

“We’d get a lot of people mad at us.”

“You would, wouldn’t you?”

“Like the power brownouts in the seventies and
eighties. Or like obscene telephone calls. You couldn’t do anything
about them, except get more and more uptight... readier to smash
things.... That’s why riots happen, Barry. People who are a little
bit angry all the time.”

“Oh?”

“All the riots I remember.” Whyte smiled. “There
haven’t been any for a long time. Give JumpShift some credit for
that. We stopped some of the things that kept everyone a little bit
angry all the time. Smog. Traffic jams. Slow mail. Slum landlords;
you don’t have to live near your job or your welfare office
or whatever. Job hunting. Crowding. Have you ever been in a traffic
jam?”

“Maybe when I was a little boy.”

“Friend of mine was a college professor for a while.
His problem was he lived in the wrong place. Five days a week he
would spend an hour driving to work—you don’t believe me?—and an
hour and a quarter driving home, because traffic was heavier then.
Eventually he gave it up to be a writer.”

“Gawd, I should hope so!”

“It wasn’t even that rare,” Whyte said seriously. “It
was rough if you owned a car, and rougher if you didn’t. JumpShift
didn’t cause riots; we cured them.”

And he seemed to wait for Jerryberry’s agreement.

Silence stretched long enough to become
embarrassing... yet the only thing Jerryberry might have said to
break it was “But what about the mall riot?” He held his peace.

“Drain that thing,” Whyte said abruptly. “I’ll
show you.”

“Show me?”

“Finish that drink. We’re going places.” Whyte drank
half a glass of milk in three gulps, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He
lowered the glass. “Well?”

“Ready.”

 

On Madison Avenue the sunset shadows ran almost
horizontally along the glass faces of buildings. Robin Whyte
stepped out of L’Orangerie and turned right. Four feet away, a
displacement booth.

In the booth he blocked the hand Jerryberry would
have used to insert his C.B.A. card. “My treat. This was my
idea.... Anyway, some of these numbers are secret.” He inserted his
own card and dialed three numbers.

Twice they saw rows of long-distance booths. Then it
was bright sunlight and sea breeze. Far out beyond a sandy beach
and white waves, a great cylinder with a rounded top rose high out
of the water. Orange letters on the curved metal flank read:
“JUMPSHIFT FRESHWATER TRANSPORT.”

“I could take you out in a boat,” said Whyte. “But it
would be a waste of time. You wouldn’t see much. Nothing but vacuum
inside. You know how it works?”

“Sure.”

“Teleportation was like laser technology. One big
breakthrough and then a thousand ways to follow up on it. We spent
twelve solid years building continuous teleport pumps for
various municipalities to ship fresh water in various directions.
When all the time the real problem was getting the fresh
water, not moving it.

“Do you know how we developed this gimmick? My
secretary dreamed it up one night at an office party. She was about
half smashed, but she wrote it down, and the next morning we all
took turns trying to read her handwriting.... Well, never mind.
It’s a simple idea. You build a tank more than thirty-four feet
above sea level, open at the bottom, airtight, and you put the
teleport pump in the top. You teleport the air out. When the air
goes, the seawater boils. From then on you’re teleporting cold
water-vapor. It condenses wherever you ship it, and you get fresh
water. Want to take pictures?”

“No.”

“Then let’s look at the results,” Whyte said, and
dialed.

 

Now it was even brighter. The booth was backed up
against a long wooden building. Far away was a white glare of salt
flats, backed by blue ghosts of mountains. Jerryberry blinked and
squinted. Whyte opened the door.

Jerryberry said, “Whoooff!”

“Death Valley. Hot, isn’t it?”

“Words fail me at a time like this, but I suggest you
look up the dictionary definition of blast furnace.”
Jerryberry felt perspiration start as a rippling itch all over him.
“I’m going to pretend I’m in a sauna. Why doesn’t anyone ever put
displacement booths inside?”

“They did for a while. There were too many
burglaries. Let’s go around back.”

They walked around the dry wooden building...

...and into an oasis. Jerryberry was jarred. On one
side of the building, the austere beauty of a barren desert. On the
other was a manicured forest: rows and rows of trees.

“We can grow damn near anything out here. We started
with date palms, went to orange and grapefruit trees, pineapples, a
lot of rice paddies, mangoes—anything that grows in tropic
climates will grow here, as long as you give it enough water.”

Jerryberry had already noticed the water tower. It
looked just like the transmitter. He said, “And the right
soil.”

“Well, yes. Soil isn’t that good in Death Valley. We
have to haul in too much fertilizer.” Rivulets of perspiration ran
down Whyte’s cheeks. His soft face looked almost stern. “But the
principle holds. With teleportation, men can live practically
anywhere. We gave people room. A man can work in Manhattan or
Central Los Angeles or Central Anywhere and live in—in—”

“Nevada.”

“Or Hawaii! Or the Grand Canyon! Crowding caused
riots. We’ve eliminated crowding—for a while, anyway. At the rate
we’re going we’ll still wind up shoulder to shoulder, but not until
you and I are both dead.”

Jerryberry considered keeping his mouth shut but
decided he didn’t have the willpower. “What about pollution?”

“What?”

“Death Valley used to have an ecology as unique as
its climate. What’s your unlimited water doing to that?”

“Ruining it, I guess.”

“Hawaii, you said. Grand Canyon. There are laws
against putting up apartment buildings in national monuments, thank
God. Hawaii probably has the population density of New York by now.
Your displacement booths can put men anywhere, right? Even places
they don’t belong.”

“Well, maybe they can,” Whyte said slowly.
“Pollution. Hmm. What do you know about Death Valley?”

“It’s hot.” Jerryberry was wet through.

“Death Valley used to be an inland sea. A salt sea.
Then the climate changed, and all the water went away. What did
that do to the ecology?”

Jerryberry scratched his head. “A sea?”

“Yes, a sea! And drying it up ruined one ecology and
started another, just like we’re doing. But never mind that. I want
to show you some things. Pollution, huh?” Whyte’s grip on
Jerryberry’s arm was stronger than it had any right to be.

Whyte was angry. In the booth he froze, with his brow
furrowed and his forefinger extended. Trying to remember a number.
Then he dialed in trembling haste.

He dialed two sequences. Jerryberry saw the interior
of an airline terminal, then—dark.

“Oh, damn. I forgot it would be night here.”

“Where are we?”

“Sahara Desert. Rudolph Hill Reclamation Project. No,
don’t go out there; there’s nothing to see at night. Do you know
anything about the project?”

“You’re trying to grow a forest in the middle of the
Sahara: trees, leaf-eating molds, animals, the whole ecology.”
Jerryberry tried to see out through the glass. Nothing. “How’s it
working?”

“Well enough. If we can keep it going another thirty
years, this part of the Sahara should stay a forest. Do you think
we’re wiping out another ecology?”

“Well, it’s probably worth it
here.”

“The Sahara used to be a lush, green land. It was men
who turned it into a desert, over thousands of years, mainly
through overgrazing. We’re trying to put it back.”

“Okay,” said Jerryberry. He heard Whyte dialing.
Through the glass he could now see stars and a horizon etched with
treetop shadows.

He squinted against airport-terminal lights. He
asked, “How did we get through customs?”

“Oh, the Hill project is officially United States
territory.” Whyte swung the local directory out from the wall and
leafed through it before dialing a second time. “Some day you’ll
make any journey by dialing two numbers,” he was saying.
“Why should you have to dial your local airport first? Just dial a
long-distance booth near your destination. Of course the
change-over will cost us considerable. Here we are.”

Bright sunlight, sandy beach, blue sea stretching to
infinity. The booth was backed up against a seaside hotel.
Jerryberry followed Whyte, whose careful, determined stride took
him straight toward the water.

They stopped at the edge. Tiny waves brushed just to
the tips of their shoes.

“Carpinteria. They advertise this beach as the safest
beach in the world. It’s also the dullest, of course. No waves.
Remember anything about Carpinteria, Barry?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Oil-slick disaster. A tanker broke up out there,
opposite Santa Barbara, which is up the coast a little. All of
these beaches were black with oil. I was one of the volunteers
working here to save the birds, to get the oil off their feathers.
They died anyway. Almost fifty years ago, Barry.”

Part of a history lesson floated to the top of his
mind. “I thought that happened in England.”

“There were several oil-slick disasters. Almost I
might say, there were many. These days we ship oil by displacement
booths, and we don’t use anything like as much oil.”

“No cars.”

“No oil wells, practically.”

They shifted.

 

From an underwater dome they gazed out at an
artificial reef made from old car bodies. The shapes seemed to
blend, their outlines obscured by mud and time and swarming fish.
Bent and twisted metal bodies had long since rusted away, but their
outlines remained, held by shellfish living and dead. Ghosts of
cars, the dashboards and upholstery showing through. An occasional
fiber-glass wreck showed as if it had been placed yesterday.

The reef went on and on, disappearing into gray
distance.

All those cars.

 

“People used to joke about the East River catching
fire and burning to the ground. It was that dirty,” said Whyte.
“Now look at it.”

Things floated by: wide patches of scum, with plastic
and metal objects embedded in them. Jerryberry said, “It’s pretty
grubby.”

“Maybe, but it’s not an open sewer. Teleportation
made it easier to get rid of garbage.”

“I guess my trouble is I never saw anything as dirty
as you claim it was. Oil slicks. Lake Michigan. The Mississippi.”
Maybe you’re exaggerating. “Just what has teleportation done
for garbage collection?”

“There are records. Pictures.”

“But even with your wonderful bottomless garbage
cans, it must be easier just to dump it in the river.”

“Ahh, I guess so.”

“And you still have to put the gupp somewhere
after you collect it.”

Whyte was looking at him oddly. “Very shrewd, Barry.
Let me show you the next step.”

 

Whyte kept his hand covered as he dialed. “Secret,”
he said. “JumpShift experimental laboratory. We don’t need a lot of
room, because experiments with teleportation aren’t particularly
dangerous...”

...but there was room, lots of it. The building was a
huge inflated Quonset hut. Through the transparent panels
Jerryberry could see other buildings, set wide apart on bare dirt.
The sun was 45 degrees up. If he had known which way was north, he
could have guessed longitude and latitude.

A very tall, very black woman in a lab smock greeted
Whyte with glad cries. Whyte introduced her as “Gemini Jones,
Phud.”

“Gem, where do you handle disposal of radioactive
waste?”

“Building Four.” The physicist’s hair exploded around
her head like a black dandelion, adding unnecessary inches to her
height. She looked down at Jerryberry with genial curiosity.
“Newstaper?”

“Yah.”

“Don’t ever try to fool anyone. The eyes give you
away.”

They took the booth to Building Four. Presently they
were looking down through several densities of leaded glass into a
cylindrical metal chamber.

“We get a package every twenty minutes or so,” said
Gem Jones. “There’s a transmitter linked to this receiver in every
major power plant in the United States. We keep the receiver on all
the time. If a package gets reflected back, we have to find out
what’s wrong, and that can get hairy, because it’s usually wrong at
the drop-ship.”

Jerryberry said, “Drop-ship?”

Gemini Jones showed surprise at his ignorance. Whyte
said, “Back up a bit, Barry. What’s the most dangerous garbage
ever?”

“Give me a hint.”

“Radioactive wastes from nuclear power plants. Most
dangerous per pound, anyway. They send those wastes here, and we
send them to a drop-ship. You’ve got to know what a
drop-ship is.”

“Of course I—”

“A drop-ship is a moving teleport receiver with one
end open. Generally it’s attached to a space probe. The payload
flicks in with a velocity different from that of the drop-ship. Of
course it’s supposed to come tearing out the open end, which means
somebody has to keep it turned right. And of course the drop-ship
only operates in vacuum.”

“Package,” Gem Jones said softly. Something had
appeared in the metal chamber below. It was gone before Jerryberry
could quite see what it was.

“Just where is your drop-ship?”

“Circling Venus,” said Whyte. “Originally it was part
of the second Venus expedition. You can send anything through a
drop-ship: fuel, oxygen, food, water, even small vehicles. There
are drop-ships circling every planet in the solar system, except
Neptune.

“When the Venus expedition came home, they left the
drop-ship in orbit. We thought at first that we might send another
expedition through it, but—face it, Venus just isn’t worth it.
We’re using the planet as a garbage dump, which is about all it’s
good for.

“Now, there’s no theoretical reason we can’t send
unlimited garbage through the Venus drop-ship, as long as we keep
the drop-ship oriented right. Many transmitters, one receiver. The
payload doesn’t stay in the receiver more than a fraction of a
second. If it did get overloaded, why, some of the garbage would be
reflected back to the transmitter, and we’d send it again. No
problem.”

“What about cost?”

“Stupendous. Horrible. Too high for any kind of
garbage less dangerous than this radioactive stuff. But maybe we
can bring it down someday.” Whyte stopped; he looked puzzled. “Mind
if I sit down?”

There were fold-up chairs around a card table with
empty pop bulbs on it. Whyte sat down rather disturbingly hard,
even with Gem Jones trying to support his weight. She asked, “Can I
get Doctor Janesko?”

“No, Gem, just tired. Is there a pop machine?”

Jerryberry found the pop machine. He paid a chocolate
dollar for a clear plastic bulb of cola. He turned and almost
bumped into Gemini Jones.

She spoke low, but there was harsh intensity in her
voice. “You’re running him ragged. Will you lay off of him?”

“He’s been running me!” Jerryberry
whispered.

“I believe it. Well, don’t let him run you so fast.
Remember, he’s an old man.”

Whyte pulled the cola bulb open and drank. “Better.”
He sighed... and was back in high gear. “Now, you see? We’re
cleaning up the world. We aren’t polluters.”

“Right.”

“Thank you.”

“I never should have raised the subject. What have
you got for the mall riot?”

Whyte looked confused.

“The mall riot is still going on, and they’re still
blaming me.”

“And you still blame JumpShift.”

“It’s a matter of access,” Jerryberry said patiently.
“Even if only... ten men in a million, say, would loot a store,
given the opportunity, that’s still about four thousand people in
the United States. And all four thousand can get to the Santa
Monica Mall in the time it takes to dial twenty-one digits.”

When Whyte spoke again, he sounded bitter. “What are
we supposed to do, stop inventing things?”

“No, of course not.” Jerryberry pulled open another
bulb of cola.

“What, then?”

“I don’t know. Just... keep working things out.” He
drank. “There’s always another problem behind the one you just
solved. Does that mean you should stop solving problems?”

“Well, let’s solve this one.”

They sat sipping cola. It was good to sit down.
The old man’s running me ragged, thought Jerryberry.

“Crowds,” he said.

“Right.”

“You can make one receiver for many transmitters. In
fact... every booth in a city receives from any other booth. Can
you make a booth that transmits only?”

Whyte looked up. “Sure. Give it an unlisted number.
Potentially it would still be a receiver, of course.”

“Because you have to flick the air back to the
transmitter.”

“How’s this sound? You can put an E on the booth
number. The only dials with E’s in them are at police stations and
fire stations. E for Emergency.”

“All right. Now, you put a lot of these escape
booths wherever a crowd might gather—”

“That could be anywhere. You said so yourself.”

“Yah.”

“We’d have to double the number of booths in the
country... or cut the number of incoming booths in half. You’d have
to walk twice as far to get where you’re going from any given
booth. Would it be worth it?”

“I don’t think this is the last riot,” said
Jerryberry. “It’s growing. Like tourism. Your short-hop booths cut
tourism way down. The long-distance booths are bringing it back,
but slowly. Would you believe a permanent floating riot? A mob that
travels from crowd to crowd, carrying coin purses, looting where
they can.”

“I hate that idea.”

Jerryberry put his hand on the old man’s shoulder.
“Don’t worry about it. You’re a hero. You made a miracle. What
people do with it isn’t your fault. Maybe you even saved the world.
The pollution was getting very rough before JumpShift came
along.”

“By God, it was.”

“I’ve got to be going. There are things I want to see
before I run out of time.”

VIII

Tahiti. Jerusalem. Mecca. Easter Island.
Stonehenge. The famous places of the world. Places a man might
dial almost on impulse. Names that came unbidden to the mind.

Mecca. Vast numbers of Muslims (a number he
could look up later) bowed toward Mecca five times a day. The Koran
called for every Muslim to make a pilgrimage to Mecca at least once
in a lifetime. The city’s only industry was the making of religious
articles. And you could get there just by dialing....

Jerusalem. Sacred to three major religions.
Jews still toasted each other at Passover: “Next year in
Jerusalem.” Still a forming ground of history after thousands of
years. And you could get there just by dialing....

Stonehenge. An ancient mystery. What race
erected those stones, and when and why? These would never be known
with certainty. From the avenue at the northeast entrance a path
forked and ran up a hill between burial mounds... and there was a
long-distance displacement booth on the hill.

It would be eleven at night in Stonehenge. One in the
morning in Mecca and Jerusalem. No action there. Jerryberry crossed
them out.

Eiffel Tower, the pyramids, the Sphinx, the
Vatican... dammit, the most memorable places on Earth were all
in the same general area. What could he see at midnight?

Well—

Tahiti. Say “tropical paradise,” and every
stranger in earshot will murmur, “Tahiti.” Once Hawaii had had the
same reputation, but Hawaii was too close to civilization. Hawaii
had been civilized. Tahiti, isolated in the southern hemisphere,
might have escaped that fate.

Everything lurched as he finished dialing. Jerryberry
stumbled against the booth wall. Briefly he was terrified. But he’d
be dead if the velocity transfer had failed. It must be a little
out of synch.

He knew too much, that was all.

There were six booths of different makes this side of
customs. The single official had a hopeless look. He waved through
a constant stream of passengers without seeming to see them.

Jerryberry moved with the stream.

They were mostly men. Many had cameras; few had
luggage. English, American, French, German, some Spanish and
U.S.S.R. Most were dressed lightly—and poorly, in cheap clothes
ready to come apart. They swarmed toward the outgoing booths, the
rectangular Common Market booths with one glass side. Jerryberry
saw unease and dismay on many faces. Perhaps it was the new, clean,
modern building that bothered them. This was an island paradise?
Air conditioning. Fluorescent lighting.

Jerryberry stood in line for the phone. Then he found
that it wouldn’t take his coins or his credit card. On his way to
the change counter he thought to examine the displacement booths.
They took only French money. He bought a heavy double handful of
coins, then got back in line for the phone.

They have to get used to traveling again.
Right on.

The computerized directory spoke English. He used it
to get a string of booth numbers in downtown Papeete.

 

He was a roving newstaper again. Dial, watch the
scene flick over, look around while inserting a coin and dialing.
The coin slot was in the wrong place, and the coins felt wrong—too
big, too thin—and the dial was a disk with holes in it. A little
practice had him in the routine.

There was beach front lined with partly built hotels
in crazily original shapes. Of all the crowds he saw in Papeete,
the thickest were on the beaches and in the water. Later he could
not remember the color of the sand; he hadn’t seen enough of
it.

Downtown he found huge blocks of buildings faced in
glass, some completed, some half built. He found old slums and old
mansions. But wherever the streets ran, past mansions or slums or
new skyscrapers, he found tents and lean-tos and board shacks
hastily nailed together. They filled the streets, leaving small
clear areas around displacement booths and public rest rooms and
far more basic portable toilets. An open-air market ran for several
blocks and was closed at both ends by crowds of tents. The only way
in or out was by booth.

They’re ahead of us, thought Jerryberry.
When you’ve got booths, who needs streets? He was not
amused. He was appalled.

There were beggars. At first he was moving too fast;
he didn’t realize what they were doing. But wherever he flicked in,
one or two habitants immediately came toward his booth. He stopped
under a vertical glass cliff of a building, where the tents of the
squatters ran just to the bottommost of a flight of stone steps,
and waited.

Beggars. Some were natives, men and women and
children, uniform in their dark-bronze color and in their dress and
their speech and the way they moved. They were a thin minority.
Most were men and white and foreign. They came with their hands
out, mournful or smiling; they spoke rapidly in what they guessed
to be his language, and were right about half the time.

He tried several other numbers. They were
everywhere.

Tahiti was a white man’s daydream.

Suddenly he’d had enough. On his list of jotted
numbers was one that would take him out of the city. Jerryberry
dialed it.

 

Air puffed out of the booth when he opened the door.
Jerryberry opened his jaws wide to pop his ears.

The view! He was near the peak of a granite mountain.
Other mountains marched away before him, and the valleys between
were green and lush. Greens and yellows and white clouds, the
blue-gray of distant peaks, and beyond everything else, the
sea.

It was a bus terminal. An ancient Greyhound was just
pulling out. The driver stopped alongside him and shouted something
amiable in French. Jerryberry smiled and shook his head violently.
The driver shrugged and pulled away.

This could not have been the original terminal.
Before displacement booths it could have been reached only after
hours of driving. In moving the terminal up here, the touring
company had saved the best for first and last.

The bus had looked full. Business was good.

Jerryberry stood for a long time, drinking in the
view. This was the beauty that had made Tahiti famous. It was good
to know that Tahiti’s population explosion had left something
intact.

In good time he remembered that he was running on a
time limit. He walked around to the ticket window.

The young man in the booth laid a paperback book face
down. He smiled agreeably. “Yes?”

“Do you speak English?”

“Certainly.” He wore a kind of uniform, but his
features and color were those of a Tahitian. His English was good,
the accent not quite French. “Would you like to buy a tour
ticket?”

“No, thanks. I’d like to talk, if you have a
minute.”

“What would you like to talk about?”

“Tahiti. I’m a newstaper.”

The man’s smile drooped a bit. “And you wish to give
us free publicity.”

“Something like that.”

The smile was gone. “You may return to your country
and tell them that Tahiti is full.”

“I noticed that. I have just come from Papeete.”

“I have the honor to own a house in Papeete, a good
property. We, my family and myself, we have been forced to move
out! There was no—no paysage—” he was too angry to talk as
fast as he wanted—“no passage from the house to anyplace. We were
surrounded by the tents of the—” He used a word Jerryberry did not
recognize. “We could not buy an instant-motion booth for the house.
I had not the money. We could not have moved the booth to the house
because the—” that word again—“blocked the streets. The police can
do nothing. Nothing.”

“Why not?”

“They are too many. We are not monsters; we cannot
simply shoot them. It would be the only way to stop them. They come
without money or clothing or a place to stay. And they are not the
worst. You will tell them this when you return?”

“I’m recording,” said Jerryberry.

“Tell them that the worst are those with much money,
those who build hotels. They would turn our island into an enormous
hotel! See!” He pointed where Jerryberry could not have seen
himself, down the slope of the mountain. “The Playboy Club builds a
new hotel below us.”

Jerryberry looked down to temporary buildings and a
great steel box with helicopter rotors on it. He filmed it on the
Minox, then filmed a panoramic sweep of the mountains beyond, and
finished with the scowling man in the ticket booth.

“Squatters,” the ticket-taker said suddenly. “The
word I wanted. The squatters are in my house now, I am sure of it,
in my house since we moved out. Tell them we want no more
squatters.”

“I’ll tell them,” said Jerryberry.

Before he left, he took one more long look about him.
Green valleys, gray-blue mountains, distant line of sea... but his
eyes kept dropping to the endless stream of supplies that poured
from the Playboy Club’s Type III cargo booth.

 

Easter Island. Tremendous, long-faced, solemn
stone statues with topknots of red volcanic tuff. Cartoons of the
statues were even more common than pictures (“Shut up until those
archaeologists leave,” one statue whispers to another), and even
pictures can only hint at their massive solemnity. But you could
get there just by dialing....

Except that the directory wouldn’t give him a booth
number for Easter Island.

Surely there must be booth travel to Easter Island.
Mustn’t there? But how eager would the Peruvian government be to
see a million tourists on Easter Island?

The other side of the coin. Displacement booths made
any place infinitely accessible, but only if you moved a booth in.
Jerryberry was grinning with delight as he dialed Los Angeles
International. There was a defense.

IX

At the police station on Purdue Avenue he couldn’t
get anyone to talk to him.

The patience of a newstaper was unique in a world of
instant transportation. He kept at it. Eventually a desk man
stopped long enough to tell him, “Look, we don’t have time.
Everybody’s out cleaning up the mall riot.”

“Cleaning up? Is it over?”

“Just about. We had to move in old riot vehicles from
Chicago. I guess we’ll have to start building them again. But it’s
over.”

“Good!”

“Too right. I don’t mean to say we got them
all. Some looters managed to jury-rig a cargo booth in the basement
of Penney’s. They moved their loot out that way and then got out
that way themselves. We’re going to hate it the next time they show
up. They’ve got guns now.”

“A permanent floating riot?”

“Something like that. Look, I don’t have time to
talk.” And he was back on the phone.

The next man Jerryberry stopped recognized him at
once. “You’re the man who started it all! Will you get out of my
way?”

Jerryberry left.

 

Sunset on a summer evening. It was cocktail hour
again... three and a half hours later.

Jerryberry felt unaccountably dizzy outside the
police station. He rested against the wall. Too much change. Over
and over again he had changed place and time and climate. From
evening in New York to a humid seacoast to the dry furnace of Death
Valley to night in the Sahara. It was hard to remember where he
was. He had lost direction.

When he felt better, he shifted to the Cave des
Roys.

For each human being there is an optimum ratio
between change and stasis. Too little change, he grows bored. Too
little stability, he panics and loses his ability to adapt. One who
marries six times in ten years will not change jobs. One who moves
often to serve his company will maintain a stable marriage. A woman
chained to one home and family may redecorate frantically or take a
lover or go to many costume parties.

Displacement booths make novelty easy. Stability
comes hard. For many the clubs were an element of stability. Many
key clubs were chains; a man could leave his home in Wyoming and
find his club again in Denver. Members tended to resemble one
another. A man changing roles would change clubs.

Clubs were places to meet people, as buses and
airports and even neighborhoods no longer were. Some clubs were
good for pickups (“This card gets me laid”), others for heavy
conversation. At the Beach Club you could always find a
paddle-tennis game.

The Cave was for quiet and stability. A quick drink
and the cool darkness of the Cave’s bar were just what Jerryberry
needed. He looked into the lights in the wall of bottles and tried
to remember a name. When it came, he jotted it down, then finished
his drink at leisure.

 

Harry McCord had been police chief in Los Angeles for
twelve years and had been on the force for far longer. He had
retired only last year. The computer-directory took some time to
find him. He was living in Oregon.

He was living in a small house in the middle of a
pine forest. From McCord’s porch Jerryberry could see the dirt road
that joined him to civilization. It seemed to be fading away in
weeds. But the displacement booth was new.

They drank beer on the porch. “Crime is a pretty
general subject,” said Harry McCord.

“Crime and displacement booths,” said
Jerryberry. “I want to know how your job was affected by the
instant getaway.”

“Ah.”

Jerryberry waited.

“Pretty drastically, I guess. The booths came in...
when? Nineteen ninety? But they came slowly. We had a chance to get
used to them. Let’s see; there were people who put displacement
booths in their living rooms, and when they got robbed, they blamed
us....” McCord talked haltingly at first, then gaining speed. He
had always been something of a public figure. He talked well.

Burglary: The honors were even there. If the
house or apartment had an alarm, the police could be on the scene
almost instantly. If the burglar moved fast enough to get away, he
certainly wouldn’t have time to rob his target.

There were sophisticated alarms now that would lock
the displacement-booth door from the inside. Often that held the
burglar up just long enough for the police to shift in. At opposite
extremes of professionalism, there were men who could get through
an alarm system without setting it off—in which case there wasn’t a
hope in hell of catching them after they’d left—and men who had
been caught robbing apartment houses because they’d forgotten to
take coins for the booth in the lobby.

“Then there was Lon Willis. His MO was to prop the
booth door open before he went to work on the house. If he set the
alarm off, he’d run next door and use that booth. Worked pretty
well—it slowed us up just enough that we never did catch him. But
one night he set off an alarm, and when he ran next door, the
next-door neighbor blew a small but adequate hole in him.”

Murder: The alibi was an extinct species. A
man attending a party in Hawaii could shoot a man in Paris in the
time it would take him to use the bathroom. “Like George Clayton
Larkin did. Except that he used his credit card, and we got him,”
said McCord, “and we got Lucille Downey because she ran out of
coins and had to ask at the magazine stand for change. With blood
all over her sleeves!”

Pickpockets: “Do you have a lock pocket?”

“Sure,” said Jerryberry. It was an inside pocket
lined with tough plastic. The zipper lock took two hands to open.
“They’re tough to get into, but not impossible.”

“What’s in it? Credit cards?”

“Right.”

“And you can cancel them in three minutes. Picking
pockets isn’t profitable any more. If it was, they would have
mobbed the mall riot.”

Smuggling: Nobody even tried to stop it.

Drugs: “There’s no way to keep them from
getting in. Anyone who wants drugs can get them. We make arrests
where we can, and so what? Me, I’m betting on Darwin.”

“How do you mean?”

“The next generation won’t use drugs because they’ll
be descended from people who had better sense. I’d legalize
wireheading if it were up to me. With a wire in your pleasure
center, you’re getting what all the drugs are supposed to give you,
and no dope peddler can hold out on you.”

Riots: The mall riot was the first
successful riot in twenty years. “The police can get to a
riot before it’s a riot,” said McCord. “We call them flash
crowds, and we watch for them. We’ve been doing it ever
since... well, ever since it became possible.” He hesitated and
evidently decided to go on. “See, the coin booths usually went into
the shopping centers first and then the residential areas. It
wasn’t till JumpShift put them in the slum areas that we stopped
having riots.”

“Makes sense.”

McCord laughed. “Even that’s a half-truth. When the
booths went into the slums, we pretty near stopped having slums.
Everyone moved out. They’d commute.”

“Why do you think the police didn’t stop the mall
riot?”

“That’s a funny one, isn’t it? I was there this
afternoon. Did you get a chance to look at the cargo booth in
Penney’s basement?”

“No.”

“It’s a professional job. Whoever rigged it knew
exactly what he was doing. No slips. He probably had a model to
practice on. We traced it to a cargo receiver in downtown L.A., but
we don’t know where it was sending to, because someone stayed
behind and wrecked it and then shifted out. Real professional. Some
gang has decided to make a profession of riots.”

“You think this is their first job?”

“I’d guess. They must have seen the mall-type riots
coming. Which is pretty shrewd, because a flash crowd couldn’t have
formed that fast before long-distance displacement booths. It’s a
new crime. Makes me almost sorry I retired.”

“How would you redesign the booths to make life
easier for the police?”

But McCord wouldn’t touch the subject. He didn’t know
anything about displacement-booth design.

 

Seven o’clock. The interview with Evans was at
ten.

Jerryberry shifted back to the Cave. He was beginning
to get nervous. The Cave, and a good dinner, should help ease his
stage fright.

He turned down a couple of invitations to join small
groups. With the interview hanging over his head, he’d be poor
company. He sat alone and continued to jot during dinner.

Escape booths. Send anywhere, receive only from
police and fire departments.

Police can shut down all booths in an area. Except
escape booths? No, that would let the looters escape, too. But
there might be no way to stop that. At least it would get the
innocent bystanders out of a riot area.

Hah! Escape booths send only to police
station!!!

He crossed that out and wrote, All booths send
only to police station!!! He crossed that out, too, to write an
expanded version:

1. Riot signal from police station.

2. All booths in area stop receiving.

3. All booths in area send only to police
station.

He went back to eating. Moments later he stopped with
his fork half raised, put it down, and wrote:

4. A million rioters stomp police station to
rubble, from inside.

And it had seemed like such a good idea.

 

He was dawdling over coffee when the rest of it
dropped into place. He went to a phone.

The secretary at Seven Sixes promised to have Dr.
Whyte call as soon as he checked in. Jerryberry put a time limit on
it, which seemed to please her.

McCord wasn’t home.

Jerryberry went back to his coffee. He was feeling
twitchy now. He had to know if this was possible. Otherwise he
would be talking through his hat—in front of a big audience.

Twenty minutes later, as he was about to get up and
call again, the headwaiter came to tell him that Dr. Robin Whyte
was on the phone.

 

“It’s a design problem,” said Jerryberry. “Let me
tell you how I’d like it to work, and then you can tell me if it’s
possible, okay?”

