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Kapitel 1 : Obituary by Harlan Ellison

It began raining in Los Angeles tonight at almost precisely the minute Ted
Sturgeon died in Springfield, Oregon. Edward Hamilton Waldo would have
cackled at the cosmic Silliness of it; but I didn’t. It got to me; tonight, May
8th.
It had been raining for an hour, and the phone rang. Jayne Sturgeon said,

»Ted left us an hour ago, at 7:59.«
I’d been expecting it, of course, because I’d talked to him — as well as he

could gasp out a conversation with the fibrosis stealing his breath — early in
March, long distance to Haiku, Maui, Hawaii. Ted had written his last story
for me, for the Medea project; and we’d sent him the signature plates for
the limited edition. He said to me, »I want you to write the eulogy.«
I didn’t care to think about that. I said, »Don’t be a pain in the ass, Ted.

You’ll outlive us all.« Yeah, well, he will, on the page; but he knew he was
dying, and he said it again, and insisted on my promise. So I promised him I’d
do it, and a couple of weeks ago I came home late one night to find a mes-
sage on my answering machine: it was Ted, and he’d come home, too. Come
home to Oregon to die, and he was calling to say goodbye. It was only a few
words, huskily spoken, each syllable taking it out of him, and he gave me his
love, and he reminded me of my promise; and then he was gone.

Now I have to say important words, extracted from a rush of colliding emo-
tions. About a writer and a man who loomed large, whose faintest touch
remains on everyone he ever met, whose talent was greater than the vessel
in which it was carried, whose work influenced at least two generations of
the best young writers, and whose brilliance remains as a reminder that this
poor genre of dreams and delusions can be literature.
Like a very few writers, his life was as great a work of artistic creation as

the stories. He was no myth, he was a legend. Where he walked, the ether
was disturbed by his passage.
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For some he was the unicorn in the garden; for others he was a profligate
who’d had ten hot years as the best writer in the country, regardless of
categorizations (even the categorization that condemned him to the ghet-
to); for young writers he was an icon; for the old hands who’d lived through
stages of his unruly life he was an unfulfilled promise. Don’t snap at me for
saying this: he liked the truth, and he wouldn’t care to be remembered sans
limps and warts and the hideous smell of that damned grape-scented pipe
tobacco he smoked.
But who the hell needs truth when the loss is still so painful? Maybe

you’re right: maybe we shouldn’t speak of that.

It’s only been an hour and a half since Jayne called, as I write this, and my
promise to Ted makes me feel like the mommy who has to clean up her kid’s
messy room. I called CBS radio, and I called the Herald-Examiner, and that
will go a ways toward getting him the hail-and-farewell I think he wanted,
even though I know some headline writer will say SCI-FI WRITER STURGEON
DEAD AT 67.
And the kid on the night desk at the newspaper took the basics — Ted’s

age, his real name, the seven kids, all that — and then he said, »Well, can
you tell me what he was known for? Did he win any awards?« And I got
crazy. I said, with an anger I’d never expected to feel, »Listen, sonny, he’s
only gone about an hour and a half, and he was as good as you get at this
writing thing, and no one who ever read The Dreaming Jewels or More Than
Human or Without Sorcery got away unscathed, because he could squeeze
your heart till your life ached; and he was one of the best writers of the last
half a century; and the tragedy of his passing is that you don’t know who the
fuck he was!« And then I hung up on him, because I was angry at his igno-
rance, but I was really angry at Ted’s taking off like that, and I’m angry that
I’m trying to write this when I don’t know what to write, and I’m furious as
hell that Ted made me promise to do this unthinkable thing, which is having
to write a eulogy for a man who could have written his own — or any other
damned thing— better than I or any of the rest of us could do it.
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Kapitel 2 : A Saucer Of Loneliness

IF SHE’S DEAD, I THOUGHT, I’ll never find her in this white flood of
moonlight on the white sea, with the surf seething in and over the pale, pale
sand like a great shampoo. Almost always, suicides who stab themselves or
shoot themselves in the heart carefully bare their chests; the same strange
impulse generally makes the sea-suicide go naked.

A little earlier, I thought, or later, and there would be shadows for the
dunes and the breathing toss of the foam. Now the only real shadow was
mine, a tiny thing just under me, but black enough to feed the blackness of
the shadow of a blimp.

A little earlier, I thought, and I might have seen her plodding up the
silver shore, seeking a place lonely enough to die in. A little later and my legs
would rebel against this shuffling trot through sand, the maddening sand
that could not hold and would not help a hurrying man.

My legs did give way then and I knelt suddenly, sobbing— not for her;
not yet — just for air. There was such a rush about me: wind, and tangled
spray, and colors upon colors and shades of colors that were not colors at all
but shifts of white and silver. If light like that were sound, it would sound
like the sea on sand, and if my ears were eyes, they would see such a light.

I crouched there, gasping in the swirl of it, and a flood struck me,
shallow and swift, turning up and outward like flower petals where it
touched my knees, then soaking me to the waist in its bubble and crash. I
pressed my knuckles to my eyes so they would open again. The sea was on
my lips with the taste of tears and the whole white night shouted and wept
aloud.

And there she was.
Her white shoulders were a taller curve in the sloping foam. She must

have sensed me — perhaps I yelled — for she turned and saw me kneeling



Theodore Sturgeon / IT'S SO QUIET IN THIS TOWN -- 4

there. She put her fists to her temples and her face twisted, and she uttered
a piercing wail of despair and fury, and then plunged seaward and sank.

I kicked off my shoes and ran into the breakers, shouting, hunting,
grasping at flashes of white that turned to sea-salt and coldness in my fin-
gers. I plunged right past her, and her body struck my side as a wave
whipped my face and tumbled both of us. I gasped in solid water, opened
my eyes beneath the surface and saw a greenish-white distorted moon
hurtle as I spun. Then there was sucking sand under my feet again and my
left hand was tangled in her hair.

The receding wave towed her away and for a moment she streamed
out from my hand like steam from a whistle. In that moment I was sure she
was dead, but as she settled to the sand, she fought and scrambled to her
feet.

She hit my ear, wet, hard, and a huge, pointed pain lanced into my
head. She pulled, she lunged away from me, and all the while my hand was
caught in her hair. I couldn’t have freed her if I had wanted to. She spun to
me with the next wave, battered and clawed at me, and we went into
deeper water.

»Don’t … don’t … I can’t swim!« I shouted, so she clawed me again.
»Leave me alone«, she shrieked. »Oh, dear God, why can’t you leave«

(said her fingernails) »me…« (said her fingernails) »alone!« (said her small
hard fist).

So by her hair I pulled her head down tight to her white shoulder; and
with the edge of my free hand I hit her neck twice. She floated again, and I
brought her ashore.

I carried her to where a dune was between us and the sea’s broad
noisy tongue, and the wind was above us somewhere. But the light was as
bright. I rubbed her wrists and stroked her face and said, »It’s all right«, and,
»There!« and some names I used to have for a dream I had long, long before
I ever heard of her.

She lay still on her back with the breath hissing between her teeth,
with her lips in a smile which her twisted-tight, wrinkled-sealed eyes made
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not a smile but a torture. She was well and conscious for many moments
and still her breath hissed and her closed eyes twisted.

»Why couldn’t you leave me alone?« she asked at last. She opened her
eyes and looked at me. She had so much misery that there was no room for
fear. She shut her eyes again and said, »You know who I am.«

»I know«, I said.
She began to cry.
I waited, and when she stopped crying, there were shadows among

the dunes. A long time.
She said, »You don’t know who I am. Nobody knows who I am.«
I said, »It was in all the papers.«
»That!« She opened her eyes slowly and her gaze traveled over my

face, my shoulders, stopped at my mouth, touched my eyes for the briefest
second. She curled her lips and turned away her head. »Nobody knows who
I am.«

I waited for her to move or speak, and finally I said, »Tell me.«
»Who are you?« she asked, with her head still turned away.
»Someone who…«
»Well?«
»Not now«, I said. »Later, maybe.«
She sat up suddenly and tried to hide herself. »Where are my clothes?«
»I didn’t see them.«
»Oh«, she said. »I remember. I put them down and kicked sand over

them, just where a dune would come and smooth them over, hide them as if
they never were… I hate sand. I wanted to drown in the sand, but it
wouldn’t let me… You mustn’t look at me!« she shouted. »I hate to have
you looking at me!« She threw her head from side to side, seeking. »I can’t
stay here like this! What can I do? Where can I go?«

»Here«, I said.
She let me help her up and then snatched her hand away, half-turned

fromme. »Don’t touch me. Get away fromme.«



Theodore Sturgeon / IT'S SO QUIET IN THIS TOWN -- 6

»Here«, I said again, and walked down the dune where it curved in the
moonlight, tipped back into the wind and down and became not dune but
beach. »Here.« I pointed behind the dune.

At last she followed me. She peered over the dune where it was chest-
high, and again where it was knee-high. »Back there?«

I nodded.
»So dark…« She stepped over the low dune and into the aching black

of those moon-shadows. She moved away cautiously, feeling tenderly with
her feet, back to where the dune was higher. She sank down into the
blackness and disappeared there. I sat on the sand in the light. »Stay away
fromme«, she spat.

I rose and stepped back. Invisible in the shadows, she breathed,
»Don’t go away.« I waited, then saw her hand press out of the clean-cut
shadows. »There«, she said, »over there. In the dark. Just be a… Stay away
fromme now… Be a— voice.«

I did as she asked, and sat in the shadows perhaps six feet from her.
She told me about it. Not the way it was in the papers.
She was perhaps seventeen when it happened. She was in Central

Park in New York. It was too warm for such an early spring day, and the
hammered brown slopes had a dusting of green of precisely the consistency
of that morning’s hoarfrost on the rocks. But the frost was gone and the
grass was brave and tempted some hundreds of pairs of feet from the
asphalt and concrete to tread on it.

Hers were among them. The sprouting soil was a surprise to her feet,
as the air was to her lungs. Her feet ceased to be shoes as she walked, her
body was consciously more than clothes. It was the only kind of day which in
itself can make a city-bred person raise his eyes. She did.

For a moment she felt separated from the life she lived, in which there
was no fragrance, no silence, in which nothing ever quite fit nor was quite
filled. In that moment the ordered disapproval of the buildings around the
pallid park could not reach her; for two, three clean breaths it no longer
mattered that the whole wide world really belonged to images projected on



Theodore Sturgeon – Kapitel 2 : A Saucer Of Loneliness 7

a screen; to gently groomed goddesses in these steel and glass towers; that
it belonged, in short, always, always to someone else.

So she raised her eyes, and there above her was the saucer.
It was beautiful. It was golden, with a dusty finish like that of an

unripe Concord grape. It made a faint sound, a chord composed of two
tones and a blunted hiss like the wind in tall wheat. It was darting about like
a swallow, soaring and dropping. It circled and dropped and hovered like a
fish, shimmering. It was like all these living things, but with that beauty it
had all the loveliness of things turned and burnished, measured, machined,
and metrical.

At first she felt no astonishment, for this was so different from any-
thing she had ever seen before that it had to be a trick of the eye, a false
evaluation of size and speed and distance that in a moment would resolve
itself into a sun-flash on an airplane or the lingering glare of a welding arc.

She looked away from it and abruptly realized that many other people
saw it — saw something — too. People all around her had stopped moving
and speaking and were craning upward. Around her was a globe of silent
astonishment, and outside it she was aware of the life-noise of the city, the
hard-breathing giant who never inhales.

She looked up again, and at last began to realize how large and how
far away the saucer was. No: rather, how small and how very near it was. It
was just the size of the largest circle she might make with her two hands,
and it floated not quite eighteen inches over her head.

Fear came then. She drew back and raised a forearm, but the saucer
simply hung there. She bent far sideways, twisted away, leaped forward,
looked back and upward to see if she had escaped it. At first she couldn’t
see it; then as she looked up and up, there it was, close and gleaming, qui-
vering and crooning, right over her head.

She bit her tongue.
From the corner of her eye, she saw a man cross himself. He did that

because he saw me standing here with a halo over my head, she thought.
And that was the greatest single thing that had ever happened to her. No
one had ever looked at her and made a respectful gesture before, not once,
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not ever. Through terror, through panic and wonderment, the comfort of
that thought nestled into her, to wait to be taken out and looked at again in
lonely times.

The terror was uppermost now, however. She backed away, staring
upward, stepping a ludicrous cakewalk. She should have collided with peo-
ple. There were plenty of people there, gasping and craning, but she
reached none. She spun around and discovered to her horror that she was
the center of a pointing, pressing crowd. Its mosaic of eyes all bulged and its
inner circle braced its many legs to press back and away from her.

The saucer’s gentle note deepened. It tilted, dropped an inch or so.
Someone screamed, and the crowd broke away from her in all directions,
milled about, and settled again in a new dynamic balance, a much larger
ring, as more and more people raced to thicken it against the efforts of the
inner circle to escape.

The saucer hummed and tilted, tilted…
She opened her mouth to scream, fell to her knees, and the saucer

struck.
It dropped against her forehead and clung there. It seemed almost to

lift her. She came erect on her knees, made one effort to raise her hands
against it, and then her arms stiffened down and back, her hands not
reaching the ground. For perhaps a second and a half the saucer held her
rigid, and then it passed a single ecstatic quiver to her body and dropped it.
She plumped to the ground, the backs of her thighs heavy and painful on
her heels and ankles.

The saucer dropped beside her, rolled once in a small circle, once just
around its edge, and lay still. It lay still and dull and metallic, different and
dead.

Hazily, she lay and gazed at the gray-shrouded blue of the good spring
sky, and hazily she heard whistles.

And some tardy screams.
And a great stupid voice bellowing »Give her air!« which made eve-

ryone press closer.
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Then there wasn’t so much sky because of the blueclad bulk with its
metal buttons and its leatherette notebook. »Okay, okay, what’s happened
here stand back figods sake.«

And the widening ripples of observation, interpretation and comment:
»It knocked her down.« »Some guy knocked her down.« »He knocked her
down.« »Some guy knocked her down and — « »Right in broad daylight this
guy…«

»The park’s gettin’ to be…« onward and outward, the adulteration of
fact until it was lost altogether because excitement is so much more impor-
tant.

Somebody with a harder shoulder than the rest bulling close, a
notebook here, too, a witnessing eye over it, ready to change »… a beautiful
brunette…« to »an attractive brunette« for the afternoon editions, because
»attractive« is as dowdy as any woman is allowed to get if she is a victim in
the news.

The glittering shield and the florid face bending close: »You hurt bad,
sister?« And the echoes, back and back through the crowd, Hurt bad, hurt
bad, badly injured, he beat the hell out of her, broad daylight …«

And still another man, slim and purposeful, tan gabardine, cleft chin
and beard-shadow: »Flyin’ saucer, hm? Okay, Officer, I’ll take over here.«

»And who the hell might you be, takin’ over?«
The flash of a brown leather wallet, a face so close behind that its chin

was pressed into the gabardine shoulder. The face said, awed: »F.B.I.« and
that rippled outward, too. The policeman nodded — the entire policeman
nodded in one single bobbing genuflection.