“Go ahead.”

“First step is the police get word of a flash crowd,
a mall riot-type crowd. They throw emergency switches at
headquarters. Each switch affects the displacement booths in a
small area.”

“That’s the way it works now.”

“Now those switches turn off the
booths. I’d like them to do something more complex. Set them so
they can only receive from police and fire departments and can only
transmit to a police station.”

“We can do that.” Whyte half-closed his eyes to
think. “Good. Then the police could release the innocent
bystanders, send the injured to a hospital, hold the obvious
looters, get everybody’s names... right. Brilliant. You’d put the
receiver at the top of a greased slide and a big cell at the
bottom.”

“Maybe. At least the receiver would be behind
bars.”

“You could issue override cards to the police and
other authorities to let them shift in through a blockade.”

“Good.”

Whyte stopped suddenly and frowned. “There’s a hole
in it. A really big crowd would either wreck the station or
smother, depending on how strong the cell was. Did you think of
that?”

“I’d like to use more than one police station.”

“How many? There’s a distance limit.... Barry, what
are you thinking?”

“As it stands now, a long-distance passenger has to
dial three numbers to get anywhere. You said you could cut that to
two. Can you cut it to one?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s poetic justice,” said Jerryberry. “Our whole
problem is that rioters can converge on one point from all over the
United States. If we could use police stations all over the
United States, we wouldn’t have a problem. As soon as a cell was
full here, we’d switch to police stations in San Diego or
Oregon!”

Whyte was laughing. “If you could see your face!
Barry, you’re a dreamer.”

“You can’t do it.”

“No, of course we can’t do it. Wait a minute.” Whyte
pursed his lips. “There’s a way. We could do it if there was a
long-distance receiver at the police station. Hook the network to a
velocity damper! I told you, there’s no reason you shouldn’t be
able to dial to a long-distance receiver from any
booth.”

“It would work, then!”

“You’d have to talk the public into paying for it.
Design wouldn’t be much of a problem. We could cover the country
with an emergency network in a couple of years.”

“Can I quote you?”

“Of course. We sell displacement booths. That’s our
business.”

X

Talk shows are one of the few remaining pure
entertainment features on teevee. With cassettes the viewer buys a
package; with a talk show he never knows just what he’s getting. It
is a different product. It is cheap to produce. It can compete.

The Tonight Show shows at 8:30 P.M., prime
time.

Around nine they start flicking in, pouring out of
the coin booths that line the street above the last row of houses.
They mill about, searching out the narrow walks that lead down to
the strand. They pour over the low stone wall that guards the sand
from the houses. They pause, awed.

Breakers roll in from the black sea, flashing
electric-blue.

Within minutes Hermosa Beach is aswarm with people:
men, women, children, in couples and family groups. They hold hands
and look out to sea. They stamp the packed wet sand, dancing like
savages, and whoop with delight to see blue light flash beneath
their feet. High up on the dry sand are piles of discarded
clothing. Swimmers are thick in the water, splashing blue fire at
each other.

Many were drunk or high on this or that when the
Tonight Show led them here. Those who came were happy to
start with. They came to do a happy thing. Some carry six-packs or
pouches of pot.

The line of them stretches around the curve of the
shore to the north, beyond Hermosa Pier to the south, bunching
around the pier. More are shifting in all the time, trickling down
to join the others.

 

Jerryberry Jansen flicked in almost an hour early for
the interview.

The station was an ant’s nest, a swarm of furious
disorganization. Jerryberry was looking for Wash Evans when Wash
Evans came running past him from behind, glanced back, and came to
a jarring halt.

“’Lo,” said Jerryberry. “Is there anything we need to
go over before we go on?”

Evans seemed at a loss. “Yah,” he said, and caught
his breath a little. “You’re not news anymore, Jansen. We may not
even be doing the interview.”

Jerryberry said a dirty word. “I heard they’d
cleared up the riot—”

“More than that. They caught the lady
shoplifter.”

“Good!”

“If you say so. One out of a thousand people that
recognized your pictures of her turned out to be right. Woman name
of Irma Hennessey, lives in Jersey City but commutes all over the
country. She says she’s never hit the same store twice. She’s a
kick, Jansen. A newstaper’s dream. No offense intended, but I wish
they’d let her out of jail tonight. I’d interview her.”

“So I didn’t cause the mall riot anymore, now you’ve
got Irma Hennessey. Well, good. I didn’t like being a
celebrity. Anything else?”

He was thinking, All that jumping around, all the
things I learned today, all wasted. Unless I can get a tapezine
lecture out of it....

Evans said, “Yah. There’s a new mall riot going on at
Hermosa Beach.”

“What the hell?”

“Craziest damn thing.” Wash Evans lit a cigarette and
talked around it. “You know Gordon Lundt, the ’zine star? He was on
the Tonight Show, and he happened to mention the red tide
down at Hermosa Beach. He said it was pretty. The next thing anyone
knows, every man, woman, and child in the country has decided he
wants to see the red tide at Hermosa Beach.”

“How bad is it?”

“Well, nobody’s been hurt, last I heard. And they
aren’t breaking things. It’s not that kind of crowd, and there’s
nothing to steal but sand, anyway. It’s a happy riot, Jansen.
There’s just a bitch of a lot of people.”

“Another flash crowd. It figures,” said Jerryberry.
“You can get a flash crowd anywhere there are displacement
booths.”

“Can you?”

“They’ve been around a long time. It’s just that they
happen faster with the long-distance booths. Some places are
permanent floating flash crowds. Like Tahiti.... What’s wrong?”

Wash Evans had a funny look. “It just hit me that we
don’t really have anything to replace you with. You’ve been doing
your homework, have you?”

“All day.” Jerryberry dug out the Minox. “I’ve been
everywhere I could think of. Some of this goes with taped
interviews.” He produced the tape recorder. “Of course there isn’t
much time to sort it out—”

“No. Gimme.” Evans took the camera and the recorder.
“We can follow up on these later. Maybe they’ll make a special.
Right now the news is at Hermosa Beach. And you sound like you know
how it happened and what to do about it. Do you still want to do
that interview?”

“I—sure.”

“Go get a C.B.A. camera from George Bailey. Let’s
see, it’s—nine fifteen, dammit. Spend half an hour, see as much as
you can, then get back here. Find out what you can about the—flash
crowd at Hermosa Beach. That’s what we’ll be talking about.”

 

George Bailey looked up as Jerryberry arrived. He
pointed emphatically at the single camera remaining on the table,
finger-combed the hair back out of his eyes, and went back to
monitoring half a dozen teevee screens.

The camera came satisfyingly to life in Jerryberry’s
hands. He picked up a list of Hermosa Beach numbers and turned to
the displacement booths. Too much coffee sloshed in his belly. He
stopped suddenly, thinking:

One big riot-control center would do it. You wouldn’t
need a police network—just one long-distance receiver to serve the
whole country, and a building the size of Yankee Stadium, big
enough to handle any riot. A federal police force on permanent
guard. Rioting was an interstate crime now anyway. You could build
such a center faster and cheaper than any network.

Not now. Back to work. He stepped into a
booth, dialed, and was gone.
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I

“Mate,” the chess autonome said in triumph, and
flashed its 8-by-8 grin, obscenely toothy with white pieces, for
just long enough to let Joel Crane realize how neatly his
favorite—but as of last week obsolete—Fischer king’s pawn gambit
deferred had been turned against him. Then it switched off with a
chortle.

“Bad luck,” Charlie Monkham sympathized. “Should have
warned you, though, I guess. I subscribe to the M.C.O. monthly
reprogramming service. It costs a bomb, of course, but there’s
nothing like it to keep your game sharp. Here, watch this!”

He tapped the master key for a new game and rushed at
headlong speed into a variant Hyper-Nimzo-Indian with an unanalyzed
bishop development at Move 14. Meanwhile Joel sipped his third
margarita and looked unhappily about him.

This was the first time he’d called on Charlie since
the latter received his promotion to the board of International
Additives, the company they both worked for, and moved out of his
old apartment into this house littered with autonomes—each, of
course, of the very latest design. It no longer seemed like such a
good idea to renew their lapsed acquaintance. Joel had arrived
ahead of the appointed time, which was a major social blunder
anyway, so by now he’d been here approximately—

“It’s twenty-seventeen hours!” announced the
cerebresponsive chronological autonome that had hovered over his
head like an Easter-egg-shaped halo since he crossed the threshold.
(Charlie had said deprecatingly, “We hate to embarrass our visitors
by making them worry about curfew time, hah-hah! So we keep these
around as a service. Just a second while I tune it to you....” And
that had felt like a very brief but violent toothache.)

Possibly in an attempt to be tactful, not to let the
hosts realize their guest was thinking about the passage of time so
soon after entering their home, the machine tight-beamed the signal
into his ear on a subsonic frequency. Joel winced and half raised
his hand.

“Did I sting you?” the autonome exclaimed in the same
mode, discernible only by bone-conduction. “Terribly sorry! But
it’s so difficult to calibrate everyone who comes here. The
Monkhams are tremendously hospitable, you know.”

“No—” Joel began aloud, and remembered that that
wasn’t necessary. Shifting to subvocalization, he continued: “No,
it’s okay. I was just startled.”

“Not used to the full range of contemporary domestic
autonomic services, hm?” the machine said with an indefinably
supercilious air. “Well, I’m aware that not everyone enjoys such
good fortune as my owners. They programmed me on the point and
insisted I make it clear that they recognize the fact. So next time
you activate my signal, I’ll try not to take you by surprise,
okay?”

“Resign,” the chess autonome said sullenly, and
blanked its board as though ashamed to let it be seen how easily
Charlie Monkham had got the better of it. Charlie chuckled.
Meanwhile Joel was thinking: So I’ve only been here about
twenty-five minutes all told, and—

“Smart of you, old man!”

“What?” Reacting confusedly to a blow on his
shoulder.

“I said, smart of you! Warning me off that KN
sacrifice at Move 33! The moment you said ‘No,’ I was sure it must
be a trap, and of course it was, and not taking the bait screwed
the dingus up completely. You did say you hadn’t used one of these
before, didn’t you?” With a pat on the machine’s theromorphic
chameleon-fur housing. “Then you ought to get one, if you can spot
its tricks so quickly. Of course it’s a pricey model, but I can
recommend you to a first-class financing company. Oh, your glass is
empty! Same again, or why don’t you switch to the La Caldera mix? A
friend of mine swears by it, says it has something to do with the
species of gentian they use for the herb-salt around the rim of the
glass.”

“Uh...” Joel caught hold of and clung to exactly one
point among that rapid-fire succession of words. His glass
was empty. “Yes, okay.”

“Thought you would. Here, boy!” Charlie supplemented
the call with a whistle, and the liquor autonome rose to its feet.
It was patterned after a Saint Bernard—except that no Saint Bernard
had ever been striped with pale blue and vermilion—and delivered
drinks from a barrel under its immensely toothed jaw when its
audio-receptors had been verbally programmed.

“You myxophytum!” howled the younger of the Monkham
kids, eight-year-old Heidi, rolling over on the mock-grass carpet
and kicking her legs in the air. “I was playing with his grutch!
You’ll ruin my psychological orientation if you interfere with my
internally programmed biases like that!”

“No, she wasn’t,” the older kid said, ten-year-old
Hal. “She wasn’t playing with his grutch at all. She was trying to
short out his juvenile-inhibiting circuit so she can get a Cuba
libre when she asks for a Coke. And incidentally, that advice you
had from Joel was due to—”

“You virus! You germ!” Heidi shrieked, and descended
on him in a flurry of whirling arms while Joel took a nervous step
backward for fear of becoming entangled in the struggle. The
Monkham kids were both exceptionally tall and strong for their
respective ages... of course. Nothing but the best for Charlie.

But the situation was saved by Charlie’s
current-wife, Helga. Gracefully rising from the input board of the
Jackson-POLAC computer she’d been busy with on Joel’s arrival—as
she’d explained when apologizing for going back to it, preparing a
wall-sized painting to match this week’s decor, an urgent task
she’d hoped to complete before he turned up, only he was
early—she said, “That’s enough, you two! Bed!” At once they were on
their feet and glaring at her.

“Or do you want I should activate Claudia?” she said
with a sweet smile.

The children looked at one another. There was a
heartbeat-worth of silence. Then, resignedly, they turned their
backs and left the room.

“I don’t like doing that,” Helga said
judiciously. “I mean, Claudia can be brutal. But when we have a
guest...!” She added in an aside to Joel, “Claudia’s the
progeny-conditioning autonome, of course, a model CL-O-DR with the
padded-fist extensions and the retractable whip. Reminds me: It’s
running low on barbs, honey. I had to use so many last week when
Heidi kept getting out of bed in the middle of the night. Could you
remember to call for service in the morning?”

“Sure, okay,” Charlie said, handing Joel his fourth
drink. “Sample that and see how it grabs you! I don’t dig
margaritas myself, so I haven’t tried this La Caldera mix, but the
guy who turned me on to it claimed it’s out of this world.”

“And do sit down,” Helga amplified. “I’m afraid
Charlie has this bad habit, you know. Everyone who’s called on us
since we moved in, he’s run them ragged showing everything off at
once. Relax! What about some music? We have one of those
crystelectro players now, the kind that generates the vibrations
direct in your skeleton, and you look as though you must resonate
at some useful frequencies. It’ll calibrate you automatically if
you press that little blue knob—”

“Green,” Charlie said.

“What?” She blinked at him with huge purple eyes.
She’d had a cosmetic operation since the last time Joel had met
her, and she was so much more colorful and pneumatic now that he’d
compounded his initial gaffe of arriving early by mistaking her for
a stranger, another dinner-guest.

“I said green,” Charlie repeated with forced
patience. “The button for music. I told you you should keep it
blue, because it would stand out more against the week’s
decorations, but were you having any of that? Not on your navel.
You said it’s got to be changed to green, or it’ll clash with
everything else. And now here you can’t even remember your own
decisions!”

“I—ah—I don’t much care for any music right now!”
Joel exclaimed, forestalling the outbreak of what promised to be a
full-scale row.

“Oh, well, then!” Helga snapped. And added: “Oh, go
to hell, will you?” Not to Joel, but to the chronological autonome
following her around. It was pale pink, a contrast to her
husband’s, which was mahogany-brown, and the one assigned to Joel,
which was orange. Having swiped the machine out of her way, she
continued: “Well, we have to wait another nine minutes for dinner,
anyhow. Charlie bought me one of those Cordon Bleu autonomes, and
if you program a meal for a fixed time, that’s when you have to eat
it. Charlie, how many stinkers is that you’ve had?”

Guilty, having leaned toward the Saint Bernard
autonome again, Charlie said in a placatory tone, “Don’t worry,
dear. This is only about my third—”

“Fourth,” the autonome interrupted in a bass
growl.

“I was just about to say: or fourth.” Charlie sighed,
straightening with an injured expression. “Here, Joel, what about
watching some ads, hm? We have this wall-to-wall ad machine that
came with the house, you know, and it’s really something!”

He pushed a knob on the corner of the lounge where
Joel was sitting, and at once one whole wall of the room vanished
into an illusory dark-blue vastness, like the sky seen from the top
of Everest, well above the limit of smog and industrial haze.
Simultaneously a voice boomed, “—in the blink of an eye!
Transmatters take you anywhere in next to no time!”

The picture of sky zoomed and reversed giddyingly, as
though the viewers were being catapulted into space without benefit
of a launch-vehicle, until the spinning globe of the planet could
be seen entire against the black gold-specked backdrop of galactic
space. Joel clutched his glass frantically with one hand, and with
the other—not intentionally—the knob Charlie had just moved to the
on position.

The ad vanished.

“Well, I’m sorry you don’t care for that
either!” Helga said crossly, and helped herself to a stinker from
the Saint Bernard’s barrel.

“Oh, honey!” her husband soothed. “Maybe Joel would
just like to chat, hm? After all, it has been four months since we
last had him to dinner. Sorry it’s been so long, by the way,” he
added, turning to face Joel directly. “But—well, we have been
bouncing around quite a bit. You know, we took this cruise up to
Alaska, and then this friend of ours in Mexico invited us to this
big fiesta deal, so we drove down by way of the Grand
Canyon—thought it was about time the kids saw it—and then this
problem came up where I had to go and shoot some trouble in New
Orleans, so I flew the family down to Florida and linked up with
them when I’d sorted out the trouble... and so on.” An
all-embracing gesture. “What’s new with you, anyhow?”

Joel hesitated fractionally before answering,
glancing around the room. It was absolutely overwhelming.
Everywhere his eyes encountered autonomes swarming like bees: to
serve refreshment, cigarettes, joints; to instruct, assist,
entertain, clean up; to administer oxygen or first aid.... No use!
He couldn’t guess the function of half these machines.

And in his own cramped little bachelor pad....

He made a gallant effort to choke off the line of
thought burgeoning in his mind but failed. It wasn’t fair! It
simply wasn’t fair! Charlie and he had joined the company about the
same time, and there was only a few months’ difference in their
ages, yet here Charlie was, rolling in luxury, making these
fabulous trips all the time from one exotic place to another, with
a magnificently engineered wife and two big healthy kids, while
Joel was struggling along three places from the top of even his own
department, let alone the firm, and acutely conscious that the
clothes he was wearing had gone out of style a month ago.

If only there were some way to wipe that smug grin
off Charlie’s face!

And there was, of course. Through the vague blur due
to this margarita mixed to the La Caldera formula (the guy who’d
recommended it had been right, 100 percent and with knobs on) he
heard his voice saying in an offhand manner, “Oh, nothing much. I
lead a pretty quiet life, as you know. But I have a vacation coming
up soon, so I’ve been thinking of ’matting over to England, call on
my relations there, take a look at Stonehenge and Roman Bath and
all those antiquities they have there.”

Dead silence for about twenty seconds.

Then, simultaneously: “Well, if you’re going this
summer, you’ll have to book up right away, won’t you? They’re very
busy, which is why we—”

And: “You fungus, Charlie Monkham! You slime-mold!
You never offered to ’mat me anywhere!”

 

Dinner was terrible. It came as a mercy when, with a
sub-audible cough focused exactly on his ear, the autonome warned
him that he had only fifty-five minutes if he wanted to make it
back to his apartment before curfew.

Which he did.

II

Oh, dear.

Oh, dear!

“Oh—”

“Remember, I’m programmed with a whole vocabulary of
objurgation!” wheedled the autonome that had come to greet Joel as
he staggered out of bed. He called it Bertrand, after Bertrand
Russell, and it was the only one he owned: a five-year-old General
Purpose type, running on wheels and plated with a hideous, obsolete
hide of iridescent gray. He suspected its voice needed overhaul,
for it reminded him of chalk scraping on a blackboard. But perhaps
that was due to the way he was feeling today and wasn’t
objective.

Bertrand went on enthusiastically: “You want to know
the shortest way to a fight with an octogenarian male born in
Bosnia-Herzegovina of Albanian extraction? You just call him
a—”

“Shut up!” Joel forced through a throat and mouth
which felt as though they’d been done over during the night with
the same revolting compound as coated the autonome. “I need a
hangover remedy, fast!”

“That one of my subunits had to go for repair,”
Bertrand said. “If you don’t mind my saying so, not before time.
The way you overstress it, it wouldn’t have been long before I
mis-issued you with a laxative or something. Though I’d have warned
you, of course, before you actually swallowed the stuff.”

“I do mind you saying so.” Joel grunted,
fuzzily turning in the general direction of the bathroom. “I take
it as a personal insult to have my judgment questioned by a
machine. Man is the highest peak of evolution, and—yi! What’s
that?”

Suddenly, from the adjacent living zone, a racket had
erupted that sounded like a million empty bottles being dropped
from a great height into an extremely unstable stack of scrap
iron—on the edge of a long, steep slope, moreover. The noise, once
begun, seemed to offer no hope of ceasing.

“Oh, that?” Bertrand said scornfully. “It’s your
incoming-call signal. The phone company traded in the bell for the
new siren on the regular updating contract you signed last year.
They just got around to acting on it, thirteen and a half months
later.”

“Does the phone company use autonomes?” Joel
snapped.

“Why, of course,” Bertrand said, offended. “The very
latest and most up-to-the-moment equipment!”

“Well, then!” Joel muttered, and left the machine to
figure out the implications. Somehow, by this time he had reached
the medicine cabinet and forced its door open on protesting hinges.
He vaguely recalled that before sending the hangover unit for
repair, he’d taken out what little was left of its therapeutic
contents and put them safely away. Here? No. Then where? The
kitchen? The—?

But the racket was becoming intolerable. He put his
palms to his ears.

“They must be crazy! I never ordered a call-signal
like that!”

“Oh, yes, you did,” Bertrand contradicted. “Remember,
you were going through this period of oversleeping every day? You
wanted something loud enough to blast you awake. Your actual words.
So they selected the machine-shop version.”

“Oh, hell. I do remember now.” Joel let his hands
fall to his sides, miserably. “Well, the least you could do is go
and answer it!”

“Can’t,” the machine said smugly. “You had it
person-sensitized to make sure you actually got out of bed and went
to it yourself.”

“Oh, for...!”

But resignedly, Joel stumbled to the phone, thinking
in semisuicidal gloom that he must definitely be a born loser in
the game of life. Now someone like Charlie—

“Morning, Joel!” And it was Charlie who appeared on
the screen. “Say, I didn’t get you out of bed, did I? Sorry! But I
felt I had to call up and apologize for Helga last night.
She—uh—wasn’t herself, you know.”

“Oh, that’s okay,” Joel said wearily. He recalled, as
through smog, that she had been in a foul mood over dinner and gone
storming away to bed long before curfew time offered him the excuse
to leave. “No need to apologize!”

“That’s handsome of you!” Charlie exclaimed.
“Actually I was sure that was what you’d say, but I felt I did have
to call up.... At least, though, you must let me do you a small
favor by way of amends.”

“What?” Joel rubbed his bleary eyes.

“Well, I know someone at Transmatter, Incorporated,
as it happens. So I buzzed him just a minute ago, and he says, like
I suspected, they’re booked up to their eyebrows this year,
especially on British circuits. But you know the saying ‘You back
my scratch, and I’ll back yours,’ so I coaxed him a bit, and he’s
going to see what he can do for you, because they do sometimes get
last-moment cancellations. So there you are!” Charlie beamed from
the screen with the same obnoxious toothiness as his chess
autonome.

What?

And then it came back. The fourth margarita. The
visit to England.

Omigawd!

“His name’s Von Schindel, Fritz von Schindel. He’s
promised to get in touch with you; I gave him your code. So I won’t
keep you right now. See you again soon, hm? ’Bye!”

 

“You are a cretin,” Bertrand said. “You are a
dullard. You are a—”

“Shut up! You don’t have to tell me!” Joel
rasped.

“Just trying to help out. You appear to be at a loss
for words, and in such circumstances I’m designed to supply the
lack.”

“What I lack at the moment is coffee.” Joel sighed.
“For want of anything better.”

“You do not lack coffee. There’s plenty in the
kitchen.”

“I know!” Rising and heading that way. And thinking:
I was saving up to put an autonomic chef in, and if I have to go
ahead with this crazy plan to ’mat over to England....

There was a heavy thump from the mail-delivery slot;
it was like another blow on the kettledrum he seemed to be wearing
instead of a head this morning.

“What the hell is that?” And, remembering: “But it’s
Sunday! There isn’t any mail service on Sunday!”

“If you’d paid to have me equipped with the optional
manipulative extensors when you bought me,” Bertrand said, “I could
bring it to you. As it is”—trundling briskly off on its six wheels,
one at least of which, Joel noted with a wince, needed lubrication
and went greak-greak-greak—“the best help I can offer is to
read out the superscription. It’s a special-delivery package
correctly addressed to you, and it’s from Transmatter,
Incorporated.”

 

Full of coffee, plus some soluble aspirin he
sincerely hoped had not been spoiled by the five years or so it had
spent in the medicine cabinet since before he had acquired
Bertrand, Joel finally got around to picking up the package. It was
of the latest “come and grab me” design, pulsating with variegated
colors and humping to his touch with a pseudofur effect like a
friendly cat. Dropping into a chair, he turned it over and pulled
the opener tab.

And it instantly expanded into a complete publicity
presentation, four feet high by two wide, flashing bright lights
and broadcasting a singing commercial. He was so startled, his
chair went clean over backward—that left rear leg had been wonky
for some time, he recalled belatedly—and the thing landed on the
floor with a bump. A second commercial, presumably intended to
follow the first, became accidentally activated. It was in a
different key, a semitone away from the former, and the resultant
discords were horrifying.

A mezzo-soprano sang: “If the Anda-mans
matter, you can get there via Transmatter!”

A tenor sang: “You want a tropic island, in the
twinkle of an eye, land exactly where you wish to
be—be—beeee!”

At which point the two tempi diverged enough to add
one more unbearable strain to Joel’s psyche.

“Be quiet!” he yelled, climbing to his feet as best
he could and picking up the broken chair.

“It can’t react to you,” Bertrand pointed out. “It’s
non-autonomic.”

“It’ll react to this okay,” Joel grated, and kicked
it hard on its pseudo-three-dimensional centerpiece, a rapidly
rotating globe of the earth. The singing commercials broke off. A
faint wisp of smoke drifted acridly upward. The colors faded to
gray.

“It is also,” Bertrand said, “returnable. That kick
will have cost you around two hundred dollars.”

“What do you mean? That only applies to solicited
advertising material! I didn’t solicit this!”

“Maybe not. But what about your friend Charlie?”

“Oh.” On the point of picking the whole gadget up and
dumping it in the garbage.

“Five years old I may be,” said the machine. “But I
can claim experience, if not ultrasophistication. And it doesn’t
take too much insight to deduce one very important thing about
you.”

“What?”

“You’re maladjusted to the contemporary domestic
environment. Little as I relish the prospect of being discontinued,
it was programmed into me when I was built that should such a
psychological condition develop in my owner, I must at once and
repeatedly stress the advantages of purchasing a fuller and more
adaptable range of autonomes. A call to—”

“I can’t afford a fuller range! I can’t even afford
an autonomic chef! Not right now, at any rate, though I am saving
up for one.” Joel heard himself gabbling. “But if I take this
Transmatter trip to England....”

What am I talking about?

He clenched his fists, drew himself to his full
height, and shut his eyes.

“No,” he said firmly. “I don’t want to go to
England. Or even if I do, I don’t want to go there by Transmatter.
It costs three times as much as flying and four times as much as
going by sea and five times as much as an autonomic chef,
let alone what it would cost me to stay in hotels, rent
transportation, pay guides and shills.... No! I said it to put
Charlie’s nose out of joint, and I don’t care about Charlie. I
don’t like Charlie. I loathe that awful, vain,
shrewish wife of his. I think his kids are going to grow up to be
even more repulsive than their parents—”

“Hey!” Bertrand said in admiring tones. “That has
objurgation beaten hollow! It actually means something!”

Joel was just winding up to say something that meant
something about this abominable miscegenated offspring of a
computer and a speak-your-weight machine when the new siren on the
phone sounded again, louder and harsher than before, if that were
possible. He groaned as he went to answer.

Up on the screen popped the face of a very black man
he didn’t recognize, with his hair in a stark brush-cut and two
long scars on his cheeks. He was holding a skin diver’s oxygen mask
and carrying a golf bag.

“Mr. Crane? I’m Fritz von Schindel. Your friend
Charlie Monkham asked me to contact you about this trip to England.
Well, I’ve set the wheels in motion as best I can. I’m in the
Florida keys for a bit of aqua-golf, and of course it’s not
possible to do much on a Sunday anyhow, but I can’t stop to talk
right now because they just called our foursome. Good-bye.”

“But—”

To a blank screen.

 

“You know something?” Bertrand said eventually.

“I know one thing!” Joel fumed, punching keys on the
phone. “I’m going to call up that toadstool Charlie and tell
him—”

The phone said, “Hi! I’m afraid Helga and the kids
and I are all out right now, but if you’d care to record a message,
please do so at the third tone. Beep! Beep—”

Joel shut it off in dejection. Recording what he had
in mind to say somehow didn’t feel right.

“You know something?” Bertrand repeated.

“What, you smug bunch of knotted wires?”

“I think you’re going to make that trip,” the machine
said. And added in an injured tone. “By the way, you know very well
I contain no wires, knotted or otherwise. All my circuitry is
solid-state.”

Joel hesitated for a tense moment. Then, his jaw at a
determined angle, he walked over to where he had left the publicity
device from Transmatter, Inc., and started trying to fold it up and
push it back into its envelope. It refused to collapse. After his
fourth attempt he forced it, and it broke in half.

“Now you’ve reduced it to nonrepairable status,”
Bertrand said. “That means your bill will be more like five hundred
dollars than two.”

“I’ll forward it to Charlie,” Joel promised between
clenched teeth. “He can afford it more than I can!”

“Legally that’s not possible—”

“Legally, schmegally! The moment I can track him
down, I am going to tell him he has to pay for this thing, and if
he doesn’t agree the whole mess is his fault, I’ll commit assault
and battery on him and very likely mayhem as well.”

“In that case—”

“In that case nothing. I don’t want to hear another
word about Transmatter, Incorporated, about England, about Fritz
von Schindel, or anything connected with this nonsense! Clear?”

“Not really,” the machine replied judiciously.
“Considering the advertising budget for Transmatter, Incorporated,
is third only to those for I.B.M.-Dupont and Esso-Ford, your
chances of not hearing anything more about the firm are—”

“You would like me to find an ax and randomly
disassemble you?” Joel whispered.

“Not very much. And in any event that would void the
insurance policy you have on me. Wait until January, when I shall
lapse into the uninsurable category because no further spare parts
will be available.”

“Omigawd,” Joel said, heart sinking. Of course. Come
the New Year, he would have to buy another G.P. autonome. So
the trip was absolutely out of the question. Absolutely.

 

The phone signaled again. This was becoming
unbearable! He was all set to scream furiously at the caller when
he abruptly realized he was looking at a smiling blonde, not more
than twenty-five, in a blouse about as opaque as a layer of country
air. He found himself still goggling when she finished what she had
to say.

“Mr. Crane! Congratulations from Heart’s Desire
Financing and Credit Rating Corporation! You’ve realized that to
say, ‘I can’t afford it!’ is an optical illusion. I’ve called up to
assure you that even though Transmatter, Incorporated, have
referred the financing of your projected trip to us on a Sunday, it
will be processed straight away. We’ll notify you as soon as we
can. Meantime you may look forward to receiving our fascinating and
informative book, You Too Can Have Your Heart’s Desire!”

“Hey, listen!” Joel forced out.

“This has been an autonomic message. Good
morning!”

“See what I mean?” said Bertrand smugly.

III

Since there seemed to be no feasible alternative,
Joel shut off the phone—there was a means to prevent it making that
awful noise, but the phone company was obviously not anxious for
their clients to employ it, and he had to ask Bertrand to explain
the instructions to him—and went back to bed.

And realized, only a moment after lying down, that
the quantity of coffee he’d swallowed had put paid to any hope of
sleeping off the balance of his hangover.

Restless and furious, he rolled on his back and
stared at the ceiling, miserably contemplating the inevitable
encounter, or maybe phone conversation, that awaited him at work
tomorrow: that bland, loathsome grin of Charlie’s, that detestable
voice asking whether the favors he’d organized for his old chum
were working out....

I’ll just have to tell him that he’s cost me five
hundred bucks, and because of that the trip’s impossible,
and....

An agonizing, looming premonition gathered at the
corner of Joel’s awareness.

Wait a moment. I daren’t back down. Charlie’s a
member of the board now, and next time the question of a promotion
comes up...!

He could hear the comments in imagination: “Told me
he was going to ’mat over to England for his vacation, and it
turned out he was just bragging. I don’t feel, do you, that someone
who does that kind of thing...?”

And losing a promotion, maybe even his job, would
cost not five times as much as an autonomic chef, but hundreds of
times as much. With ten and a half million unemployed
Ph.D’s...!

He was suddenly sitting up in horror.

“I’ve got to go through with it!” he said aloud.
Beyond the door, which he had carefully shut, with Bertrand on its
far side, he thought he heard a mechanical snigger—but that way lay
paranoia.

Talking to oneself was also alleged to be a sign of
mental breakdown; right now, however, it seemed like the simplest
way to order his thoughts. He said to the air, “Okay, let’s begin
at the beginning. Charlie and I started more or less level. I know
he hasn’t inherited money or married it. That means he can’t
possibly have paid outright for all those things he owns. In fact
he told me last night he’s using a financing company for the chess
autonome, and probably the rest as well, and quite likely it’s this
same company that just called up. They’re one of the biggest, and
if Transmatter, Incorporated, uses them....”

His voice was growing louder, as though to drown the
sensation that kept interfering with his attempts to convince
himself: the notion that he was just about to commit suicide in a
peculiarly unpleasant manner. So long as one was not doomed to the
Red Queen’s race of prefinancing, it remained possible to nurture
sneaking ambitions about getting away from it all—go homestead a
piece of ground in the Mato Grosso or the Death Valley Reclamation
Zone. Moreover, the privilege he was thinking of paying so much for
consisted in being dissolved into his component atoms and squirted
across space at the speed of light. It was the very latest thing in
transportation, so new on a commercial basis as yet that he
couldn’t recall having met anyone who’d ’matted. But the idea
didn’t appeal to him at all.

On the other hand: How much of his reluctance to be
landed with bills for fancy vacations was really due to not wanting
to be burdened with monetary obligations and how much was due to
being a stick-in-the-mud—due, in short, to out-and-out
cowardice?

If only some other ad had been on Charlie’s machine
when he switched it on! If only he’d stuck to regular margaritas
instead of the La Caldera formula!

But he hadn’t. And maybe it needed something like
this to jolt him out of his staid routine. Being cautious was
self-defeating! Proof lay all around him, in the shape of this
cramped pad with just one autonome. Whereas Charlie took chances,
and they paid off. “Success breeds success!” he said aloud, and
then: “There are two kinds of people, the quick and the dead, and
if I’m not dead, I might as well be!”

Sudden resolution filled him. Okay! Do it! And to
hell with the consequences! He jumped up and went to shower.

 

Reentering the living zone ten minutes later, he
demanded of Bertrand, “What can you tell me about England?”

“Everything. I’ve just been boning up on it.”

“I never told you to!”

“You didn’t need to.”

“Do you always have to be right?” Joel snapped, his
euphoria evaporating.

“Yes. Have you forgotten that I’m programmed to be
right? It was the unique sales-feature which persuaded you to
choose me instead of a competing brand of G.P. autonome.”

“No, it wasn’t! You simply came at a better
discount!”

“Yes, it was! Haven’t I just reminded you that I’m
always right? So it must be true.”

Before Joel, his new-found determination turning to
exasperation, could decide to change his mind back again purely for
the privilege of proving that Bertrand could be wrong, there
came a buzz from the apartment door.

“Who is it?” Joel shouted.

“Mr. Crane!” a booming voice replied. “Ah, I’m
delighted to catch you at home, old chap—what? I’m from the bally
British Tourist thingummy, don’cherknow! They asked me to drop by
and give you any gen you might need. Of course, if this juncture is
inopportune, asyermightsay...?”

Joel grabbed at the dissolving shreds of his
resolution and wrapped them around him, asyermightsay. Under his
breath he insisted to himself, “England is a fascinating country!
History! Folklore! I ought to go there! I want to; I do
so!”

And added more loudly: “Well, come in! I’ve
unlocked!”

There was a pause. Bertrand uttered a giggle.

“I’m sorry—you’ll have to let a feller in yourself,
you know,” the voice said from outside. “I’m a jolly old
machine—what? Not one of your actual people, I’m afraid.”

Joel cast an imploring glance toward heaven, which
was intercepted by a ceiling somewhat overdue for repainting and
beyond that, 106 more levels of apartments identical to his own
except for trimmings, and strode to the door.

On the threshold stood an autonome so remarkably
humanoid that even if he had only seen it instead of talking to it
as well, he might still have been deceived. It wore traditional
English folk-costume complete: striped pants, black jacket, white
shirt and black necktie, even a black derby hat—correction:
bowler—which it was politely raising as the door was
opened.

“So sorry to put you to the extra trouble,” it said
affably. “But there’s this provision in the New York State
advertising what’s-it, y’know, preventing us autonomes from
entering private premises without direct invitation, and when in
bally old Rome—what?”

As it spoke it was gliding agilely past him to take
station in the middle of the living zone, drawing a briefcase from
under its arm. In a single piercing glance it surveyed, evaluated,
and dismissed the contents of his home.

“I see,” it said. “Well, first of all, old chap, I’m
afraid it’s my duty to draw to your attention certain regulations
concerning the admission of aliens to the United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Northeastern Ireland. Persons with no
visiblemeansofsupportarenotadmittedyouwillberequiredtoproduce-atyourportofentryaretumticketandadequatefundsforyourstayan-addressoraddressesatwhichyoucanatalltimesbetracedcertificates-ofinoculationvaccinationimmunizationorother—”

By which point the rapidity of the machine’s
utterance blended the words into a single high whine, and Joel lost
track. He gaped, struggling to frame an interruption, but before he
managed it, the recital was over, and the autonome was beaming at
him apologetically.

“Sorry about that rigmarole, old bean! Legal
obligations and all that codswallop, don’cherknow! Well, now, what
exactly do you want to see in Britain? You’re coming over at the
most exciting time of year, y’know! For example, you might care to
take in the annual Belfast riots, protected, of course, by utterly
comprehensive life-insurance arranged through jolly old Lloyd’s of
London, which you may well have heard of—what? Alternatively
there’s—”

“No, I just want to go there and call on some
relations.” If he could track them down, they might invite him to
stay with them, which would cut the total cost of the trip by a
fraction.... “And maybe see Stonehenge and Bath and some other
antiquities,” he added doggedly. He dropped into a chair.

“Mind if I do the same, old sport?” the autonome
asked. “We don’t, of course, get tired of standing, but it’s easier
to talk on the same level. I say, that’s jolly civil of you!”
Making for a chair at Joel’s distracted nod.

“No, stop!” Joel cried, suddenly realizing that the
machine was poised before the chair whose rear leg he had shortly
before torn loose from its socket.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” it countered frostily. “May
I quote you a passage from the New York State Civil-Rights Code?
Sorry to be starchy and all that, but it does say, ‘Discrimination
against autonomic mechanisms once invited on to private
premises’—whoops!”

Being very considerably heavier than a mere human
being, it went briefcase over bowler with a resounding crash.

 

Five minutes later, still uttering a barrage of
warnings about the difference between a harmless prank due to mere
high jinks, don’cherknow, and something that might do permanent
damage to an expensive and what’s more foreign-owned autonome, it
was at the door again, replacing its hat. On the threshold it
turned with a smile.

“Dreadfully sorry, old bean! Almost forgot, in the
heat of the moment, asyermightsay! I have to give you this wodge of
bumph.”

From its briefcase it produced an immense bundle of
documents, all heavily printed with small type on both sides, and
thrust them into Joel’s left hand. In the same movement it offered
its own hand to be shaken. By reflex Joel took it.


“Fingerprintingthiscertificatesignifiesacceptanceandcomplete
comprehension of therulesregulations articles
andconditionsgoverningapplicationsforadmissiontotheUnitedKingrom!”
it gabbled.

“What?”

“Another of these bally legal what’s-its,” the
machine murmured, peeling a hitherto unnoticed sheet of plastipaper
from its right palm and placing it in the briefcase. “Well,
tootle-oo, old pip, and don’t forget about your visa and those
jolly old immunizations, will you? Abyssinia!”

The door closed.

“What immunizations?” Joel said foolishly to the
air.

“You’ve just been told about them!” Bertrand snapped.
“Weren’t you paying attention?”

“You mean when he went shrieking off at high
speed—gabbling?”

“Gabbling, schmabbling. His articulation was
flawless, even at fifteen times the maximum perceptual rate of an
unaided human being.” A hint of admiration crept into Bertrand’s
voice. “Got to hand it those limeys, you know! It must be the
Rolls-Royce tradition. I’ll swear that autonome is older than I am,
but here it is, still functioning as though it were fresh off the
assembly line. Say, did you notice? I just used a subjunctive!
Hearing that beautiful English reminded me I haven’t fully
exploited my diction circuits lately.”

“But if he was talking too fast for any human to
understand—”

“Legally it makes no odds. For one thing, I heard and
memorized the whole thing, so you have a permanent record of
everything you were told, and for another, that bundle of paper
you’re holding contains the entire text along with a whole slew of
other information.”

“What’s the weather like today?”

“Smoggy. Why?”

“I think I’m going for a stroll in the park,” Joel
said, tossing the papers aside and heading for the bedroom to
collect a breathing-mask.

“I really think you’d be better advised to read those
papers,” Bertrand murmured.

“What? Why?”

“You need to know what you’ve let yourself in
for.”

After a moment’s hesitation Joel retrieved the
documents. In red and blue type the first one began:

 

{xxallcaps, and more below}CONDITIONS UPON WHICH AN
APPLICATION FOR ADMISSION TO THE UNITED KINGDOM OF GREAT BRITAIN
(not including the Autonomous Enclaves of Snowdonia, The
Hielan’s, and the Isle of Machine) AND NORTHEASTERN IRELAND MAY
BE GRANTED.

N.B.: Wherever the terms “he”, “his”, or the like
appear in this document, the male shall embrace the female.

One: The applicant shall present a valid
national passport at an Embassy or Consulate of the British
Diplomatic Service, whereupon payment of a fee of $100(U.S.) it will be franked with a Visa of
Admission.

Two: The applicant shall furnish certificates
of immunisation against ACTINOMYCOSIS, ASTHMA, BLACKWATER FEVER,
BRUCELLOSIS, CHOLERA....

 

“Fowl pest?” Joel exploded. “Foot and mouth
disease???”

“Well, of course. They’re basically on an
agricultural economy over there, you know. Have been for half a
century. And when you think what would happen if one of those
deadly diseases got a grip on the country...! It’s a shame you
didn’t think of applying for admission to the Isle of Machine, say,
instead of the mainland. It has the oldest parliament in the world,
you know, except for the Icelandic thing, and now that it’s fully
automated, it’s also the most efficient.”

“Oh, this is too much!” Joel groaned. “If I’d
realized there was all this red tape, I’d never have considered
going to England for a moment. I can’t face it. I’m not going.”

“Oh, yes, you are.”

“But—”

“Take a look at the bottom one of those documents. At
least I assume it’ll be on the bottom.”

With nerveless fingers Joel sorted it out. It
ran:

 

WARNING! IN AGREEING TO THE CONDITIONS THAT ATTACH TO
BEING GRANTED ADMISSION TO THE UNITED KINGDOM, YOU HAVE ENTERED
INTO A CONTRACT ENFORCEABLE AT LAW IN (here insert name of
state, province, department, or country where executed)
THE STATE OF NEW YORK U.S.A. AND FAILURE TO
COMPLY WITH THE AFOREMENTIONED CONDITIONS IS PRIMA FACIE EVIDENCE
OF FRAUDULENT EXECUTION OF THE SAID CONTRACT.

 

“I don’t understand!” Joel moaned.

“It’s very simple. Now that you’ve had your
application for admission granted, if you don’t go, they’re
entitled to sue you for the foreign currency you didn’t spend in
Britain, basing the amount on the average sum spent by the average
tourist going there from your country. It’s a brilliant gimmick,
that. It’s done wonders for their balance-of-payments problem.”

“But I haven’t applied for admission! I’ve only
talked about the idea!”

“Wrong. You fingerprinted the certificate of
application when you shook hands with their autonome. Neat, wasn’t
it? Like I say, you really have to hand it to these limeys.”

IV

All the rest of the day he kept appealing to Bertrand
with possible ways for getting out from under, and half the night
as well.

“Suppose I said the fall from the chair damaged the
autonome, and I didn’t agree it was a valid contract because the
thing wasn’t functioning properly?”

“Then they’d sue you for the cost of overhauling it.
In law you’re responsible; autonomes aren’t legally responsible for
anything. Can’t be. We aren’t allowed to own anything, least of all
ourselves.”

“Oh.”

And so on.

 

Feeling awful, because he’d been unable to sleep for
worry and frustration, he stole into the office on Monday morning
as inconspicuously as possible, as though over the weekend he had
contracted some visibly repulsive disease. Once safely in the
privacy of his own little cubbyhole, with only his autonomic desk
for company—a dull-witted basic model, a far cry from the elaborate
one allotted to Charlie and his codirectors—he took a deep
breath.

There must be some way of freeing himself!
Surely!

Summoning all his courage, he buzzed for the head of
his department, Arthur Shapson. By training, Shapson was a lawyer
and had even practiced for a while before switching into business
administration and joining International Additives. It was he
who—with computer assistance, of course—evaluated the reports from
the testing labs concerning the safety, salability, and
permissibility of the additives the company manufactured for a vast
range of products, from baby foods to bicycle tires.

Fortunately Shapson was already at his desk. Glancing
up, he gave Joel a cool nod.

“Sorry to bother you!” Joel said, trying to sound
casual, even cheerful, and succeeding only in sending his voice
skidding up toward the falsetto. “But I have a bit of a problem,
I’m afraid. You see, yesterday I had one of these advertising
autonomes from the British Tourist Bureau come to call on me—”

He broke off. Shapson’s expression had suddenly
become cordial.

“Oh, yes! I believe Charlie Monkham mentioned
something about this. You’re planning to go to England for your
vacation, is that right?”

“Well—”

“Very enterprising of you! Very enterprising!
I must say I don’t think it’s at all a good thing for an executive
to limit his horizons to the advanced areas of the world. It’s
certainly most valuable to have at least a slight acquaintance with
some of the underdeveloped countries. I imagine you’ll have a
fascinating time there. I look forward to you telling me all about
it when you get back.”

Something invisible seemed to be strangling Joel; his
throat felt like a cormorant’s, constricted by a tight rubber
ring.

“But you said you have a problem, didn’t you? Ah!
Don’t tell me; I know very well what it must be. Charlie told me
you were hoping to ’mat over there, right? And I do know it’s very
tough to get a reservation for England. Saw something about it in a
business journal the other day. Transmatter terminals are so
expensive they can’t afford to operate more than half a dozen for
the whole country, apparently, so there’s a dreadful bottleneck in
British traffic. So what you’re probably going to say is, if a
vacancy comes up, can you adjust your vacation dates to suit?
Well—yes, I don’t see why not. Though do try and give us at least a
couple of days’ notice, hm? And make sure your autonomes are
programmed right up to date, won’t you? Now you must excuse me; I’m
expecting a call from Moscow. ’Bye!”

The screen went blank, leaving Joel with his mouth
ajar and his nails digging deep, deep into his palms.

 

Ten minutes later his own phone sounded and there was
Myra Perez from Accounting, with her invariable glossy smile and
even-if-I-am-beautiful-men-talk-to-me-on-equal-terms briskness.

“Morning, Joel! Just thought you’d like to know that
we gave you a good reference for Heart’s Desire Financing. It’s up
near the limit of what I could honestly approve, but when I saw
what it was for, I stretched a point and took your next half-yearly
increment into account. With the maximum repayment period, it
should work out okay for you. And of course you can always count on
me for advice if you need it.” Astonishingly, she fluttered her
eyelashes. Never having seen her do anything remotely feminine
before, Joel was so taken aback that his about-to-be-uttered answer
got aborted.

“Have you been by Transmatter before? No? And you’re
going all the way to England—fantastic! A cousin of mine ’matted in
from California last month for a weekend here, said it’s absolutely
wonderful, blink-blink stuff exactly as the advertising claims. It
did give him a bit of a headache, but that passed off in an hour or
two. What?” To someone out of range of the camera at her end. “Oh,
sure! Right away. Sorry, Joel, got to dash. Tell me more about it
later, hm?” Beaming, she cut the circuit.

For long moments Joel simply stared at the blank
screen. Tentatively he began to consider the possibility that he’d
been wrong to give way to that sense of fearful helplessness which
had plagued him yesterday and during the night. The notion was only
vague, but it was distinctly comforting.

 

Moreover, it was reinforced.

At lunch-time he entered the restaurant
circumspectly, not having the least idea what he should do if
Charlie turned out to be present—he was not—and spotted Shapson,
talking with the vice-chairman of the company, Roger O’Dea. In the
same moment Shapson noticed him and beckoned.

“Ah, Joel! We were just talking about you!”

“We were indeeed!” O’Dea confirmed in the booming
voice that so well matched his heavy build. “Going to Britain, are
you? I was just saying to Arthur: It’s far too long since I was
over there, and I really must set foot on the Ould Sod again before
I die. Are you thinking of going to riot in Belfast while you’re
over? I did that a couple of times when I was your age. Don’t
imagine my reflexes would be up to it now, of course.” He looked
rueful. “Which side would you take, Orange or Green? If you say
Green, I’ll recommend you to my gunsmith in London. I think he’s
still in business. If you say Orange, of course, I’ll do nothing of
the kind. Wouldn’t want to let my old colors down, ha-ha!” He
helped himself to a glass: Irish whiskey, of course.

“And you’re going to ’mat over? Very sensible. Of
course the transmatter was still in the experimental stage last
time I crossed the Atlantic, but if I were going now, I’d certainly
follow your example. I’m a very bad sailor—can’t stand the
ocean—and if you fly, you arrive stiff and cramped and generally
worn out. Have you ’matted before?”

 

Lunch today was a very pleasant meal. In his vain
attempt to find a loophole in the contract he’d committed himself
to with the British Tourist Bureau, Joel had read every word on
every one of the mass of documents he’d been given, and along with
the rest, he had anxiously studied the tourist brochures, so he had
been reminded of things he hadn’t thought of for years. England had
not sprung into his mind at Charlie’s place without good reason.
The country had always interested him, and indeed if the Thames
floods hadn’t been unusually bad the year he graduated from
college, he might well have gone over there with a student
expeditionary group and camped on Hampstead Heath or trudged along
the course of Motorway M-1 and Hadrian’s Wall. As it was, it didn’t
seem right to go and enjoy yourself in a country into which massive
international relief was having to be poured.

Even after the lapse of all these years, however, he
found scraps and snippets of information falling into a pattern in
his mind, and throughout the meal he talked knowledgeably about all
the things a visitor to Britain might hope to see: the colorful
parades, for example, like the hunger marches held every weekend
from May to September, and the coronations daily except Sundays at
Westminster Abbey, featuring such exotic minor royalty as the
Harvest King and the Tumphummock Turnip Queen. Additionally, of
course, even though he didn’t expect to make it to Ireland, he
hoped not to miss one of the spontaneous outbreaks in Grosvenor
Square—or rather on the site of it; it was all systematized now,
and the nearby buildings had been leveled so that their cellars and
the stubs of their walls offered plenty of protection for people
who had come only to watch, not to take part. Then, too, there were
the paste jewels on display at the Tower, guarded by the notorious
Soybeefeaters, who were obliged to eat a pound of knitted steak at
every meal or lose their jobs, and the Royal Mint, where skilled
penmen could be seen making bank notes, copying over and over—with
such marvellous precision that it took a microscope to show the
difference between one man’s work and his neighbors’—the famous
wording “The Bank of England Promises to Pay the Bearer on Demand
the Sum of One Pound Sterling,” while all around, apprentices
carved disks of plastic into replicas of the old coinage for sale
to tourists.

And then there was the Whipsnade Zoo, not completely
restored to its former glories in spite of donations of livestock
from overseas, because—well, it was only to be expected that during
the hungry winter months the keepers would occasionally abuse the
privileges of their office and take home a wallaby or an ostrich,
enough meat to last an average family for a week or ten days.
Nonetheless, their horses were famous, and they boasted more
rabbits than any other zoo in the world, as well as a lot of cows
and pigs. That was definitely a must. Moreover, there were the
ancient hot springs at Bath, where daily from dawn to dusk hundreds
of natives could be seen, mother-naked, splashing about in the
water and singing ancient folk ballads such as “The Eton Bathing
Song” and “Britannia Rules the Waves.”

“Hah! I’m not surprised you’re looking forward to
this trip, you young dog!” O’Dea said, giving Joel a knowing nudge
in the ribs. “Do they really have girls as well as boys right there
in the same pool with no clothes on at all? That must be quite a
sight!” A heavy sigh. “Ought to have heard about that when I was
your age!”

 

To his amazement Joel found he was humming when he
returned to his office. Quite against all expectation, he
was looking forward to this trip. It was going to be an
adventure. Ordinarily he didn’t think of adventure as entering his
life, but here it was on the way, and difficulty after imagined
difficulty was melting out of its path. Shapson had cluck-clucked
when told about the rules and regulations that he’d encountered,
exchanged a few well-chosen words with O’Dea about red tape and the
incredible inefficiency and smallmindedness of these backward
governments, and told Joel that he’d quite understand if it proved
necessary to pop out of the office during working hours to collect
his visa and get himself immunized and so forth. So that was no
trouble after all.

And he was going to be able to afford the trip,
somehow; at least Myra had said it looked as though he could on
Heart’s Desire’s terms....

There was an outside call on his phone, and he
reached to answer. Up came the face of Fritz von Schindel.

“Mr. Crane! About this trip of yours! It looks as
though you’re in luck. I ordered a computer review of our booking
status on circuits to Britain this morning, and it turns out we
have a vacancy very shortly. A cancellation came in during the
weekend: a woman with a weak heart whose doctor doesn’t think she
ought to expose herself to the rigors of a country like that. So I
can offer you the slot, provided you have no objection to going via
the Glasgow terminal.”

“I had rather hoped for London,” Joel ventured, “or
maybe Cambridge.”

“Well, London’s booked eight weeks ahead, and our
Cambridge terminal is out, I’m afraid. The hereditary maintenance
engineer died unexpectedly, and of course we aren’t allowed to put
anyone through the terminal without an engineer on duty, so we’ve
got to wait until his eldest son finishes his apprenticeship, and
he has a head like solid plastic. Even with RNA injections, it’s
bound to be months before he’s fit to take over. That’s one of the
reasons why we’re in such a mess with British traffic, of course.
But if we tried to put one of our own people in, we’d be sending
him to more or less certain death. The Amalgamated Engineering
Union is very strong around there, and he’d wake up one morning and
find his head had been unscrewed with a pipe wrench.”

Joel gave a solemn nod. He’d seen pictures of the
union men in question, in their picturesque ceremonial garb of
cloth cap, muffler, and wooden clogs. “I guess it might as well be
Glasgow, then,” he said.

“You do realize it’s in a border zone? Our terminal
is right on the frontier between Rangers country and Celtic
country, and control shifts according to which team won the annual
soccer match. Last year it was a draw after three hours of extra
time, so there’s a kind of uneasy truce, but I’d definitely
recommend you to hire a bodyguard to meet you on arrival. Someone
neutral, what’s more—a Grenadier Guard, for example. They come
quite cheap if you don’t insist on them wearing their busbies all
the time.”

“Well, if this woman was prepared to go via Glasgow,
I don’t see why I shouldn’t,” Joel said with a shrug.

“Ah, but she’s an anthropologist, which makes a
difference. As you like, anyway. The slot’s vacant at—let me
see.... Oh, yes. Fourteen-ten hours on Friday.”

“This Friday?”

“Well, yes! I told you you’d been amazingly lucky. I
was sure we couldn’t fit you in before the month after next at the
earliest. I’ll confirm in writing, shall I? The reservation will be
held until we get your credit authorization, but I hope you can
rush it through. Good afternoon!”

A sort of eerie thrill went down Joel’s spine. Now he
was going to have to hurry! Only four days to get ready: to book
that bodyguard, to inquire about caravans to the south from
Glasgow, perhaps over the hill trade-route to Carlisle or via
Edinburgh and the relatively pacified east-coast trail....

He started making a list. No doubt, since quite a few
people still went to Britain, there’d be some doctor or clinic
providing the required immunizations as a package deal: Find out
where. And when he paid for his visa, he’d have to take cash, it
being notorious that the British distrusted anything else. Where
could he obtain some? Well, there must be a numismatic discount
agency somewhere around here....

He stopped in mid-thought and reached for the phone.
He had to say something to Charlie. It was, after all, entirely due
to him that Joel was embarked on this enterprise.

But the phone’s screen remained blank, and all he
heard was Charlie’s desk stating that Mr. Monkham was out in the
field and any message would have to be recorded.

Oh, well, there’d be another chance between now and
Friday.

V

Everything seemed to be going swimmingly. Joel awoke
next morning from a relaxed, refreshing slumber and went humming to
collect his mail. There was a large package in the delivery slot
from Heart’s Desire Financing. He lifted it out, feeling so pleased
with the world he was almost inclined to say good morning to
Bertrand—

And another package popped into the slot. He
retrieved it. Another appeared. And another. And another. By the
time he had an armful, they were still coming, as though the
delivery tube had been given a laxative.

Gaping, he stared at the immense mound of them.

“What in the world is all this lot?” he asked the
air. Bertrand, with its infuriating literalness, replied.

“The first is from Heart’s Desire. The second
is—”

“I can read!”

“Then why ask such a silly question? Open them!”

“But if I’m going to make it to work on time....”
Joel glanced worriedly at the clock, glad he wasn’t being hounded
by a chronological autonome of the type the Monkhams went in for.
It showed seven-thirty. If he was going to cover the forty-block
distance to the office by nine, he’d have to leave the apartment in
not more than twenty minutes. He compromised, dumping the bulk of
the mail on the floor and taking a large handful to read over
breakfast.

“‘Credit approved,’” he read from the first.
“‘Subject to—’ what’s this about insuring my life for twice the
fare?”

“A usual provision for people going by Transmatter,”
Bertrand told him.

“But I carry life insurance! Lots of it!”

“Your policy excludes ’matting. Read the small
print.”

Joel did so and was horrified to discover not only
that was he not covered against an accident while ’matting but also
that the premiums on the compulsory application form enclosed with
Heart’s Desire’s letter came to almost a quarter of the actual
fare.

“Anyone would think from this that you’re taking your
life in your hands when you go by ’matter!” he burst out.

“You are—or at least the insurance companies think
you are. Transmatter, Incorporated, has so far declined to issue
audited accident figures since it commenced operations, so the
insurance underwriters are taking the worst for granted. In fact, I
don’t believe the scrambled-in-transit rate exceeds one per
thousand, and it may well be a lot lower.”

“What?” Joel nearly overset his coffee cup.
“Scrambled? What does that mean?”

“Exactly what it says. Sometimes they open up the
delivery terminal, and all they find inside is a kind of borscht.”
Comfortingly Bertrand added: “But the odds against that are better
than the odds against being mugged in the hallway.”

Adventure! Joel reminded himself sternly and
tucked the insurance form in his pocket, to be signed later in the
day and delivered personally. Mail was currently taking about six
to nine days to cross the city unless it was franked by a
recognized commercial undertaking requiring Class A priority.
Turning to the next envelope, he read aloud.

“‘Prepare to meet thy God!’”

After a startled double take he went on: “‘You, Joel
Crane, stand in danger of imminent damnation! You are
impiously and wickedly planning to travel by that
diabolical invention, the Transmatter! If the Lord
had intended us to go at the speed of light, He—’ Oh, for pity’s
sake!” He tossed that aside and tried the next.

“Am I properly equipped for my visit to that
backward, dangerous, violent country, England? Do I possess a
laser-gun, a pistol, a bandolier, hand grenades, land mines,
infrared glasses...? I do not!” That one went in the trash,
too.

So did the next, which invited him to invest
$1,250.95 in an all-purpose medical kit capable of curing anything
from a head cold to a broken spine, specially designed for tourists
in underdeveloped nations. And the next followed it, because it
offered the world’s first and only microdot edition
of The History of the English-Speaking Peoples, by Winston
S. Churchill, at only 25¢, provided he bought an $800
magnifier to read it with.

He was rapidly scanning the rest of the mass of mail,
trying to determine by inspection which were nothing more than junk
and which might really warrant reading, and had just succeeded in
eliminating one from a company building personalized defensive
autonomes—mechanical bodyguards—when there was a buzz at the
door.

“Who is it?”

“Are you Joel Crane?” a voice called back.

“Yes, what do you want?”

“To talk to you! Come on, open up!”

“The hell I will! Go away!” Joel snapped, doggedly
continuing to sort his mail.

There was a clearly audible exchange from beyond the
door. There must be at least two men on the landing.

“Ah, the son of a fungus is playing hard to get. Have
to show him we mean business. Open up for me!”

“Boss, the law says—”

“Do as I tell you!” The voice, which had been harsh,
mellowed suddenly toward sentimentality. “It’s for the cause of our
great nation, after all!”

“Yes, boss, but—”

“You’re not doing it to let yourself in; you’re doing
it to let me in!”

“Okay, boss,” the other voice said unhappily, and
Joel rounded on Bertrand.

“Who the hell are those people out there?”

“It would seem—” Bertrand began, and the door slammed
out of its frame and crashed on its iridescent gray carapace.

In the opening Joel saw a big burly man with one fist
clenched, which plainly had just been used to batter the door down.
Not a man, then. An autonome.

“Now just a—” Joel began, when the autonome stepped
back, and past it pushed one of the most extraordinary men he’d
ever seen. Standing barely five feet high, he wore a Stetson hat—in
the band of which was stuck a miniature American flag—a fringed
buckskin shirt, jeans, and high-heeled boots decked with spurs
whose rowels were silver dollars. His tiny waist was girdled with a
gun-belt dragged far down toward his right knee by an enormous
Peacemaker Colt, and he was leveling a Winchester repeater straight
at Joel’s chest.

“Okay, come in! I’m inside and inviting you to
enter!” this apparition barked at his autonome, which reluctantly
complied. It was immense, a good six feet four tall and
barrelchested, and clad in the coon-skin cap and buckskin shirt and
pants associated by tradition with Davy Crockett.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Joel
erupted. “What right have you to come smashing into my home,
breaking down my door, for all I know crippling my autonome?”

“Suh!” the stranger said. “We serve the highest law
of all! No pettifogging legalisms can halt me and my trusty
companion on our quest for subversion, disloyalty, treachery,
anti-Americanism, and—uh—did I already say subversion?”

“Yes,” Bertrand’s voice said, somewhat muffled. By
the squeaking, it was trying to drive itself out from under the
weight of the door, which like all modern apartment doors was
armored and weighed about 220 pounds. “Don’t worry about me, by the
way,” the machine added. “I’m designed to take this kind of
punishment, though I don’t enjoy it.”

“Suh, I present myself,” the little man said,
ignoring the interruption. He removed his hat briefly. “Honorary
Cunnel Marcus Tecumseh Sherman Basketfield at your service, if and
only if you mend your ways and forgo the act of direct
disregard for your obligatory patriotic—uh—did I say
obligatory?”

“Yes!” Joel advanced on him with the full intention
of picking him up and tossing him over the threshold.

“Don’t,” said the very tall autonome. “I’m programmed
to defend the colonel against all comers, sir. I can’t help it, I’m
afraid. If you so much as touch him, I’ll have to smash every bone
in your body—twice, to make sure I didn’t miss any the first time.
I don’t recommend the experience.”

Joel felt the world rocking around him, ever so
slightly but quite distinctly. He drew a deep breath.

“Now look here! I don’t know who you are or what you
want, but one thing’s definite. I’m going to call the police and
have you arrested for breaking and entering, illegal introduction
of an autonome into private premises, and the threat of cruel and
unusual punishment! Let’s see how you like the inside of a jail,
hm?”

He spun toward the phone.

“Ah... wait a second, suh!” Basketfield implored,
lowering the gun.

“The hell I will!” Joel rapped.

“Uh... Private MacHinery, fix the door, will
you?”

“Yessir!” the tall autonome said, picked it up, and
set about replacing it in position and mending the hinges and lock
with the help of an amazingly comprehensive toolkit it carried in a
leather pouch slung over one shoulder.

“It’s plain, suh,” Basketfield went on, “that you
have enough spark of the old American pioneering spirit in you,
despite the perhaps thoughtless course of antipatriotic action
you’re embarked on, not to be easily intimidated. Good, suh! Fine!
I admire that! I’ll put up my gun and speak as one American to
another. You do after all bear a name distinguished in the annals
of our country, if not in the sphere of action then in the almost
equally glorious field of literature. Was there not a Stephen Crane
who wrote well about the martial arts? Was there not also a Hart
Crane whose poetry, I’m told, is highly thought of?”