»Get some help and clear this area«, said the gabardine.
»Yes, sir!« said the policeman.
»F.B.I., F.B.I.«, the crowd murmured and there was more sky to look at

above her.
She sat up and there was glory in her face. »The saucer talked to me«,

she sang.
»You shut up«, said the gabardine. »You’ll have lots of chance to talk

later.«
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»Yeah, sister«, said the policeman. »My God, this mob could be full of
Communists.«

»You shut up, too«, said the gabardine.
Someone in the crowd told someone else a Communist beat up this

girl, while someone else was saying she got beat up because she was a
Communist.

She started to rise, but solicitous hands forced her down again. There
were thirty police there by that time.

»I can walk«, she said.
»Now you just take it easy«, they told her.
They put a stretcher down beside her and lifted her onto it and

covered her with a big blanket.
»I can walk«, she said as they carried her through the crowd.
A woman went white and turned away moaning, »Oh, my God, how

awful!«
A small man with round eyes stared and stared at her and licked and

licked his lips.
The ambulance. They slid her in. The gabardine was already there.
A white-coated man with very clean hands: »How did it happen, miss?«
»No questions«, said the gabardine. »Security.«
The hospital.
She said, »I got to get back to work.«
»Take your clothes off«, they told her.
She had a bedroom to herself then for the first time in her life.

Whenever the door opened, she could see a policeman outside. It opened
very often to admit the kind of civilians who were very polite to military
people, and the kind of military people who were even more polite to cer-
tain civilians. She did not know what they all did nor what they wanted.
Every single day they asked her four million, five hundred thousand que-
stions. Apparently they never talked to each other because each of them
asked her the same questions over and over.

»What is your name?«
»How old are you?«
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»What year were you born?«
Sometimes they would push her down strange paths with their

questions.
»Now your uncle. Married a woman from Middle Europe, did he?

Where in Middle Europe?«
»What clubs or fraternal organizations did you belong to? Ah! Now

about that Rinkeydinks gang on 63rd Street. Who was really behind it?«
But over and over again, »What did you mean when you said the

saucer talked to you?«
And she would say, »It talked to me.«
And they would say, »And it said — «
And she would shake her head.
There would be a lot of shouting ones, and then a lot of kind ones. No

one had ever been so kind to her before, but she soon learned that no one
was being kind to her. They were just getting her to relax, to think of other
things, so they could suddenly shoot that question at her: »What do you
mean it talked to you?«

Pretty soon it was just like Mom’s or school or any place, and she used
to sit with her mouth closed and let them yell. Once they sat her on a hard
chair for hours and hours with a light in her eyes and let her get thirsty.
Home, there was a transom over the bedroom door and Mom used to leave
the kitchen light glaring through it all night, every night, so she wouldn’t get
the horrors. So the light didn’t bother her at all.

They took her out of the hospital and put her in jail. Some ways it was
good. The food. The bed was all right, too. Through the window she could
see lots of women exercising in the yard. It was explained to her that they
all had much harder beds.

»You are a very important young lady, you know.«
That was nice at first, but as usual it turned out they didn’t mean her

at all. They kept working on her. Once they brought the saucer in to her. It
was inside a big wooden crate with a padlock, and a steel box inside that
with a Yale lock. It only weighed a couple of pounds, the saucer, but by the
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time they got it packed, it took two men to carry it and four men with guns
to watch them.

They made her act out the whole thing just the way it happened with
some soldiers holding the saucer over her head. It wasn’t the same. They’d
cut a lot of chips and pieces out of the saucer and, besides, it was that dead
gray color. They asked her if she knew anything about that and for once she
told them.

»It’s empty now«, she said.
The only one she would ever talk to was a little man with a fat belly

who said to her the first time he was alone with her, »Listen, I think the way
they’ve been treating you stinks. Now get this: I have a job to do. My job is
to find out why you won’t tell what the saucer said. I don’t want to know
what it said and I’ll never ask you. I don’t even want you to tell me. Let’s just
find out why you’re keeping it a secret.«

Finding out why turned out to be hours of just talking about having
pneumonia and the flowerpot she made in second grade that Mom threw
down the fire escape and getting left back in school and the dream about
holding a wine glass in both hands and peeping over it at some man.

And one day she told him why she wouldn’t say about the saucer, just
the way it came to her: »Because it was talking to me, and it’s just nobody
else’s business.«

She even told him about the man crossing himself that day. It was the
only other thing she had of her own.

He was nice. He was the one who warned her about the trial. »I have
no business saying this, but they’re going to give you the full dress treat-
ment. Judge and jury and all. You just say what you want to say, no less and
no more, hear? And don’t let ’em get your goat. You have a right to own
something.«

He got up and swore and left.
First a man came and talked to her for a long time about how maybe

this Earth would be attacked from outer space by beings much stronger and
cleverer than we are, and maybe she had the key to a defense. So she owed
it to the whole world. And then even if the Earth wasn’t attacked, just think
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of what an advantage she might give this country over its enemies. Then he
shook his finger in her face and said that what she was doing amounted to
working for the enemies of her country. And he turned out to be the man
that was defending her at the trial.

The jury found her guilty of contempt of court and the judge recited a
long list of penalties he could give her. He gave her one of them and
suspended it. They put her back in jail for a few more days, and one fine day
they turned her loose.

That was wonderful at first. She got a job in a restaurant, and a
furnished room. She had been in the papers so much that Mom didn’t want
her back home. Mom was drunk most of the time and sometimes used to
tear up the whole neighborhood, but all the same she had very special ideas
about being respectable, and being in the papers all the time for spying was
not her idea of being decent. So she put her maiden name on the mailbox
downstairs and told her daughter not to live there any more.

At the restaurant she met a man who asked her for a date. The first
time. She spent every cent she had on a red handbag to go with her red
shoes. They weren’t the same shade, but anyway they were both red. They
went to the movies and afterward he didn’t try to kiss her or anything, he
just tried to find out what the flying saucer told her. She didn’t say anything.
She went home and cried all night.

Then some men sat in a booth talking and they shut up and glared at
her every time she came past. They spoke to the boss, and he came and told
her that they were electronics engineers working for the government and
they were afraid to talk shop while she was around — wasn’t she some sort
of spy or something? So she got fired.

Once she saw her name on a juke box. She put in a nickel and punched
that number, and the record was all about »the flyin’ saucer came down one
day, and taught her a brand new way to play, and what it was I will not say,
but she took me out of this world.« And while she was listening to it,
someone in the juke-joint recognized her and called her by name. Four of
them followed her home and she had to block the door shut.
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Sometimes she’d be all right for months on end, and then someone
would ask for a date. Three times out of five, she and the date were
followed. Once the man she was with arrested the man who was tailing
them. Twice the man who was tailing them arrested the man she was with.
Five times out of five, the date would try to find out about the saucer.
Sometimes she would go out with someone and pretend that it was a real
date, but she wasn’t very good at it.

So she moved to the shore and got a job cleaning at night in offices
and stores. There weren’t many to clean, but that just meant there weren’t
many people to remember her face from the papers. Like clockwork, every
eighteen months, some feature writer would drag it all out again in a
magazine or a Sunday supplement; and every time anyone saw a headlight
on a mountain or a light on a weather balloon it had to be a flying saucer,
and there had to be some tired quip about the saucer wanting to tell sec-
rets. Then for two or three weeks she’d stay off the streets in the daytime.

Once she thought she had it whipped. People didn’t want her, so she
began reading. The novels were all right for a while until she found out that
most of them were like the movies — all about the pretty ones who really
own the world. So she learned things — animals, trees. A lousy little chip-
munk caught in a wire fence bit her. The animals didn’t want her. The trees
didn’t care.

Then she hit on the idea of the bottles. She got all the bottles she
could and wrote on papers which she corked into the bottles. She’d tramp
miles up and down the beaches and throw the bottles out as far as she
could. She knew that if the right person found one, it would give that person
the only thing in the world that would help. Those bottles kept her going for
three solid years. Everyone’s got to have a secret little something he does.

And at last the time came when it was no use any more. You can go on
trying to help someone who maybe exists; but soon you can’t pretend there
is such a person any more. And that’s it. The end.

»Are you cold?« I asked when she was through telling me. The surf
was quieter and the shadows longer.
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»No«, she answered from the shadows. Suddenly she said, »Did you
think I was mad at you because you saw me without my clothes?«

»Why shouldn’t you be?«
»You know, I don’t care? I wouldn’t have wanted…wanted you to see

me even in a ball gown or overalls. You can’t cover up my carcass. It shows;
it’s there whatever. I just didn’t want you to see me. At all.«

»Me, or anyone?«
She hesitated. »You.«
I got up and stretched and walked a little, thinking. »Didn’t the F.B.I.

try to stop you throwing those bottles?«
»Oh, sure. They spent I don’t know how much taxpayers’ money

gathering ’em up. They still make a spot check every once in a while. They’re
getting tired of it, though. All the writing in the bottles is the same.« She
laughed. I didn’t know she could.

»What’s funny?«
»All of ’em — judges, jailers, juke-boxes — people. Do you know it

wouldn’t have saved me a minute’s trouble if I’d told ’em the whole thing at
the very beginning?«

»No?«
»No. They wouldn’t have believed me. What they wanted was a new

weapon. Super-science from a super-race, to slap hell out of the super-race
if they ever got a chance, or out of our own if they don’t. All those brains«,
she breathed, with more wonder than scorn, »all that brass. They think
‘super-race’ and it comes out ‘super-science.’ Don’t they ever imagine a
super-race has super-feelings, too — super-laughter, maybe, or super-hun-
ger?« She paused. »Isn’t it time you asked me what the saucer said?«

»I’ll tell you«, I blurted.
»There is in certain living souls / A quality of loneliness unspeakable / So
great it must be shared / As company is shared by lesser beings.

Such a loneliness is mine; so know by this / That in immensity / There is
one lonelier than you.«
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»Dear Jesus«, she said devoutly, and began to weep. »And how is it addres-
sed?«

»To the loneliest one…«
»How did you know?« she whispered.
»It’s what you put in the bottles, isn’t it?«
»Yes«, she said. »Whenever it gets to be too much, that no one cares,

that no one ever did… you throw a bottle into the sea, and out goes a part
of your own loneliness. You sit and think of someone somewhere finding
it … learning for the first time that the worst there is can be understood.«

The moon was setting and the surf was hushed. We looked up and out
to the stars. She said, »We don’t know what loneliness is like. People
thought the saucer was a saucer, but it wasn’t. It was a bottle with a mes-
sage inside. It had a bigger ocean to cross — all of space — and not much
chance of finding anybody. Loneliness? We don’t know loneliness.«

When I could, I asked her why she had tried to kill herself.
»I’ve had it good«, she said, »with what the saucer told me. I wanted

to… pay back. I was bad enough to be helped; I had to know I was good
enough to help. No one wants me? Fine. But don’t tell me no one, anywhere,
wants my help. I can’t stand that.«

I took a deep breath. »I found one of your bottles two years ago. I’ve
been looking for you ever since. Tide charts, current tables, maps
and…wandering. I heard some talk about you and the bottles hereabouts.
Someone told me you’d quit doing it, you’d taken to wandering the dunes at
night. I knew why. I ran all the way.«

I needed another breath now. »I got a club foot. I think right, but the
words don’t come out of my mouth the way they’re inside my head. I have
this nose. I never had a woman. Nobody ever wanted to hire me to work
where they’d have to look at me. You’re beautiful«, I said. »You’re beauti-
ful.«

She said nothing, but it was as if a light came from her, more light and
far less shadow than ever the practiced moon could cast. Among the many
things it meant was that even to loneliness there is an end, for those who
are lonely enough, long enough.
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Kapitel 3 : Suicide

Boyle … jumped. He did it. He really and truly did it.
They say that when the end comes, no matter how swiftly, there’s

time enough for your whole life to pass before your eyes. That’s not strictly
true; it would take a real lifetime to do that, but there is time enough for a
hell of a lot. However, Boyle discovered, as others had before him, that you
get a lot of pictures, all out of order — yes, and sounds, too, voices speaking
a word or two, laughing, a shout that reaches you at last from years away
and means what the shouter meant instead of what you’ve always thought
it meant. In such a moment everything makes sense. Some of the images
and noises are apparently trivial: Aunt Edith saying »Please pass the salt«
and how Hank always used to have one sock up and one down while they
were little kids, and things like that.

Then there are the replays of things you know aren’t trivial and never
were, like the time you had to go to Scranton and Kay said suddenly »Don’t
go. Please don’t go«, and you knew damn well she was going to sleep with
somebody that night and wanted you out of the way and yet she said that,
and you — you went to Scranton anyway. And Kreiger saying, »Boyle, you
know you’d be happier in some other line«, which meant Out, never mind
those years and all that sweat and loyalty and the pipedreams of the big
desk with the opaline letters on a chock facing the door.

He jumped.
He jumped, and sure there was terror, there always is when you’re

falling, there often is when it’s dark. And sure there was regret, and if-only-
I-had-it-all-to-do-over-again. He had expected, and he got, a couple of brand
new ideas to cure it all. Just walk up to him and say… just show her once
and for all that he… take a loan on… a lot of stuff like that; and under and
around it all, a deep glee: I made it. Boyle did not fail. I said I would do it and
I did. That ought to prove something to the whole sonabitchin bunch of
them.
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That’s about as far as he got before something in the dark took his
foot and turned him. The wind was different as it whirled past his face and
he found himself looking incredulously past his feet at the stars, with the
great bulk of the cliff face blotting out a third of the sky. Then the lights (ten
thousand lights in the valley below over his head, a million lights in the sky
under his feet) were eclipsed by ten million more inside his head as he got a
shower of cruel thumps and a hundred long numb scrapes that would be
agony if he lived long enough for the shock to wear off, but he wouldn’t.

And the lights went out.
»Don’t go. Please don’t go.« The voice was soft and quite clear and

close. He opened his eyes and could see the silhouette of her head as she
bent close. He could even feel the stirring of the hairs over his temple stir to
her breath. He blinked once and it wasn’t her head or anyone’s head, it was
the bulk of the mountain against the sky. For a foolish flash he thought he
might still be in midair, falling, but a single twitch of his cheek told him he
was not. Falling through the unresisting air you do not feel pebbles and dirt
ground into your flayed check. He shook his head to clear it and his whole
body moved, slid. It was only a few inches, but it was enough to pack dirt
and rubble into his collar and send a shocking stab of pain from somewhere
low on his right leg right up through his body. Or maybe it was down. Up
was still down for him. Cautiously he looked over his head and saw
lights … stars? No, for they were in rows and patterns. They were the same
as the lights on the valley floor. They were the lights of the valley floor.

He was lying on a spur of the mountain, on his back and head down,
and the ground under him was tilted like a pitched roof. He looked quickly
past his feet and there were the stars — and again he slid an inch or two. He
suddenly and appallingly realized that if he twitched like that once or twice
more, if he slid just far enough, fast enough so he did not stop, he was going
to go right over that ragged edge down there.

Slowly and very carefully he studied out where his hands were. One
was on the ground at his side, the other across his stomach. He raised this
one and put it to the ground too. The left hand could find only loose pebbles
and earth which slipped up (down) past him hopping and hissing when he
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moved his fingers, and bounded away into black space somewhere past his
head. Not very far either. The right hand rested on what seemed like a more
solid piece of rock. Carefully, not daring to turn his head to look, knowing it
was too dark to see anyway, he explored it with his fingertips.

There was an edge there…more — it was a crack an inch wide. He
could not discover how long it was nor how deep. He curled his fingers into
it and it felt wonderful. He stopped moving for a time and indulged himself
in the joy of feeling it. He had known this feeling once before when he had
bought his first new car. This is mine, this belongs to me. He let his fingertips
creep in and slide out again, very much the way he had let his proud hands
stray over the new-smelling upholstery and dashboard. How wonderful to
own a crack in a rock.

He tried to hook his heels into something and edge himself uphill a bit,
but there was nothing but loose dirt and pebbles up there and an explosion
of pain from his right leg. And his whole body told him it was about to slip
again toward that edge, down (up) there past his head.

He got his right fingers as deep as they would go into the crack, and
stopped to think. The fear began then, and it wouldn’t let him think. It rose
and flooded over him and left him weak, with puddles of it here and there
over his whole soul like tidal pools. He knew there would be other waves of
it, too. Fear numbs your brain, fear can weaken, can paralyze your fingers,
can draw them out of that precious crack in the rocks which is the only pos-
session left to you in the head-down, lumpy, sliding universe.

He bit his teeth together until they hurt. It was a pain different from
the other pains which vised and racked and skewered him, because it was a
pain he did himself and could shut off himself. That may seem like a small
thing, but it isn’t. When a helpless man finds he can do anything — anything
at all — he isn’t helpless any more, even if the thing he does is useless. It
was a strange thing he began to do. He began clenching and unclenching his
jaw, and he found it was like a pump, emptying him of fear. He knew he
could never get it all down to the last drop, but he didn’t need that; he just
wanted to get rid of enough of it so he could think again.
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Slowly he brought his left hand across his body and as far as he could
toward the right. The one hand found the other and the straining fingertips
explored the ground next to it. The crack was full of dry dirt, and he dug
clumsily to remove it. The effort increased the pressure of his whole body to
slide, and the rock under his right hand began to press back. He realized
suddenly that the right hand would tire, would simply wear out and quit, if
that pressure grew much larger or lasted too long. He sank his left fingers in
the crack as deep as they would go. He had to rotate his body slightly for
this, and all his plans to move slowly and carefully evaporated in another
great wash of terror as his body started to slide. He half sat up and whipped
over to get his hands side by side into the crack. His body slid around the
two hands as a pivot point and all around him, loose rocks moved in a small
cascade, rustling and whispering and ending in a terrible silence just
downslope from him as they leaped out into black space. When at last all
movement ended he was lying belly-down, with both hands deep in the
crack, and he couldn’t see anything any more. But at least his head was
upslope, and that seemed to do something for him.

He wheezed for breath and spit out dirt. He lay there panting until it
hurt a little less to breathe, and he was immediately sorry for that, because
the relative relaxation made him able to inventory other sensations. The one
which rose over all others like a shout above a murmur was his right leg. He
could feel nothing with it but a great constant blare of agony. Something
very awful had happened to that leg.

His other one seemed all right. He shifted it a little. He could feel the
knee grinding into the mountain, and the shin, but nothing below that. He
waggled his foot. He felt nothing with it, and then realized with dreadful
clarity that his two feet were projecting over the edge of the precipice.

The realization brought another great towering surf of fear.
He used what he had learned about that: when terror comes you dig

in and hold hard and let it roar past and slither back. Don’t drown, don’t let
go. In a second or a minute or perhaps in an age or so, fear will subside.
Even if it leaves pieces of itself through and through you, you will, sooner or
later, get to where you can think again.
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He resettled the grip of his two hands and pulled. His body slid pain-
fully a fraction of an inch and he heard the beginnings of that whispering
rustle as pebbles and dirt began to slide all around him. Well slide if you
want to, he told them madly, I’m not going to. He went the other way — he
went up. Not much, not quickly, and certainly, not easily.

When he drew his feet up over the edge, he was penalized bitterly —
and richly rewarded. The pain in his right leg, when the foot touched the
slope and turned, was far past anything he had ever known in all his life, and
he cowered down under it and begged it not to make him faint and loosen
his grip. But the left toe, seeking like some blind animal, found a little
purchase and sent help like a regiment of cavalry in a cowboy-and-Indian
picture ta-taaa! and helped his crackling fingers to move him uphill.

It was one of the most glorious moments he had ever known when he
drew himself up so his lips were even with his hands. Driven by some
impulse he could never have explained, he laughed a short hoarse laugh and
put his tongue into the crack of the rocks between his hands. Then he lay
there quietly, half-dozing, half-smiling, until it was time to move again.

Now the pulling was a pushing, as he pressed the crack down his
body, past his chest, past his stomach. When his hands were fully extended
downward he rested again, and then began to draw his left leg. He didn’t
dare raise himself to his knees yet, and had to bring the leg out and sidewise
until his hip-joint all but whimpered for him to stop, but he would not.

Most grudgingly the left leg began to take the burden, and the more it
straightened out the more able it became. He slid upward. He dared to
reach forward and found a few shreds of grass — no help in themselves but
their roots were a tight hummock. He felt it shift when he pulled, so he took
it very easy. He got both hands on it and let his left foot say a heartfelt
thank-you and good-bye to the crack in the rock, and drew it upward again.

The slope was a little less here and he found it possible to draw his
knee straight upward instead of to the side as before — a luxury, an ele-
gance, to be able to do that. His right leg was molten torture. He gritted his
teeth against that; he said to himself, now I’ve just got to switch that off.
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You do not, of course, switch off the pain of a broken leg. You act as if you
could, as if you had. Then somehow you can keep moving.

The slope now was still easier. He stopped to look up. This must have
been about where he struck and slid after he jumped. He could not see very
well — there was only starlight and the dimmest possible glow from the
valley lights — but the cliff above him rose up impossibly sheer, and the
nearby level spur on which he lay was not very wide — perhaps fifteen or
twenty feet.

He crawled up to the base of the cliff and turned gingerly over, lifting
his broken leg with both hands, and let himself down with his back to the
rock.

He was so tired and so winded, and in such pain, that the distant lights
blurred and whirled; and yet the simple act of sitting, of actually sitting
down and leaning back against something, made him feel favored to the
point of luxuriousness.

Then it all disappeared into a black and comfortable slumber before
he could get it sorted out in his mind.

When he awoke it was in the gray suggestions of false dawn and
fevered dream. For a moment he clutched the earth to right and left, and
looked across the valley with vertigo — so far away, those lights, so far
down. Then the memory flooded back of those minutes — hours, was it? —
when he lay on his back with his head downhill and one hand in a crack in
the rock, and he looked around him as he sat with his back against the cliff,
and almost smiled.

He rocked back and forth to get the blood circulating in his buttocks
and legs, and then pressed and clawed himself upright, grunting against the
stabs of pain. He rested a moment, standing, then fumbled his fly open and
urinated. He didn’t push, he just let it happen. There was something very
wonderful about the sound of it and the faint, warm, familiar acrid smell. It
wasn’t that anything was running out of him; it was more that something
alive was happening here, and it was important just because of that.

When he was finished he zipped up and looked to right and left.
Tumbling rainwater had carved an angled gully down to the shelf on which
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he stood. It wasn’t smooth nor wide nor especially safe — some of it looked
like loose and crumbling earth rather than rock— and it was steep.

He began to climb it.
He climbed for nearly five hours. It was only about sixty feet. Once he

had to stop to build a road — a road of pebbles and root-ends and a rock or
two, anything he could reach and pack in, a road all of four feet long. Once
he slept for a time, twice he fainted when earth fell away from under him
and he had to leap to save himself, twisting his injured leg.

And in the fourth and fifth hours something strange happened to
Boyle. He began to hurry.

It was the hurry that caused the second of these faints, and when he
recovered he had to crouch there for a time and think it out, and wonder
why he had hurried, because if there was no reason, then it wasn’t smart to
go on hurrying, right?

All he could think of was that he wanted to make the top before
anyone could come to help him. He didn’t understand that at all, so he put it
out of his mind, but he stopped pushing quite so hard.

But when he reached the top, he couldn’t make it. There was no way
to make it. The little crooked sometimes-there, sometimes-not, sometimes-
rock, sometimes-earth gully ended in a narrow crack in an overhang.

Boyle sat down under the overhang and looked out over the valley. It
was daylight now and all but a few of the lights were gone. The sun wasn’t
up yet but the distant skyline was black and sharp, and the sky above it had
turned from gray to pearl and was beginning to show a cast of pink. He
looked up at the underside of that overhang and he suddenly began to get
mad.

Among the rubble lying around was a narrow pointed flat stone about
eighteen inches long. He picked it up and hefted it, and then began to dig at
the overhang. He dug in and up, and earth fell away and went hissing down,
and he dug some more. He got expert very quickly on how much he could
dig before lumps and clumps of it would fall away. He uncovered some roots
and dug around them until, farther in, they weren’t threads and strings, but
rods and bleached boughs — something to hold to while he reached fur-
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ther, dug deeper. His arms and his back and the left leg which was bearing
all his weight began to ache, and then it was more than an ache, it was
something that strove to match the torture of his broken right leg. He
seemed to be operating some weird sort of contest to see if he could make
the rest of his body hurt as much as that leg. He delved inward making a sort
of cave into the cliffside, knowing perfectly well that if he undercut enough
he had more than an even chance of bringing the whole thing down on
himself and going with it into the valley; but the odds suited him and he
wouldn’t quit.

For the hundredth time he looked up to gauge the soft material over
his head, and when it happened he almost didn’t see it — didn’t see that the
ceiling above him was abruptly lower. It was actually moving when he
dropped his stone tool and grasped roots with both hands, twisting them
around his wrists and hanging on with all his might.

Almost silently the overhang collapsed, and for a black choking
moment he was totally certain he had buried himself. Then the crushing
weight slid off his back and he heard the rumble of earth and rocks receding
downhill, and shook his head free, and opened his eyes.

There was no more overhang. Where the rain-gully had begun in a
narrow slit, there was a wide V, slanting down from the top in a natural
2-to-1 slope, and full of roots. He bellied into it and clawed his way to the top
and (with a kind of joy) thirty level feet further before he collapsed.

He lay there for a long time without even trying to think.
Then at last he rolled over, handling his hurt leg as if it was a fragile

possession of someone else’s, and sat up to look across the valley at the tip
of the sun as it pressed up out of its slot behind the hills. All it said to him
was that this was a new day, and he didn’t have to think about that a lot.

What he did think of, as he sat there in his new day waiting for someone to
come along, was the two questions he hadn’t asked himself, not for a
second, during all those terrible hours:

Why had he jumped?
Why had he climbed?
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Just sitting here, watching the sun come up— that was all the answer
he needed for the second one.

And the first one just didn’t matter any more. Right? he asked himself.
»Right«, he said.
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Kapitel 4 : The ManWho Lost The Sea

Say you’re a kid, and one dark night you’re running along the cold sand with
this helicopter in your hand, saying very fast witch y-witchy-witchy. You pass
the sick man and he wants you to shove off with that thing. Maybe he thinks
you’re too old to play with toys. So you squat next to him in the sand and
tell him it isn’t a toy, it’s a model. You tell him look hers, here’s something
most people don’t know about helicopters. You take a blade of the rotor in
your fingers and show him how it can move in the hub, up and down a little,
back and forth a little, and twist a little, to change pitch. You start to tell hun
how this flexibility does away with the gyroscopic effect, but he won’t listen.
He doesn’t want to think about flying, about helicopters, or

About you, and he most especially does not want explanations about any-
thing by anybody. Not now. Now, he wants to think about the sea. So you
go away.

The sick man is buried in the cold sand with only his head and his left arm
showing. He is dressed in a pressure suit and looks like a man from Mars.
Built into his left sleeve is a combination time-piece and pressure gauge, the
gauge with a luminous blue indicator which makes no sense, the clock hands
luminous red. He can hear the pounding of surf and the soft swift pulse of
his pumps. One time long ago when he was swimming he went too deep
and stayed down too long and came up too fast, and when he came to it
was like this: they said, »Don’t move, boy. You’ve got the bends. Don’t even
try to move.« He had tried anyway. It hurt. So now, this time, he lies in the
sand without moving, without trying.

His head isn’t working right. But he knows clearly that it isn’t working right,
which is a strange thing that happens to people in shock sometimes. Say you
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were that kid, you could say how it was, because once you woke up lying in
the gym office in high school and asked what had happened. They explained
how you tried something on the parallel bars and fell on your head. You
understood exactly, though you couldn’t remember falling. Then a minute
later you asked again what had happened and they told you. You under-
stood it. And a minute later...forty-one times they told you, and you under-
stood. It was just that no matter how many times they pushed it into your
head, it wouldn’t stick there; but all the while you knew that your head
would start working again in time. And in time it did.... Of course, if you were
that kid, always explaining things to people and to yourself, you wouldn’t
want to bother the sick man with it now.~

Look what you’ve done already, making him send you away with that angry
shrug of the mind (which, with the eyes, are the only things which will move
just now). The motionless effort t~osts him a wave of nausea. He has felt
seasick before but he has never been, seasick, and the formula for that is to
keep, your eyes on the horizon and stay busy. Now! Then he’d better get
busy-now; for there’s one place especially not to be seasick in, and that’s
locked up in a pressure suit. Now!

So he busies himself as best he can, with the seascape, landscape, sky. He
lies on high ground, his head propped on a vertical wall of black rock. There
is another such outcrop before him, whip-topped with white sand and with
smooth fiat sand. Beyond and down is valley, salt-flat, estuary; he cannot yet
be sure. He is sure of the line of footprints, which begin behind him, pass to
his left, disappear in the outcrop shadows, and reappear beyond to vanish at
last into the shadows of the valley.

Stretched across the sky is old mourning-cloth, with starlight burning holes
in it, and between the holes the black is absolute-wintertime, mountaintop
sky-black.
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(Far off on the horizon within himself, he sees the swell and crest of
approaching nausea; he counters with an undertow of weakness, which
meets and rounds and settles the wave before it can break. Get busier.
Now.)

Burst in on him, then, with the X-15 model. That’ll get him. Hey, how about
this for a gimmick? Get too high for the thin air to give you any control, you
have these little jets in the wingtips, see? and on the sides of the
empennage: bank, roll, yaw, whatever, with squirts of compressed air.

But the sick man curls his sick lip: oh, git, kid, git, will you? That has nothing
to do with the sea. So you git.

Out‚ and out the sick man forces his view, etching all he sees with a meti-
culous intensity, as if it might be his charge, one day, to duplicate all this, To
his left is only starlit sea, windless. In front of him across the valley, rounded
hills with dim white epaulettes of light. To his right, the corner of the black
wall against which his helmet rests. (He thinks the distant moundings of
nausea becalmed, but he will not look yet.) So he scans the sky, black and
bright, calling Sirius, calling Pleiades, Polaris, Ursa Minor, calling that ... that
... Why, it moves. Watch it: yes, it moves! It is a fleck of light, seeming to be
wrinkled, fissured, rather like a chip of boiled cauliflower in the sky. (Of
course, he knows better than to trust his own eyes just now.) But that
movement

As a child he had stood on cold sand in a frosty Cape Cod evening, watching
Sputnik’s steady spark rise out of the haze (madly, dawning a little north of
west); and after that he had sleeplessly wound special coils for his receiver,
risked his life restringing high antennas, all for the brief capture of an
unreadable tweetle-eep-tweetle in his earphones from Vanguard, Explorer,
Lunik, Discoverer, Mercury. He knew them all (well, some people collect
match-covers, stamps) and he knew especially that unmistakable steady sli-
ding in the sky.
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This moving fleck was a satellite, and in a moment, motionless, uninstru-
mented but for his chronometer and his part-brain, he will know which one.
(He is grateful beyond expression-without that sliding chip of light, there
were only those footprints, those wandering footprints, to tell a man he was
not alone in the world.)