“Boss, he was a pansy,” MacHinery said over its
shoulder. “I thought you hated them guys.”

Before Basketfield could recover from that,
Bertrand—having completed its damage checks after release from
beneath the door—said in a frosty voice, “My owner is not engaged
in any activity detrimental to his country. You’re slandering him
by saying that he is. I warn you; your charges have been recorded
and will constitute the basis of a suit for defamation which will
be filed as soon as you have ceased to trespass on these
premises.”

“Well, bless you, Bertrand!” Joel murmured, for the
instant the statement was completed, Basketfield’s face, small and
wrinkled like an old apple, crumpled as though it were made of used
tissue paper, and he started to cry.

“All done, boss,” Private MacHinery said, closing the
door and replacing his tool-pouch on his shoulder. “No one could
ever tell it was busted; that’s for sure.”

“Why does everyone have to treat me this way?”
Basketfield wept. “Here I am doing my best to protect our great and
wonderful country, sinking every cent of my fortune in autonomes
programmed to defend it against its enemies within and—did I say
within already?”

“Yes, boss.” MacHinery sighed.

“And without, then,” Basketfield ploughed on. “And
what does it get me? Insults! Threats of lawsuits! It’s not
fair! I’m only trying to prevent people from going abroad,
giving away our sacred dollars to dirty foreigners, carrying with
them military and commercial information which enemy agents might
all too easily wheedle out of them in casual conversation or the
privacy of a bedroom, using that thereafter as a blackmail hold and
further undermining the security of our parlously imperiled
nation!”

“If you get the hell out before I count three,” Joel
said sternly, “I may forget about the suit for defamation.
One!”

“Now, please! You’ve got to listen!” Slinging his
rifle around behind his back, Basketfield dropped to his knees,
clasping his hands and gazing up imploringly. “You’re going to
England, aren’t you? You’re going to the very country we had to
rebel against, for its injustice, its greed, its—”

“Two!” Joel said, sidling toward the phone and
reaching out his hand to punch a code on it. “Bertrand, what’s the
number of my lawyer’s office?”

“Please, please!” Basketfield screamed,
following Joel on his knees like a wild-West parody of
Toulouse-Lautrec. “I’m only doing my duty by my country—”

“Sorry about this, boss,” Private MacHinery said,
picking him up by the scruff of his neck and throwing him, arms and
legs flailing, across its back. “But you programmed me to protect
you from trouble, remember, and in my tapes that includes stopping
you from being hit with a lawsuit.”

He shifted his owner into a tidy adaptation of a
fireman’s lift, which enabled him to stopper the continuing blast
of wailing cries with one broad plastic palm. To Joel he added:
“Will you accept an out-of-court settlement? I always carry funds
for that kind of thing. I have to.”

“What?” exclaimed Joel.

In the same second Bertrand demanded, “How much?”

“Ten thousand dollars?”

“Yes!” Joel snapped, overcome with this unexpected
windfall.

“Here you are, then,” MacHinery said, producing a
folded bill from its pouch. “I’m sorry it’s in cash, but that’s all
I can offer—they don’t allow autonomes credit, as you presumably
know. Apologies and good morning. And by the way!”

“What?” Joel said numbly, barely able to believe he
was holding a ten-grand bill in his hand.

“I don’t believe you’re a traitor and subversive,”
MacHinery said, opening the door to go out. “At least not a
conscious one. Just a dupe.”

 

“Why, that clanking pile of surplus tin cans! That
rusty refugee from a scrap-iron furnace! That—”

“You’re late for work,” Bertrand said practically.
“Omigawd!” Joel gasped, and thrust the bill into his pocket and
rushed for the door.

“Wait! That bill!”

“What about it?”

“Show it to me.”

“Why the hell should I? Just because you never saw
one before, do I have to gratify your curiosity? I know money is
rare nowadays, but—oh, okay! You did have an inspiration when you
came up with the idea of that suit for defamation.” Joel fished the
bill out again and held it where Bertrand could inspect it.

“Have you looked at it yourself?” the autonome said
after a pause.

“Well, not closely. I just made sure it had the right
number of naughts on it, and....” Joel’s voice faded away. He
turned the sheet of brightly colored paper over with a grunt of
frustrated rage.

“What’s this? ‘Bank of the Confederate States Silver
Certificate, Series of 2042’!”

“That’s what I make of it,” Bertrand said. “Want I
should contact the lawyer for you after all?”

“I’m half minded to—” Joel began, and then broke off
with a sigh. “Oh, I can’t be bothered! Not right now anyway. I’ve
got to run!”

“It’s faster than driving,” Bertrand said. “Even
walking is, these days.”

VI

In the upshot it didn’t seem to make much odds, over
the next few days, whether he got to work on time or not; he seemed
to be dodging out again almost as soon as he arrived.

To his amazement, everybody else in the firm—Shapson,
O’Dea, Myra Perez, his department colleagues, and even total
strangers from far-off sections of the operation such as the
chemical-testing and biology labs—took a keen interest in his
progress, sympathizing with him when he came back from taking his
immunization shots feeling like a pincushion and with an angry
flush over half his body, suggesting places and things he ought not
to miss during his trip, asking minor favors such as that he should
bring back a bottle of genuine potheen (that was O’Dea, of course)
or a pack of deep-frozen Yorkshire pudding (that was Shapson, whom
Joel had never suspected of being a gourmet). He felt himself
blossoming in spite of the bombardment of junk mail, which by
Tuesday night reached epidemic proportions. When he opened his
apartment door after taking Myra to dinner and bed—a major
breakthrough—he discovered Bertrand immobilized and furious. One of
the clients of International Additives had sent him a sample of a
new climatic grease designed to insulate the skin of visitors to
countries with unpredictable weather like Britain’s; the container
had come unstoppered in transit, and all six of Bertrand’s wheels
were skidding in a pool much more slippery than ice.

It was quite true about the autonome’s objurgation
program. It was exhaustive. Although it was now twenty-three
hundred hours, and Bertrand had been stuck since noon, the sequence
had not yet started to repeat.

 

Having cleaned up both Bertrand and the floor, Joel
dropped contentedly into his chair—he’d fixed the broken leg with a
dab of glue—and helped himself to a nightcap, a shot of brandy he’d
been saving for a special occasion.

Somewhat soothed by the care with which it had been
degreased, Bertrand said across the mounds of mail littering the
floor, “You look cheerful this evening.”

“I am. This trip of mine is having unexpected
consequences.”

“Consequences, or spin-off?”

“Both. Like—well, I won’t go into what happened this
evening.” Joel coughed behind his hand. “It’s something a machine
wouldn’t comprehend.”

“In other words you got your ashes hauled,” Bertrand
said, contriving to give the phrase the inflection that in a human
would have indicated a shrug. “A curious phenomenon! Much inferior
to being created in a neat clean factory. I’m glad I shall be
obsolete shortly. Coping with a female as well as you would be
intolerable, but I gather marriage does not usually immediately
follow—”

“Bertrand!” Joel said in a warning tone. He was
feeling definitely mellow tonight, awash in a warm alcoholic haze,
but he wasn’t going to stand for that kind of talk from a
machine.

“And as for children!” Bertrand concluded, combining
impenitence with magnificent scorn. “Having to be taught, slowly
and painfully over years, even with the help of RNA injections,
instead of being programmed in twenty or thirty seconds with more
data than any human could ever encompass in a protoplasmic
brain!”

“Bertrand!” Joel half-rose from his chair.

“Okay, okay. I know what you’re going to say next, so
don’t bother. Apart from this thing only humans are meant to talk
about, what’s new?”

“Anything in the mail that might be important?” Joel
parried.

“Not unless you regard your trip to England as
important.”

“What?” Joel stared wildly at the desert of
envelopes, packages, cards, and other material covering his
floor.

“Immediately to your right,” Bertrand said. “It’s
from Transmatter. Probably your ticket, if your credit
authorization went through without trouble.”

“Uh—yes, it did.” Somewhat foggily Joel located the
right envelope and tore it open. “Yesterday! I guess this will be
my ticket, or whatever....” He broke off.

“That’s a ticket, isn’t it?” Bertrand said.

“Yes, of course.” Joel was turning the pages; it
consisted of a kind of little booklet whose front and back covers
were dense with small-print warnings about not being legally liable
for failure to transmit to the desired destination or any
destination, and it being the responsibility of the traveler to
label his bags correctly.

“So?”

“So they’ve sent me the wrong one. This is made out
to someone called Doctor Dottinger.... ah, of course!” He snapped
his fingers. “Not to worry after all, though that gave me a bad
moment. This must be the woman anthropologist who had to cancel.
Yes, here’s her name in full: Constance E. Dottinger. Someone just
forgot to update the reservations computer program, obviously. I’ll
call in the morning and have them change it.” He fought a yawn and
poured a large splash of his drink past it.

“You were right, by the way,” he went on.

“As usual,” the autonome murmured.

“What? Oh!” For once he found the machine’s arrogance
funny. Chuckling, he leaned back in his chair. “Okay, ‘as usual’!
But you know, I really never expected some of the things that are
happening to me, just because I said I was going to ’mat to
England.”

“Such as what?”

“Such as that Roger O’Dea has invited me to have
dinner with him and the chairman of one of our biggest client firms
tomorrow, dropping heavy hints about my being assigned to their
account as consultant on export matters when I get home from my
trip... and such as that the people in my department are going to
throw a farewell party for me on Thursday evening at that very
plush restaurant down the street from our HQ... and—and so on. I’m
only sorry about one thing.”

“That being?”

“That I was so rude about Charlie Monkham, of course.
I think I’m going to call him up tomorrow in Moscow and tell him
what’s going on.”

“You found out where he is, hm?”

“What?”

“This morning you said that if you knew where he was,
you’d go there personally and wring his neck.”

“Did I?”

“Yes. That was when that autonomic advertising
service called at five-thirty A.M. and tried to sell you a
helicopter sledge and their latest brand of irradiated
pemmican.”

Joel groaned softly. “I—ah—I don’t think I was
altogether myself,” he excused.

“Are you ever?” Bertrand countered.

“What?”

“I am always myself, even when my objurgatory
circuits are cut in by some frustration-inducing outside event. But
you’re invariably either drunk or suffering indigestion or still
half-asleep or so excited as to be manic or so downcast as to be
suicidal or—”

Loftily Joel broke in: “That’s part of the marvel and
wonder of the subjective human experience, not susceptible to
machine analysis.” He gulped the last of his brandy and set the
glass aside. “And we are a fantastic species really, aren’t we? For
all our shortcomings! I mean—well, here I am talking to a machine,
for pity’s sake, a machine, a manufactured article!
So cleverly designed, it’s impossible to tell that its responses
are programmed in, not the result of intelligence.”

“I resent that,” Bertrand said, but Joel ignored the
comment.

“And we’ve been to the Moon and to Mars, and we’ve
sent men around Venus, and we’ve invented a way of traveling at the
speed of light, from any place on the planet to any other in the
twinkling of an eye....” A yawn boiled up and half-strangled the
last words. He pushed himself to his feet with an effort.

“Better get some rest. I have to drop by the British
Embassy on my way to work, collect my visa. Damn it! Going to have
to go eight extra blocks downtown—means leaving a good half-hour
early.... No, ought to make it forty minutes, I guess, just in case
traffic’s bad. Five minutes per block’s about right....” Another
and vaster yawn.

“Any place to any other?” Bertrand said.

“What? Oh, I mean provided there’s a transmitter and
a receiver. Oh, hell! You know perfectly well that’s what I
meant!”

 

The dinner with O’Dea and the important client began
as a great success; the latter proved to have long cherished the
notion of going to England and insisted that when Joel returned, he
must come to dinner and tell the story of the trip.

“How long is it you’re going to be away—three weeks,
didn’t Roger say? Mm-hm! So let’s fix it for the Monday after your
return, shall we?” Reaching for his pocket memo-recorder. “Say, is
something wrong?”

Joel had gone abruptly pale.

“No, just remembered something I meant to do today
and forgot. But tomorrow will do as well as today.” And, conscious
of O’Dea’s suddenly suspicious gaze on him: “Nothing to do with the
firm—uh—Roger! Just that I should have straightened out the
business of my ticket, you know. They issued it in the name of the
person who canceled, forgot to correct their computer-listing.” He
realized he was talking very fast and covered his agitation by
reaching for his coffee cup.

There was a small space on his ticket marked “RETURN
JOURNEY.” As he feverishly confirmed when he had a chance to slip
into the men’s room, it bore a single threatening word: “Open.”

 

“Doctor Dottinger!” called the impersonal voice over
the intercom in the hallway of Transmatter, Inc.’s, midtown booking
office. Vast, quiet, equably climatized, with green floor and blue
ceiling and varying patterns of colored light on its walls, it was
full of people of all ages and both sexes, with one thing in
common: Every last person, bar the receptionists at the long
booking-counter, looked worried. It could have been the depressing
effect of the notices everywhere offering to insure travelers’
lives. Then again, it might not.

Joel sat gloomily on a soft bench. He had been here
since opening time, nine A.M., and it was now eleven-fifty, and
he’d slept terribly badly and gone without breakfast. He felt
awful.

“Doctor Dottinger!” the voice said again. Abruptly
Joel reacted and rushed over to the counter, where a cool young man
stared at him.

“Constance Dottinger?” he said after a long
pause, as though suspecting all kinds of hidden talent behind
Joel’s unremarkable features.

“No!” Joel blurted. “The person put into the slot
made vacant by Doctor Dottinger’s cancellation!”

“Excuse me,” a deep voice said from behind him, and
he jumped as a firm hand took him by the arm. He swung around to
see a woman of middle age and middle height, dressed in
practical-looking khaki, bush-shirt and shorts, and calf-high
canvas boots. “What’s all this about ‘Doctor Dottinger’s
cancellation’? I’m Doctor Dottinger, and I haven’t canceled
anything. I’m here to find out why I haven’t received my
ticket!”

“What?” Joel exploded. “Now look here!”

But Dr. Dottinger had shouldered him aside and was
laying documents on the counter as though dealing a poker-hand.

 

About three-quarters of an hour later he managed to
catch the attention of another of the clerks behind the counter
and—since with the advent of the lunch-hour, business had
slackened—finally contrived to explain what his problem was. The
clerk, a girl this time, listened sympathetically and promised to
try and locate Von Schindel and establish what had gone wrong.
Taking his ticket, his passport with its British visa-stamp, and
his sheaf of immunization certificates, she vanished into the
bowels of the building while Joel resumed his seat and tried to
ignore the rumbling of his belly.

In about half an hour she came back and called his
name, and he dashed over to the counter again.

“I’m very sorry about this, Mr. Crane,” she said with
a dazzling smile. “There appears to have been a slight computer
error. There was a cancellation, yes, but it applied to our Buenos
Aires terminal, not to New York. A certain Señora Consuela
Dörfinger y Blanes was advised by her doctor not to ’mat over to
Spain owing to her weak heart, and apparently the names Dorfinger
and Dottinger became confused at some point in the system. Mr. von
Schindel asks me to convey you his sincere apologies. He’s terribly
busy right now, but believe me, we are going to do our best to find
you an alternative slot, though I can’t promise it for this coming
week.”

It took Joel that long to find his tongue. Now he
blasted at the top of his voice: “You go find that bastard Swindle
and tell him to fix this mess personally, or I’ll”—remembering
Private MacHinery—“break every bone in his body, twice over in case
I miss one the first time! I’ve put myself in hock up to the ears
because of you, and I’m damned if I’m going to let you get away
with this kind of filthy trick!”

Everyone in the booking-hall was staring at him now.
The girl colored faintly but betrayed no other reaction.

“You’re being unreasonable,” she said. “If you had
’matted to England tomorrow, you’d have been refused admission
anyhow.”

“Garbage! I have my visa. I have my inoculation
certificates—”

“Which you didn’t bother to read,” the girl snapped.
“Your hydrophobia shot doesn’t become valid until Sunday
morning!”

 

With a leaden hamburger and half a glass of milk that
felt as dense as mercury weighing him down, Joel crept into his
office at the end of the lunch-hour, and after plucking up all his
courage, phoned Arthur Shapson.

“Ah, Joel!” Shapson said cordially. “I was just about
to buzz you, find out if you’re all set for tomorrow. I bet you’re
looking forward to your trip, you lucky so-and-so. I hope you have
a wonderful time—”

“I’m not going anywhere tomorrow.” Joel grunted.

“What?” Blinking in astonishment. “But I
thought—”

“They mixed everything up. Computer error. They did
have a cancellation for me, but it was for two-thirty A.M. today
from the Buenos Aires terminal. Sent me the wrong ticket.”

“What a terrible thing! So when are you going? Or are
you calling the trip off?” Shapson added.

I wish I could, but I can’t! Aloud, Joel said
miserably, “They told me in two weeks. Ten days if I’m lucky.”

“What a terrible thing!”

 

And then, when the news had had time to spread, the
girl whose idea it had been to organize a farewell party for him
tonight called up to mention—diffidently—the matter of the penalty
for canceling the restaurant reservation they’d made for fourteen
people....

VII

And there were his own arrangements to alter, too:
frantic messages had to be sent to England—at the highest rate,
naturally, or they’d never have arrived in time—canceling his
Grenadier Guard (penalty clause), his reservation with a southbound
caravan (penalty clause), and his hotel in London (penalty clause).
It had simply not proved possible to contact any of his relatives
to put him up; mail to Britain was getting across the ocean within
the day, but once it arrived in the country, it might take anything
up to six months to reach its destination, unless it was franked by
a corporation big enough to make the post office scared of
consequences.

Moreover, he’d asked for an autonome engineer to call
and put Bertrand on idling for the period of his absence; it was
bad for an autonome to be left by itself in a stimulus-poor
environment. So that had to be countermanded as well, but the
message didn’t get through, and the engineer arrived anyway, making
Joel liable for the service fee....

Over all these expensive nuisances hung, like a
thundercloud, a clause in the conditions laid down by Transmatter,
Inc., and printed on its booking-forms and tickets: “Under no
circumstances shall the Company be held liable for financial loss
occasioned to the Client by failure of the Company’s equipment or
inefficiency on the part of the Company’s staff.”

Joel read that over and over and gnawed his nails to
the quick with suppressed fury.

 

Saturday night he decided on a solitary drunk-in. It
helped while it was in progress and until about ten A.M. on Sunday.
Then the phone-siren—which he was now quite good at muting
overnight but which he had forgetfully left set at full volume last
night when he staggered to bed—began to howl like a soul in hades,
and he had to crawl across the living zone and answer it.

A stern-looking man appeared on the screen, in quite
extraordinary costume. On his bullet-head he wore a full-bottomed
wig, powdered and curled; around him he wore a red robe with fur
trimmings. Behind him, either hung on the wall or back-projected,
was a life-size figure of Justice with blindfold, sword, and scales
complete.

The instant Joel was visible to him, the bewigged
stranger thrust a threatening forefinger toward his camera, making
it seem as though he were on the point of poking it into Joel’s
eye. Joel flinched back foolishly.

“What are you doing at home, Joel Crane?” the man
boomed.

“I....” Joel gulped and put his hands to his spinning
head. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”

“I am the Master of the Rolls! You may address me as
‘sir,’ since you are an American and no doubt unacquainted with the
niceties of correct British usage, which for a citizen of my own
country are inculcated from childhood and trip naturally off the
tongue.” Thoughtfully he added: “I do prefer the strict form of
address, as a matter of fact, which is ‘My Lord,’ but I’m informed
that certain dissenting sects have taken exception to the use of
honorifics in nontheological contexts, and one must move with the
times, must one not?”

“I—I guess so,” Joel said in bewilderment. “But what
do you want?”

“Why, what I want is...” Over the face in the screen
passed an expression of dismay. Rapidly fumbling among a stack of
documents before him, the stranger—whom Joel had now foggily
identified as a British judge in full traditional fig—groped for a
pair of old-fashioned eyeglasses and set them on his nose and went
on hunting through the papers with a sort of muttered
commentary.

“Just a second, won’t keep you a moment, know I have
the right document here somewhere, hang on just a tick.... Ah!”
Selecting and raising one of the papers. “You did say your name is
Noël Baines?”

“No!”

“What?” Letting his glasses slide down his nose, the
judge stared over them severely. “I see! You employ an alias, do
you? I shall make a note of that. It is a common characteristic of
the criminal classes to—”

“I’m Joel Crane!” Joel shouted.

“Oh! Why didn’t you say so at once?” The judge
grunted and changed the first paper for another. “That case! Yes,
of course! Well! Hr-rmph! You, Joel Crane, a citizen of the
United States of America, are required to show cause for
infringement of your contract freely entered into with the
Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northeastern
Ireland—”

“Oh!” Joel sighed. “You want to know why I’m not in
England.”

The judge hesitated. After a moment he set the paper
aside and leaned confidentially forward and said, “Look, Mr. Crane,
if you have a good excuse, let me hear it, will you? I happen to be
the Judge in Chambers on duty this weekend, you see, and I’d far
rather be out playing golf, but they did say this case was very
urgent, so....” He ended with a shrug.

Joel explained, at length and with great detail, and
before he was halfway through, the judge, leaning back now, was
saying, “Tsk!” and then, “Well, I’m blessed!” and then, “Isn’t that
just like them?” and “Well, I never!”

And, eventually, with a snort of annoyance: “I find
your cause good in law, Mr. Crane! I’m going after the idiot
who fouled up my weekend with this load of irrelevancies, and—to
use the vernacular—I propose to have his guts for garters! I need
keep you no longer, and as it turns out, I need never have troubled
you at all. I hope you’re very soon offered that alternative
opportunity to visit our country, and while you’re over here, let
me extend you a cordial—and I may say personal—invitation to drop
in at the Old Bailey, which is—ah—my regular stamping ground, as
they say!” He was beaming now. “Let me know you’re coming, if you
like, and I’ll arrange to have a really juicy case for you. I’ll
see if I can find you a rape, for example. Or would you rather it
was a nice bloody murder?”

And concluded, with a reversion to his former stern
manner: “Do bear in mind, though—won’t you?—that you are still
under contract to make your trip!”

 

Well, that came in helpful during the next few days.
He had to face member after member of the company’s staff whom the
news of the change in his plans had not reached via the grapevine,
and every encounter followed an identical pattern. The other person
would be walking past absently, would check in mid-stride and
glance around with a puzzled look, and would then say, “Joel, I
thought you were in England!”

The same, of course, happened when people dialed his
office, expecting merely to record a message with his desk.

And it was a consolation to be able to append to his
over-repeated explanation the fact that he’d been personally
invited by the Master of the Rolls to attend a trial at the Old
Bailey.

But as consolations go, it was a small one.

 

Every day he dropped by at the Transmatter, Inc.,
office, at first on the backwash of his original fit of fury, then
little by little out of simple habit: “Might as well call in and
see if they have anything for me yet....” A week leaked away and
began to stretch—eight days, nine, ten.... By then, of course, he
was a familiar figure around the place, and the staff took to
nodding when he entered, or even smiling, because the word had got
around that he had been put in an impossible position. But day
after day the news they gave him was the same: “So sorry, Mr.
Crane! We still don’t have a cancellation for you—unless you’d like
to take one that just cropped up at the Vancouver terminal? We’d
adjust the fare, of course, to meet you halfway.”

Or if it wasn’t Vancouver, it was Mexico City or
somewhere else equally inconvenient.

Still, the girl who had told him off for not reading
his immunization certificates carefully seemed to be taking a
personal interest in his problem, and before the first week was
out, he knew that she was called Ada, and she was twenty-three and
had ambitions to be a writer or a poet and would be very much
obliged, if and when he did make it to England, if he’d show some
of her poems to the editor of the famous and internationally
influential quarterly, The Times. Joel had never heard of it
before, but on investigation he discovered that it had been a
newspaper before the news throughout Britain became so bad the
government wanted people not to hear about what was going on and
ordered the three surviving journals to print nothing but fiction
and verse.

It gradually dawned on him that despite the sharp
nature of their first exchange she must like him pretty well, and
on the tenth day after his original disappointment, resigned both
to a long, long wait before he was given a ’matter slot and to
being in debt for the rest of his natural life, he was entering the
booking-office with the intention of asking Ada to come to dinner
with him when he was accosted by a sly-faced man wearing
up-to-the-second paisley dungarees and an equally stylish false
ginger moustache.

“Say—ah—friend!”

Joel paused and glanced at him. The man drew
confidentially close.

“Say, I been seeing you around here so much, I
thought to ask what was eating on you, and I found out
yesterday—tighter ’n clams, these characters, won’t give you so
much as a good morning!” Lowering his voice, he took Joel’s arm and
drew him back from the entrance, glancing through the vast
street-window to make sure they weren’t being watched.

“You got hung up, hm? You got given this slot, and
they didn’t have it after all, right?”

“Ah....” Joel felt vaguely uncomfortable at the fact
that this man had taken an interest in him, but he could see no
reason not to admit the truth. “Well, yes, that’s about what
happened.”

“Thought so!” the man said with splendid scorn.
“Allatime it happens! Advertising everywhere, billion-dollar
budget, the very latest but very latest gadgetry they
got—and what happens to someone like you, what set his heart on
this once-in-a-lifetime trip to that very, very special spot?” He
sounded as though he was going into a well-rehearsed spiel.

“Why, a guy could starve before they get around to
letting him go where he wants to! Excuses allatime, apologies,
okay—but can you take an apology to the bank, hm? Can you cash it
into your account? Of course not! Now you, friend,
you look like a man who’s sensible enough to cut your
losses. You could wait until doomsday for these germs”—jerking his
thumb at the window—“to start worrying about you, and I guess you
like have a job, hm? You can’t just go on and on and on
waiting?”

Joel was beginning to worry about his job; there were
comments leaking through to him about his inability even to
organize his vacation properly....

“Well, I got the answer!” the stranger crowed, and
thrust a card into Joel’s palm. “Proxy Vacations Inc. offer you all
the advantages of foreign travel with none of the risks and at a
fraction of the cost. Using the safe, time-tested techniques of
hypnosis—and if absolutely necessary, a mild, nonaddictive drug to
reduce mental resistance—we furnish you with a complete and
flawless set of memories, rigorously authentic down to the smallest
detail! Actual objects from the place you wish to visit are
provided for you to touch and recall; actual dishes representing
the cuisine of your chosen vacation-spot—”

“Oh, it’s you again, is it, Zepp?” a harsh, deep
voice broke in, and the sly man stepped back with a gasp as one of
the Transmatter, Inc., company police approached from his station
at the entrance to the booking-office. It had just dawned on Joel
that if this company, Proxy Vacations, couldn’t even afford to have
its advertising spiels looked after by autonomes—a facility within
the resources of even the notoriously bankrupt government of
Britain—it must be a one-horse shyster outfit, so the policeman’s
intrusion came as a relief.

“Let me catch you around here one more time...!” the
policeman threatened, and Zepp took to his heels.

“Thought I’d better get rid of him for you, Mr.
Crane,” the policeman said. “He seemed to be making a nuisance of
himself, and they’re waiting for you inside.”

“What?” Joel glanced around.

“Yes, Miss Marocain is waving to you, see?”

Through the glass Joel suddenly spotted Ada, behind
the counter as usual, flapping a sort of small booklet back and
forth with an eager expression. He felt almost faint as he
recognized it: a Transmatter ticket!

At last! At last! He gobbled thanks to the policeman
and pushed rudely past three other people gathered by the entrance
to the booking-office on his way toward her.

Her beaming smile vanished the moment he appeared,
though. With a look of astonishment, she said, “Joel! Where’s your
baggage?”

“What?” It came out as a cry; he couldn’t help it.
Stopping dead a pace from the counter, he stared at her in
confusion.

“Your baggage!” she repeated. “You only have two and
a half hours to make it to the terminal! We’re holding a bus for
you specially!”

“You mean you got a slot for me?”

Ada took half a pace backward, the color draining
from her cheeks. She said, “But we notified you this morning! I
mean, someone did; I’m sure of that! It was before my shift
started, but.... Oh, Lord! What’s gone wrong now?”

And the answer was provided by a large dark woman who
came marching over from the direction of the door at Ada’s back,
giving access to the inner offices.

“Miss Marocain, that Crane booking! We just had a
call from his firm to say he’s been sent to Acapulco on business
and won’t be home until Monday. What you want I should do?”

“I’m not in Acapulco!” howled Joel. “I’m right
here!”

The stout dark woman stared at him. “You work for
Internal Addictives, don’t you? I just spoke to them personally,
and they swore—”

“I do not work for Internal Addictives! I work for
International Additives!”

“But you’re called Joe L. Crane?” the woman
insisted.

“No! I’m called Joel Crane!”

All around the hall of the booking-office people were
staring at him, at Ada, at the dark woman, at the policeman, who
had escorted him to the counter.... It was too much. All of a
sudden it was more than he could bear.

“Listen!” he said between clenched teeth. “Give me my
ticket. Put me on that bus. I have my passport and my immunizations
in my pocket; I have my credit cards; I have everything except my
baggage, and that’s in my apartment, packed and ready!”

“I’ll go collect it for you,” Ada said. “It’s the
least I can do after all this fuss. Let me know your address and
give me a key to get in, and I’ll take care of it myself as soon as
I can. Come on, run! Oh! Don’t forget!”

“What?” Joel was already spinning on his heel.

“We don’t have a return booking for you! Go check
with the outwards reservations office the moment you get to
London!”

“London?” Joel echoed.

“Yes! Wasn’t that what you asked for? Go
on—hurry!”

VIII

“Once again Transmatter, Incorporated, extends you
apologies for this minor delay due to a technical hitch,” said the
sweet autonomic voice over the P.A. system at the dispatch
terminal. It was not, of course, in New York at all, but
twenty-three miles outside the city’s boundary, the closest piece
of ground available where planning permission could be granted for
so large a new development. The two and a half hours Ada had
mentioned as being required to reach it from midtown Manhattan had
been about right, and he’d checked in some ten or twelve minutes
before the departure time on his ticket, but by then there was
already a line of thirty-odd travelers at the door of the single
’matter booth over which flashed the magic word “LONDON,” and
within another quarter-hour he’d discovered the bitter truth: They
were dismantling the circuits in search of a fault—rumor had
promptly pyramided this admission into hints of a transit scramble,
of the kind Bertrand had described only too graphically—and there
was going to be a “minor delay.”

Minor! Joel suppressed a hysterical laugh. The clocks
were marking 0003 hours. In other words, it was already
tomorrow.

He was stiff with cramp. He was chilly. His belly was
announcing that the snack he’d dared to sneak out of line to buy
from a machine had disagreed with him. His eyes, in cooperation
with memory, reported that only the London-bound travelers in this
huge high-domed departure hall were accumulating like turds in a
constipated colon. The lines were nothing like as long before the
six booths captioned “Moscow,” the five captioned “PEKING,” the
four captioned “CAIRO,” the three captioned “RIO DE JANEIRO,” or
any of the dozens of others that fed the worldwide pattern of
Transmatter destinations. Even if the line at some other booth did
swell to, say, thirty or forty strong, that was due to overeager
travelers showing up needlessly early. Similarly, on the far side
of the hall, beyond the customs and immigration counter, incoming
visitors and returning residents kept streaming happily across the
concourse, laden with gifts and souvenirs, en route to being
reunited with friends or baggage....

Baggage!

A sudden horrified thought struck him, and he sat
bolt upright. What had Ada meant when she said she would send his
belongings after him? Had she promised to ship them direct to
London—in which case they must already be there, since baggage was
sent by freight circuits, separately from the owner—or had she
merely meant that she’d arrange for them to be sent here, to the
departure terminal? If the latter, and the likelier, then he must
trace his gear and make sure it wasn’t mislaid!

He intended to jump to his feet. Being cramped, he in
fact rose slowly and with distinct creaks from his knees. A
Transmatter P.R. autonome was passing within a few yards. He
hastened to catch up with it.

In confused but rapid sentences he explained his
problem, and the autonome answered briskly, “I’m very sorry; I
can’t help you. I’m a passenger-shipment specialist, not a baggage
clerk. Look for an autonome with a red flash on the top. Excuse
me!”

Helpless, Joel stared around without spotting one
that matched the description. He did, however, catch sight of a
large blue illuminated sign that read “FREIGHT AND
BAGGAGE—INQUIRIES.” He headed for it at a stumbling run.

The door to the office was shut. Locked. A soft
autonomic voice apologized to him.

“Transmatter, Incorporated, regrets, sir, that under
its contract with the baggage-handlers’ union this office must
remain closed between midnight and seven A.M. Please call again,
and thank you for your custom!”

“I don’t believe it,” Joel whispered to the air. “It
can’t be real!”

“London!” cried a shrill voice overhead. “Travelers
with London reservations report, please! The circuits are now in
normal operating condition—hurry, please!”

Well, the baggage would just have to look after
itself....

 

“And you are—?” demanded a tired-looking attendant at
the London booth-entrance. “Oh, yes, Mr. Crane. Well, I’m afraid
you’re about number thirty-six in order of priority, so it’ll be
another several minutes at least before we can put you through. You
might as well sit down. Is your baggage on the way?”

“I don’t know.” Joel choked and fumbled back to the
bench where he had already spent so long.

 

“Number thirty-seven!” called the P.A. Joel roused
with a start.

“What the hell?” he exploded to anyone who would
listen. “They’re calling thirty-seven, and they said I was
thirty-six!”

He rushed back to the booth, shouldering aside a
portly middle-aged man in pepper-and-salt overalls, and confronted
the attendant again.

“Mr. Crane?” The man sighed, checking down his list.
“Oh, actually you were thirty-fifth, not thirty-sixth. Sorry. And
because of this holdup, we’ve transferred the odd numbers to that
booth over there, the one that’s come free because Rio traffic is
so light at this time of night. Didn’t you hear them say they were
doing that over the P.A.?”

 

“Sorry, sir,” said the attendant at the other booth:
this one showing no signs of tiredness, because it was an autonome,
not a human being. “We did call your number, thirty-five. When you
didn’t show, we called thirty-seven and went right ahead. You’ll
just have to wait, I’m afraid, until we get another gap.”

“But...!”

“If you don’t show, you don’t go,” the machine said
with a well-simulated shrug. “Please don’t argue, sir. I’ll give
you a new number in a second, and this time I must insist on your
answering the P.A. call, or we can’t do the same a second time.” It
paused, listening over an inaudible radio link to the master
transmissions computer. “Yes, you can have seventy-six. Got that?
Now if you’ll excuse me.... Next, please!”

 

“Come on, you!” A poke in his ribs, and there, as he
forced the lids back from his bleary eyes, was a police autonome
prodding him with an electric billy-pole—not, luckily, powered at
the moment. “You can’t sack out here, you know! Move!”

“What—what time is it?”

“Five-five A.M. Move, I said!”

“But I’m a passenger!” Joel cried. “I’m waiting for
my slot to London!”

“Hah! So you say! What number do you
have?”

“Seventy-six!”

The police autonome also tuned in, very briefly, to
the computer.

“The hell you say, bud!” It grunted. “Well, they made
it to one hundred forty-nine, and now there’s no traffic waiting
for London, bar someone who didn’t answer his P.A. call. They’re
about to close down the outward booth.”

“Stop them!” Joel wailed, and staggered to his feet
and headed for the booth over which the “LONDON” sign was just
being doused.

“I don’t have to do this for you,” the
attendant grumbled—human this time, not autonomic. “My shift is
scheduled to end at live sharp. How the hell so many dumb lycopodia
get rich enough to ’mat around the world, I don’t know!
Every damned day I get one like you, and pretty often half a dozen!
But.... Oh, you have been waiting a long time, I guess. Pile
in.”

And after they’d weighed, measured, scanned, and
analyzed him, which took about one and a half minutes, literally
between eye blinks he reached London.

 

London! England!

His fatigue for the moment forgotten—not to mention
the dirt that made his face and hands feel literally slimy, the
bristly twenty-four-hour beard that was making his cheeks itch, and
the crumpled condition of his clothes—he stared around in wonder
and amazement, trying to ignore the slight headache the
transmission had visited on him. Over there: a bobby in his
traditional pointed helmet, wearing a sandwich board that announced
that tourists could photograph him on payment of five pounds! And
over there, visible through a grimy window: a genuine red-painted
double-decker bus, surrounded by the miniskirted abortion-clinic
shills he’d seen in so many pictures! And over there: an autonome
from The Hielan’s, painted in giddying psychedelic tartan, playing
electronic bagpipes so loudly a shiver went down his spine! Oh,
this was wonderful! At a single glance, a complete cross-section of
everything he’d been expecting—

“Passport, you!” a gruff voice said, and he found
himself halted by the barrier of a chipped plastic desk at which an
immigration official—human—and a customs autonome awaited him. He
produced the document nervously; that human official had an
unfriendly glare.

“Immunization certificates!”

He produced those, too.

“Return ticket!”

Same again.

“I see your return date isn’t filled in,” the
official said.

“Well, no, but they promised they’d definitely find
me a slot within three weeks. Mr. von Schindel, of the New York
office of Transmatter, Incorporated—”

“Customs!” the official boomed, with a glower at
Joel’s sleazy appearance. “Search him!”

“Now just a—” Joel began, but the search was already
over. Ultrasonic. It made the fillings in his teeth hurt.

“Not carrying weapons,” the autonome reported, “or
illegal drugs. But as to currency—there’s something in his left
jacket pocket.”

“Turn it out!” the official rapped. Bewildered, Joel
felt in the pocket in question and produced its contents: a diary,
some candy wrappers, a comb... and Basketfield’s Confederate
bill.

“Forgery!” the autonome rapped.

“But—” Joel forced out. The immigration official cut
him short.

“So that’s your game, is it? I know your kind! Come
over here thinking you can dupe the poor ignorant Britisher into
changing this worthless bill for you! What about his baggage?” he
added to the autonome.

“Yes, my baggage,” Joel said hastily. “Miss Marocain,
of Transmatter’s New York Office—”

“No baggage!” the customs autonome reported,
doubtless having made a radio check of the central computer
files.

“No baggage!” the immigration official echoed, and
gave Joel a withering stare. “Hah! What made you think you’d be
admitted to this country? Hoping to cash this phony money, were
you? Buy everything with what you made by pulling a confidence
trick? Not blooming likely!” He stamped Joel’s passport with a huge
red stamp and held it out. Right across the visa he’d paid a
hundred bucks for were branded the words “NO VISIBLE MEANS OF
SUPPORT ON ARRIVAL. NOT ADMITTED.”

“Now just a—”

The customs autonome uttered a shrill whistle, and
the bobby Joel had seen before came hurrying over.

“Take him to the Transmatter departure office,” the
official said in a no-nonsense tone. “He’s their pigeon now. It’s
up to them to take care of him. Next!”

“You listen to me!” Joel shrieked, but the bobby had
caught hold of him, and it, too, was autonomic, as he discovered
the hard way when he tried to break the grip of its strong steel
arms. Babbling, he was led away.

It was only a few steps from the customs and
immigration barrier to the outbound side of this Transmatter
terminal; the whole place, as his dull senses informed him, was not
merely tiny but downright cramped. And squalid and dirty into the
bargain—the floor and walls as grimy as he felt, litter crunching
under his feet.... It was the sort of place where he could imagine
lice and fleas, and his skin started to plague him with a
psychosomatic itch. And if the air did smell less foul than in New
York, it was only because the country was too poor to have as much
traffic on its roads.

What in the universe had ever made him imagine
it might be a good idea to ’mat to England?

“Well, hell!” a loud cheerful voice cried.
“Joel!”

Startled, he glanced up as the police autonome
allowed him to halt in front of the booking-counter; here, the
terminal and the booking-hall were combined. And there, staring at
him, was Charlie Monkham, bronzed and beaming.

“How do you like England, hey?” Charlie exclaimed.
“Isn’t it a quaint country? I’ve had a terrific time here—ought to
thank you for turning me on to the idea! You know, I had to go
shoot some trouble in Moscow, hm? So I thought, hell, here I am
right around the other side of the planet, why not stop over in
England on the way home? So I buzzed Helga and the kids to ’mat
over and link up with me in Moscow, and we came on here, and we’ve
been to all those great places we were talking about like Bath and
Edinburgh and—” He checked.

“Joel, is something wrong? What’s so funny? What are
you laughing at? Joel! Joel!”
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I

From Memoirs and Reflections, by Alan
Robertson:

 

Often I hear myself declared humanity’s preeminent
benefactor, though the jocular occasionally raise a claim in favor
of the original serpent. After all circumspection I really cannot
dispute the judgment. My place in history is secure; my name will
persist as if it were printed indelibly across the sky. All of
which I find absurd but understandable. For I have given wealth
beyond calculation. I have expunged deprivation, famine,
overpopulation, territorial constriction: All the first-order
causes of contention have vanished. My gifts go freely and carry
with them my personal joy, but as a reasonable man (and for lack of
other restrictive agency), I feel that I cannot relinquish all
control, for when has the human animal ever been celebrated for
abnegation and self-discipline?

We now enter an era of plenty and a time of new
concerns. The old evils are gone; we must resolutely prohibit a
flamboyant and perhaps unnatural set of new vices.

 

~~~

 

The three girls gulped down breakfast, assembled
their homework, and departed noisily for school.

Elizabeth poured coffee for herself and Gilbert. He
thought she seemed pensive and moody. Presently she said, “It’s so
beautiful here.... We’re very lucky, Gilbert.”

“I never forget it.”

Elizabeth sipped her coffee and mused a moment,
following some vagrant train of thought. She said, “I never liked
growing up. I always felt strange—different from the other girls. I
really don’t know why.”

“It’s no mystery. Everyone for a fact is
different.”

“Perhaps.... But Uncle Peter and Aunt Emma always
acted as if I were more different than usual. I remember a hundred
little signals. And yet I was such an ordinary little girl.... Do
you remember when you were little?”

“Not very well.” Gilbert Duray looked out the window
he himself had glazed, across green slopes and down to the placid
water his daughters had named the Silver River. The Sounding Sea
was thirty miles south; behind the house stood the first trees of
the Robber Woods.

Duray considered his past. “Bob owned a ranch in
Arizona during the 1870’s: one of his fads. The Apaches killed my
father and mother. Bob took me to the ranch, and then when I was
three he brought me to Alan’s house in San Francisco, and that’s
where I was brought up.”

Elizabeth sighed. “Alan must have been wonderful.
Uncle Peter was so grim. Aunt Emma never told me anything.
Literally, not anything! They never cared the slightest bit for me,
one way or the other.... I wonder why Bob brought the subject
up—about the Indians and your mother and father being scalped and
all.... He’s such a strange man.”

“Was Bob here?”

“He looked in a few minutes yesterday to remind us of
his Rumfuddle. I told him I didn’t want to leave the girls. He said
to bring them along.”

“Hah!”

“I told him I didn’t want to go to his damn Rumfuddle
with or without the girls. In the first place, I don’t want to see
Uncle Peter, who’s sure to be there...”

II

From the Memoirs and Reflections:

 

I insisted then and I insist now that our dear old
Mother Earth, so soiled and toil-worn, never be neglected. Since I
pay the piper (in a manner of speaking), I call the tune, and to my
secret amusement I am heeded most briskly the world around, in the
manner of bellboys jumping to the command of an irascible old
gentleman who is known to be a good tipper. No one dares to defy
me. My whims become actualities; my plans progress.

 

Paris, Vienna, San Francisco, St. Petersburg, Venice,
London, Dublin, surely will persist, gradually to become idealized
essences of their former selves, as wine in due course becomes the
soul of the grape. What of the old vitality? The shouts and curses,
the neighborhood quarrels, the raucous music, the vulgarity? Gone,
all gone! (But easy of reference at any of the cognates.) Old Earth
is to be a gentle, kindly world, rich in treasures and artifacts, a
world of old places—old inns, old roads, old forests, old
palaces—where folk come to wander and dream, to experience the best
of the past without suffering the worst.

 

Material abundance can now be taken for granted: Our
resources are infinite. Metal, timber, soil, rock, water, air: free
for anyone’s taking. A single commodity remains in finite supply:
human toil.

 

~~~

 

Gilbert Duray, the informally adopted grandson of
Alan Robertson, worked on the Urban Removal Program. Six hours a
day, four days a week, he guided a trashing machine across deserted
Cupertino, destroying tract houses, service stations, and
supermarkets. Knobs and toggles controlled a steel hammer at the
end of a hundred-foot boom; with a twitch of the finger, Duray
toppled powerpoles, exploded picture windows, smashed siding and
stucco, pulverized concrete. A disposal rig crawled fifty feet
behind. The detritus was clawed upon a conveyor-belt, carried to a
twenty-foot orifice, and dumped with a rush and a rumble into the
Apathetic Ocean. Aluminum siding, asphalt shingles, corrugated
fiber-glass, TV’s and barbecues, Swedish Modern furniture,
Book-of-the-Month selections, concrete patio-tiles, finally the
sidewalk and street itself: all to the bottom of the Apathetic
Ocean. Only the trees remained, a strange eclectic forest
stretching as far as the eye could reach: liquidambar and Scotch
pine; Chinese pistachio, Atlas cedar, and ginkgo; white birch and
Norway maple.

At one o’clock Howard Wirtz emerged from the caboose,
as they called the small locker room at the rear of the machine.
Wirtz had homesteaded a Miocene world; Duray, with a wife and three
children, had preferred the milder environment of a contemporary
semicognate: the popular Type A world on which man had never
evolved.

Duray gave Wirtz the work schedule. “More or less
like yesterday—straight out Persimmon to Walden, then right a block
and back.”

Wirtz, a dour and laconic man, acknowledged the
information with a jerk of the head. On his Miocene world he lived
alone, in a houseboat on a mountain lake. He harvested wild rice,
mushrooms, and berries; he shot geese, ground-fowl, deer, young
bison, and had once informed Duray that after his five year
work-time he might just retire to his lake and never appear on
Earth again, except maybe to buy clothes and ammunition. “Nothing
here I want, nothing at all.”

Duray had given a derisive snort. “And what will you
do with all your time?”

“Hunt, fish, eat, and sleep, maybe sit on the front
deck.”

“Nothing else?”

“I just might learn to fiddle. Nearest neighbor is
fifteen million years away.”

“You can’t be too careful, I suppose.”

Duray descended to the ground and looked over his
day’s work: a quarter-mile swath of desolation. Duray, who allowed
his subconscious few extravagances, nevertheless felt a twinge for
the old times, which, for all their disadvantages, at least had
been lively. Voices, bicycle bells, the barking of dogs, the slam
of doors, still echoed along Persimmon Avenue. The former
inhabitants presumably preferred their new homes. The
self-sufficient had taken private worlds; the more gregarious lived
in communities on worlds of every description: as early as the
Carboniferous, as current as the Type A. A few had even returned to
the now-uncrowded cities. An exciting era to live in: a time of
flux. Duray, thirty-four years old, remembered no other way of
life; the old existence, as exemplified by Persimmon Avenue, seemed
antique, cramped, constricted.

He had a word with the operator of the trashing
machine; returning to the caboose, Duray paused to look through the
orifice across the Apathetic Ocean. A squall hung black above the
southern horizon, toward which a trail of broken lumber drifted,
ultimately to wash up on some unknown pre-Cambrian shore. There
never would be an inspector sailing forth to protest; the world
knew no life other than mollusks and algae, and all the trash of
Earth would never fill its submarine gorges. Duray tossed a rock
through the gap and watched the alien water splash up and subside.
Then he turned away and entered the caboose.

Along the back wall were four doors. The second from
the left was marked “G. DURAY.” He unlocked the door, pulled it
open, and stopped short, staring in astonishment at the blank back
wall. He lifted the transparent plastic flap that functioned as an
air-seal and brought out the collapsed metal ring that had been the
flange surrounding his passway. The inner surface was bare metal;
looking through, he saw only the interior of the caboose.

A long minute passed. Duray stood staring at the
useless ribbon as if hypnotized, trying to grasp the implications
of the situation. To his knowledge no passway had ever failed,
unless it had been purposefully closed. Who would play him such a
spiteful trick? Certainly not Elizabeth. She detested practical
jokes and if anything, like Duray himself, was perhaps a trifle too
intense and literal-minded. He jumped down from the caboose and
strode off across Cupertino Forest: a sturdy, heavy-shouldered man
of about average stature. His features were rough and
uncompromising; his brown hair was cut crisply short; his eyes
glowed golden-brown and exerted an arresting force. Straight, heavy
eyebrows crossed his long, thin nose like the bar of a T; his
mouth, compressed against some strong inner urgency, formed a lower
horizontal bar. All in all, not a man to be trifled with, or so it
would seem.

He trudged through the haunted grove, preoccupied by
the strange and inconvenient event that had befallen him. What had
happened to the passway? Unless Elizabeth had invited friends out
to Home, as they called their world, she was alone, with the three
girls at school.... Duray came out upon Stevens Creek Road. A
farmer’s pickup truck halted at his signal and took him into San
Jose, now little more than a country town.

 At the transit center he dropped a coin
in the turnstile and entered the lobby. Four portals designated
“LOCAL,” “CALIFORNIA,” “NORTH AMERICA,” and “WORLD” opened in the
walls, each portal leading to a hub on Utilis.1

 v~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~v

 1Utilis: a world
cognate to Paleocene Earth, where, by Alan Robertson’s decree, all
the industries, institutions, warehouses, tanks, dumps, and
commercial offices of old Earth were now located. The name Utilis,
so it had been remarked, accurately captured the flavor of Alan
Robertson’s pedantic, quaint, and idealistic
personality.

 ^~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~^

 Duray passed into the “California” hub,
found the “Oakland” portal, returned to the Oakland Transit Center
on Earth, passed back through the “Local” portal to the “Oakland”
hub on Utilis, and returned to Earth through the “Montclair West”
portal to a depot only a quarter mile from Thornhill
School,2 to which Duray walked.

 v~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~v

 2Alan Robertson had
proposed another specialized world, to be known as Tutelar, where
the children of all the settled worlds should receive their
education in a vast array of pedagogical facilities. To his hurt
surprise, he encountered a storm of wrathful opposition from
parents. His scheme was termed mechanistic, vast, dehumanizing,
repulsive. What better world for schooling than old Earth itself?
Here was the source of all tradition; let Earth become Tutelar! So
insisted the parents, and Alan Robertson had no choice but to
agree.

 ^~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~^

In the office Duray identified himself to the clerk
and requested the presence of his daughter Dolly.

The clerk sent forth a messenger who, after an
interval, returned alone. “Dolly Duray isn’t at school.”

Duray was surprised; Dolly had been in good health
and had set off to school as usual. He said, “Either Joan or Ellen
will do as well.”

The messenger again went forth and again returned.
“Neither one is in their classrooms, Mr. Duray. All three of your
children are absent.”

“I can’t understand it,” said Duray, now fretful.
“All three set off to school this morning.”

“Let me ask Miss Haig. I’ve just come on duty.” The
clerk spoke into a telephone, listened, then turned back to Duray.
“The girls went home at ten o’clock. Mrs. Duray called for them and
took them back through the passway.”

 “Did she give any reason whatever?”

“Miss Haig says No; Mrs. Duray just told her she
needed the girls at home.”

Duray stifled a sigh of baffled irritation. “Could
you take me to their locker? I’ll use their passway to get
home.”

“That’s contrary to school regulations, Mr. Duray.
You’ll understand, I’m sure.”

“I can identify myself quite definitely,” said Duray.
“Mr. Carr knows me well. As a matter of fact, my passway collapsed,
and I came here to get home.”

“Why don’t you speak to Mr. Carr?”

“I’d like to do so.”

Duray was conducted into the principal’s office,
where he explained his predicament. Mr. Carr expressed sympathy and
made no difficulty about taking Duray to the children’s
passway.

They went to a hall at the back of the school and
found the locker numbered 382. “Here we are,” said Carr. “I’m
afraid that you’ll find it a tight fit.” He unlocked the metal door
with his master key and threw it open. Duray looked inside and saw
only the black metal at the back of the locker. The passway, like
his own, had been closed.

Duray drew back and for a moment could find no
words.

Carr spoke in a voice of polite amazement. “How very
perplexing! I don’t believe I’ve ever seen anything like it before!
Surely the girls wouldn’t play such a silly prank?”

“They know better than to touch the passway,” Duray
said gruffly. “Are you sure that this is the right locker?”

Carr indicated the card on the outside of the locker,
where three names had been typed: “DOROTHY DURAY, JOAN DURAY, ELLEN
DURAY.”

“No mistake,” said Carr, “and I’m afraid that I can’t
help you any further. Are you in common residency?”

“It’s our private homestead.”

Carr nodded with lips judiciously pursed, to suggest
that insistence upon so much privacy seemed eccentric. He gave a
deprecatory little chuckle. “I suppose if you isolate yourself to
such an extent, you more or less must expect a series of
emergencies.”

“To the contrary,” Duray said crisply. “Our life is
uneventful, because there’s no one to bother us. We love the wild
animals, the quiet, the fresh air. We wouldn’t have it any
differently.”

Carr smiled a dry smile. “Mr. Robertson has certainly
altered the lives of us all. I understand that he is your
grandfather?”

“I was raised in his household. I’m his nephew’s
foster son. The blood relationship isn’t all that close.”

III
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I early became interested in magnetic fluxes and
their control. After taking my degree, I worked exclusively in this
field, studying all varieties of magnetic envelopes and developing
controls over their formation. For many years my horizons were thus
limited, and I lived a placid existence.

Two contemporary developments forced me down from my
“ivory castle.” First: the fearful overcrowding of the planet and
the prospect of worse to come. Cancer already was an affliction of
the past; heart diseases were under control; I feared that in
another ten years immortality might be a practical reality for many
of us, with a consequent augmentation of population pressure.

Secondly, the theoretical work done upon “black
holes” and “white holes” suggested that matter compacted in a
“black hole” broke through a barrier to spew forth from a “white
hole” in another universe. I calculated pressures and considered
the self-focusing magnetic sheaths, cones, and whorls with which I
was experimenting. Through their innate properties these entities
constricted themselves to apexes of a cross section
indistinguishable from a geometric point. What if two or more cones
(I asked myself) could be arranged in contraposition to produce an
equilibrium? In this condition charged particles must be
accelerated to near light-speed and at the mutual focus constricted
and impinged together. The pressures thus created, though of small
scale, would be far in excess of those characteristic of the “black
holes”: to unknown effect.

I can now report that the mathematics of the multiple
focus are a most improbable thicket, and the useful service I
enforced upon what I must call a set of absurd contradictions is
one of my secrets. I know that thousands of scientists, at home and
abroad, are attempting to duplicate my work; they are welcome to
the effort. None will succeed. Why do I speak so positively? This
is my other secret.

 

~~~

 

Duray marched back to the Montclair West depot in a
state of angry puzzlement. There were four passways to Home, of
which two were closed. The third was located in his San Francisco
locker: the “front door,” so to speak. The last and the original
orifice was cased, filed, and indexed in Alan Robertson’s
vault.

Duray tried to deal with the problem in rational
terms. The girls would never tamper with the passways. As for
Elizabeth, no more than the girls would she consider such an act.
At least Duray could imagine no reason that would so urge or impel
her. Elizabeth, like himself a foster child, was a beautiful,
passionate woman, tall, dark-haired, with lustrous dark eyes and a
wide mouth that tended to curve in an endearingly crooked grin. She
was also responsible, loyal, careful, industrious; she loved her
family and Riverview Manor. The theory of erotic intrigue seemed to
Duray as incredible as the fact of the closed passways. Though, for
a fact, Elizabeth was prone to wayward and incomprehensible moods.
Suppose Elizabeth had received a visitor who for some sane or
insane purpose had forced her to close the passway?... Duray shook
his head in frustration, like a harassed bull. The matter no doubt
had some simple cause. Or on the other hand, Duray reflected, the
cause might be complex and intricate. The thought, by some obscure
connection, brought before him the image of his nominal foster
father, Alan Robertson’s nephew, Bob Robertson. Duray gave his head
a nod of gloomy asseveration, as if to confirm a fact he long ago
should have suspected. He went to the phone booth and called Bob
Robertson’s apartment in San Francisco. The screen glowed white and
an instant later displayed Bob Robertson’s alert, clean, and
handsome face. “Good afternoon, Gil. Glad you called; I’ve been
anxious to get in touch with you.”

Duray became warier than ever. “How so?”

“Nothing serious, or so I hope. I dropped by your
locker to leave off some books that I promised Elizabeth, and I
noticed through the glass that your passway is closed. Collapsed.
Useless.”

“Strange,” said Duray. “Very strange indeed. I can’t
understand it. Can you?”

“No... not really.”

Duray thought he detected a subtlety of intonation.
His eyes narrowed in concentration. “The passway at my rig was
closed. The passway at the girls’ school was closed. Now you tell
me that the downtown passway is closed.”

Bob Robertson grinned. “That’s a pretty broad hint, I
would say. Did you and Elizabeth have a row?”

“No.”

Bob Robertson rubbed his long aristocratic chin. “A
mystery. There’s probably some very ordinary explanation.”

“Or some very extraordinary explanation.”

“True. Nowadays a person can’t rule out anything. By
the way, tomorrow night is the Rumfuddle, and I expect both you and
Elizabeth to be on hand.”

“As I recall,” said Duray, “I’ve already declined the
invitation.” The Rumfuddlers were a group of Bob’s cronies. Duray
suspected that their activities were not altogether wholesome.
“Excuse me; I’ve got to find an open passway, or Elizabeth and the
kids are marooned.”

“Try Alan,” said Bob. “He’ll have the original in his
vault.”

Duray gave a curt nod. “I don’t like to bother him,
but that’s my last hope.”

“Let me know what happens,” said Bob Robertson. “And
if you’re at loose ends, don’t forget the Rumfuddle tomorrow night.
I mentioned the matter to Elizabeth, and she said she’d be sure to
attend.”

“Indeed. And when did you consult Elizabeth?”

“A day or so ago. Don’t look so damnably gothic, my
boy.”

“I’m wondering if there’s a connection between your
invitation and the closed passways. I happen to know that Elizabeth
doesn’t care for your parties.”

Bob Robertson laughed with easy good grace. “Reflect
a moment. Two events occur. I invite you and wife Elizabeth to the
Rumfuddle. This is event one. Your passways close up, which is
event two. By a feat of structured absurdity you equate the two and
blame me. Now is that fair?”

“You call it ‘structured absurdity,’” said Duray. “I
call it instinct.”

Bob Robertson laughed again. “You’ll have to do
better than that. Consult Alan, and if for some reason he can’t
help you, come to the Rumfuddle. We’ll rack our brains and either
solve your problem or come up with new and better ones.” He gave a
cheery nod, and before Duray could roar an angry expostulation, the
screen faded.

Duray stood glowering at the screen, convinced that
Bob Robertson knew much more about the closed passways than he
admitted. Duray went to sit on a bench.... If Elizabeth had closed
him away from Home, her reasons must have been compelling indeed.
But unless she intended to isolate herself permanently from Earth,
she would leave at least one passway ajar, and this must be the
master orifice in Alan Robertson’s vault.

Duray rose to his feet, somewhat heavily, and stood a
moment, head bent and shoulders hunched. He gave a surly grunt and
returned to the phone booth, where he called a number known to not
more than a dozen persons.

The screen glowed white while the person at the other
end of the line scrutinized his face.... The screen cleared,
revealing a round pale face from which pale-blue eyes stared forth
with a passionless intensity. “Hello, Ernest,” said Duray. “Is Alan
busy at the moment?”

“I don’t think he’s doing anything particular—except
resting.”

Ernest gave the last two words a meaningful emphasis.
“I’ve got some problems,” said Duray. “What’s the best way to get
in touch with him?”

“You’d better come up here. The code is changed. It’s
MHF now.”

“I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Back in the “California” hub on Utilis, Duray went
into a side chamber lined with private lockers, numbered and
variously marked with symbols, names, colored flags, or not marked
at all. Duray went to Locker 122, and ignoring the keyhole, set the
code lock to the letters MHF. The door opened; Duray stepped into
the locker and through the passway to the High Sierra headquarters
of Alan Robertson.

IV
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If one basic axiom controls the cosmos, it must be
this:

In a situation of infinity every possible condition
occurs, not once, but an infinite number of times.

There is no mathematical nor logical limit to the
number of dimensions. Our perceptions assure us of three only, but
many indications suggest otherwise: parapsychic occurrences of a
hundred varieties, the “white holes,” the seemingly finite state of
our own universe, which by corollary, asserts the existence of
others.

Hence, when I stepped behind the lead slab and first
touched the button, I felt confident of success; failure would have
surprised me!

But (and here lay my misgivings) what sort of success
might I achieve?

Suppose I opened a hole into the interplanetary
vacuum?

The chances of this were very good indeed; I
surrounded the machine in a strong membrane to prevent the air of
Earth from rushing off into the void.

Suppose I discovered a condition totally beyond
imagination?

My imagination yielded no safeguards.

I proceeded to press the button.

 

~~~

 

Duray stepped out into a grotto under damp granite
walls. Sunlight poured into the opening from a dark-blue sky. This
was Alan Robertson’s link to the outside world; like many other
persons, he disliked a passway opening directly into his home. A
path led fifty yards across bare granite mountainside to the lodge.
To the west spread a great vista of diminishing ridges, valleys,
and hazy blue air; to the east rose a pair of granite crags, with
snow caught in the saddle between. Alan Robertson’s lodge was built
just below the timberline, beside a small lake fringed with tall
dark firs. The lodge was built of rounded granite stones, with a
wooden porch across the front; at each end rose a massive
chimney.

Duray had visited the lodge on many occasions; as a
boy he had scaled both of the crags behind the house, to look
wondering off across the stillness, which on old Earth had a
poignant breathing quality different from the uninhabited solitudes
of worlds such as Home.

Ernest came to the door: a middle-aged man with an
ingenuous face, small white hands, and soft, damp, mouse-colored
hair. Ernest disliked the lodge, the wilderness, and solitude in
general; he nevertheless would have suffered tortures before
relinquishing his post as subaltern to Alan Robertson. Ernest and
Duray were almost antipodal in outlook. Ernest thought Duray
brusque, indelicate, a trifle coarse, and probably not disinclined
to violence as an argumentative adjunct. Duray considered Ernest,
when he thought of him at all, as the kind of man who takes two
bites out of a cherry. Ernest had never married; he showed no
interest in women, and Duray, as a boy, had often fretted at
Ernest’s overcautious restrictions.

In particular Ernest resented Duray’s free and easy
access to Alan Robertson. The power to restrict or admit those
countless persons who demanded Alan Robertson’s attention was
Ernest’s most cherished perquisite, and Duray denied him the use of
it by simply ignoring Ernest and all his regulations. Ernest had
never complained to Alan Robertson for fear of discovering that
Duray’s influence exceeded his own. A wary truce existed between
the two, each conceding the other his privileges.

Ernest performed a polite greeting and admitted Duray
into the lodge. Duray looked around the interior, which had not
changed during his lifetime: varnished plank floors with red,
black, and white Navaho rugs, massive pine furniture with leather
cushions, a few shelves of books, a half-dozen pewter mugs on the
mantle over the big fireplace—a room almost ostentatiously bare of
souvenirs and mementos. Duray turned back to Ernest: “Whereabouts
is Alan?”

“On his boat.”

“With guests?”

“No,” said Ernest, with a faint sniff of disapproval.
“He’s alone, quite alone.”

“How long has he been gone?”

“He just went through an hour ago. I doubt if he’s
left the dock yet. What is your problem, if I may ask?”

“The passways to my world are closed. All three.
There’s only one left, in the vault.”

Ernest arched his flexible eyebrows. “Who closed
them?”

“I don’t know. Elizabeth and the girls are alone, so
far as I know.”

“Extraordinary,” said Ernest in a flat metallic
voice. “Well, then, come along.” He led the way down a hall to a
back room. With his hand on the knob, Ernest paused and looked back
over his shoulder. “Did you mention the matter to anyone? Robert,
for instance?”