Say you were a kid, eager and challengeable and more than a little bright,
you might in a day or so work out a way to measure the period of a satellite
with nothing but a timepiece and a brain; you might eventually see that the
shadow in the rocks ahead had been there from the first only because of the
light from the rising satellite. Now if you check the time exactly at the
moment when the shadow on the sand is equal to the height of the outcrop,
and time it again when the light is at the zenith and the shadow gone, you
will multiply this number of minutes by 8 — think why, now: horizon to
zenith is one-fourth of the orbit, give or take a little, and halfway up the sky
is half that quarter- and you will then know this satellite’s period. You know
all the periods-ninety minutes, two, two-and-a-half hours; with that and the
appearance of this bird, you’ll find out which one it is.
But if you were that kid, eager or resourceful or whatever, you wouldn’t

jabber about it to the sick man, for not only does he not want to be
bothered with you, he’s thought of all that long since and is even now
watching the shadows for that triangular split second of measurement.
Now! His eyes drop to the face of his chronometer: 0400, near as makes no
never mind.
He has minutes to wait now — ten?... thirty?.. . twentythree? While this

baby moon eats up its slice of shadowpie; and that’s too bad, the waiting,
for though the inner sea is calm there are currents below, shadows that shift
and swim. Be busy. Be busy. He must not swim near that great invisible
amoeba, whatever happens: its first cold pseudopod is even now reaching
for the vitals.
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Being a knowledgeable young fellow, not quite a kid any more, wanting to
help the sick man too, you want to tell him everything you know about that
cold-in-the-gut, that reaching invisible surrounding implacable amoeba. You
know all about it — listen, you want to yell at him, don’t let that touch of
cold bother you. Just know what it is, that’s all. Know what it is that is
touching your gut. You want to tell him, listen:
Listen, this is how you met the monster and dissected it. Listen, you were

skin-diving in the Grenadines, a hundred tropical shoal-water islands; you
had a new blue snorkel mask, the kind with face-plate and breathing-tube all
in one, and new blue flippers on your feet, and a new blue spear-gun-all this
new because you’d only begun, you see; you were a beginner, aghast with
pleasure at your easy intrusion into this underwater otherworld. You’d been
out in a boat, you were coming back, you’d just reached the mouth of the
little bay, you’d taken the notion to swim the rest of the way. You’d said as
much to the boys and slipped into the warm silky water. You brought your
gun.

Not far to go at all, but then beginners find wet distances deceiving. For the
first five minutes or so it was only delightful, the sun hot on your back and
the water so warm it seemed not to have any temperature at all and you
were flying. With your face under the water, your mask was not so much
attached as part of you, your wide blue flippers trod away yards, your gun
rode all but weightless in your hand, the taut rubber sling making an occa-
sional hum as your passage plucked it in the sunlit green. In your ears
crooned the breathy monotone of the snorkel tube, and through the invi-
sible disk of plate glass you saw wonders. The bay was shallow — ten,
twelve feet or so-and sandy, with great growths of brain-, bone-, and fire-
coral, intricate waving sea-fans, and fish — such fish! Scarlet and green and
aching azure, gold and rose and slate-color studded with sparks of enamel-
blue, pink and peach and silver. And that thing got into you, that... monster.

There were enemies in this otherworld: the sand-colored spotted sea-snake
with his big ugly head and turned-down mouth, who would not retreat but
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lay watching the intruder pass; and the mottled moray with jaws like bolt-
cutters; and somewhere around, certainly, the barracuda with his undershot
face and teeth turned in-ward so that he must take away whatever he might
strike. There were urchins — the plump white sea-egg with its thick fur of
sharp quills and the black ones with the long slender spines that would
break off in unwary flesh and fester there for weeks; and file-fish and stone-
fish with their poisoned barbs and lethal meat; and the stingaree who could
drive his spike through a leg bone. Yet these were not monsters, and could
not matter to you, the invader churning along above them all. For you were
above them in so many ways — armed, rational, comforted by the close
shore (ahead the beach, the rocks on each side) and by the presence of the
boat not too far behind. Yet you were... attacked.

At first it was uneasiness, not pressing, but pervasive, a contact quite as
intimate as that of the sea; you were sheathed in it. And also there was the
touch-the cold in-ward contact. Aware of it at last, you laughed: for Pete’s
sake, what’s there to be scared of?

The monster, the amoeba.

You raised your head and looked back in air. The boat had edged in to the
cliff at the right; someone was giving a last poke around for lobster. You
waved at the boat; it was your gun you waved, and emerging from the
water it gained its latent ounces so that you sank a bit, and as if you had no
snorkle on, you tipped your head back to get a breath. But tipping your head
back plunged the end of the tube under water; the valve closed; you drew in
a hard lungful of nothing at all. You dropped your face under; up came the
tube; you got your air, and along with it a bullet of seawater which struck
you somewhere inside the throat. You coughed it out and floundered,
sobbing as you sucked in air, inflating your chest until it hurt, and the air you
got seemed no good, no good at all, a worthless devitalized inert gas.
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You clenched your teeth and headed for the beach, kicking strongly and
knowing it was the right thing to do; and then below and to the right you
saw a great bulk mounding up out of the sand floor of the sea. You knew it
was only the reef, rocks and coral and weed, but the sight of it made you
scream; you didn’t care what you knew. You turned hard left to avoid it,
fought by as if it would reach for you, and you couldn’t get air, couldn’t get
air, for all the unobstructed hooting of your snorkel tube. You couldn’t bear
the mask, suddenly, not for another second, so you shoved it upward clear
of your mouth and rolled over, floating on your back and opening your
mouth to the sky and breathing with a quacking noise.

It was then and there that the monster well and truly engulfed you,
mantling you round and about within itself- formless, borderless, the illimi-
tible amoeba. The beach, mere yards away, and the rocky arms of the bay,
and the not-too-distant boat-these you could identify but no longer distin-
guish, for they were all one and the same thing, the thing called
unreachable.

You fought that way for a time, on your back, dangling the gun under and
behind you and straining to get enough warm sun-stained air into your
chest. And in time some particles of sanity began to swirl in the roil of your
mind, and to dissolve and tint it. The air pumping in and out of your square-
grinned frightened mouth began to be meaningful at last, and the monster
relaxed away from you.

You took stock, saw surf, beach, a leaning tree. You felt the new sound of
your body as the rollers humped to become breakers. Only a dozen firm
kicks brought you to where you could roll over and double up; your shin
struck coral with a lovely agony and you stood in foam and waded ashore.
You gained the wet sand, hard sand, and ultimately with two more paces
powered by bravado, you crossed high-water mark and lay in the dry sand,
unable to move.
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You lay in the sand, and before you were able to move or to think, you were
able to feel a triumph — a triumph because you were alive and knew that
much without thinking at all.

When you were able to think, your first thought was of the gun, and the first
move you were able to make was to let go at last of the thing. You had
nearly died because you had not let it go before; without it you would not
have been burdened and you would not have panicked. You had (you began
to understand) kept it because someone else would have had to retrieve it-
easily enough— and you could not have stood the laughter. You had almost
died because They might laugh at you.

This was the beginning of the dissection, analysis, study of the monster. It
began then; it had never finished. Some of what you had learned from it was
merely important; some of the rest – vital.

You had learned, for example, never to swim farther with a snorkel than you
could swim back without one. You learned never to burden yourself with the
unnecessary in an emergency: even a hand or a foot might be as expendable
as a gun; pride was expendable, dignity was. You learned never to dive
alone, even if They laugh at you, even if you have to shoot a fish yourself and
say afterward »we« shot it. Most of all, you learned that fear has many fin-
gers, and one of them a simple one, made of too great a concentration of
carbon dioxide in your blood, as from too rapid breathing in and out of the
same tube-is not really fear at all but feels like fear, and can turn into panic
and kill you.

Listen, you want to say, listen, there isn’t anything wrong with such an
experience or with all the study it leads to, because a man who can learn
enough from it could become fit enough, cautious enough, foresighted,
unafraid, modest, teachable enough to be chosen, to be qualified for- You
lose the thought, or turn it away, because the sick man feels that cold touch
deep inside, feels it right now, feels it beyond ignoring, above and beyond
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anything that you, with all your experience and certainty, could explain to
him even if he would listen, which he won’t. Make him, then; tell him the
cold touch is some simple explainable thing like anoxia, like gladness even:
some triumph that he will be able to appreciate when his head is working —
right again.

Triumph? Here he’s alive after ... whatever it is, and that doesn’t seem to be
triumph enough, though it was in the Grenadines, and that other time, when
he got the bends, saved his own life, saved two other lives. Now, somehow,
it’s not the same: there seems to be a reason why just being alive afterward
isn’t a triumph.

Why not triumph? Because not twelve, not twenty, not even thirty minutes
is it taking the satellite to complete its eighth-of-an-orbit: fifty minutes are
gone, and still there’s a slice of shadow yonder. It is this, this which is placing
the cold finger upon his heart, and he doesn’t know why, he doesn’t know
why, he will not know why; he is afraid he shall when his head is working
again.

Oh, where’s the kid? Where is any way to busy the mind, apply it to some-
thing, anything else but the watchhand which outruns the moon? Here, kid:
come over here-what you got there?

If you were the kid, then you’d forgive everything and hunker down with
your new model, not a toy, not a helicopter or a rocket-plane, but the big
one, the one that looks like an overgrown cartridge. It’s so big, even as a
model, that even an angry sick man wouldn’t call it a toy. A giant cartridge,
but watch: the lower four-fifths is Alpha-all muscle-over a million pounds
thrust. (Snap it off, throw it away.) Half the rest is Beta-all brains-it puts you
on your way. (Snap it off, throw it away.) And now look at the polished frac-
tion which is left. Touch a control somewhere and see-see? it has wings-wide
triangular wings. This is Gamma, the one with wings, and on its back is a
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small sausage; it is a moth with a sausage on its back. The sausage (click! it
comes free) is Delta. Delta is the last, the smallest: Delta is the way home.

What will they think of next? Quite a toy. Quite a toy. Beat it, kid. The
satellite is almost overhead, the sliver of shadow going-going-almost gone
and ... gone.

Check: 0459. Fifty-nine minutes? give or take a few. Times eight... 472 ... is,
uh, 7 hours 52 minutes.

Seven hours fifty-two minutes? Why, there isn’t a satellite round earth with a
period like that. In all the solar system there’s only --
The cold finger turns fierce, implacable.

The east is paling and the sick man turns to it, wanting the light, the sun, an
end to questions whose answers couldn’t be looked upon. The sea stretches
endlessly out to the growing light, and endlessly, somewhere out of sight,
the~ surf roars. The paling east bleaches the sandy hilltops and throws the
line of footprints into aching relief. That would be the buddy, the sick man
knows, gone for help. He cannot-at the moment recall who the buddy is, but
in time he will, and meanwhile the footprints make him less alone.

The sun’s upper rim thrusts itself above the horizon with a flash of green,
instantly gone. There is no dawn, just the green flash and then a clear white
blast of unequivocal sunup. The sea could not be whiter, more still, if it were
frozen and snow-blanketed. In the west, stars still blaze, and overhead the
crinkled satellite is scarcely abashed by the growing light. A formless jumble
in the valley below begins to resolve itself into a sort of tent-city, or installa-
tion of some kind, with tubelike and saillike buildings. This would have
meaning for the sick man if his head were working right. Soon, it would. Will.
(Oh...)
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The sea, out on the horizon just under the rising sun, is behaving strangely,
for in that place where properly be-longs a pool of unbearable brightness,
there is instead a notch of brown. It is as if the white fire of the sun is
drinking dry the sea-for look, look! the notch becomes a bow and the bow a
crescent, racing ahead of the sunlight, white sea ahead of it and behind it a
cocoa-dry stain spreading across and down toward where he watches.

Beside the finger of fear which lies on him, another finger places itself, and
another, making ready for that clutch, that grip, that ultimate insane
squeeze of panic. Yet beyond that again, past that squeeze when it comes,
to be savored if the squeeze is only fear and not panic, lies triumph-triumph,
and a glory. It is perhaps this which constitutes his whole battle: to fit him-
self, prepare himself to bear the utmost that fear could do, for if he can do
that, there is a triumph on the other side. But ... not yet. Please, not yet
awhile,

Something flies (or flew, or will fly-he is a little confused on this point)
toward him, from the far right where the stars still shine. It is not a bird and
it is unlike any aircraft on earth, for the aerodynamics are wrong. Wings so
wide and so fragile would be useless, would melt and tear away in any of
earth’s atmosphere but the outer fringes. He sees then (because he prefers
to see it so) that it is the kid’s model, or part of it, and for a toy, it does very
well indeed.

It is the part called Gamma, and it glides in, balancing, parallels the sand and
holds away, holds away slowing, then settles, all in slow motion, throwing
up graceful sheet-fountains of fine sand from its skids. And it runs along the
ground for an impossible distance, letting down its weight by the ounce and
stingily the ounce, until look out until a skid look out fits itself into a bridged
crevasse look out, look out! and still moving on, it settles down to the struts.
Gamma then, tired, digs her wide left wingtip carefully into the racing sand,
digs it in hard; and as the wing breaks off, Gamma slews, sidles, slides slowly,
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pointing her other triangular tentlike wing at the sky, and broadside crushes
into the rocks at the valley’s end.

As she rolls smashing over, there breaks from her broad back the sausage,
the little Delta, which somersaults away to break its back upon the rocks,
and through the broken hull, spill smashed shards of graphite from the
moderator of her power-pile. Look out! Look out! and at the same instant
from the finally checked mass of Gamma there explodes a doll, which slides
and tumbles into the sand, into the rocks and smashed hot graphite from
the wreck of Delta.

The sick man numbly watches this toy destroy itself: what will they think of
next? And with a gelid horror prays at the doll lying in the raging rubble of
the atomic pile: don’t stay there, man-get away! get away! that’s hot, you
know? But it seems like a night and a day and half another night before the
doll staggers to its feet and, clumsy in its pressure-suit, runs away up the
valleyside, climbs a sand-topped outcrop, slips, falls, lies under a slow cas-
cade of cold ancient sand until, but for an arm and the helmet, it is buried.

The sun is high now, high enough to show the sea is not a sea, but brown
plain with the frost burned off it, as now it burns away from the hills, diffu-
sing in air and blurring the edges of the sun’s disk, so that in a very few
minutes there is no sun at all, but only a glare in the east. Then the valley
below loses its shadows, and like an arrangement in a diorama, reveals the
form and nature of the wreckage below: no tent-city this, no installation, but
the true real ruin of Gamma and the eviscerated hulk of Delta. (Alpha was
the muscle, Beta the brain; Gamma was a bird, but Delta, Delta was the way
home.)

And from it stretches the line of footprints, to and by the sick man, above to
the bluff, and gone with the sand-slide which had buried him there. Whose
footprints?
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He knows whose, whether or not he knows that he knows, or wants to or
not. He knows what satellite has (give or take a bit) a period like that (want
it exactly?-it’s 7.66 hours). He knows what world has such a night, and such
a frosty glare by day. He knows these things as he knows how spilled
radioactives will pour the crash and mutter of — surf into a man’s ear-
phones.

Say you were that kid: say, instead, at last, that you are the sick man, for
they are the same; surely then you can understand why of all things, even
while shattered, shocked, sick with radiation calculated (leaving) radiation
computed (arriving) and radiation past all bearing (lying in the wreckage of
Delta) you would want to think of the sea. For no farmer who fingers the
soil with love and knowledge, no poet who sings of it, artist, contractor,
engineer, even child bursting into tears at the inexpressible beauty of a field
of daffodils-none of these is as intimate with Earth as those who live on, live
with, breathe and drift in its seas. So of these things you must think; with
these you must dwell until you are less sick and more ready to face the
truth.

The truth, then, is that the satellite fading here is Phobos, that those foot-
prints are your own, that there is no sea here, that you have crashed and are
killed and will in a moment be dead. The cold hand ready to squeeze and still
your heart is not anoxia at even fear, it is death. Now, if there is something
more important than this, now is the time for it to show itself.

The sick man looks at the line of his own footprints, which testify that he is
alone, and at the wreckage below, which states that there is no way back,
and at the white east and the mottled west and the paling fleck-like satellite
above. Surf sounds in his ears. He hears his pumps. He hears what is left of
his breathing. The cold clamps down and folds him round past measuring,
past all limit.
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Then he speaks, cries out: then with joy he takes his triumph at the other
side of death, as one takes a great fish, as one completes a skilled and
mighty task, rebalances at the end of some great daring leap; and as he used
to say »we shot a fish« he uses no »I«:

»God«, he cries, dying on Mars, »God, we made it!«
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Kapitel 5 : Need

Some towns seem able to defy not only time, but change ; when this hap-
pens in the far hinterland, one is hardly amazed. Yet, amazingly, it happens
all the time quite near some of our largest cities. Occasionally one of these is
found by the project entrepreneur, and becomes the setting for winding
windrows of coops and hutches, alternately »ranch« and »split«; yet not
even these, and the prefabricated, alien, chain-driven supercilious superser-
vice shopping centres in symbiosis with them, ever become a part of such
towns.
Whatever span of years it takes to make the »projects« obsolescent only

serves to make these towns themselves more solid, more — in the chemical
sense — set. Modernity does not and cannot alter the character of such a
place, any more than one might alter a suit of chain mail by topping it with a
Panama hat.

In such towns are businesses — shops and services — which live as the
unassailable town lives, that is to say, in their own way and forever. Pur-
veyors of the same shoes, sheets and sundries as the multicelled merchan-
dizing mammoths sell go by the board, quite deserving of all that their critics
say of them, that they can’t keep up with the times, that they’re dead and
nowmust lie down. Defiance of time, of change, of anything is, after all, only
defiance, and does not in itself guarantee a victory. But certain businesses,
by their very nature, may be in a town, may be a town and achieve this
defiant immortality.
Anyone who has reflected with enough detachment on recent history is in

a position to realize that, in revolutionary days, there must have been a cer-
tain market for genuine antiques made in America of American materials
more than a century earlier.
No technology advancing or static can eliminate the window washer, the

launderer, the handyman-smith and their establishments. Fashions in inven-
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tion might change the vestments of their activity, but never their blood and
marrow. The boat wright becomes a specialist in wooden station-wagon
bodies, and then in mobile-home interiors. The blacksmith trades his leather
bellows for a drill-press and a rack of epoxy resins, but he is what he was,
and his shop is his permanence and his town’s.
The general store has passed into the hands of the chains. It, and they,

pursue the grail of everything, and since to be able to sell everything is on
the face of it impossible, they are as impermanent as a military dictatorship
that must expand or die, and that dies expanding. But there is another kind
of store that sells, not every-thing, but anything. Its hallmark is that it has no
grail at all, and therefore no pursuit. It emphatically does not expand. Its
stock is that which has been useful or desirable to some people at some
time; its only credo, that anything which has been useful or desirable to
some people at some time will again be useful to someone— anything. :
Here you might find dried flowers under a glass dome, a hand-cranked

coffee mill, a toy piano, a two-volume, leather bound copy of Dibdin’s
Journey, a pair of two-wheel roller skates or a one tube radio set — the tube
is a UX-11 and is missing — which tunes with a vario-coupler. You might —
you probably would — also find in such a place, a proprietor who could fix
almost anything and has the tools to do it with, and who understands that
conversation is important and the most important part of it is listening.

Such a town was North Nyack, New York, barely twenty miles from
Manhattan, yet — but for superficial scratches — untouched and unchan-
geable. It contained such a business, the Anything Shoppe — a title that
constituted one of the scratches, being a concession to the transient trade,
but one that did not bleed — and such a proprietor. His name was Noat,
George Noat. G-Note, naturally, to his friends, who were all the people who
knew him. He was the ugliest man in town, Foothat, like the silliness of his
concern’s name, was only skin-deep.
Why such a trade should be his, or why he was its, might make for some

interesting discussion of cause and effect. The fact — which would cont-
ribute nothing to the discussion — remained that there was an any-
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thingness about G-Note; not only would he buy anything, sell anything or fix
anything, he would also listen to anyone, help anyone and, from the depths
of a truly extraordinary well of the quality called empathy — the ability to
feel with another’s fingertips, look out through another pair of eyes — he
could understand.

To George Noat, Prop., then, at twenty minutes to three one stormy
morning, came Gorwing.
»G-Note!« Gorwing roared, pounding on the front door of the Anything

Shoppe with force enough to set adance the two sets of pony harness and
the cabbage grater that hung against it.
»G-Note, Goddammit!«
A dim light appeared in the back of the shop, and G-Note’s grotesque face

and one T-shirted shoulder, over which a big square hand was pulling a
gallus-strap, appeared at the edge of the baize curtain that separated
G-Note’s working from G-Note’s living — the most partial of barriers, which
suited him.
He called »It’s open!« semaphored and withdrew.
Gorwing, small, quick, black hair, snapping black voice and eyes, sharp

white teeth, slammed into the shop. The vibration set a clothing-dummy,
atop which was perched a rubber imp carnival mask, teetering, and it turned
as it teetered, bearing round on Gorwing indignantly. He and it stared one
another in the eye for an angry moment, and then he cursed and snatched
off the head and threw it behind the counter. »G-Note!« he barked.

G-Note shuffled into the shop, shrugging into a shawl-like grey cardigan and,
with his heavy lids, wringing sleep out of his eyes. »I got that toilet you
wanted yesterday«, he mumbled. »Real tall, with pink rosebuds on. I bet
there wouldn’t be another like it from here to— «
»The hell with it!« said Gorwing. »That was yesterday. Come on, willya?«
G-Note blinked at him. »Come?«
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»The car, in the car!« Gorwing half cried, in the tones of excessive
annoyance applied usually to people who should know by now. It was
unfair, because by now G-Note did not know.
»Hurry up, willya? What do I hafta do to make you hurry up?«
Gorwing flung open the door, and G-Note peered out into sodden

blowing black.
»It’s raining out.«
Gorwing’s tight lips emitted a single sibilant explosion, and he raced out,

leaving the door open. A moment later there came the sound of a car door
slamming. G-Note shrugged and followed, closing the door behind him, and,
hunching his shoulders against the driving rain, made his way out to the car.

Gorwing had started it and switched on the lights while he was negotiating
the puddles, then flung open the door on the driver’s side and slid over into
the passenger’s seat. He shouted something.
»Huh.« G-Note grunted as he came poking and dripping into the car.
»I said Essex Street and Storms Road, right by the traffic light, and get

goin’, will ya?«
G-Note got himself settled and got going. »Gosh, Gorwing«, he said, pro-

testing gently.
»Quitcher bitchin’«, said Gorwing through clamped teeth and curled lips.

»Tromp down on that thing.«
»Where we goin’?«
»I told you.«
»Yeah, but — «
»You’ll see when we get there. There’s some money in it. You think I’d

come out on a night like this if there wasn’t some money in it? Listen, G-Note
— « He paused with a mechanical abruptness, as if the machine gun with
which he fired his words had jammed.
»What?«
Unjammed as suddenly, Gorwing shot: »You wouldn’t let me down.«
»No, I won’t do that, but I wish I knew what I was ’sposed to do.«
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They sloshed over the high crown of Storms Hill and down the winding slope
on the other side. The slick blacktop showed the loom of lights ahead before
they saw the lights themselves — gold tinged with green, suddenly with
ruby; the intersection and the traffic signal.
»Cut him out. Quick! Don’t let‘m pick up that guy.« Peering ahead, G-Note

saw a car slowing for a waving figure who stood at the far side of the inter-
section.
G-Note seemed not to have heard Gorwing’s crackling order, or to have

understood ; yet it was as if his hands and feet had. The car lurched forward,
cut in to the curb at the right of the other, and almost alongside. Startled,
the other driver shifted and pulled away up the hill. At Gorwing’s grunted
order, G-Note stopped at the curb by the sodden and obviously bewildered
pedestrian who had been trying to flag the other car. The man bent and
tried to peer into the dark interior. Gorwing rolled down his window.
The man said »Can you give me a lift?«
Gorwing reached back and opened the rear door, and the man plunged in.

»Thank God«, he panted, slamming the door. »I’ve got to get home, but I
mean quick. You going near Rockland Lake?«
»We’re going anywhere you say, mister«, said Gorwing. »But it’ll cost.«
»Oh, that’s all right. You’re a taxi, hm?«
»We are now.« Gorwing’s hard hand took G-Note’s elbow squeezed,

warned; but, warning or no, G-Note gasped at what came next: »Rockland
Lake costs one hundred bucks from here.«
G-Note’s gasp was quite lost in the newcomer’s wordless and indignant

sound.
»What’s the matter«, Gorwing rasped, »can’t raise it?«
»What kind of holdup is this?« squeaked the man.
For the second time Gorwing reached back and swung the rear door

open. Then he stretched across G-Note and shut off the motor. In the
sudden silence, the sluicing of rain across the roof and the passenger’s
angry breath seemed too loud. Gorwing said, at a quarter the volume and
twice the rasp, »I don’t much go for that holdup talk.«
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The man plunged up and out — half out. He stood, with one foot still in
the car, and looked up the road and down the road. Nothing moved but the
rain. Clearly, they heard the relay in the traffic light saying clock, chuck as the
dim sodden shine of the intersection turning from green to red. To anyone
thinking of traffic and transport, it was a persuasive sight. At three in the
morning, chances of anything passing before daylight were remote.
He put his head back in. »Look, whoever you are, I’ve just got to get to

Rockland Lake.«
»So by now«, said Gorwing, »we would be past Hook Mountain Road

more’n halfway there. But you want to talk.«
The man made his inarticulate sound and got back in.
»Go ahead.«
Gorwing, with a touch, checked G-Note’s move toward the ignition. »A

hundred bucks?«
»Yes, damn you!«
Gorwing turned the dome light on. »Take a good careful look at him«, he

said. Since he might have said it to either of them, they necessarily looked at
one another, G-Note twisting around in his seat to look back, the passenger
huddled sullen and glaring in the rear corner. G-Note saw a soft-handed
petulant man in his early thirties, with very fine, rather receding reddish hair
and surprisingly bright blue eyes.
G-Note’s great ugly head loomed over him like an approaching rockfall.

The dome light, almost directly overhead, accentuated the heavy ridges of
bone over his eyes, leaving the eyes themselves all but invisible in their
caves. It gleamed from the strong fleshy arches that walled his wide nostrils
and concealed the soft sensitivity of his thin upper lip while making the most
of the muscular protruding underlip.
»You‘ll pay«, said Gorwing, grinning wolfishly and switching off the light.
»Drive«, he said, nudging G-Note. He laughed. »I got a witness and you

ain’t«, he said cheerfully.
»Just hurry«, said the passenger.
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G-Note, wondering more than anything else at the first laugh he had ever
heard from Gorwing, drove. He said, unhappily, »This ain’t a fun one, this
time.«
»Shut up«, Gorwing said.
»Can’t you go any faster?« cried the passenger.
He got no response. Only the anxious would feel that this skilled hurtling

was not fast enough. No object, including an automobile, was inanimate
with G-Note’s big hands upon it; this one moved as if it knew its own way
and its own weight.

»In here«, said the passenger.
»I always wondered«, said Gorwing. His meaning was clear. Many must

have wondered just who lived behind these stone posts, these arresting NO
ADMITTANCE and PRIVATE ROAD, KEEP OUT and NO TURNING and DEAD
END ROAD signs. The drive climbed, turning, and in fifty yards one would
have thought the arterial road below had ceased to exist. They came to a T.
Neat little signs with arrows said SMITH on the left and POLLARD on the

right.
»Left«, said the passenger.
They climbed again, and abruptly, the road was manicured, rolled, tended,

neat.
»This will do.«
There was a turn-around. The drive continued, apparently to a garage

somewhere. In the howling wet, there was the shadowed white mass of a
house. The man opened the door.
» A hundred bucks«, Gorwing said.
The man took out his wallet. Gorwing turned on the dome light.
»I have only twenty here. Twenty-one.«
»You got it inside.« It could have been a question.
»Damn it!« the man flared. »Four lousy miles!«
»You was in a awful hurry«, Gorwing drawled. He took the twenty, and

the one, out of the man’s hand. »I want the rest nof it.«
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The man got out of the car and backed off into the rain. From about forty
feet, he shrieked at them. He meant, undoubtedly, to roar like a lion, but his
voice broke and he shrieked. »Well, I won’t pay it!« and then he ran like a
rabbit.
»Yes you will!« Gorwing bellowed. He slammed the back door of the car,

which, if heard by the fleeing man, must have doubled his speed.
»Don’t go out in that«, said G-Note.
»Oh, I ain’t about to«, said Gorwing. »He’ll pay in the morning. He’ll pay

you.«
»You drop me off home and then come back and park here« said Gorwing.

»Don’t for Pete’s sake go back to bed. You want to sleep any more, you do it
right here. When he sees you he’ll pay. You won’t have to say nothing. Just
be here.«
G-Note started the car and backed, turning. »Oh, why not just let it go?

You got more than it’s worth.«

Gorwing made a laughing noise. This was not the laugh that had amazed
G-Note before; it was the one that G-Note had thought was all the laughter
Gorwing had. It was also all the answer Gorwing would offer.
G-Note said, sadly, »You like doing this to that fellow.«
Gorwing glanced at the road-signs as they pulled out of the driveway.