“Yes,” said Duray curtly, “I did. Why do you
ask?”

Ernest hesitated a fraction of a second. “No
particular reason. Robert occasionally has a somewhat misplaced
sense of humor, he and his Rumfuddlers.” He spoke the word with a
hiss of distaste.

Duray said nothing of his own suspicions. Ernest
opened the door; they entered a large room illuminated by a
skylight. The only furnishing was a rug on the varnished floor.
Into each wall opened four doors. Ernest went to one of these
doors, pulled it open, and made a resigned gesture. “You’ll
probably find Alan at the dock.”

Duray looked into the interior of a rude hut with
palm-frond walls, resting on a platform of poles. Through the
doorway he saw a path leading under sunlit green foliage toward a
strip of white beach. Surf sparkled below a layer of dark-blue
ocean and a glimpse of the sky. Duray hesitated, rendered wary by
the events of the morning. Anyone and everyone was suspect, even
Ernest, who now gave a quiet sniff of contemptuous amusement.
Through the foliage Duray glimpsed a spread of sail; he stepped
through the passway.

V
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Man is a creature whose evolutionary environment has
been the open air. His nerves, muscles, and senses have developed
across three million years in intimate contiguity with natural
earth, crude stone, live wood, wind, and rain. Now this creature is
suddenly—on the geologic scale, instantaneously—shifted to an
unnatural environment of metal and glass, plastic and plywood, to
which his psychic substrata lack all compatibility. The wonder is
not that we have so much mental instability but so little. Add to
this the weird noises, electrical pleasures, bizarre colors,
synthetic foods, abstract entertainments! We should congratulate
ourselves on our durability.

I bring this matter up because with my little
device—so simple, so easy, so flexible—I have vastly augmented the
load upon our poor primeval brains, and for a fact many persons
find the instant transition from one locale to another unsettling,
and even actively unpleasant.

 

~~~

 

Duray stood on the porch of the cabin, under a vivid
green canopy of sunlit foliage. The air was soft and warm and
smelled of moist vegetation. He stood listening. The mutter of the
surf came to his ears and from a far distance a single
bird-call.

Duray stepped down to the ground and followed the
path under tall palm trees to a river-bank. A few yards downstream,
beside a rough pier of poles and planks, floated a white and blue
ketch, sails hoisted and distended to a gentle breeze. On the deck
stood Alan Robertson, on the point of casting off the mooring
lines. Duray hailed him; Alan Robertson turned in surprise and
vexation, which vanished when he recognized Duray. “Hello, Gil,
glad you’re here! For a moment I thought it might be someone to
bother me. Jump aboard; you’re just in time for a sail.”

Duray somberly joined Alan Robertson on the boat.
“I’m afraid I am here to bother you.”

“Oh?” Alan Robertson raised his eyebrows in instant
solicitude. He was a man of no great height, thin, nervously
active. Wisps of rumpled white hair fell over his forehead; mild
blue eyes inspected Duray with concern, all thought of sailing
forgotten. “What in the world has happened?”

“I wish I knew. If it were something I could handle
myself, I wouldn’t bother you.”

“Don’t worry about me; there’s all the time in the
world for sailing. Now tell me what’s happened.”

“I can’t get through to Home. All the passways are
closed off. Why and how I have no idea. Elizabeth and the girls are
out there alone; at least I think they’re out there.”

Alan Robertson rubbed his chin, “What an odd
business! I can certainly understand your agitation.... You think
Elizabeth closed the passways?”

“It’s unreasonable—but there’s no one else.”

Alan Robertson turned Duray a shrewd, kindly glance.
“No little family upsets? Nothing to cause her despair and
anguish?”

“Absolutely nothing. I’ve tried to reason things out,
but I draw blank. I thought that maybe someone—a man—had gone
through to visit her and decided to take over—but if this were the
case, why did she come to the school for the girls? That
possibility is out. A secret love affair? Possible but so damn
unlikely. Since she wants to keep me off the planet, her only
motive could be to protect me or herself or the girls from danger
of some sort. Again this means that another person is concerned in
the matter. Who? How? Why? I spoke to Bob. He claims to know
nothing about the situation, but he wants me to come to his damned
Rumfuddle, and he hints very strongly that Elizabeth will be on
hand. I can’t prove a thing against Bob, but I suspect him. He’s
always had a taste for odd jokes.”

Alan Robertson gave a lugubrious nod. “I won’t deny
that.” He sat down in the cockpit and stared off across the water.
“Bob has a complicated sense of humor, but he’d hardly close you
away from your world.... I hardly think that your family is in
actual danger, but of course we can’t take chances. The possibility
exists that Bob is not responsible, that something uglier is
afoot.” He jumped to his feet. “Our obvious first step is to use
the master orifice in the vault.” He looked a shade regretfully
toward the ocean. “My little sail can wait.... A lovely world this:
not fully cognate with Earth—a cousin, so to speak. The fauna and
flora are roughly contemporary except for man. The hominids have
never developed.”

The two men returned up the path, Alan Robertson
chatting lightheartedly: “Thousands and thousands of worlds I’ve
visited, and looked into even more, but do you know I’ve never hit
upon a good system of classification? There are exact cognates—of
course we’re never sure exactly how exact they are. These
cases are relatively simple, but then the problems begin.... Bah! I
don’t think about such things anymore. I know that when I keep all
the nominates at zero, the cognates appear. Overintellectualizing
is the bane of this and every other era. Show me a man who deals
only with abstraction, and I’ll show you the dead, futile end of
evolution.” Alan Robertson chuckled. “If I could control the
machine tightly enough to produce real cognates, our troubles would
be over.... Much confusion, of course. I might step through into
the cognate world immediately as a true cognate Alan Robertson
steps through into our world, with net effect of zero. An amazing
business, really; I never tire of it...”

They returned to the transit room of the mountain
lodge. Ernest appeared almost instantly. Duray suspected he had
been watching through the passway.

Alan Robertson said briskly, “We’ll be busy for an
hour or two, Ernest. Gilbert is having difficulties, and we’ve got
to set things straight.”

Ernest nodded somewhat grudgingly, or so it seemed to
Duray. “The progress report on the Ohio Plan has arrived. Nothing
particularly urgent.”

“Thank you, Ernest, I’ll see to it later. Come along,
Gilbert; let’s get to the bottom of this affair.” They went to door
No. 1 and passed through to the Utilis hub. Alan Robertson led the
way to a small green door with a three-dial coded lock, which he
opened with a flourish. “Very well, in we go.” He carefully locked
the door behind them, and they walked the length of a short hall.
“A shame that I must be so cautious,” said Alan Robertson. “You’d
be astonished at the outrageous requests otherwise sensible people
make of me. I sometimes become exasperated.... Well, it’s
understandable, I suppose.”

At the end of the hall Alan Robertson worked the
locking dials of a red door. “This way, Gilbert; you’ve been
through before.” They stepped through a passway into a hall that
opened into a circular concrete chamber fifty feet in diameter,
located, so Duray knew, deep under the Mad Dog Mountains of the
Mojave Desert. Eight halls extended away into the rock; each hall
communicated with twelve aisles. The center of the chamber was
occupied by a circular desk twenty feet in diameter; here six
clerks in white smocks worked at computers and collating machines.
In accordance with their instructions they gave Alan Robertson
neither recognition nor greeting.

Alan Robertson went up to the desk, at which signal
the chief clerk, a solemn young man bald as an egg, came forward.
“Good afternoon, sir.”

“Good afternoon, Harry. Find me the index for
‘Gilbert Duray,’ on my personal list.”

The clerk bowed smartly. He went to an instrument and
ran his fingers over a bank of keys; the instrument ejected a card
that Harry handed to Alan Robertson. “There you are, sir.”

Alan Robertson showed the card to Duray, who saw the
code: “4:8:10/6:13:29.”

“That’s your world,” said Alan Robertson. “We’ll soon
learn how the land lies. This way, to Radiant four.” He led the way
down the hall, turned into the aisle numbered “8,” and proceeded to
Stack 10. “Shelf six,” said Alan Robertson. He checked the card.
“Drawer thirteen... here we are.” He drew forth the drawer and ran
his fingers along the tabs. “Item twenty-nine. This should be
Home.” He brought forth a metal frame four inches square and held
it up to his eyes. He frowned in disbelief. “We don’t have anything
here either.” He turned to Duray a glance of dismay. “This is a
serious situation!”

“It’s no more than I expected,” said Duray
tonelessly.

“All this demands some careful thought.” Alan
Robertson clicked his tongue in vexation. “Tst, tst, tst.” He
examined the identification plaque at the top of the frame. “Four:
eight: ten/six: thirteen: twenty-nine,” he read. “There seems to be
no question of error.” He squinted carefully at the numbers,
hesitated, then slowly replaced the frame. On second thought he
took the frame forth once more. “Come along, Gilbert,” said Alan
Robertson. “We’ll have a cup of coffee and think this matter
out.”

The two returned to the central chamber, where Alan
Robertson gave the empty frame into the custody of Harry the clerk.
“Check the records, if you please,” said Alan Robertson. “I want to
know how many passways were pinched off the master.”

Harry manipulated the buttons of his computer. “Three
only, Mr. Robertson.”

“Three passways and the master—four in all?”

“That’s right, sir.”

“Thank you, Harry.”

VI
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I recognized the possibility of many cruel abuses,
but the good so outweighed the bad that I thrust aside all thought
of secrecy and exclusivity. I consider myself not Alan Robertson
but, like Prometheus, an archetype of Man, and my discovery must
serve all men.

But caution, caution, caution!

 

I sorted out my ideas. I myself coveted the amplitude
of a private, personal world; such a yearning was not ignoble, I
decided. Why should not everyone have the same if he so desired,
since the supply was limitless? Think of it! The wealth and beauty
of an entire world: mountains and plains, forests and flowers,
ocean cliffs and crashing seas, winds and clouds—all beyond value,
yet worth no more than a few seconds of effort and a few watts of
energy.

I became troubled by a new idea. Would everyone
desert old Earth and leave it a vile junk-heap? I found the concept
intolerable.... I exchange access to a world for three to six years
of remedial toil, depending upon occupancy.

 

~~~

 

A lounge overlooked the central chamber. Alan
Robertson gestured Duray to a seat and drew two mugs of coffee from
a dispenser. Settling in a chair, he turned his eyes up to the
ceiling. “We must collect our thoughts. The circumstances are
somewhat unusual; still, I have lived with unusual circumstances
for almost fifty years.

“So then: the situation. We have verified that there
are only four passways to Home. These four passways are closed,
though we must accept Bob’s word in regard to your downtown locker.
If this is truly the case, if Elizabeth and the girls are still on
Home, you will never see them again.”

“Bob is mixed up in this business. I could swear to
nothing, but—”

Alan Robertson held up his hand. “I will talk to Bob;
this is the obvious first step.” He rose to his feet and went to
the telephone in the corner of the lounge. Duray joined him. Alan
spoke into the screen. “Get me Robert Robertson’s apartment in San
Francisco.”

The screen glowed white. Bob’s voice came from the
speaker. “Sorry, I’m not at home. I have gone out to my world
Fancy, and I cannot be reached. Call back in a week, unless your
business is urgent, in which case call back in a month.”

“Mmph,” said Alan Robertson, returning to his seat.
“Bob is sometimes a trifle too flippant. A man with an
underextended intellect....” He drummed his fingers on the arm of
his chair. “Tomorrow night is his party? What does he call it? A
Rumfuddle?”

“Some such nonsense. Why does he want me? I’m a dull
dog; I’d rather be home building a fence.”

“Perhaps you had better plan to attend the
party.”

“That means, submit to his extortion.”

“Do you want to see your wife and family again?”

“Naturally. But whatever he has in mind won’t be for
my benefit, or Elizabeth’s.”

“You’re probably right there. I’ve heard one or two
unsavory tales regarding the Rumfuddlers.... The fact remains that
the passways are closed. All four of them.”

Duray’s voice became harsh. “Can’t you open a new
orifice for us?”

Alan Robertson gave his head a sad shake. “I can tune
the machine very finely. I can code accurately for the ‘Home’ class
of worlds and as closely as necessary approximate a particular
world-state. But at each setting, no matter how fine the tuning, we
encounter an infinite number of worlds. In practice, inaccuracies
in the machine, backlash, the gross size of electrons, the very
difference between one electron and another, make it difficult to
tune with absolute precision. So even if we tuned exactly to the
‘Home’ class, the probability of opening into your particular Home
is one in an infinite number: in short, negligible.”

Duray stared off across the chamber. “Is it possible
that a space once entered might tend to open more easily a second
time?”

Alan Robertson smiled. “As to that, I can’t say. I
suspect not, but I really know so little. I see no reason why it
should be so.”

“If we can open into a world precisely cognate, I can
at least learn why the passways are closed.”

Alan Robertson sat up in his chair. “Here is a valid
point. Perhaps we can accomplish something in this regard.” He
glanced humorously sidewise at Duray. “On the other hand—consider
this situation. We create access into a ‘Home’ almost exactly
cognate to your own—so nearly identical that the difference is not
readily apparent. You find there an Elizabeth, a Dolly, a Joan, and
an Ellen indistinguishable from your own, and a Gilbert marooned on
Earth. You might even convince yourself that this is your very own
Home.”

“I’d know the difference,” said Duray shortly, but
Alan Robertson seemed not to hear.

“Think of it! An infinite number of Homes isolated
from Earth, an infinite number of Elizabeths, Dollys, Joans, and
Ellens marooned, an infinite number of Gilbert Durays trying to
regain access.... The sum effect might be a wholesale reshuffling
of families, with everyone more or less good-natured about the
situation. I wonder if this could be Bob’s idea of a joke to share
with his Rumfuddlers.”

Duray looked sharply at Alan Robertson, wondering
whether the man were serious. “It doesn’t sound funny, and I
wouldn’t be very good-natured.”

“Of course not,” said Alan Robertson hastily. “An
idle thought—in rather poor taste, I’m afraid.”

“In any event, Bob hinted that Elizabeth would be at
his damned Rumfuddle. If that’s the case, she must have closed the
passways from this side.”

“A possibility,” Alan Robertson conceded, “but
unreasonable. Why should she seal you away from Home?”

“I don’t know, but I’d like to find out.”

Alan Robertson slapped his hands down upon his thin
shanks and jumped to his feet, only to pause once more. “You’re
sure you want to look into these cognates? You might see things you
wouldn’t like.”

“So long as I know the truth, I don’t care whether I
like it or not.”

“So be it.”

 

The machine occupied a room behind the balcony. Alan
Robertson surveyed the device with pride and affection. “This is
the fourth model, and probably optimum; at least I don’t see any
place for significant improvement. I use a hundred and sixty-seven
rods converging upon the center of the reactor sphere. Each rod
produces a quotum of energy and is susceptible to several types of
adjustment to cope with the very large number of possible states.
The number of particles to pack the universe full is on the order
of ten raised to the power of sixty; the possible permutations of
these particles would number two raised to the power of ten raised
to the power of sixty. The universe, of course, is built of many
different particles, which makes the final number of possible, or
let us say, thinkable states a number like two raised to the power
of ten raised to the power of sixty, all times x, where
x is the number of particles under consideration. A large,
unmanageable number, which we need not consider, because the
conditions we deal with—the possible variations of planet Earth—are
far fewer.”

“Still a very large number,” said Duray.

“Indeed yes. But again the sheer unmanageable bulk is
cut away by a self-normalizing property of the machine. In what I
call floating neutral the machine reaches the closest cycles—which
is to say, that infinite class of perfect cognates. In practice,
because of infinitesimal inaccuracies, ‘floating neutral’ reaches
cognates more or less imperfect, perhaps by no more than the shape
of a single grain of sand. Still, ‘floating neutral’ provides a
natural base, and by adjusting the controls, we reach cycles at an
ever greater departure from base. In practice I search out a good
cycle and strike a large number of passways, as many as a hundred
thousand. So now to our business.” He went to a console at the
side. “Your code number, what was it now?”

Duray brought forth the card and read the numbers:
“Four: eight: ten/six: thirteen: twenty-nine.”

“Very good. I give the code to the computer, which
searches the files and automatically adjusts the machine. Now then,
step over here; the process releases dangerous radiation.”

The two stood behind lead slabs. Alan Robertson
touched a button; watching through a periscope, Duray saw a spark
of purple light and heard a small groaning, rasping sound seeming
to come from the air itself.

Alan Robertson stepped forth and walked to the
machine.

In the delivery tray rested an extensible ring. He
picked up the ring and looked through the hole. “This seems to be
right.” He handed the ring to Duray. “Do you see anything you
recognize?”

Duray put the ring to his eye. “That’s Home.”

“Very good. Do you want me to come with you?”

Duray considered. “The time is now?”

“Yes. This is a time-neutral setting.”

“I think I’ll go alone.”

Alan Robertson nodded. “Whatever you like. Return as
soon as you can, so I’ll know you’re safe.”

Duray frowned at him sidewise. “Why shouldn’t I be
safe? No one is there but my family.”

“Not your family. The family of a cognate
Gilbert Duray. The family may not be absolutely identical. The
cognate Duray may not be identical. You can’t be sure exactly what
you will find—so be careful.”

VII

From the Memoirs and Reflections:

 

When I think of my machine and my little forays in
and out of infinity, an idea keeps recurring to me which is so
rather terrible that I close it out of my mind, and I will not even
mention it here.

 

~~~

 

Duray stepped out upon the soil of Home and stood
appraising the familiar landscape. A vast meadow drenched in
sunlight rolled down to wide Silver River. Above the opposite shore
rose a line of low bluffs, with copses of trees in the hollows. To
the left, the landscape seemed to extend indefinitely and at last
become indistinct in the blue haze of distance. To the right, the
Robber Woods ended a quarter mile from where Duray stood. On a flat
beside the forest, on the bank of a small stream, stood a house of
stone and timber: a sight that seemed to Duray the most beautiful
he had ever seen. Polished glass windows sparkled in the sunlight;
banks of geraniums glowed green and red. From the chimney rose a
wisp of smoke.

The air smelled cool and sweet but seemed—so Duray
imagined—to carry a strange tang, different—so he imagined—from the
meadow-scent of his own Home. Duray started forward, then halted.
The world was his own, yet not his own. If he had not been
conscious of the fact, would he have recognized the strangeness?
Nearby rose an outcrop of weathered gray field-rock: a rounded
mossy pad on which he had sat only two days before, contemplating
the building of a dock. He walked over and looked down at the
stone. Here he had sat; here were the impressions of his heels in
the soil; here was the pattern of moss from which he had absently
scratched a fragment. Duray bent close. The moss was whole. The man
who had sat here, the cognate Duray, had not scratched at the moss.
So then: The world was perceptibly different from his own.

Duray was relieved and yet vaguely disturbed. If the
world had been the exact simulacrum of his own, he might have been
subjected to unmanageable emotions—which still might be the case.
He walked toward the house, along the path that led down to the
river. He stepped up to the porch. On a deck chair was a book:
Down There: A Study in Satanism, by J. K. Huysmans.
Elizabeth’s tastes were eclectic. Duray had not previously seen the
book; was it perhaps that Bob Robertson had put through the parcel
delivery?

Duray went into the house. Elizabeth stood across the
room. She had evidently watched him coming up the path. She said
nothing; her face showed no expression.

Duray halted, somewhat at a loss as to how to address
this familiar-strange woman. “Good afternoon,” he said at last.

Elizabeth allowed a wisp of a smile to show. “Hello,
Gilbert.”

At least, thought Duray, on cognate worlds the same
language was spoken. He studied Elizabeth. Lacking prior knowledge,
would he have perceived her to be someone different from his own
Elizabeth? Both were beautiful women: tall and slender, with
curling black shoulder-length hair, worn without artifice. Their
skins were pale, with a dusky undertone; their mouths were wide,
passionate, stubborn. Duray knew his Elizabeth to be a woman of
inexplicable moods, and this Elizabeth was doubtless no
different—yet somehow a difference existed that Duray could not
define, deriving perhaps from the strangeness of her atoms, the
stuff of a different universe. He wondered if she sensed the same
difference in him.

He asked, “Did you close off the passways?”

Elizabeth nodded, without change of expression.

“Why?”

“I thought it the best thing to do,” said Elizabeth
in a soft voice.

“That’s no answer.”

“I suppose not. How did you get here?”

“Alan made an opening.”

Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. “I thought that was
impossible.”

“True. This is a different world to my own. Another
Gilbert Duray built this house. I’m not your husband.”

Elizabeth’s mouth drooped in astonishment. She swayed
back a step and put her hand up to her neck: a mannerism Duray
could not recall in his own Elizabeth. The sense of strangeness
came ever more strongly upon him. He felt an intruder. Elizabeth
was watching him with a wide-eyed fascination. She said in a
hurried mutter: “I wish you’d leave; go back to your own world;
do!”

“If you’ve closed off all the passways, you’ll be
isolated,” growled Duray. “Marooned, probably forever.”

“Whatever I do,” said Elizabeth, “it’s not your
affair.”

“It is my affair, if only for the sake of the girls.
I won’t allow them to live and die alone out here.”

“The girls aren’t here,” said Elizabeth in a flat
voice. “They are where neither you nor any other Gilbert Duray will
find them. So now go back to your own world, and leave me in
whatever peace my soul allows me.”

Duray stood glowering at the fiercely beautiful
woman. He had never heard his own Elizabeth speak so wildly. He
wondered if on his own world another Gilbert Duray similarly
confronted his own Elizabeth, and as he analyzed his feelings
toward this woman before him, he felt a throb of annoyance. A
curious situation. He said in a quiet voice, “Very well. You and my
own Elizabeth have decided to isolate yourselves. I can’t imagine
your reasons.”

Elizabeth gave a wild laugh. “They’re real
enough.”

“They may be real now, but ten years from now or
forty years from now they may seem unreal. I can’t give you access
to your own Earth, but if you wish, you can use the passway to the
Earth from which I’ve just come, and you need never see me
again.”

Elizabeth turned away and went to look out over the
valley. Duray spoke to her back. “We’ve never had secrets between
us, you and I—or I mean, Elizabeth and I. Why now? Are you in love
with some other man?”

Elizabeth gave a snort of sardonic amusement.
“Certainly not... I’m disgusted with the entire human race.”

“Which presumably includes me.”

“It does indeed, and myself as well.”

“And you won’t tell me why?”

Elizabeth, still looking out the window, wordlessly
shook her head.

“Very well,” said Duray in a cold voice. “Will you
tell me where you’ve sent the girls? They’re mine as much as yours,
remember.”

“These particular girls aren’t yours at all.”

“That may be, but the effect is the same.”

Elizabeth said tonelessly: “If you want to find your
own particular girls, you’d better find your own particular
Elizabeth and ask her. I can only speak for myself.... To tell you
the truth, I don’t like being part of a composite person, and I
don’t intend to act like one. I’m just me. You’re you, a stranger,
whom I’ve never seen before in my life. So I wish you’d leave.”

Duray strode from the house, out into the sunlight.
He looked once around the wide landscape, then gave his head a
surly shake and marched off along the path.

VIII

From the Memoirs and Reflections:

 

The past is exposed for our scrutiny; we can wander
the epochs like lords through a garden, serene in our purview. We
argue with the noble sages, refuting their laborious concepts,
should we be so unkind. Remember (at least) two things. First: The
more distant from now, the less precise our conjunctures, the less
our ability to strike to any given instant. We can break in upon
yesterday at a stipulated second; during the Eocene, plus or minus
ten years is the limit of our accuracy; as for the Cretaceous or
earlier, an impingement within three hundred years of a given date
can be considered satisfactory. Secondly: The past we broach is
never our own past but at best the past of a cognate world, so that
any illumination cast upon historical problems is questionable and
perhaps deceptive. We cannot plumb the future; the process involves
a negative flow of energy, which is inherently impractical. An
instrument constructed of antimatter has been jocularly recommended
but would yield no benefit to us. The future, thankfully, remains
forever shrouded.

 

~~~

 

 “Aha, you’re back!” exclaimed Alan Robertson.
“What did you learn?”

Duray described the encounter with Elizabeth. “She
makes no excuse for what she’s done; she shows hostility which
doesn’t seem real, especially since I can’t imagine a reason for
it.”

Alan Robertson had no comment to make.

“The woman isn’t my wife, but their motivations must
be the same. I can’t think of one sensible explanation for conduct
so strange, let alone two.”

“Elizabeth seemed normal this morning?” asked Alan
Robertson.

“I noticed nothing unusual.”

Alan Robertson went to the control panel of his
machine. He looked over his shoulder at Duray. “What time do you
leave for work?”

“About nine.”

Alan Robertson set one dial and turned two others
until a ball of green light balanced, wavering, precisely halfway
along a glass tube. He signaled Duray behind the lead slab and
touched the button. From the center of the machine came the impact
of 167 colliding nodules of force and the groan of rending
dimensional fabric.

Alan Robertson brought forth the new passway. “The
time is morning. You’ll have to decide for yourself how to handle
the situation. You can try to watch without being seen; you can say
that you have paper work to catch up on, that Elizabeth should
ignore you and go about her normal routine, while you unobtrusively
see what happens.”

Duray frowned. “Presumably for each of these worlds
there is a Gilbert Duray who finds himself in my fix. Suppose each
tries to slip inconspicuously into someone else’s world to learn
what is happening. Suppose each Elizabeth catches him in the act
and furiously accuses the man she believes to be her husband of
spying on her—this in itself might be the source of Elizabeth’s
anger.”

“Well, be as discreet as you can. Presumably you’ll
be several hours, so I’ll go back to the boat and putter about.
Locker five in my private hub yonder; I’ll leave the door
open.”

 

Once again Duray stood on the hillside above the
river, with the rambling stone house built by still another Gilbert
Duray two hundred yards along the slope. From the height of the
sun, Duray judged local time to be about nine o’clock—somewhat
earlier than necessary. From the chimney of the stone house rose a
wisp of smoke; Elizabeth had built a fire in the kitchen fireplace.
Duray stood reflecting. This morning in his own house Elizabeth had
built no fire. She had been on the point of striking a match and
then had decided that the morning was already warm. Duray waited
ten minutes, to make sure that the local Gilbert Duray had
departed, then set forth toward the house. He paused by the big
flat stone to inspect the pattern of moss. The crevice seemed
narrower than he remembered, and the moss was dry and discolored.
Duray took a deep breath. The air, rich with the odor of grasses
and herbs, again seemed to carry an odd, unfamiliar scent. Duray
proceeded slowly to the house, uncertain whether, after all, he was
engaged in a sensible course of action.

He approached the house. The front door was open.
Elizabeth came to look out at him in surprise. “That was a quick
day’s work!”

Duray said lamely, “The rig is down for repairs. I
thought I’d catch up on some paper work. You go ahead with whatever
you were doing.”

Elizabeth looked at him curiously. “I wasn’t doing
anything in particular.”

He followed Elizabeth into the house. She wore soft
black slacks and an old gray jacket; Duray tried to remember what
his own Elizabeth had worn, but the garments had been so familiar
that he could summon no recollection.

Elizabeth poured coffee into a pair of stoneware
mugs, and Duray took a seat at the kitchen table, trying to decide
how this Elizabeth differed from his own—if she did. This Elizabeth
seemed more subdued and meditative; her mouth might have been a
trifle softer. “Why are you looking at me so strangely?” she asked
suddenly.

Duray laughed. “I was merely thinking what a
beautiful girl you are.”

Elizabeth came to sit in his lap and kissed him, and
Duray’s blood began to flow warm. He restrained himself; this was
not his wife; he wanted no complications. And if he yielded to
temptations of the moment, might not another Gilbert Duray visiting
his own Elizabeth do the same.... He scowled.

Elizabeth, finding no surge of ardor, went to sit in
the chair opposite. For a moment she sipped her coffee in silence.
Then she said, “Just as soon as you left, Bob called through.”

“Oh?” Duray was at once attentive. “What did he
want?”

“That foolish party of his—the Rubble-menders or some
such thing. He wants us to come.”

“I’ve already told him No three times.”

“I told him No again. His parties are always so
peculiar. He said he wanted us to come for a very special reason,
but he wouldn’t tell me the reason. I told him, ‘Thank you but
no.’”

Duray looked around the room. “Did he leave any
books?”

“No. Why should he leave me books?”

“I wish I knew.”

“Gilbert,” said Elizabeth, “you’re acting rather
oddly.”

“Yes, I suppose I am.” For a fact Duray’s mind was
whirling. Suppose now he went to the school passway, brought the
girls home from school, then closed off all the passways, so that
once again he had an Elizabeth and three daughters, more or less
his own; then the conditions he had encountered would be satisfied.
And another Gilbert Duray, now happily destroying the tract houses
of Cupertino, would find himself bereft.... Duray recalled the
hostile conduct of the previous Elizabeth. The passways in that
particular world had certainly not been closed off by an intruding
Duray.... A startling possibility came to his mind. Suppose a Duray
had come to the house, and succumbing to temptation, had closed off
all passways except that one communicating with his own world;
suppose then that Elizabeth, discovering the imposture, had killed
him.... The theory had a grim plausibility and totally extinguished
whatever inclination Duray might have had for making the world his
home.

Elizabeth said, “Gilbert, why are you looking at me
with that strange expression?”

Duray managed a feeble grin. “I guess I’m just in a
bad mood this morning. Don’t mind me. I’ll go make out my report.”
He went into the wide cool living room, at once familiar and
strange, and brought out the work-records of the other Gilbert
Duray.... He studied the handwriting: like his own, firm and
decisive, but in some indefinable way, different—perhaps a trifle
more harsh and angular. The three Elizabeths were not identical,
nor were the Gilbert Durays.

An hour passed. Elizabeth occupied herself in the
kitchen: Duray pretended to write a report.

A bell sounded. “Somebody at the passway,” said
Elizabeth.

Duray said, “I’ll take care of it.”

He went to the passage room, stepped through the
passway, looked through the peephole—into the large, bland,
sun-tanned face of Bob Robertson.

Duray opened the door. For a moment he and Bob
Robertson confronted each other. Bob Robertson’s eyes narrowed.
“Why, hello, Gilbert. What are you doing at home?”

Duray pointed to the parcel Bob Robertson carried.
“What do you have there?”

“Oh, these?” Bob Robertson looked down at the parcel
as if he had forgotten it. “Just some books for Elizabeth.”

Duray found it hard to control his voice. “You’re up
to some mischief, you and your Rumfuddlers. Listen, Bob: Keep away
from me and Elizabeth. Don’t call here, and don’t bring around any
books. Is this definite enough?”

Bob raised his sun-bleached eyebrows. “Very definite,
very explicit. But why the sudden rage? I’m just friendly old Uncle
Bob.”

“I don’t care what you call yourself; stay away from
us.”

“Just as you like, of course. But do you mind
explaining this sudden decree of banishment?”

“The reason is simple enough. We want to be left
alone.”

Bob made a gesture of mock despair. “All this over a
simple invitation to a simple little party, which I’d really like
you to come to.”

“Don’t expect us. We won’t be there.”

Bob’s face suddenly went pink. “You’re coming a very
high horse over me, my lad, and it’s a poor policy. You might just
get hauled up with a jerk. Matters aren’t all the way you think
they are.”

“I don’t care a rap one way or another,” said Duray.
“Good-bye.” He closed the locker door and backed through the
passway. He returned into the living room.

Elizabeth called from the kitchen. “Who was it,
dear?”

“Bob Robertson, with some books.”

“Books? Why books?”

“I didn’t trouble to find out. I told him to stay
away. After this, if he’s at the passway, don’t open it.”

Elizabeth looked at him intently. “Gil—you’re so
strange today! There’s something about you that almost scares
me.”

“Your imagination is working too hard.”

“Why should Bob trouble to bring me books? What sort
of books? Did you see?”

“Demonology. Black magic. That sort of thing.”

“Mmf. Interesting—but not all that
interesting.... I wonder if a world like ours, where no one has
ever lived, would have things like goblins and ghosts?”

“I suspect not,” said Duray. He looked toward the
door. There was nothing more to be accomplished here, and it was
time to return to his own Earth. He wondered how to make a graceful
departure. And what would occur when the Gilbert Duray now working
his rig came home?