»Private Road«, he read aloud, but not very. It was as if to say, »He can
afford it.«
»Well«, said G-Note again, as they neared North Nyack, »This ain’t a fun

one, this time.«

There had been »fun ones«. Like the afternoon Gorwing had come roaring
and snapping into his place, just as urgently as he had tonight, demanding to
know if G-Note had a copy of Trials and Triumphs, My Forty Years in The Show
Business, by P. T. Barnum; and G-Note had! And they had tumbled it, with a
lot of other old books, into two boxes, and had driven out to the end of
Carrio Lane, where Gorwing just knew there was somebody who needed the
book — not who, not why, just that there was somebody who needed
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it — and he and G-Note had stood at opposite sides of the lane, each with a
box of books, and had bellowed at each other, »You got the P. T. Barnum
book over there?« and »I don’t know if I have the P. T. Barnum book here;
have you got the P.T. Barnum book there?« and »What is the name of the P.
T. Barnum book?« and »Trials and Triumphs, my Forty Years in The Show
Business«, and so on, until, sure enough, a window popped open and a lady
called down, »Do one of you men really have Barnum’s biography there?«
and when they said they had, she said it was a miracle; she came down and
gave them fifteen dollars for it.
And that other time, when at Gorwing’s urgent behest, G-Note had gone

on a hot summer’s day to stand blinking in the sun at Broad and Main
streets, with a heavy ancient hand cranked music box unwrapped on his
shoulder, and the city man had come running up to him to ask what it played
: »Skater’s Waltz«, G-Note had told him, »and My Rosary.«
»I’ll give you a hundred bucks for it«, the man had said, and, when

G-Note’s jaw dropped and fumbled for an astonished word, he’d made it a
hundred and a quarter and had paid it, then and there.

Fun ones, these and others, and it hadn’t mattered that the customers (or
was it victims?) paid exorbitantly. They did it it of their own free will, and
they seemed really to need whatever it was. How Gorwing knew what was
needed, and where — but never by whom or why — was a recurrent
mystery; but after a while you stopped asking — because Gorwing wouldn’t
stand catechizing on the subject — and then you stopped wondering; you
just went along with it, the way you do with automatic: shifting, the innards
of an IBM machine, or, if you happen not to know, precisely what chemicals
are put into the head of a match to make it light. You don’t have to know.
But this man, this passenger they’d charged twenty-five dollars per mile

now; it wasn’t fun. He was a guy in trouble if ever G-Note had seen one,
anxious, worried, even frantic — so anxious he’d say yes to a demand like
that, even if he did take it back later; so anxious he was stumbling
homeward through the rain at three in the morning. You should help a
fellow like that, you shouldn’t use his trouble against him. Which didn’t
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seem to bother Gorwing, not one bit: coming into the street-lit area of North
Nyack, now, G-Note could glance sidewise at Gorwing’s face, see the half
grin, the cruel white teeth showing. No, it didn’t bother Gorwing.
So ... you found out new things about people all the time. Such a thing

could be surprising, but, if you don’t want surprises like that, you just keep
away from people. Thus G-Note shrugged away the matter, as he asked,
»Where you staying now?«, for Gorwing moved around all the time.
»Just drop me off by O’Grady’s.«
O’Grady’s, the pool hall, was across town from G-Note’s place, on the

same avenue; yet, passing his own shop, G-Note turned right and made the
usual wide detour past the hospital. He made a U-turn at the pool hall and
stopped.
For a good-night, Gorwing had only »Now you said you wouldn’t let me

down.«
»All right«, said G-Note.
»Forty-sixty, you and me«, said Gorwing, and turned away. G-Note drove

off.

***

Eloise Smith hoped Jody wouldn’t be mad. His was not the towering rage of
this one nor the sullen grumps of that one, but a waspish, petty, verbose
kind of anger, which she had neither ‘the wit nor the words to cope with.
She loved Jody and tried her very best to have everything the way he
wanted it, but it was hard, sometimes, to know what would annoy him. And
when anything did, sometimes she had to go through an hour or more of his
darting, flicking admonishments before she even knew what it was.
She’d broken the telephone. Kicked the wire right out of the wall — oh,

how clumsy! But she’d done worse than that from time to time, and he’d
just laughed. Or she’d done much less serious things and he’d carried on just
terrible. Well ... she’d just have to wait and see. She hoped she could stay
awake, waiting — goodness, he was late. Elks nights were always the latest,
he was secretary, and was always left to lock the hall after the meeting. But
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he usually got home by two anyway — it was three already, and still no sign
of — oh— there.
She ran and opened the door. He spun in, dripping, out of breath. He

slammed the door and shot the bolt, and pushed past her to peer out the
front window. Not that anything could be seen out there. He turned from
the window. He looked wild. She stood before him, clutching her negligee
against her breast.
»Eloise... you all right?«
»All right?? Why, of course I’m all right!«
»Thank God!« He pushed past her again, darted to the living room door,

flicked his gaze across and back. »You all alone?«
»Well, not since you got here«, she said, in a hopeless attempt to produce

some levity. »Here, you’re wet through. Give me your hat. You poor—«
»It might interest you to know ... you’ve driven me half out ... of my

mind«, he panted. She had never seen him like this. He might be a little short
of breath from running from the car to the house, but not this much, and it
should be, well, tapering off. It wasn’t. It seemed to get more marked as he
talked. He was very pale. His red-rimmed eyes and the rain running off his
bland features gave him the ludicrous expression of a five-year-old who has
bumped his head and is trying not to cry. She followed him into the living
room and rounded on him, to face him, and for the third time he pushed
past her, this time to fling open the dining room door. She said timidly,
»Jody, I broke the telephone. I mean, I fell over the wire and it came out.«
»Oh you did, did you.« He was still panting.
»Jody!« she cried, whatever is thematter? What’s happened?«
»Oh, what’s happened?« he barked. His eyes were too round. »I call you

up and somebody cuts the wire, as far as I know. I rush out of the hall to the
car and the door slams behind me, that’s all. My keys on the table. Can’t get
back in, can’t start the car. Try my best to get here quickly. Hitch-hiking. Get
waylaid by acouple of the ugliest hoodlums you ever saw, they robbed me.«
»Oh dear — did they hurt you, honey?«
»They did not. Matter of fact«, he panted, »I told them off, but good. And

they better not fool with me again. Not that they will — I guess they learned
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their lesson.« Angrily, proudly, he hitched his shoulders, a gesture that made
him aware of his wet coat, which at last he began to remove. She ran to help
him. »Oh Jody, Jody darling, but you didn’t have to rush back like that.«
»Didn’t I«, he said solemnly, in a tone dripping with meaning, not one whit

of which she understood. He pulled himself glaring, away from her, and,
while she stood clutching her negligee to herself again, he ponderously took
off the coat, glaring at her.
»Oh, I’m so sorry. You poor dear.« She thought, suddenly, of a woman she

had seen in the parking lot at the supermarket, whose child had bolted in
front of a car. People had shrieked, brakes had squealed, the woman had
run out to scoop up her frightened but unharmed youngster- — and, in her
relief, had whaled the tar out of him.
That was it — Jody had been so terribly worried about her, he’d got into

all this trouble rushing to help her, and now that he knew she was safe he
was, in effect, spanking her.
She grew very tender, very patient. »Oh Jody ...« she said fondly.
»You won’t Oh Jody out of this one«, he said.
»Well, I’m sorry!« she cried, and, »Oh, Jody, what is it? Is it the telephone?

Will it be hard to get it fixed?«
»The telephone can be fixed«, he growled in a voice again inexplicably

loaded with meaning. He passed through the dining room into the kitchen,
again flicking his glance here, there, up, across. »Got everything put away«,
he said, looking at the glass cupboard, the dish shelf.
»Well, don’t I always?«
»Doubtless«, he said bitterly. He opened the refrigerator.
»Let me fix—«
»I’ll do it myself«, he said.
Her tenderness and patience gave out at that point. She said in a small

voice, »I’ll go to bed then«, and when he did not respond, she went upstairs,
lay down and cried.

She managed to be silent, stiff and silent, when he came upstairs, and lay in
the dark with her eyes squeezed shut while he undressed and washed and



Theodore Sturgeon / IT'S SO QUIET IN THIS TOWN -- 52

got into his pyjamas and into the other bed. She dearly hoped he’d say
something, but he didn’t. After a long time, she whispered, »Well, good
night, Jody.« He made a sound which might have been an offensive »Ha!« or
just a grunt; she couldn’t be sure. She thought he fell asleep after a while,
and then she did, too— lightly, troubled.

The glare of her bed lamp awoke her. Up through it, and up through the
confusion of puzzlement and sleepiness, she blinked at Jody. Seen so, stan-
ding by her bed and glaring down at her, he looked very large. He never had
before.
He said, »You’d better tell me all about it right now.«
She said, »Wh-what time is it?«
»Now you listen to me, Eloise. I’ve learned a whole lot of things in the last

few hours. About you. About me. About—« Suddenly he raised his voice; at
the rim of the glare of light, the vein at the side of his neck swelled. »I’m just
too doggoned nice to everybody. When I told off those thugs, I tell you,
something happened to me, and from now on I won’t stand for it any
more!«
»Jody ...«
»Two of them, twice my size, and I told them.«
»You did?«
In retrospect, Eloise was to look painfully back upon this moment and

realize that on it turned everything that subsequently happened between
them ; she would realize that when she said, »You did?« he heard »You did?’
— a difference in inflection that becomes less subtle the more one thinks
about it. Later, she thought a great deal about it ; now, however, she could
only shrink numbly down into the covers as he roared, »Yes I did! You didn’t
think I had it in me, did you? Well I did, and from now on, nobody puts any-
thing over on me! Including you, you hear?«
»But Jody— I—«
»Who was here when I called you up at two o’clock?«
»Who was— Nobody!«
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He sank down to the edge of his bed so their heads were more nearly on a
level, and fixed her with a pink-rimmed, weepy, steely gaze.
»I ... heard ... you«, he intoned.
»You mean when you called?«

He simply sat there with his unchanging, unnatural glaze. Wonderingly,
frightened, she shook her head. » I was watching a movie on TV. It was just
ending— the very end, it was a good one. And I, I —«
»You told your ... your ...« He could not say the word. »You told whoever it

was not to talk. But I heard you.«
Dazedly she sat up in bed, a slim, large-eyed, dark-blonde: woman in her

late twenties — frightened, deeply puzzled, warding off certain hurt. She
thought hard, and said, »I spoke to you — I said that to you! In the picture,
you see, there was this girl that ... that ... Oh, never mind; it’s just that in that
last moment of the picture everything came together, like. And just as you
rang and I picked up the phone, it was the last minute of the picture, don’t
you see? I was sort of into it — you know. So I said to you, ‘Don’t say any-
thing for a second, honey,’ and I— Is that what you heard?«
»That is what I heard«, he said idly.
She laughed with relief. »I said it to you, to you, not to anyone here, you

silly! And — well, I was sort of mixed up, coming out of the TV that way, to
the phone, and you began to sort of shout at me, and I couldn’t hear the TV,
and I kind. of ran to it to turn it up, just for a second, and I forgot I was hol-
ding the phone and the wire caught my ankle and I fell down and the wire
pulled out and— Jody!« she cried, seeing his face.
»You’re a liar, you bitch.«
»Jody!« she whispered faintly. Slowly she lay down again.
She closed her eyes, and tears crept from beneath her lids. She made no

sound.
»I can handle hoodlums and I can handle you«, he said flatly, and turned

out the light. »And from now on«, he added, as if it were a complete state-
ment. He must have thought so, for he said nothing more that night.
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Eloise Smith lay trembling, her mind assuring her over and over that none
of this was really happening, it couldn’t happen.
After a useless time of that, she began to piece the thing together, what

he’d said, what she’d said ... she recalled suddenly what he had blurted out
about the Elks’ Hall, and the car, and all ... what was it? Oh, he’d called,
apparently to tell her he was on the way; and she’d murmured, »Don’t say
anything for a second, honey«, and he’d thought ... he must have thought,
oh dear, how silly of him!
»Jody«, she said, sitting up, and then the sight of his dim rigid form, curled

away from her in the other bed, drove her back to silence, and she lay down
to think it through some more ...
And he’d got himself all upset and yelled, and then she’d broken the wire,

and probably thought her — her — but she could not think the word any
more than he had been able to say it — he’d thought whoever it was had
gaily pulled out the wire to, well, stop his interruption. And then apparently
Jody had gone all panicky and berserk, had run straight out to the car, got
himself locked out of the Elks’ Hall with the car keys still inside, had headed
north — away from town, and gas stations and other telephones — and had
tried to hitch-hike home. And something about hoodlums and being robbed
on the way— but then he said he’d driven them off, didn’t he?
She gave it up at length. Whatever had happened to him, he obviously felt

like a giant, or a giant-killer maybe, for the first time in his life, and he was
taking it out on her.
Well, maybe in the morning—

In the morning he was even worse. He hardly spoke to her at all. Just
watched her every minute, and once in a while snorted disgustedly. Eloise
moved quickly with poached egg, muffin, coffee, marmalade; sleepless,
shaken, she would know what to do, take a stand, have a sensible thought,
even— later, not now.
Watching her, Jody wiped his lips, threw down his napkin and stood up.

»I’m going for the car. If you’re thinking of letting anybody in, well, look out,
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that’s all. You don’t know when I’ll be back.« »Jody, Jody!« she wailed, »I
never! I never, Jody!«
He walked past her, smiling tightly, and got his other hat. »Oh boy«, he

said to the cosmos, »I just hope I run across one of those thugs again, that’s
what I hope.« He banged the hat with the edge of his hand, and set it
uncharacteristically at a rakish slant on his head. Numbly, she followed him
to the door and stood in it, watching him go. He sprang up the steep drive-
way like a spring lamb.
At the top he turned without breaking stride and came straight back —

but not springing — scuttling would be the word for it. His face was chalky.
He saw her and tried, with some apparent difficulty, to regain his swagger.
»Forgot to call the phone company. Get a taxi, too.«
»You can’t«, she said. »I broke the wire.«
»I know, I know!« he snapped waspishly, though she felt he had forgotten

it. »I’ll call from Pollard’s.«
He glanced quickly over his shoulder, up the driveway, and then plunged

across the lawn and through the wet shrubbery toward their only
neighbour’s home.
She looked after him in amazement, and then up the drive. Over its crest,

she could see the roof of a car, obviously parked in their turn-around. She
was curious, but too much was happening; she would not dare climb the
drive to see who it was. Instead she went in and closed the door and
climbed upstairs, where she could see from the bedroom windows.
From this elevation, the car was plainly visible. It wasn’t theirs. Also visible

was the ugly giant lounging tiredly against the car, watching the house.
She shrank behind the curtain and put all her left fingers in her mouth.
After a time she saw Jody plunging across the long grass of the vacant

acre that lay between their place and Poltard’s. He pushed through the
shrubs at the edge of the lawn, stopped to paddle uselessly at his damp
trouser-legs and then sidled over to the driveway. He peeped around the
hollyhocks until he could look up the drive. The ugly man had apparently
detected some movement, for he stood up straight and peered.
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Jody shrank back behind the hollyhocks.

She thought then that he might come in, but instead he crouched there.
There was a long — to Eloise, an interminable — wait. Then a taxi pulled in
from the road and turned to stop next to the other car. Jody straightened
up and began trotting up the drive. The ugly man leaned his elbows on the
lower edge of the taxi driver’s window — he had to bend nearly double to
do it — and began speaking to him. Of course she could not hear a word,
but the ugly man and the driver seemed to be laughing. Then the ugly man
reached in, slapped the driver cheerfully on the shoulder and stood back.
The taxi started up, backed around and pulled out of the drive. Jody, seeing
this, for the second time made a U-turn and scuttled back to his hiding place
behind the hollyhocks. He looked very little like a man who was over-anxious
to meet some thugs.