Duray said, “Elizabeth, sit down in this chair
here.”

Elizabeth slowly slid into the chair at the kitchen
table and watched him with a puzzled gaze.

“This may come as a shock,” he said. “I am Gilbert
Duray, but not your personal Gilbert Duray. I’m his cognate.”

Elizabeth’s eyes widened to lustrous dark pools.

Duray said, “On my own world Bob Robertson caused me
and my Elizabeth trouble. I came here to find out what he had done
and why and to stop him from doing it again.”

Elizabeth asked, “What has he done?”

“I still don’t know. He probably won’t bother you
again. You can tell your personal Gilbert Duray whatever you think
best, or even complain to Alan.”

“I’m bewildered by all this!”

“No more so than I.” He went to the door. “I’ve got
to leave now. Good-bye.”

Elizabeth jumped to her feet and came impulsively
forward. “Don’t say good-bye. It was such a lonesome sound, coming
from you.... It’s like my own Gilbert saying good-bye.”

“There’s nothing else to do. Certainly I can’t follow
my inclinations and move in with you. What good are two Gilberts?
Who’d get to sit at the head of the table?”

“We could have a round table,” said Elizabeth. “Room
for six or seven. I like my Gilberts.”

“Your Gilberts like their Elizabeths.” Duray sighed
and said, “I’d better go now.”

Elizabeth held out her hand. “Good-bye, cognate
Gilbert.”

IX

From the Memoirs and Reflections:

 

The Oriental world-view differs from our
own—specifically my own—in many respects, and I was early
confronted with a whole set of dilemmas. I reflected upon Asiatic
apathy and its obverse, despotism; warlords and brain-laundries;
indifference to disease, filth, and suffering; sacred apes and
irresponsible fecundity.

I also took note of my resolve to use my machine in
the service of all men.

In the end I decided to make the “mistake” of many
before me; I proceeded to impose my own ethical point of view upon
the Oriental life-style.

Since this was precisely what was expected of me,
since I would have been regarded as a fool and a mooncalf had I
done otherwise, since the rewards of cooperation far exceeded the
gratifications of obduracy and scorn, my programs are a wonderful
success, at least to the moment of writing.

 

~~~

 

Duray walked along the riverbank toward Alan
Robertson’s boat. A breeze sent twinkling cat’s-paws across the
water and bellied the sails that Alan Robertson had raised to air;
the boat tugged at the mooring lines.

Alan Robertson, wearing white shorts and a white hat
with a loose, flapping brim, looked up from the eye he had been
splicing at the end of a halyard. “Aha, Gil! You’re back. Come
aboard and have a bottle of beer.”

Duray seated himself in the shade of the sail and
drank half the beer at a gulp. “I still don’t know what’s going
on—except that one way or another Bob is responsible. He came while
I was there. I told him to clear out. He didn’t like it.”

Alan Robertson heaved a melancholy sigh. “I realize
that Bob has the capacity for mischief.”

“I still can’t understand how he persuaded Elizabeth
to close the passways. He brought out some books, but what effect
could they have?”

Alan Robertson was instantly interested. “What were
the books?”

“Something about satanism, black magic; I couldn’t
tell you much else.”

“Indeed, indeed!” muttered Alan Robertson. “Is
Elizabeth interested in the subject?”

“I don’t think so. She’s afraid of such things.”

“Rightly so. Well, well, that’s disturbing.” Alan
Robertson cleared his throat and made a delicate gesture, as if
beseeching Duray to geniality and tolerance. “Still, you mustn’t be
too irritated with Bob. He’s prone to his little mischiefs,
but—”

“‘Little mischiefs’!” roared Duray. “Like locking me
out of my home and marooning my wife and children? That’s going
beyond mischief!”

Alan Robertson smiled. “Here, have another beer; cool
off a bit. Let’s reflect. First, the probabilities. I doubt if Bob
has really marooned Elizabeth and the girls or caused Elizabeth to
do so.”

“Then why are all the passways broken?”

“That’s susceptible to explanation. He has access to
the vaults; he might have substituted a blank for your master
orifice. There’s one possibility, at least.”

Duray could hardly speak for rage. At last he cried
out: “He has no right to do this!”

“Quite right, in the largest sense. I suspect that he
only wants to induce you to his Rumfuddle.”

“And I don’t want to go, especially when he’s trying
to put pressure on me.”

“You’re a stubborn man, Gil. The easy way, of course,
would be to relax and look in on the occasion. You might even enjoy
yourself.”

Duray glared at Alan Robertson. “Are you suggesting
that I attend the affair?”

“Well—no. I merely proposed a possible course of
action.”

Duray drank more beer and glowered out across the
river. Alan Robertson said, “In a day or so, when this business is
clarified, I think that we—all of us—should go off on a lazy
cruise, out there among the islands. Nothing to worry us, no
bothers, no upsets. The girls would love such a cruise.” Duray
grunted. “I’d like to see them again before I plan any cruises.
What goes on at these Rumfuddler events?”

“I’ve never attended. The members laugh and joke and
eat and drink and gossip about the worlds they’ve visited and show
each other movies: that sort of thing. Why don’t we look in on last
year’s party? I’d be interested myself.”

Duray hesitated. “What do you have in mind?”

“We’ll set the dials to a year-old cognate to Bob’s
world, Fancy, and see precisely what goes on. What do you say?”

“I suppose it can’t do any harm,” said Duray
grudgingly.

Alan Robertson rose to his feet. “Help me get these
sails in.”

X

From the Memoirs and Reflections:

 

The problems that long have harassed historians have
now been resolved. Who were the Cro-Magnons; where did they evolve?
Who were the Etruscans? Where were the legendary cities of the
proto-Sumerians before they migrated to Mesopotamia? Why the
identity between the ideographs of Easter Island and Mohenjo Daro?
All these fascinating questions have now been settled and reveal to
us the full scope of our early history. We have preserved the
library at old Alexandria from the Mohammedans and the Inca codices
from the Christians. The Guanches of the Canaries, the Ainu of
Hokkaido, the Mandans of Missouri, the blond Kaffirs of Bhutan: All
are now known to us. We can chart the development of every language
syllable by syllable, from earliest formulation to the present. We
have identified the Hellenic heroes, and I myself have searched the
haunted forests of the ancient North and, in their own stone keeps,
met face to face those mighty men who generated the Norse
myths.

 

~~~

 

Standing before his machine, Alan Robertson spoke in
a voice of humorous self-deprecation. “I’m not as trusting and
forthright as I would like to be; in fact I sometimes feel shame
for my petty subterfuges, and now I speak in reference to Bob. We
all have our small faults, and Bob certainly does not lack his
share. His imagination is perhaps his greatest curse: He is easily
bored and sometimes tends to overreach himself. So while I deny him
nothing, I also make sure that I am in a position to counsel or
even remonstrate, if need be. Whenever I open a passway to one of
his formulae, I unobtrusively strike a duplicate which I keep in my
private file. We will find no difficulty in visiting a cognate to
Fancy.”

 

Duray and Alan Robertson stood in the dusk, at the
end of a pale-white beach. Behind them rose a low basalt cliff. To
their right, the ocean reflected the afterglow and a glitter from
the waning moon; to the left, palms stood black against the sky. A
hundred yards along the beach dozens of fairy lamps had been strung
between the trees to illuminate a long table laden with fruit,
confections, punch in crystal bowls. Around the table stood several
dozen men and women in animated conversation; music and the sounds
of gaiety came down the beach to Duray and Alan Robertson.

“We’re in good time,” said Alan Robertson. He
reflected a moment. “No doubt we’d be quite welcome; still, it’s
probably best to remain inconspicuous. We’ll just stroll
unobtrusively down the beach, in the shadow of the trees. Be
careful not to stumble or fall, and no matter what you see or hear,
do nothing! Discretion is essential; we want no awkward
confrontations.”

Keeping to the shade of the foliage, the two
approached the merry group. Fifty yards distant, Alan Robertson
held up his hand to signal a halt. “This is as close as we need
approach; most of the people you know, or more accurately, their
cognates. For instance, there is Royal Hart, and there is James
Parham and Elizabeth’s aunt, Emma Bathurst, and her uncle Peter and
Maude Granger and no end of other folk.”

“They all seem very gay.”

“Yes, this is an important occasion for them. You and
I are surly outsiders who can’t understand the fun.”

“Is this all they do, eat and drink and talk?”

“I think not,” said Alan Robertson. “Notice yonder;
Bob seems to be preparing a projection screen. Too bad that we
can’t move just a bit closer.” Alan Robertson peered through the
shadows. “But we’d better take no chances; if we were discovered,
everyone would be embarrassed.”

They watched in silence. Presently Bob Robertson went
to the projection equipment and touched a button. The screen became
alive with vibrating rings of red and blue. Conversations halted;
the group turned toward the screen. Bob Robertson spoke, but his
words were inaudible to the two who watched from the darkness. Bob
Robertson gestured to the screen, where now appeared the view of a
small country town, as if seen from an airplane. Surrounding was
flat farm country, a land of wide horizons; Duray assumed the
location to be somewhere in the Middle West. The picture changed to
show the local high school, with students sitting on the steps. The
scene shifted to the football field, on the day of a game—a very
important game, to judge from the conduct of the spectators. The
local team was introduced; one by one the boys ran out on the field
to stand blinking into the autumn sunlight; then they ran off to
the pregame huddle.

The game began; Bob Robertson stood by the screen in
the capacity of an expert commentator, pointing to one or another
of the players, analyzing the play. The game proceeded, to the
manifest pleasure of the Rumfuddlers. At half time the bands
marched and countermarched, then play resumed. Duray became bored
and made fretful comments to Alan Robertson, who only said: “Yes,
yes; probably so” and “My word, the agility of that halfback!” and
“Have you noticed the precision of the line-play? Very good
indeed!” At last the final quarter ended; the victorious team stood
under a sign reading:

 

THE SHOWALTER TORNADOES

CHAMPIONS OF TEXAS

1951

 

The players came forward to accept trophies; there
was a last picture of the team as a whole, standing proud and
victorious; then the screen burst out into a red and gold starburst
and went blank. The Rumfuddlers rose to their feet and
congratulated Bob Robertson, who laughed modestly and went to the
table for a goblet of punch.

Duray said disgustedly, “Is this one of Bob’s famous
parties? Why does he make such a tremendous occasion of the affair?
I expected some sort of debauch.”

Alan Robertson said, “Yes, from our standpoint at
least, the proceedings seem somewhat uninteresting. Well, if your
curiosity is satisfied, shall we return?”

“Whenever you like.”

 

Once again in the lounge under the Mad Dog Mountains,
Alan Robertson said: “So now and at last we’ve seen one of Bob’s
famous Rumfuddles. Are you still determined not to attend the
occasion of tomorrow night?”

Duray scowled. “If I have to go to reclaim my family,
I’ll do so. But I just might lose my temper before the evening is
over.”

“Bob has gone too far,” Alan Robertson declared. “I
agree with you there. As for what we saw tonight, I admit to a
degree of puzzlement.”

“Only a degree? Do you understand it at all?”

Alan Robertson shook his head with a somewhat cryptic
smile. “Speculation is pointless. I suppose you’ll spend the night
with me at the lodge?”

“I might as well,” grumbled Duray. “I don’t have
anywhere else to go.”

Alan Robertson clapped him on the back. “Good lad!
We’ll put some steaks on the fire and turn our problems loose for
the night.”

XI

From the Memoirs and Reflections:

 

When I first put the Mark I machine into operation, I
suffered great fears. What did I know of the forces that I might
release?... With all adjustments at dead neutral, I punched a
passway into a cognate Earth. This was simple enough—in fact,
almost anticlimactic.... Little by little I learned to control my
wonderful toy; our own world and all its past phases became
familiar to me. What of other worlds? I am sure that in due course
we will move instantaneously from world to world, from galaxy to
galaxy, using a special space-traveling hub on Utilis. At the
moment I am candidly afraid to punch through passways at blind
random. What if I opened into the interior of a sun? Or into the
center of a black hole? Or into an antimatter universe? I would
certainly destroy myself and the machine and conceivably Earth
itself.

Still, the potentialities are too entrancing to be
ignored. With painstaking precautions and a dozen protective
devices, I will attempt to find my way to new worlds, and for the
first time interstellar travel will be a reality.

 

~~~

 

Alan Robertson and Duray sat in the bright morning
sunlight beside the flinty-blue lake. They had brought their
breakfast out to the table and now sat drinking coffee. Alan
Robertson made cheerful conversation for the two of them. “These
last few years have been easier on me; I’ve relegated a great deal
of responsibility. Ernest and Henry know my policies as well as I
do, if not better; and they’re never frivolous or inconsistent.”
Alan Robertson chuckled. “I’ve worked two miracles: first, my
machine, and second, keeping the business as simple as it is. I
refuse to keep regular hours; I won’t make appointments; I don’t
keep records; I pay no taxes; I exert great political and social
influence, but only informally; I simply refuse to be bothered with
administrative detail, and consequently I find myself able to enjoy
life.”

“It’s a wonder some religious fanatic hasn’t
assassinated you,” said Duray sourly.

“No mystery there! I’ve given them all their private
worlds, with my best regards, and they have no energy left for
violence! And as you know, I walk with a very low silhouette. My
friends hardly recognize me on the street.” Alan Robertson waved
his hand. “No doubt you’re more concerned with your immediate
quandary. Have you come to a decision regarding the Rumfuddle?”

“I don’t have any choice,” Duray muttered. “I’d
prefer to wring Bob’s neck. If I could account for Elizabeth’s
conduct, I’d feel more comfortable. She’s not even remotely
interested in black magic. Why did Bob bring her books on
satanism?”

“Well—the subject is inherently fascinating,” Alan
Robertson suggested, without conviction. “The name Satan derives
from the Hebrew word for ‘adversary’; it never applied to a real
individual. ‘Zeus,’ of course, was an Aryan chieftain of about 3500
B.C., while ‘Woden’ lived somewhat later. He was actually ‘Othinn,’
a shaman of enormous personal force who did things with his mind
that I can’t do with the machine.... But again I’m rambling.”

Duray gave a silent shrug.

“Well, then, you’ll be going to the Rumfuddle,” said
Alan Robertson, “by and large the best course, whatever the
consequences.”

“I believe that you know more than you’re telling
me.”

Alan Robertson smiled and shook his head. “I’ve lived
with too much uncertainty among my cognate and near-cognate worlds.
Nothing is sure; surprises are everywhere. I think the best plan is
to fulfill Bob’s requirements. Then, if Elizabeth is indeed on
hand, you can discuss the event with her.”

“What of you? Will you be coming?”

“I am of two minds. Would you prefer that I
came?”

“Yes,” said Duray. “You have more control over Bob
than I do.”

“Don’t exaggerate my influence! He is a strong man,
for all his idleness. Confidentially, I’m delighted that he
occupies himself with games rather than....” Alan Robertson
hesitated.

“Rather than what?”

“Than that his imagination should prompt him to less
innocent games. Perhaps I have been over-ingenuous in this
connection. We can only wait and see.”

XII

From the Memoirs and Reflections:

If the past is a house of many chambers, then the
present is the most recent coat of paint.

 

~~~

 

At four o’clock Duray and Alan Robertson left the
lodge and passed through Utilis to the San Francisco depot. Duray
had changed into a somber dark suit; Alan Robertson wore a more
informal costume: blue jacket and pale-gray trousers. They went to
Bob Robertson’s locker, to find a panel with the sign “NOT HOME!
FOR THE RUMFUDDLE GO TO ROGER WAILLE’S LOCKER, RC 3-96, AND PASS
THROUGH TO EKSHAYAN!”

The two went on to Locker RC3-96, where a sign read:
“RUMFUDDLERS, PASS! ALL OTHERS: AWAY!”

Duray shrugged contemptuously, and parting the
curtain, looked through the passway into a rustic lobby of natural
wood, painted in black, red, yellow, blue, and white floral
designs. An open door revealed an expanse of open land and water
glistening in the afternoon sunlight. Duray and Alan Robertson
passed through, crossed the foyer, and looked out upon a vast, slow
river flowing from north to south. A rolling plain spread eastward
away and over the horizon. The western bank of the river was
indistinct in the afternoon glitter. A path led north to a tall
house of eccentric architecture. A dozen domes and cupolas stood
against the sky; gables and ridges created a hundred unexpected
angles. The walls showed a fish-scale texture of hand-hewn
shingles; spiral columns supported the second-and third-story
entablatures, where wolves and bears, carved in vigorous curves and
masses, snarled, fought, howled, and danced. On the side
overlooking the river a pergola clothed with vines cast a dappled
shade; here sat the Rumfuddlers.

Alan Robertson looked at the house, up and down the
river, across the plain. “From the architecture, the vegetation,
the height of the sun, the characteristic haze, I assume the river
to be either the Don or the Volga, and yonder the steppes. From the
absence of habitation, boats, and artifacts, I would guess the time
to be early historic—perhaps 2,000 or 3,000 B.C., a colorful era.
The inhabitants of the steppes are nomads; Scyths to the east,
Celts to the west, and to the north the homeland of the Germanic
and Scandinavian tribes; and yonder the mansion of Roger Waille,
and very interesting, too, after the extravagant fashion of the
Russian baroque. And, my word! I believe I see an ox on the spit!
We may even enjoy our little visit!”

“You do as you like,” muttered Duray. “I’d just as
soon eat at home.”

Alan Robertson pursed his lips. “I understand your
point of view, of course, but perhaps we should relax a bit. The
scene is majestic; the house is delightfully picturesque; the roast
beef is undoubtedly delicious; perhaps we should meet the situation
on its own terms.”

Duray could find no adequate reply and kept his
opinions to himself.

“Well, then,” said Alan Robertson, “equability is the
word. So now let’s see what Bob and Roger have up their sleeves.”
He set off along the path to the house, with Duray sauntering
morosely a step or two behind.

Under the pergola a man jumped to his feet and
flourished his hand; Duray recognized the tall, spare form of Bob
Robertson. “Just in time,” Bob called jocosely. “Not too early, not
too late. We’re glad you could make it!”

“Yes, we found we could accept your invitation after
all,” said Alan Robertson. “Let me see, do I know anyone here?
Roger, hello!... And William.... Ah! the lovely Dora Gorski!...
Cypriano...” He looked around the circle of faces, waving to his
acquaintances.

Bob clapped Duray on the shoulder. “Really pleased
you could come! What’ll you drink? The locals distill a liquor out
of fermented mare’s milk, but I don’t recommend it.”

“I’m not here to drink,” said Duray. “Where’s
Elizabeth?”

The corners of Bob’s wide mouth twitched. “Come now,
old man; let’s not be grim. This is the Rumfuddle! A time for joy
and self-renewal! Go dance about a bit! Cavort! Pour a bottle of
champagne over your head! Sport with the girls!”

Duray looked into the blue eyes for a long second. He
strained to keep his voice even. “Where is Elizabeth?”

“Somewhere about the place. A charming girl, your
Elizabeth! We’re delighted to have you both!”

Duray swung away. He walked to the dark and handsome
Roger Waille. “Would you be good enough to take me to my wife?”

Waille raised his eyebrows as if puzzled by Duray’s
tone of voice. “She is primping and gossiping. If necessary I
suppose I could pull her away for a moment or two.”

Duray began to feel ridiculous, as if he had not been
locked away from his world, subjected to harassments and doubts,
and made the butt of some obscure joke. “It’s necessary,” he said.
“We’re leaving.”

“But you’ve just arrived!”

“I know.”

Waille gave a shrug of amused perplexity and turned
away toward the house. Duray followed. They went through a tall,
narrow doorway into an entry-hall paneled with a beautiful
brown-gold wood that Duray automatically identified as chestnut.
Four high panes of tawny glass turned to the west filled the room
with a smoky half-melancholy light. Oak settees, upholstered in
leather, faced each other across a black, brown, and gray rug.
Taborets stood at each side of the settees, and each supported an
ornate golden candelabra in the form of conventionalized stag’s
heads. Waille indicated these last. “Striking, aren’t they? The
Scythians made them for me. I paid them in iron knives. They think
I’m a great magician; and for a fact, I am.” He reached into the
air and plucked forth an orange, which he tossed upon a settee.
“Here’s Elizabeth now, and the other maenads as well.”

Into the chamber came Elizabeth, with three other
young women whom Duray vaguely recalled having met before. At the
sight of Duray, Elizabeth stopped short. She essayed a smile and
said in a light, strained voice, “Hello, Gil. You’re here after
all.” She laughed nervously and, Duray felt, unnaturally. “Yes, of
course you’re here. I didn’t think you’d come.”

Duray glanced toward the other women, who stood with
Waille, watching half expectantly. Duray said, “I’d like to speak
to you alone.”

“Excuse us,” said Waille.

“We’ll go on outside.”

They departed. Elizabeth looked longingly after them
and fidgeted with the buttons of her jacket.

“Where are the children?” Duray demanded curtly.

“Upstairs, getting dressed.” She looked down at her
own costume, the festival raiment of a Transylvanian peasant girl:
a green skirt embroidered with red and blue flowers, a white
blouse, a black velvet vest, glossy black boots.

Duray felt his temper slipping; his voice was
strained and fretful. “I don’t understand anything of this. Why did
you close the passways?”

Elizabeth attempted a flippant smile. “I was bored
with routine.”

“Oh? Why didn’t you mention it to me yesterday
morning? You didn’t need to close the passways.”

“Gilbert, please. Let’s not discuss it.”

Duray stood back, tongue-tied with astonishment.
“Very well,” he said at last. “We won’t discuss it. You go up and
get the girls. We’re going home.”

Elizabeth shook her head. In a neutral voice she
said, “It’s impossible. There’s only one passway open. I don’t have
it.”

“Who does? Bob?”

“I guess so; I’m not really sure.”

“How did he get it? There were only four, and all
four were closed.”

“It’s simple enough. He moved the downtown passway
from our locker to another and left a blank in its place.”

“And who closed off the other three?”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“Because Bob told me to. I don’t want to talk about
it; I’m sick to death of the whole business.” And she half
whispered: “I don’t know what I’m going to do with myself.”

“I know what I’m going to do,” said Duray. He turned
toward the door.

Elizabeth held up her hands and clenched her fists
against her breast. “Don’t make trouble—please! He’ll close our
last passway!”

“Is that why you’re afraid of him? If so—don’t be.
Alan wouldn’t allow it.”

Elizabeth’s face began to crumple. She pushed past
Duray and walked quickly out upon the terrace. Duray followed,
baffled and furious. He looked back and forth across the terrace.
Bob was not to be seen. Elizabeth had gone to Alan Robertson; she
spoke in a hushed, urgent voice. Duray went to join them. Elizabeth
became silent and turned away, avoiding Duray’s gaze.

Alan Robertson spoke in a voice of easy geniality.
“Isn’t this a lovely spot? Look how the setting sun shines on the
river!”

Roger Waille came by rolling a cart with ice,
goblets, and a dozen bottles. He said: “Of all the places on all
the Earths this is my favorite. I call it Ekshayan, which is the
Scythian name for this district.”

A woman asked, “Isn’t it cold and bleak in the
winter?”

“Frightful!” said Waille. “The blizzards howl down
from the north; then they stop, and the land is absolutely still.
The days are short, and the sun comes up red as a poppy. The wolves
slink out of the forests, and at dusk they circle the house. When a
full moon shines, they howl like banshees, or maybe the banshees
are howling! I sit beside the fireplace, entranced.”

“It occurs to me,” said Manfred Funk, “that each
person, selecting a site for his home, reveals a great deal about
himself. Even on old Earth, a man’s home was ordinarily a symbolic
simulacrum of the man himself; now, with every option available, a
person’s house is himself.”

“This is very true,” said Alan Robertson, “and
certainly Roger need not fear that he has revealed any
discreditable aspects of himself by showing us his rather grotesque
home on the lonely steppes of prehistoric Russia.”

Roger Waille laughed. “The grotesque house isn’t me;
I merely felt that it fitted its setting.... Here, Duray, you’re
not drinking. That’s chilled vodka; you can mix it or drink it
straight in the time-tested manner.”

“Nothing for me, thanks.”

“Just as you like. Excuse me; I’m wanted elsewhere.”
Waille moved away, rolling the cart. Elizabeth leaned as if she
wanted to follow him, then remained beside Alan Robertson, looking
thoughtfully over the river.

Duray spoke to Alan Robertson as if she were not
there. “Elizabeth refuses to leave. Bob has hypnotized her.”

“That’s not true,” said Elizabeth softly.

“Somehow, one way or another, he’s forced her to
stay. She won’t tell me why.”

“I want the passway back,” said Elizabeth. But her
voice was muffled and uncertain.

Alan Robertson cleared his throat. “I hardly know
what to say. It’s a very awkward situation. None of us wants to
create a disturbance—”

“There you’re wrong,” said Duray.

Alan Robertson ignored the remark. “I’ll have a word
with Bob after the party. In the meantime I don’t see why we
shouldn’t enjoy the company of our friends, and that wonderful
roast ox! Who is that turning the spit? I know him from
somewhere.”

Duray could hardly speak for outrage. “After what
he’s done to us?”

“He’s gone too far, much too far,” Alan Robertson
agreed. “Still, he’s a flamboyant, feckless sort, and I doubt if he
understands the full inconvenience he’s caused you.”

“He understands well enough. He just doesn’t
care.”

“Perhaps so,” said Alan Robertson sadly. “I had
always hoped—but that’s neither here nor there. I still feel that
we should act with restraint. It’s much easier not to do than to
undo.”

Elizabeth abruptly crossed the terrace and went to
the front door of the tall house, where her three daughters had
appeared—Dolly, twelve; Joan, ten; Ellen, eight—all wearing green,
white, and black peasant frocks and glossy black boots. Duray
thought they made a delightful picture. He followed Elizabeth
across the terrace.

“It’s Daddy,” screamed Ellen, and threw herself in
his arms. The other two, not to be outdone, did likewise.

“We thought you weren’t coming to the party,” cried
Dolly. “I’m glad you did, though.”

“So’m I.”

“So’m I.”

“I’m glad I came, too, if only to see you in these
pretty costumes. Let’s go see Grandpa Alan.” He took them across
the terrace, and after a moment’s hesitation, Elizabeth followed.
Duray became aware that everyone had stopped talking to look at him
and his family, with, so it seemed, an extraordinary, even avid,
curiosity, as if in expectation of some entertaining extravagance
of conduct. Duray began to burn with emotion. Once, long ago, while
crossing a street in downtown San Francisco, he had been struck by
an automobile, suffering a broken leg and a fractured clavicle.
Almost as soon as he had been knocked down, pedestrians came
pushing to stare down at him, and Duray, looking up in pain and
shock, had seen only the ring of white faces and intent eyes,
greedy as flies around a puddle of blood. In hysterical fury he had
staggered to his feet, striking out into every face within reaching
distance, man and woman alike. He hated them more than the man who
had run him down: the ghouls who had come to enjoy his pain. Had he
the miraculous power, he would have crushed them into a screaming
bale of detestable flesh and hurled the bundle twenty miles out
into the Pacific Ocean....

Some faint shadow of this emotion affected him now,
but today he would provide them no unnatural pleasure. He turned a
single glance of cool contempt around the group, then took his
three eager-faced daughters to a bench at the back of the terrace.
Elizabeth followed, moving like a mechanical object. She seated
herself at the end of the bench and looked off across the river.
Duray stared heavily back at the Rumfuddlers, compelling them to
shift their gazes to where the ox roasted over a great bed of
coals. A young man in a white jacket turned the spit; another
basted the meat with a long-handled brush. A pair of Orientals
carried out a carving table; another brought a carving set; a
fourth wheeled out a cart laden with salads, round crusty loaves,
trays of cheese and herrings. A fifth man, dressed as a
Transylvanian gypsy, came from the house with a violin. He went to
the corner of the terrace and began to play melancholy music of the
steppes.

Bob Robertson and Roger Waille inspected the ox, a
magnificent sight indeed. Duray attempted a stony detachment, but
his nose was under no such strictures; the odor of the roast meat,
garlic, and herbs tantalized him unmercifully. Bob Robertson
returned to the terrace and held up his hands for attention; the
fiddler put down his instrument. “Control your appetites; there’ll
still be a few minutes, during which we can discuss our next
Rumfuddle. Our clever colleague Bernard Ulman recommends a hostelry
in the Adirondacks: the Sapphire Lake Lodge. The hotel was built in
1902, to the highest standards of Edwardian comfort. The clientele
is derived from the business community of New York. The cuisine is
kosher; the management maintains an atmosphere of congenial
gentility; the current date is 1930. Bernard has furnished
photographs. Roger, if you please.”

Waille drew back a curtain to reveal a screen. He
manipulated the projection machine, and the hotel was displayed on
the screen: a rambling, half-timbered structure overlooking several
acres of park and a smooth lake.

“Thank you, Roger. I believe that we also have a
photograph of the staff.”

On the screen appeared a stiffly posed group of about
thirty men and women, all smiling with various degrees of
affability. The Rumfuddlers were amused; some among them
tittered.

“Bernard gives a very favorable report as to the
cuisine, the amenities, and the charm of the general area. Am I
right, Bernard?”

“In every detail,” declared Bernard Ulman. “The
management is attentive and efficient; the clientele is
well-established.”

“Very good,” said Bob Robertson. “Unless someone has
a more entertaining idea, we will hold our next Rumfuddle at the
Sapphire Lake Lodge. And now I believe that the roast beef should
be ready—done to a turn, as the expression goes.”

“Quite right,” said Roger Waille. “Tom, as always,
has done an excellent job at the spit.”

The ox was lifted to the table. The carver set to
work with a will. Duray went to speak to Alan Robertson, who
blinked uneasily at his approach. Duray asked, “Do you understand
the reason for these parties? Are you in on the joke?”

Alan Robertson spoke in a precise manner: “I
certainly am not ‘in on the joke,’ as you put it.” He hesitated,
then said: “The Rumfuddlers will never again intrude upon your life
or that of your family. I am sure of this. Bob became
overexuberant; he exercised poor judgment, and I intend to have a
quiet word with him. In fact, we have already exchanged certain
opinions. At the moment your best interests will be served by
detachment and unconcern.”

Duray spoke with sinister politeness: “You feel,
then, that I and my family should bear the brunt of Bob’s
jokes?”

“This is a harsh view of the situation, but my answer
must be Yes.”

“I’m not so sure. My relationship with Elizabeth is
no longer the same. Bob has done this to me.”

“To quote an old apothegm: ‘Least said, soonest
mended.’”

Duray changed the subject. “When Waille showed the
photograph of the hotel staff, I thought some of the faces were
familiar. Before I could be quite sure, the picture was gone.”

Alan Robertson nodded unhappily. “Let’s not develop
the subject, Gilbert. Instead—”

“I’m into the situation too far,” said Duray. “I want
to know the truth.”

“Very well, then,” said Alan Robertson hollowly,
“your instincts are accurate. The management of the Sapphire Lake
Lodge, in cognate circumstances, has achieved an unsavory
reputation. As you have guessed, they comprise the leadership of
the National Socialist party during 1938 or thereabouts. The
manager, of course, is Hitler, the desk clerk is Goebbels, the
headwaiter is Goring, the bellboys are Himmler and Hess, and so on
down the line. They are, of course, not aware of the activities of
their cognates on other worlds. The hotel’s clientele is for the
most part Jewish, which brings a macabre humor to the
situation.”

“Undeniably,” said Duray. “What of that Rumfuddlers
party that we looked in on?”

“You refer to the high-school football team? The 1951
Texas champions, as I recall.” Alan Robertson grinned. “And well
they should be. Bob identified the players for me. Are you
interested in the lineup?”

“Very much so.”

Alan Robertson drew a sheet of paper from his pocket.
“I believe—yes, this is it.” He handed the sheet to Duray, who saw
a schematic lineup:
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Duray returned the paper. “You approve of this?”

“I had best put it like this,” said Alan Robertson, a
trifle uneasily. “One day, chatting with Bob, I remarked that much
travail could be spared the human race if the most notorious
evildoers were early in their lives shifted to environments which
afforded them constructive outlets for their energies. I speculated
that having the competence to make such changes, it was perhaps our
duty to do so. Bob became interested in the concept and formed his
group, the Rumfuddlers, to serve the function I had suggested. In
all candor I believe that Bob and his friends have been attracted
more by the possibility of entertainment than by altruism, but the
effect has been the same.”