Eloise moved closer to the window in order to see him better, for he was
almost straight down beneath her. Perhaps he caught the movement out of
the corner of his eye, or perhaps some sixth sense ... anyway, he glanced up,
and for a moment looked more miserable than a human being ought, caught
like that — chagrined, embarrassed. Then, visibly, he began to grow angry
again; it began with her, she could see that. Then he wheeled and marched
up the drive like a condemned man ascending the scaffold. The ugly man
opened the right front door of his old sedan, and Jody got in.
For a long time Eloise Smith stood in the window, kneading her elbows

and frowning.
Then, slowly, she went downstairs and began to write a letter.

Smith’s posture of pugnacious defiance lasted from the turn-around to the
private road he shared with Pollard. Once out of sight of the house, he
slumped unhappily into the corner of his seat and stole a quick glance at his
captor.
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The man was even bigger, and considerably uglier, in daylight than he had
been in the dark. He said, »I sent away your taxi. He didn’t mind. He’s an old
buddy of mine.«
»Oh«, said Jody.
He watched the scenery go by, and thought of how gentle the man’s

voice was. Very soft and gentle. Into this Jody Smith built vast menace.
After a while he said sulkily, »This going to cost me another hundred?«
»Oh gosh no«, said the ugly man. »You bought a round trip. Where do you

want to go?«
Cat-and-mouse, thought Jody. Trying to get my goat. »Got to get my car

at the Elks’ Hall.«
»Okay«, the man said, nodding pleasantly. Deftly, he spun the wheel,

turning into what Smith prided himself as being his short cut to the Hall.
Obviously this creature knew the roads hereabouts.
They came to the built-up area, slid into an alley, crossed two streets and

turned sharp right into the crunchy parking yard at the Elks. There were two
other cars there, one Smith’s, the other obviously the caretaker’s, for the
doors stood open and the old man was sweeping the step.
Timidly, Smith touched the door handle. The ugly man sat still, big gnarled

hands on the Wheel, eyes straight ahead.
Smith opened the door and said »... well« Then, incredulous, he got out.

The ugly man made no attempt to stop him.
Smith actually got two paces away from the car before sheer compulsive

curiosity got the better of him. He went back and said, »Look, what about
this money? You don’t really expect me to pay a hundred dollars for that
ride.«
»I don’t«, said the big man, »Gorwing, I guess he does.«
»Gorwing. Is that the little ape that — «
»He’s a friend of mine«, said the giant, not loudly, but just quickly. Smith

dropped that tactic, and asked » You work for him?«
»With, not for. Sometimes.«
»But you’re doing the collecting.«
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»Look«, said the ugly one, suddenly, » Gorwing, he wants sixty per cent of
that money. Well, I wouldn’t let him down. For me, I don’t want it. Now,
howmuch did he get off you last night?«
»Twenty-one.«
»From sixty is thirty-nine. You got thirty-nine bucks?«
»Not on me.« Astonished, he looked at the grotesque face. »Tell me

something. What would you do if I wouldn’t give you another penny?«
The man looked at his gnarled hands, which twisted on the wheel. »I

guess I’d just have to put it up myself.«
Smith got back in. »Run me over to the bank.«
The man made no comment, but started his engine.

»What’s your name?« asked Smith as they stopped for a light a block away.
»George Noat.«
»Aren’t you afraid I’ll go to the police?«
»Nope.«
Smith recalled then, forcefully, what Gorwing had said: »I got a witness

and you haven’t.« He imagined himself trying to explain what had happened
to a desk sergeant, who would be trying to write it all down in a book. Out-
rageous, certainly — but he had got into the car of his own free will, he had
agreed to pay.
»How did you happen to come along when you did last night?«
»Just driving by.«
Smith found the answer unsatisfying, and he could not say why. He said,

sulkily, »Friend or not, I’ve got to say that your Gorwing is a bandit.«
»No he ain’t«, said George Noat mildly. »Not when all he does is get things

people really need. You really need something, you pay for it, right?«
»Yes, I suppose you— «
»And if you need something, and a fellow delivers it, nobody’s getting

robbed.«

At that moment they came to the bank, and the subject was lost.
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***

Jody Smith lived with the letter for a long time.

Dear Jody,
After the way you acted last night I don’t know what to do except I have to

go away from you. You have to trust a person. I always believed you but why
did you make up all that about Mr. Noat. I know him a long time and he is
about the kindest man who ever lived he wouldn’t hurt a fly.
I want you to think about one thing you said a lot about me and some man

and all that, well I want you to know that there isn’t any man at all and now
that means your wife left you and there wasn’t even any other man. I bet now
you wish there was.
I wish there was. No I don’t Jody, oh my goodness I wish I could write a letter

I never could you know, but I can’t stay here any more. Maybe you could find
somebody better I guess you better I won’t stand in your way because I still
want you to be happy.

Eloise.
Tell the market not to send the order I sent yesterday. We were supposed to

have dinner at the Stewarts‘ Tuesday. I can’t think of anything else.

Now Jodham Swaine Smith was a man of independent means — this was
the phrase with which on occasion he described himself to himself. His
parents had both come from well-to-do families, but Smith was two genera-
tions — three, on his mother’s side — removed from the kind of fortune-
getting that had got these fortunes; latterly, it had become the Smith tradi-
tion to treat the principal as if it did not exist, and live modestly on the inter-
est.
Independent means. Such independence means all Four Freedoms plus a

good many more. Small prep schools — in small towns and with, compara-
tively, small fees — grey as Groton, followed by tiny, honoured colleges on
which the ivy, if not the patina, is quite as real as Harvard’s, make it possible
to grow up in one of the most awesome independencies of all, the freedom
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from Life. In most cases it takes but six or so post-graduate weeks for
trauma and tragedy to set in, and for the discoveries to be made that
business is not necessarily conducted on the honour system, that the
reward for dutifully reporting the errors of the erring gets you, not a mark
toward your Good Citizen Button, but something more like a kick in the
teeth, and finally, that the world is full of people who never heard of your
family and wouldn‘t give a damn if they had.
Yet for those few who are enabled by, on the one hand, the effortless

accumulation of dividends, and on the other, an absence of personal talent
or ambition that might be challenged it is possible to slip into a surrogate of
man’s estate in its subjective aspects hardly different from the weather-
proof confines of the hood, the private school and the honoured and
unheard-of college. Jody Smith was one of these few.
Not that he didn’t face the world, just as squarely and as valiantly as he

had been taught to do. But it happened that, all unknowing, he gave the
world nothing worth abraiding, and the world was therefore, as far as he
could know, a smooth place to live with. In no sense did he withdraw from
life. On the contrary, he sought out the centres of motion, and involved
himself as completely as possible with the Elks, the Rotary, the Lions, and
the Civic Improvement League. Strangely enough, these gatherings, filled as
they were with real people, gave him no evidence of the existence of a real
world. Jody Smith was always available for the Thanksgiving Dance Com-
mittee and Operation Santa Claus, but did not submit himself, and was
somehow never proposed, for any chairmanship. In a word, he wasn’t
competition for anyone.

And he had gravitated to that same strange other — or no — world in what
might laughingly he called his business. He was a philatelist. He ran small
classified advertisements in the do-it-yourself and other magazines on a
contract basis, and handled the trickle of mail from his little den at home. He
made money at it. He also lost money at it. In the aggregate, he probably
lost more than he made, but not enough to jeopardize his small but
adequate and utterly predictable income.
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He had, from time to time, wanted this or that. He had never for a
moment needed anything. Eloise, for example — he had wanted her, or
perhaps it was to be married to her, but he hadn’t needed to. She helped
him with his business, typing out some of the correspondence from form
letters he had composed, and moistening stamp hinges. But he did not need
her help. He did not need her.
Not even when she left. For a while. Weeks, in fact. And even then at first

it was want, not need, and even then the want was to create some circum-
stance that would make her realize how wrong she had been. Then the
wants widened, somehow.
The television and the stamp hinges seemed after a time to be inadequate

to fill the long evenings or to occupy the silence of the house. When no hand
but his own moved anything about him, his hat would not go of itself into
the closet but remained on hall tables where he himself had put it. And
where at first he had rather admired himself for his cookery, for he was a
methodical, meticulous, and, as far as cookbooks were concerned, obedient
person, he began slowly to resent the kitchen and even the animal beneath
his belt which with such implacability drove him into it. It seemed to him a
double burden — that he should have to put in all that time before a meal,
and then have nothing ready until he prepared it himself.
To do things in order to make lunchtime come seemed ultimately enough,

more than enough, for a man to be burdened with. Then to have to do
things to make the lunch itself seemed an intolerable injustice.

These matters of convenience — and lack of it — grew into nuisances and
then, like the pebble in the shoe, like the inability to turn over even in the
most comfortable of beds, into sheer torture.

The breaking point came, oddly enough, not in the long night hours with the
empty bed beside his, nor in some dream wracked and disoriented morning,
but in the middle of an otherwise pleasant afternoon. He had just received
the new Scott’s catalogue, and wanted to compare something in it with the
1954 edition. He couldn’t find the 1954 edition, and he called out:
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»Eloise — «

The sound of his own voice, and of her name, made something happen like
the tearing of a membrane. It tore so completely, and with such suddenness
and agony, that he grunted aloud and fell back on the couch. He sat there
for a moment weaving, and his mouth grew crooked and his eyes pink, and
there came a warning sting at the very back of the roof of his mouth that
astonishingly informed him, as it hardly had since he was nine years old, that
he was about to cry.
He didn’t cry, beyond once whimpering, »Eloise?« in a soprano half-whi-

sper, then for a long time he sat silent and stunned, wondering numbly how
such a force could have remained coiled so tightly within him, undetected.

When he could, he began to take stock. It was a matter of weeks — six of
them, seven — since she had left, and not once had he examined his acts
and attitude. He had done nothing about locating her, though in that
department there was little to be done— he simply did not know where she
was. Her only relative was an ageing mother in a rest home out West, and
she certainly had not gone there. He had not destroyed her letter, but he
hadn’t re-read it either, nor thought about its contents. He hadn’t wanted to
think about these things, he now knew. He had thought ... he hadn’t needed
to.
He needed to now, and he did. The letter gave him nothing at first but a

feeling — not quite anger — more like a sullen distaste for himself. And one
more thing, slightest of handholds — she apparently, somehow or other,
knew George Noat.
And, on that slender evidence, he tore out of the house and got into his

car.

Nothing was the way it should be. The trail was not obscure. The taxi-driver
— Noat had said he was »an old buddy« — told him immediately where
Noat and his business were, and there were no obstacles to his finding the
place — it was within three blocks of the Elks’ Hall. The fact that never once
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in Elks or Lions or Rotary had he heard Noat’s name was only surprising, not
mysterious: such establishments as the Anything Shoppe look back, not
forward, and are not found on the lists of forward-looking organizations.

It was only in the subdued light of the shop(pe), with the old-fashioned
spring-swung doorbell still jangling behind him, that Jodham Swaine Smith
realized that, though intuition and evidence had brought him here, they had
not supplied him with the right thing to say.
»Mr. Noat!« he bleated urgently, and then dried up altogether.
The proprietor glanced up at him from his work, and said easily, »Oh, hi.

Give a hand here, will you?«
Annoyed, which was uncharacteristic of him, and simultaneously much

more timid than he ever remembered being, Jody Smith edged around the
counter. Noat was squatting before an inverted kitchen chair, painted flat
red, with a broken spoke and a split seat-board. »Just grab hold here«, he
invited. Smith took the legs as indicated and squeezed them together while
Noat drove in corrugated fasteners. »Nothing wrong with the chair«, said
Noat philosophically between hammer blows. »It’s people. People busted
this chair. As for fixing it, if people had sense enough to have four arms like
this thing has four legs, why, I wouldn’t have to call on my neighbours. You
like people?«
The direct question startled Smith; he had been about to interrupt, and

was only half following what the big man said.
He made a weak uncertain laugh, very like that of Sir Laurence in the Gra-

veyard Scene, and said, »Sure. Sure I do.«
He stood back while Noat turned the chair upright, set it on the counter

and measured the missing spoke with an ancient and frayed dressmaker’s
tape. »You got to make allowances«, Noat said to the tape. »This old thing’s
stretched, but you see I know just how much it’s stretched. 14 inches here is
14 and 17/32nds actual. That’s one way to make allowances. Then«, he went
on, laying the tape against a piece of square stock that was chuckled in a
highly individual wood lathe, »if the tape says 14 on the chair, and I mark it
the same 14 on the lumber, it comes out right and it makes no -- never mind
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what it is actual. People«, he said, rounding at last on Smith, who prepared
himself for some profound truth, »fret too much.«

Smith lived for a moment with that feeling one has when mounting ten
steps in the dark, then discovers there are only nine stairs. He grasped wildly
at what he thought the man had been talking about.
»People are all right. I mean, I like people.«
Noat considered this, or a turning chisel he had obviously made from an

old screwdriver, carefully. Smith could not stand the contemplative silence,
and ran on. »Why, I do everything for people. I join every club or lodge in
town that does any good for people, and I work hard at it. I guess I wouldn’t
do that if I didn’t like people.«
»You don’t do that for yourself.« It was, if a statement, agreement and a

compliment; if a question, a searching, even embarrassing one, calling for
more insight than Smith had or dared to have. It was voiced as a statement,
but so nearly as a question that Smith could not be sure. He was, however,
too honest a person to grasp at the compliment and if he rejected it, he
must be embarrassed, even insulted, and walk out ... but he couldn’t walk
out until he— »You knowmy wife, don’t you?«
»Sure do. A very nice little lady.«
He started the lathe. It made a very strange sound. The power looked like

that from an ancient upright vacuum cleaner. Reduction was accomplished
through gears that could only have come from one of those hand-operated
coffee mills that used, with their great urn-shaped hoppers and scroll-
spoked, cast-iron scarlet flywheels, to grace chain markets before they
became supered. The frame was that of a treadle operated sewing machine,
complete with treadle, which, never having been disconnected, now disap-
peared in a blur oscillation that transferred itself gently to everything in the
place. One could not see it, but it was therein the soles of the feet, in the
microscopic erection of the fibres in a dusty feather boa, in the way sun-cap-
tured dust motes marched instead of wandered. The lathe’s spur-centre
seemed to have been the business end of a planing attachment from some
forgotten drill press; it was chucked into a collet that seemed to have been
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handmade out of rock maple. The cup centre at the other end, turned freely
and true in what could be nothing else but a roller-skate wheel.
Noat set his ground-down screwdriver on the long tool rest, which was of

a size and massiveness that bespoke a history of angle-bracketship aboard a
hay wagon. On the white wood a whiter line appeared, and a blizzard of
fragrant dust appeared over Noat’s heavy wrists. He carried the tool along
the rest, and the whiter-upon-white became a band, a sheet. When he had
taken it from end to end, he stopped the machine. The wood was still
square, but with all its corners rounded. Smith tore his fascinated eyes away
from it and asked, wondering if Noat would still know what he was talking
about, »How did you happen to know her?«
»Customer.«
»Really?«
Noat squinted at the display window over the edge of his chisel. »Garlic

press«, he said, and pursed his lips. »Swedish cookie mold, by golly, she was
here seven times over that. Little lady really gets two bits out of each two
dozen pennies.« He laughed quietly; he had a good laugh. Smith’s solar
plexus contained a sudden vacuum at the mention of these homey, Eloise-y
things. »And the egg seperators — two hundred egg separators.«
»What? I never saw— «
»Yes, you did. You went away to some kind of convention, and when you

came back she’d done over the breakfast nook.«
»The textured wall !«
»Yeah, those mash-paper cushions they put between layers in an egg

crate. She cut and fit and put em up and painted em —what she say?«
He closed his eyes. »Flat purple with dull gold in the middle of each cup.«
»She never told me«, Smith informed himself aloud. »She said she’d ...