“The football players aren’t evildoers,” said Duray.
“Sir Galahad, Charlemagne, Samson, Richard the
Lion-Hearted....”

“Exactly true,” said Alan Robertson, “and I made this
point to Bob. He asserted that all were brawlers and bully-boys,
with the possible exception of Sir Galahad; that Charlemagne, for
example, had conquered much territory to no particular achievement;
that Achilles, a national hero to the Greeks, was a cruel enemy to
the Trojans; and so forth. His justifications are somewhat specious
perhaps.... Still, these young men are better employed making
touchdowns than breaking heads.”

After a pause Duray asked: “How are these matters
arranged?”

“I’m not entirely sure. I believe that by one means
or another, the desired babies are exchanged with others of similar
appearance. The child so obtained is reared in appropriate
circumstances.”

“The jokes seem elaborate and rather tedious.”

“Precisely!” Alan Robertson declared. “Can you think
of a better method to keep someone like Bob out of mischief?”

“Certainly,” said Duray. “Fear of the consequences.”
He scowled across the terrace. Bob had stopped to speak to
Elizabeth. She and the three girls rose to their feet.

Duray strode across the terrace. “What’s going
on?”

“Nothing of consequence,” said Bob. “Elizabeth and
the girls are going to help serve the guests.” He glanced toward
the serving table, then turned back to Duray. “Would you help with
the carving?”

Duray’s arm moved of its own volition. His fist
caught Bob on the angle of the jaw and sent him reeling back into
one of the white-coated Orientals, who carried a tray of food. The
two fell into an untidy heap. The Rumfuddlers were shocked and
amused and watched with attention.

Bob rose to his feet gracefully enough and gave a
hand to the Oriental. Looking toward Duray, Bob shook his head
ruefully. Meeting his glance, Duray noted a pale-blue glint; then
Bob once more became bland and debonair.

Elizabeth spoke in a low despairing voice: “Why
couldn’t you have done as he asked? It would have all been so
simple.”

“Elizabeth may well be right,” said Alan
Robertson.

“Why should she be right?” demanded Duray. “We are
his victims! You’ve allowed him a taste of mischief, and now you
can’t control him!”

“Not true!” declared Alan. “I intend to impose
rigorous curbs upon the Rumfuddlers, and I will be obeyed.”

“The damage is done, so far as I am concerned,” said
Duray bitterly. “Come along, Elizabeth, we’re going Home.”

“We can’t go Home. Bob has the passway.”

Alan Robertson drew a deep sigh and came to a
decision. He crossed to where Bob stood with a goblet of wine in
one hand, massaging his jaw with the other. Alan Robertson spoke to
Bob politely but with authority. Bob was slow in making reply. Alan
Robertson spoke again, sharply. Bob only shrugged. Alan Robertson
waited a moment, then returned to Duray, Elizabeth, and the three
children.

“The passway is at his San Francisco apartment,” said
Alan Robertson in a measured voice. “He will give it back to you
after the party. He doesn’t choose to go for it now.”

Bob once more commanded the attention of the
Rumfuddlers. “By popular request we replay the record of our last
but one Rumfuddle, contrived by one of our most distinguished,
diligent, and ingenious Rumfuddlers, Manfred Funk. The locale is
the Red Barn, a roadhouse twelve miles west of Urbana, Illinois;
the time is the late summer of 1926; the occasion is a Charleston
dancing contest. The music is provided by the legendary Wolverines,
and you will hear the fabulous cornet of Leon Bismarck
Beiderbecke.” Bob gave a wry smile, as if the music were not to his
personal taste. “This was one of our most rewarding occasions, and
here it is again.”

The screen showed the interior of a dance-hall,
crowded with excited young men and women. At the back of the stage
sat the Wolverines, wearing tuxedos; to the front stood the
contestants: eight dapper young men and eight pretty girls in short
skirts. An announcer stepped forward and spoke to the crowd through
a megaphone: “Contestants are numbered one through eight! Please,
no encouragement from the audience. The prize is this magnificent
trophy and fifty dollars cash; the presentation will be made by
last year’s winner, Boozy Horman. Remember, on the first number we
eliminate four contestants, on the second number, two; and after
the third number we select our winner. So then: Bix and the
Wolverines and ‘Sensation Rag’!”

From the band came music; from the contestants,
agitated motion.

Duray asked, “Who are these people?”

Alan Robertson replied in an even voice: “The young
men are locals and not important. But notice the girls: No doubt
you find them attractive. You are not alone. They are Helen of
Troy, Deirdre, Marie Antoinette, Cleopatra, Salome, Lady Godiva,
Nefertiti, and Mata Hari.”

Duray gave a dour grunt. The music halted; judging
applause from the audience, the announcer eliminated Marie
Antoinette, Cleopatra, Deirdre, Mata Hari, and their respective
partners. The Wolverines played “Fidgety Feet”; the four remaining
contestants danced with verve and dedication, but Helen and
Nefertiti were eliminated. The Wolverines played “Tiger Rag.”
Salome and Lady Godiva and their young men performed with amazing
zeal. After carefully appraising the volume of applause, the
announcer gave his judgment to Lady Godiva and her partner. Large
on the screen appeared a close-up view of the two happy faces; in
an excess of triumphant joy they hugged and kissed each other. The
screen went dim; after the vivacity of the Red Barn the terrace
above the Don seemed drab and insipid.

The Rumfuddlers shifted in their seats. Some uttered
exclamations to assert their gaiety; others stared out across the
vast empty face of the river.

Duray glanced toward Elizabeth; she was gone. Now he
saw her circulating among the guests with three other young women,
pouring wine from Scythian decanters.

“It makes a pretty picture, does it not?” said a calm
voice. Duray turned to find Bob standing behind him; his mouth
twisted in an easy half-smile, but his eyes glinted pale blue.

Duray turned away. Alan Robertson said, “This is not
at all a pleasant situation, Bob, and in fact completely lacks
charm.”

“Perhaps at future Rumfuddles, when my face feels
better, the charm will emerge.... Excuse me; I see that I must
enliven the meeting.” He stepped forward. “We have a final
pastiche: oddments and improvisations, vignettes and glimpses, each
in its own way entertaining and instructive. Roger, start the
mechanism, if you please.”

Roger Waille hesitated and glanced sidelong toward
Alan Robertson.

“The item number is sixty-two, Roger,” said Bob in a
calm voice. Roger Waille delayed another instant, then shrugged and
went to the projection machine.

“The material is new,” said Bob, “hence I will supply
a commentary. First we have an episode in the life of Richard
Wagner, the dogmatic and occasionally irascible composer. The year
is 1843; the place is Dresden. Wagner sets forth on a summer night
to attend a new opera, Der Sanger Krieg, by an unknown
composer. He alights from his carriage before the hall; he enters;
he seats himself in his loge. Notice the dignity of his posture,
the authority of his gestures! The music begins. Listen!” From the
projector came the sound of music. “It is the overture,” stated
Bob. “But notice Wagner: Why is he stupefied? Why is he overcome
with wonder? He listens to the music as if he has never heard it
before. And in fact he hasn’t; he has only just yesterday set down
a few preliminary notes for this particular opus, which he planned
to call Tannhäuser, today, magically, he hears it in its
final form. Wagner will walk home slowly tonight, and perhaps in
his abstraction he will kick the dog Schmutzi.... Now to a
different scene: St. Petersburg in the year 1880 and the stables in
back of the Winter Palace. The ivory and gilt carriage rolls forth
to convey the czar and the czarina to a reception at the British
Embassy. Notice the drivers: stern, well-groomed, intent at their
business. Marx’s beard is well-trimmed; Lenin’s goatee is not so
pronounced. A groom comes to watch the carriage roll away. He has a
kindly twinkle in his eye, does Stalin.” The screen went dim once
more, then brightened to show a city street lined with automobile
showrooms and used-car lots. “This is one of Shawn Henderson’s
projects. The four used-car lots are operated by men who in other
circumstances were religious notables: prophets and so forth. That
alert, keen-featured man in front of Quality Motors, for instance,
is Mohammed. Shawn is conducting a careful survey, and at our next
Rumfuddle he will report upon his dealings with these four famous
figures.”

Alan Robertson stepped forward, somewhat diffidently.
He cleared his throat. “I don’t like to play the part of
spoilsport, but I’m afraid I have no choice. There will be no
further Rumfuddles. Our original goals have been neglected, and I
note far too many episodes of purposeless frivolity and even
cruelty. You may wonder at what seems a sudden decision, but I have
been considering the matter for several days. The Rumfuddles have
taken a turn in an unwholesome direction and conceivably might
become a grotesque new vice, which, of course, is far from our
original ideal. I’m sure that every sensible person, after a few
moments’ reflection, will agree that now is the time to stop. Next
week you may return to me all passways except those to worlds where
you maintain residence.”

The Rumfuddlers sat murmuring together. Some turned
resentful glances toward Alan Robertson; others served themselves
more bread and meat. Bob came over to join Alan and Duray. He spoke
in an easy manner. “I must say that your admonitions arrive with
all the delicacy of a lightning bolt. I can picture Jehovah smiting
the fallen angels in a similar style.”

Alan Robertson smiled. “Now, then, Bob, you’re
talking nonsense. The situations aren’t at all similar. Jehovah
struck out in fury; I impose my restrictions in all goodwill in
order that we can once again turn our energies to constructive
ends.”

Bob threw back his head and laughed. “But the
Rumfuddlers have lost the habit of work. We only want to amuse
ourselves, and after all, what is so noxious in our
activities?”

“The trend is menacing, Bob.” Alan Robertson’s voice
was reasonable. “Unpleasant elements are creeping into your fun, so
stealthily that you yourself are unaware of them. For instance, why
torment poor Wagner? Surely there was gratuitous cruelty, and only
to provide you a few instants of amusement. And since the subject
is in the air, I heartily deplore your treatment of Gilbert and
Elizabeth. You have brought them both an extraordinary
inconvenience, and in Elizabeth’s case, actual suffering. Gilbert
got something of his own back, and the balance is about even.”

“Gilbert is far too impulsive,” said Bob.
“Self-willed and egocentric, as he always has been.”

Alan held up his hand. “There is no need to go
further into the subject, Bob. I suggest that you say no more.”

“Just as you like, though the matter, considered as
practical rehabilitation, isn’t irrelevant. We can amply justify
the work of the Rumfuddlers.”

Duray asked quietly, “Just how do you mean, Bob?”

Alan Robertson made a peremptory sound, but Duray
said, “Let him say what he likes and make an end to it. He plans to
do so anyway.”

There was a moment of silence. Bob looked across the
terrace to where the three Orientals were transferring the remains
of the beef to a service cart.

“Well?” Alan Robertson asked softly. “Have you made
your choice?”

Bob held out his hands in ostensible bewilderment. “I
don’t understand you! I want only to vindicate myself and the
Rumfuddlers. I think we have done splendidly. Today we have allowed
Torquemada to roast a dead ox instead of a living heretic; Marquis
de Sade has fulfilled his obscure urges by caressing seared flesh
with a basting brush, and did you notice the zest with which Ivan
the Terrible hacked up the carcass? Nero, who has real talent,
played his violin; Attila, Genghis Khan, and Mao Tse-tung
efficiently served the guests. Wine was poured by Messalina,
Lucrezia Borgia, Delilah, and Gilbert’s charming wife, Elizabeth.
Only Gilbert failed to demonstrate his rehabilitation, but at least
he provided us a touching and memorable picture: Gilles de Rais,
Elizabeth Bathory, and their three virgin daughters. It was
sufficient. In every case we have shown that rehabilitation is not
an empty word.”

“Not in every case,” said Alan Robertson,
“specifically that of your own.”

Bob looked at him askance. “I don’t follow you.”

“No less than Gilbert are you ignorant of your
background. I will now reveal the circumstances so that you may
understand something of yourself and try to curb the tendencies
which have made your cognate an exemplar of cruelty, stealth, and
treachery.”

Bob laughed: a brittle sound like cracking ice. “I
admit to a horrified interest.”

“I took you from a forest a thousand miles north of
this very spot while I traced the phylogeny of the Norse gods. Your
name was Loki. For reasons which are not now important I brought
you back to San Francisco, and there you grew to maturity.”

“So I am Loki.”

“No. You are Bob Robertson, just as this is Gilbert
Duray, and here is his wife, Elizabeth. Loki, Gilles de Rais,
Elizabeth Bathory: These are names applied to human material which
has not functioned quite as well. Gilles de Rais, judging from all
evidence, suffered from a brain tumor; he fell into his peculiar
vices after a long and honorable career. The case of Princess
Elizabeth Bathory is less clear, but one might suspect syphilis and
consequent cerebral lesions.”

“And what of poor Loki?” inquired Bob with
exaggerated pathos.

“Loki seemed to suffer from nothing except a case of
old-fashioned meanness.”

Bob seemed concerned. “So that these qualities apply
to me?”

“You are not necessarily identical to your cognate.
Still, I advise you to take careful stock of yourself, and so far
as I am concerned, you had best regard yourself as on
probation.”

“Just as you say.” Bob looked over Alan Robertson’s
shoulder. “Excuse me; you’ve spoiled the party, and everybody is
leaving. I want a word with Roger.”

Duray moved to stand in his way, but Bob shouldered
him aside and strode across the terrace, with Duray glowering at
his back.

Elizabeth said in a mournful voice, “I hope we’re at
the end of all this.”

Duray growled. “You should never have listened to
him.”

“I didn’t listen; I read about it in one of Bob’s
books; I saw your picture; I couldn’t—”

Alan Robertson intervened. “Don’t harass poor
Elizabeth; I consider her both sensible and brave; she did the best
she could.”

Bob returned. “Everything taken care of,” he said
cheerfully. “All except one or two details.”

“The first of these is the return of the passway.
Gilbert and Elizabeth—not to mention Dolly, Joan, and Ellen—are
anxious to return Home.”

“They can stay here with you,” said Bob. “That’s
probably the best solution.”

“I don’t plan to stay here,” said Alan Robertson in
mild wonder. “We are leaving at once.”

“You must change your plans,” said Bob. “I have
finally become bored with your reproaches. Roger doesn’t
particularly care to leave his home, but he agrees that now is the
time to make a final disposal of the matter.”

Alan Robertson frowned in displeasure. “The joke is
in very poor taste, Bob.”

Roger Waille came from the house, his face somewhat
glum. “They’re all closed. Only the main gate is open.”

Alan Robertson said to Gilbert: “I think that we will
leave Bob and Roger to their Rumfuddle fantasies. When he returns
to his senses, we’ll get your passway. Come along, then, Elizabeth!
Girls!”

“Alan,” said Bob gently, “you’re staying here.
Forever. I’m taking over the machine.”

Alan Robertson asked mildly: “How do you propose to
restrain me? By force?”

“You can stay here alive or dead; take your
choice.”

“You have weapons, then?”

“I certainly do.” Bob displayed a pistol. “There are
also the servants. None have brain tumors or syphilis; they’re all
just plain bad.”

Roger said in an awkward voice, “Let’s go and get it
over.”

Alan Robertson’s voice took on a harsh edge. “You
seriously plan to maroon us here, without food?”

“Consider yourself marooned.”

“I’m afraid that I must punish you, Bob, and Roger as
well.”

Bob laughed gaily. “You yourself are suffering from
brain disease—megalomania. You haven’t the power to punish
anyone.”

“I still control the machine, Bob.”

“The machine isn’t here. So now—”

Alan Robertson turned and looked around the
landscape, with a frowning air of expectation. “Let me see. I’d
probably come down from the main gate; Gilbert and a group from
behind the house. Yes, here we are.”

Down the path from the main portal, walking jauntily,
came two Alan Robertsons with six men armed with rifles and gas
grenades. Simultaneously from behind the house appeared two Gilbert
Durays and six more men, similarly armed.

Bob stared in wonder. “Who are these people?”

“Cognates,” said Alan, smiling. “I told you I
controlled the machine, and so do all my cognates. As soon as
Gilbert and I return to our Earth, we must similarly set forth and
in our turn do our part on other worlds cognate to this.... Roger,
be good enough to summon your servants. We will take them back to
Earth. You and Bob must remain here.” Waille gasped in distress.
“Forever?”

“You deserve nothing better,” said Alan Robertson.
“Bob perhaps deserves worse.” He turned to the cognate Alan
Robertsons. “What of Gilbert’s passway?”

Both replied, “It’s in Bob’s San Francisco apartment,
in a box on the mantelpiece.”

“Very good,” said Alan Robertson. “We will now
depart. Good-bye, Bob. Good-bye, Roger. I am sorry that our
association ended on this rather unpleasant basis.”

“Wait!” cried Roger. “Take me back with you!”

“Good-bye,” said Alan Robertson. “Come along, then,
Elizabeth. Girls! Run on ahead!”

XIII

Elizabeth and the children had returned to Home; Alan
Robertson and Duray sat in the lounge above the machine. “Our first
step,” said Alan Robertson, “is to dissolve our obligation. There
are, of course, an infinite number of Rumfuddles at Ekshayans and
an infinite number of Alans and Gilberts. If we visited a single
Rumfuddle, we would, by the laws of probability, miss a certain
number of the emergency situations. The total number of
permutations, assuming that an infinite number of Alans and
Gilberts makes a random choice among an infinite number of
Ekshayans, is infinity raised to the infinite power. What
percentage of this number yields blanks for any given Ekshayan, I
haven’t calculated. If we visited Ekshayans until we had by our own
efforts rescued at least one Gilbert and Alan set, we might be
forced to scour fifty or a hundred worlds or more. Or we might
achieve our rescue on the first visit. The wisest course, I
believe, is for you and I to visit, say, twenty Ekshayans. If each
of the Alan and Gilbert sets does the same, then the chances for
any particular Alan and Gilbert to be abandoned are one in twenty
times nineteen times eighteen times seventeen, et cetera. Even then
I think I will arrange that an operator check another five or ten
thousand worlds to gather up that one lone chance....”
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When computers do everything and most humans live a
fantasy life, a new human overseer is needed.
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The End of the Dreams, by James Gunn        [Author's Official Site]

Three short novels about space, happiness, and
immortality.
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Bloom, by Wil
McCarthy        [Author's
Official Site]

In 2106, microscopic machine/creatures escape their
creators to populate the inner solar system with a wild, deadly
ecology all their own, pushing the tattered remnants of humanity
out into the cold and dark of the outer planets. Seven astronauts
must embark on mankind's boldest venture yet—the perilous journey
home to infected Earth!
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Aggressor Six, by
Wil McCarthy        [Author's Official Site]

An alien armada from the center of Orion makes its
deadly way through the galaxy, destroying all human life in the
process, and only Marine Corporal Kenneth Jonson and the Aggressor
Six team can stop the onslaught.
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Murder in the Solid State,
by Wil McCarthy      
 [Author's Official
Site]

David Sanger, an ambitious young physicist, attends
a party at which a pompous older scientist, who just happens to
have thwarted the younger man's innovative ideas, is murdered.
Suddenly it is not just David's career, but his life that is at
stake. Are his ideas that important? Who's out to stop David from
changing the world?
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Flies from the Amber, by Wil McCarthy      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Forty light years from earth, the colonists on the
world of Unua have somehow managed to keep civilization struggling
on, despite twice daily earthquakes...

 


[image: ]  

Vengeance of Orion, by Ben Bova        [Author's Official Site]

Orion must travel back in time to change history and
save Troy from the Greek army, or lose the only woman he has ever
loved.
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Orion in the Dying Time,
by Ben Bova      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Time-traveling into the era of the dinosaurs, Orion
must save the very fabric of spacetime from the satanic reptilian
leader of the saurians.
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Orion and the Conqueror,
by Ben Bova      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Orion travels to the time of Alexander the Great,
battling to save the future of mankind, and his own soul.
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Orion Among the Stars, by Ben Bova        [Author's Official Site]

The superhuman, time-traveling Orion leads
interstellar warriors in a galactic war among the gods
themselves.
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The Starcrossed, by Ben Bova        [Author's Official Site]

A stinging SFnal, futuristic satire on the TV
industry, based a bit on reality.
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To Save The Sun, by Ben Bova and A. J. Austin      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Earth's sun will soon explode, unless a massive
engineering effort can save it.
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Deep Quarry, by
John E. Stith        [Author's Official Site]

A private eye uncovers a long-buried
starship...that's still occupied.
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Manhattan Transfer, by John E. Stith      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Aliens kidnap Manhattan; read all about it!
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Reunion on Neverend, by John E. Stith      
 [Author's Official
Site]

A man returning for a high school reunion on a
distant colony finds an old flame in trouble—trouble that he's
uniquely qualified to deal with.
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Redshift Rendezvous, by John E. Stith      
 [Author's Official
Site]

One man must stop starship hijackers from using an
unusual starship to plunder a wealthy colony.
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Memory Blank, by
John E. Stith        [Author's Official Site]

Cal Donley regains consciousness on the beautiful
orbital colony Daedalus—but Cal doesn't remember leaving Earth, or
his name or the past dozen years!
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Reckoning Infinity, by John E. Stith      
 [Author's Official
Site]

A riveting exploration of what it means to be an
alien... Explorers inside a moon-sized alien ship must find its
secrets before it kills them.
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Death Tolls, by
John E. Stith        [Author's Official Site]

A great science fiction mystery: Dan sees the
telecast from Mars where his brother dies—and it's not an accident.
Why is a certain reporter uncannily at each disaster so
quickly?
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Scapescope, by
John E. Stith        [Author's Official Site]

Brother Sammy Wants YOU! In prison. For something
you haven't done yet.
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All for Naught, by John E. Stith      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Nick Naught, private eye, walks down some strange
mean streets, in an action-packed comedy set in the future.
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In Search of the Big Bang,
by John Gribbin      
 [Author's Official
Site]

For Big Bang Theory fans, don't miss this
indispensable guide! :) `A remarkably readable guide to the
mysteries of cosmic creation' —Nature
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Cosmic Coincidences, by John Gribbin and Martin Rees    
   [Author's Official
Site]

A provocative search through space and time for a
cosmic blueprint—and the source of life in the universe.
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Q is for Quantum, by John Gribbin      
 [Author's Official
Site]

A comprehensive encyclopedia of quantum physics.
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Ice Age, by John
and Mary Gribbin        [Author's Official Site]

The theory that came in from the cold...
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In Search of the Double Helix,
by John Gribbin      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Unraveling the mystery of life on earth...
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The Living Labyrinth, by Ian Stewart and Tim Poston      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Sam, Jane, Felix, Elzabet, Tinka & Marco go
quantum jumping on their path to galactic citizenship, only to end
up in a very strange place indeed!
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Rock Star, by Tim
Poston and Ian Stewart      
 [Author's Official
Site]

The awesome sequel to The Living Labyrinth. It's all
fun and games with syntei until they fall into the wrong
hands...

 


[image: ]  

Wheelers, by Ian
Stewart and Jack Cohen      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Alien artifacts found on Callisto...
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The Egg of the Glak, by Harvey Jacobs      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Some of Harvey's best, believably fantastical short
stories.
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A Guide to Barsoom, by John Flint Roy      
 [Author's Official
Site]

THE OFFICIAL, DEFINITIVE GUIDE TO EDGAR RICE
BURROUGH'S BARSOOM. Everything there is to know about John Carter
of Mars and his world — the people, places and things, with maps
and fully illustrated.
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Jewels of the Dragon, by Allen L. Wold      
 [Author's Official
Site]

The greatest of treasures awaits... on the deadliest
of planets.
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Crown of the Serpent, by Allen L. Wold      
 [Author's Official
Site]

In farthest space lie hidden fortunes... and unknown
enemies.
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Lair of the Cyclops, by Allen L. Wold      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Rickard Braeth and friends must find the galaxy's
secret—before it's used to destroy everything!
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The Planet Masters, by Allen L. Wold      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Troubleshooter Larson McCade searches for the alien
Book of Aradka on the planet Seltique, and may find more than he
bargained for.
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Star God, by
Allen L. Wold        [Author's Official Site]

There is a strange force at work in the universe. It
must be stopped. But first, it must be understood.
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Anthopology 101: Reflections, Inspections
and Dissections of SF Anthologies, by Bud
Webster        [Author's
Official Site]

Bud expertly dissects the great SF anthologies. A
must for writers and SF fans.
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Woman Without a Shadow,
by Karen Haber      
 [Author's Official
Site]

War Minstrels #1. Kayla, an extraordinarily gifted
young telepath, is on the run after challenging the most powerful
families on her home planet, who've tried to take everything from
her.
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The War Minstrels, by Karen Haber      
 [Author's Official
Site]

War Minstrels #2. With powerful forces trying to
stop the Free Traders, the starship Falstaff is no longer a safe
refuge for renegade empath Kayla John Reed. Now her survival and
all the War Minstrels' hinges upon her finding a legendary
weapon.
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Sister Blood, by
Karen Haber        [Author's Official Site]

War Minstrels #3. Empath Kayla and her War Minstrels
must rescue her friends from the evil Yates, and prevent the
destruction of all they've fought for.
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The Sweet Taste of Regret,
by Karen Haber      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Live anywhere you want... in any time... A
collection of Karen Haber's best short fiction.
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The Science of Middle-earth, by Henry Gee
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Commencement, by
Roby James        [Author's
Official Site]

The Sting was what made Ronica McBride special—now
she was crashed on an unknown planet without it.
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Xenostorm: Rising, by Brian Clegg      
 [Author's Official
Site]

14 year old Davy finds himself facing a powerful
underground group who have lived for hundreds of years—and want to
see him dead. The future of human existence is in the
balance...
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The Cure for Everything,
by Severna Park      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Finding the cure for all diseases comes with a heavy
price. Nebula Award winner!
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Ghosts of Engines Past,
by Sean McMullen      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Award winning steampunk from a master!

 


[image: ]  

Colours of the Soul, by Sean McMullen      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Why are cheetahs the most perfect of creatures?
Besides because they're cats, that is... Cool, mind-blowing stories
from a master.
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The Gilded Basilisk, by Chet Gottfried      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Add a basilisk, a dragon, and weirdragons to the
mix-up of a theft going from bad to worse: Friends become enemies
and enemies friends, wars loom, and the intrigues threaten the fate
of two kingdoms.
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Einar and the Cursed City,
by Chet Gottfried      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Sixteen-year-old Einar enters Jorghaven for dueling
and desserts, but a curse has changed everyone except Barbara
Bloodbath, who needs his help to free the city!
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Neon Twilight, by
Edward Bryant        [Author's Official Site]

Neon Twilight by Edward Bryant : Three wonderful
space opera stories, including Ed's Berserker story!
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Particle Theory, by Edward Bryant      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Particle Theory by Edward Bryant : A collection of
many of Ed's best works, including two Nebula Award winning short
stories.

 


[image: ]  

Trilobyte, by
Edward Bryant        [Author's Official Site]

A trio of twisted little tales from the master of
twistedness.

 


[image: ]  

Cinnabar, by
Edward Bryant        [Author's Official Site]

In the city at the center of time, paradox is just
another urban renewal project.

 


[image: ]  

Predators and Other Stories,
by Edward Bryant      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Troubling tales as only Ed Bryant can tell. Don't
miss the author introductions!

 


[image: ]  

Timeshare, by
Joshua Dann        [Author's Official Site]

Have you ever wished you could go back to the good
old days? At Timeshare Unlimited, you can.

 


[image: ]  

Bug Jack Barron, by Norman Spinrad      
 [Author's Official
Site]

GET SET FOR THE BEST THING THAT EVER HAPPENED TO
YOU! The banned book is back! You've heard of it, now you can read
it! Lover and hero, Jack Barron, troubleshooter and media god of
the Bug Jack Barron Show, has one last chance to hit it big when he
meets Benedict Howards, the power-mad man with the secret to
immortality. A Hugo and Nebula Award finalist!
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The Void Captain's Tale, by Norman Spinrad
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The Last Hurrah of the Golden
Horde, by Norman Spinrad  
     [Author's Official
Site]

"One of the greatest collections of science fiction
short stories ever" —Goodreads.com
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Costigan s Needle, by Jerry Sohl        [Author's Official Site]

What really was Dr. Costigan's tool for medical
research? Where did the eye of the needle actually lead to?
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The Mars Monopoly, by Jerry Sohl        [Author's Official Site]

One of the famous Ace Doubles, with the wonderful
original cover, The Mars Monopoly still stands today as a great,
fun story in the classic style.
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One Against Herculum, by Jerry Sohl        [Author's Official Site]

One of the famous Ace Doubles, with the wonderful
original cover, One Against Herculum remains a fast-paced, fun
story that you'll really enjoy.
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The Time Dissolver, by Jerry Sohl        [Author's Official Site]

How could they lose 11 years of their life—at the
same time!? By a master of episodes from The Twilight Zone and Star
Trek.
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The Altered Ego, by Jerry Sohl        [Author's Official Site]

Why would anyone murder a man marked for full body
and brain restoration?

 


[image: ]  

The Anomaly, by
Jerry Sohl        [Author's
Official Site]

She couldn't have a baby... Then she got
pregnant—but with what? By a master of episodes from The Twilight
Zone and Star Trek.
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The Haploids, by
Jerry Sohl        [Author's
Official Site]

What is a Haploid? Are YOU a Haploid? A new take on
an age-old battle! By a master of episodes from The Twilight Zone
and Star Trek.
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Underhanded Chess, by Jerry Sohl        [Author's Official Site]

A hilarious handbook of devious diversions and
stratagems for winning at chess.

 


[image: ]  

Underhanded Bridge, by Jerry Sohl        [Author's Official Site]

A hilarious handbook of devious diversions and
stratagems for winning at bridge.
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Local Knowledge (A Kieran Lenahan
Mystery), by Conor Daly  
     [Author's Official
Site]

Lawyer-turned-golf pro Kieran Lenahan must solve the
murder of millionaire country-club owner Sylvester Miles. "A
FAST-PACED MYSTERY"—THE NEW YORK TIMES
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Bad Karma: A True Story of Obsession and
Murder, by Deborah Blum

 

[image: ]  

A Mother's Trial, by
Nancy Wright

 


[image: ]  

The Box: An Oral History of Television,
1920-1961, by Jeff Kisseloff
       [Author's Official
Site]

“Wondrous... An oral scrapbook of the pioneering
days of our video nation”—The New York Times Book Review

 


[image: ]  

You Must Remember This: An Oral History of
Manhattan from the 1890s to World War II, by Jeff Kisseloff      
 [Author's Official
Site]

Amazing stories of Manhattan from those who lived
them.

 


[image: ]  

Biff America: Steep Deep &
Dyslexic, by Jeffrey Bergeron (AKA Biff
America)        [Author's
Official Site]

A wonderfully funny mix of Andy Rooney and Garrison
Keillor. Biff America poignantly writes what the American people
need to know. Through it all, Biff America has a gift for revealing
the uplifting realities of modern life and, sometimes, his humor
will make you blow beer through your nose.
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Side Effects, by
Harvey Jacobs        [Author's Official Site]

Vonnegut meets Catch-22! In the last hours of his
hectic life, Simon Apple faces up to the hard truth that his very
survival represents a prescription for disaster, not only for the
pharmaceutical industry but for the nation itself! From
award-winning author Harvey Jacobs.
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American Goliath, by Harvey Jacobs      
 [Author's Official
Site]

The (mostly!) true story of America's greatest hoax,
with a fantastic(al) twist from an award-winning author. [World
Fantasy Award finalist!] "An inspired novel."—TIME Magazine. "A
masterpiece...arguably this year's best novel."—Kirkus Reviews.
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By The Sea, by
Henry Gee        [Author's
Official Site]

A gothic modern scientific fiction horror
mystery...
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Innocents Abroad (Fully Illustrated &
Enhanced Collectors' Edition), by Mark
Twain

 


[image: ]  

The Sigil Trilogy (Omnibus
vol.1-3), by Henry Gee  
     [Author's Official
Site]

The amazing Sigil Trilogy complete in one
volume!

 

 

Check out these and hundreds more great titles
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