Well, I guess she didn’t actually say. But I got the idea she saved up from the
house money and had it done. She really did it herself?«
Noat nodded gravely.
»I wonder why she didn’t tell me«, Smith breathed.
»Maybe«, said George Noat, »she thought you might live with a textured

wall where you wouldn’t with egg separators.«
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There was a meaning here that he could not — would not — see, but that
he knew would come to him most distastefully later. He compressed his lips.
He had acquired too many things to think about in the last few minutes, and
at least two of them might be insults. He glanced doorward, and said in
farewell tones, » Well, I — « and then the handle of the chisel pressed into
his palm stopped him. » You go on with that, got to cook some glue.«
Smith stared with horror at the chisel. »Me run that machine? I never in

my life — «
The giant cupped a hand under his left armpit and propelled him to the

machine. »The one wonderful thing about a lathe, you couldn’t tell a
beginner’s first job from Chippendale’s last one. Don’t ever get all big-eyed
over beautiful work — chances are it was real easy to do. What I always say
is, a Duncan Phyfe is only a piccoloful of whiskey.«
»But — but— «
»Pull this chain, starts it. Rest your chisel here, cut light and slow at first.

Anytime you want to see what you’ve done or feel it, pull the chain again, it
stops. That’s all there is.«
He started the machine, took the chisel, and, under its travelling point,

the wood drew on a new garment of texture from end to end.
Timidly, Smith took back the chisel and nervously approached the

spinning wood. It touched, and he sprang back, but there was a new neat
ring around it. Fascinated, he tried it again, and again, and then looked up to
ask if that was right, but Noat had confidently retired to the other end of the
shop, where a disgraceful-looking glue pot sat upon a gas ring.
Nothing could have given him more assurance than to be trusted with the

job like this. For a while, then, he entered the magical, never-quite-to-be-
duplicated region of The First Time.
You may challenge the world to find anyone who runs a lathe and who

also forgets the first cut he ever made.

Disappointingly soon, the square wood was round; but then he realized joy-
fully that this would be a new spoke for the chair, and must come down
quite a bit more. He worked steadily and carefully, until at last his mind was
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able to watch it while it thought of other things as well — and it thought of
Eloise, thought of Eloise in a way unknown to it for oh ... oh, a long time; and
for such a brief while, too — there was something deeply sad about that.
The day — no, two days — before he had stumblingly asked her to marry
him, he had been in a drugstore, just like any other drugstore except for the
climactic fact that it was in her neighbourhood, the one she always went to,
her drugstore. He had walked in to get some cough drops and had suddenly
realized this incredible thing about the place — that she had many times
stood here, had bent over that showcase, had had that prim warm little
body cupped there by the padded swivel seats at the soda fountain. She had
smiled in this place. Her voice had vibrated the sliding glass over the vita-
mins, and her little feet must have lightly dotted the floor, from time to
time, just after it had been waxed.

And so it was with the Anything Shoppe ; her hand had danced the spring-
dangling doorbell, and she had bargained here and made plans, and counted
money and held it for a moment, while the three fine »thinking« furrows —
two long and one short — came between her eyebrows, and went quickly
leaving no mark. She had smiled in this place, and perhaps laughed; and here
she had thought of him.
Textured wall.
The turning wood had grown silky, and now seemed to be growing a

sheath of mist ... he withdrew the tool and stood watching it through the
blur until a bulky rectangular object on the tool rest distracted him. He
blinked, and saw it was a box of tissues. Gratefully he reached for one and
blew his nose and wiped his eyes. He gazed guiltily at Noat, but the big
man’s back was turned and he appeared to be totally absorbed in stirring his
stinking glue. Let’s not think about how he put the tissues there, or why ...
turn off the machine now.
George Noat found it not necessary to turn to him until he spoke:

»Getting a cold, I guess ... snff ... time of year. Mr. Noat have a look at this
now.«
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***

Noat lumbered back to the lathe and ran his hand along the piece. His hands
were those a prep-school boy might see from the windows of the school
bus, that a collegian with a school letter on the front of his sweater might
see manipulating the mysteries under a car. One seldom noticed the skill of
such hands, but ingrained black was dirt and dirt was, vaguely, »them«, not
»us«. The idea does cling, oh yes it does, ingrained, too. Yet for all his dist-
ress in this moment, Smith was able to notice how the great grainy leather-
brown hand closed all around the stainless new wood, was intimate with it
from end to end, left not a mark. To Smith it was an illumination, to see such
a hand live so with purity. All this subliminal; still before his stinging eyes
was the mist of hurting, and he said aloud, »she left me«.

»That’s just fine«, said George Noat. He must have meant one thing or the
other — probably he meant ... for he was taking up the red chair. He lifted it
high and hung it casually on the handle of a scythe, which, in turn, hung to
the beam overhead. An unbroken rung of the chair thereby lay at his eye
level. He started the lathe, and with four sure sweeps and five confident
pauses, he duplicated the unbroken rung complete to its dowelled ends. He
stopped the machine, slapped away collet and tailstock and tried the new
rung for size. Freehand, with a heyhole saw, he cut away excess at the tips.
It fitted. He took it to the glue pot, dipped the ends, returned and set it in
place; then, with simultaneous blows right and left, he drove it home. A war
surplus quartermaster’s canvas belt plus a suitcase clasp of the over centre
type formed a clamp for it. He left it where it hung, and in his strange way
— he seemed never to move quickly, but all the same, could loom up over a
man in a rush— he rounded on Smith.
»You want her back?«
»Oh God«, said Jody Smith softly, »I do.«
»Hmp.« Noat moved to the other end of the counter and gingerly capped

the hot glue pot. »You need her«, Smith thought he said.
Smith frowned. »Isn’t that what I just said?«
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Jody Smith’s quick petulance evaporated as quickly as it had formed; he
found himself fumbling for whatever it was this creature seemed to mean,
or almost meant. »I said I want her back.«
»I know. You didn’t say you need her.«
»It’s the same thing.«
»No, it ain’t.«
Half angry, half amused, Smith said, » Oh come on, now. Who’d split hairs

about a thing like that?«
»Some people might.« He paused, looking at a piece of junk he pulled

from a box. »Gorwing, he would.«
»Gorwing, he won’t«, said Smith with asperity. »Look, I don’t want this

talked all over with the likes of that Gorwing.«
Noat gave a peculiar chuckle. »Gorwing wouldn’t talk about it. He’d just

know.«
»I don’t get you. He’d just — know? Know what?«
»If you should want something. Or need it.«
Smith wagged his head helplessly. »I never know when you’re kidding.«
»This thing«, said Noat soberly, staring at the object in his hand — it

seemed to be the ring-shaped, calibrated »card« from a marine compass —
»got three hundred and sixty degrees on it. More than any college graduate
in the country.« Without moving anything but his eyes, he regarded Smith.
»Am I kidding?«
In spite of himself, Smith felt moved to laughter. »I don’t know.« Sobering

then, and anxious, »Have you any idea where she might have— «
»I really couldn’t say«, interjected the proprietor. »Here’s Gorwing.«
»Oh, for God’s sake«, Smith muttered.

Gorwing banged in, stopped, stared at Smith. He passed his hand over his
eyes and muttered »Oh, for God’s sake.«
Then both men turned to Noat, redly regarding his sudden burst of mer-

riment.
»You settin’ on a feather?« rasped Gorwing.
»Just listening to the echoes«, answered Noat, grinning.



Theodore Sturgeon / IT'S SO QUIET IN THIS TOWN -- 70

Then a quick concern enveloped his features. He leaned forward and
watched Gorwing bend his head, gingerly touch the back of his neck. »What
is it — him?«
»Him?« Gorwing glanced insultingly at Smith. »Him, too, you might say.

You do anything?«
» What do you want?« asked Noat.
»Let’s take a ride.«
Noat, too, glanced at Smith, but not with insult. » Sure«, he said. »Go on

out to the car. Be with you soon’s I...got something to finish.«
Gorwing glanced inimically at Smith again. »Don’t waste no time, now«,

he said, and slung out.
Smith made a relieved and disgusted sighing sound like zhe-e-e-e| and

shrugged like shuddering. Noat came round the counter and stood close, as
if his proximity could add a special urgency to what he had to say.
»Mister Smith, you want to see your wife again? You want her to come

back?«
»I told you— «
»I believe you, especially now. Some other time we’ll talk about it all you

want. Now if you want to get her back, you go with Gorwing, hear? You
drive him where he wants to.«
»Me? Not on your life! I want no part of it, and I bet neither does he.«
»You just tell him, it’s with you or not at all; you tell him so.«
»Look, I think— «
»Please, Mister Smith, don’t think; not now- — there isn’t time. Just get

out there.«
»This is the craziest thing I ever heard of.«
»You’re absolutely right.« Noat physically turned Smith around and faced

him to the door. Outside, a horn blared. The sound seemed to loop and lock
lasso-like round the confused and upset Smith. He allowed it to pull him
outside. He might then have been frightened if he had been given a chance
to think, but Gorwing roared at him : »Where’s G-Note?«
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»You come in my car or not at all«, Smith parrotted, his voice far more
harsh than he had intended. He then marched to his car, got in and started
the motor.
Livid, Gorwing sprang out of the other car. »G-Note!« he bawled at the

unresponsive store front, then cursed and ran to Smith’s car and slammed
inside.
»Whose stupid idea was this?« he snarled.
White and shaken, but, feeling that in some way he had already tipped

over the lip of some long slide, Smith said, »Not mine. You going some pla-
ce?«
Gorwing hunched back against the door, as far from Smith as he could

get. »You know the Thruway exit southbound?«
» All right.«
He turned out into the street and right at the main avenue.

Once or twice he glanced at his passenger, the slick black hair, the fevered
dark eyes, the lips ever curled back from the too sharp, too-white teeth. It
was a tormented, dangerous kind of face, and the posture — this had been
true as he had seen Gorwing stand, walk, turn, sit — was always one of
imminent attack, like some small furious cornered animal.
He knew a short cut just here, and was on it before he quite realized he

had come so far. He swung the wheel abruptly and turned into Midland
Avenue, and from the corner of his eye, seemed to see the feral silhouette
of his passenger sink and disappear. Astonished, he glanced at Gorwing, to
find him bent almost double, his hands clasping the back of his neck, his
eyes screwed shut.
»You feel sick?« He applied the brakes.

Gorwing unlaced the fingers behind his neck and, without opening his eyes,
freed a hand for some violent semaphore. »Just drive«, came his strained,
hissing whisper. Puzzled beyond bearing, Smith drove. Was Gorwing in pain?
Or — could this be it — was he hiding? Who from? There was a football field
and a high school on the left, a row of houses — mostly nurses’ residences
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for the nearby hospital — on the right. No one seemed to be paying special
attention to the car.
Two blocks further on Gorwing slowly sat up.
»You all right now?«
In a very, very quiet voice, a deathly, a deadly voice, Gorwing spoke. He

tipped the side of his mouth toward Smith as he spoke, but stared straight
ahead. He said, »Don’t you éver drive me near the hospital. Not ever.«
Crazy as a coot, thought Smith. »Nobody told me.«
»I’m telling you.«
They came to the underpass and crossed beneath the Thruway, and

Gorwing came out of himself enough to lean forward and scan the road and
the sides of the road, ahead. Suddenly he pointed. »There he is. Pull over
there.«

Smith saw a young man in a grimy flannel suit and a white sport shirt, stan-
ding on the grassy shoulder just by the Thruway exit. There was a suitcase
with a broken clasp on the grass by his feet. Smith pulled off the pavement
and stopped.
The man picked up his suitcase and came toward them, trying to smile.

»Give us a lift into town?«
Gorwing’s tongue darted out to wet his lips, and his eyes seemed to grow

even brighter. He waited until the man was abreast of the car, was even
elevating his suitcase to let it precede him into the back seat, then sprang
out and, chest arched, eyes flaming, blocked the man. »Lift hell«, he snarled,
»this town wouldn’t give a cup o’ water to he likes of you. Don’t you set foot
in it. We don’t wancha.«
The stranger slitted his eyes. »Now wait, Mac, you wait a minute here.

Who the hell you think you are? You own this — «
»Git«, said Gorwing, and his voice descended to something like the his-

sing, strained note that Smith had heard in the car. He mouthed his words
— spittle ran suddenly from the corner of his mouth. As he spoke he
walked, and as he walked the other man backed away. »You gawd... damn
junkie ... you think you can come here and pick up a fix, well this place is cold
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turkey for you and you‘d better be on your way out of it, never mind who I
am, I killed a man once.«
The man tried to shout him down, but Gorwing kept talking, kept

crouching forward. »We’re stayin’ right here to see you walk up the pike or
down the pike or hitch a ride, I don’t care which way, an’ don’t think you can
slide into town without my knowin’, I got guys spotted all over town and
your life ain’t worth a bar o’ soap if you so much as show your face let alone
tryin’ to find a pusher. There ain’t no pusher an’ if you meet another gawd
damn hophead you can pass the word — « but it was pointless to go on;
suitcase and all, the man had turned by then and fled. Gorwing put his
thumbs in his belt and watched the hitch-hiker, white-faced, scampering to
the northbound lane. Then Gorwing sighed, and turned tiredly back to the
car.
»What a blistering«, breathed the thunderstruck Smith as Gorwing got in

and fell back on the seat. »Who was that?«
»Never saw him before in my life«, said Gorwing absently.
With great tenderness he touched the back of his neck. He looked at

Smith by rolling his fevered eyes, as if the neck were too tender to disturb. »I
never killed a man«, he said. »I just say that to scare em.«
A thousand questions pressed on Smith’s tongue, but he swallowed all

but, » You want to go back now?«
»How’s our li’l buddy doing?«
Smith peered down the ramp. Through the underpass, he could see the

grimy-white of the hitchhiker’s clothes. »He’s still — no wait, I think he’s got
a lift.«
Gorwing joined him in peering. They saw a green Dodge slow and stop,

and the man climb in. »And good riddance«, murmured Gorwing.
»I don’t think he’ll be back«, said Smith, for something to say.
»He’ll wish he didn’t if he does«, said Gorwing, so offhandedly that Smith

knew the man, the episode, the whole subject was leaving Gorwing’s mind;
and in a way this was the most extraordinary part of this inexplicable epi-
sode, for Smith knew that he himself would never forget it. Gorwing said,
»Drive.«
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Smith made a slightly illegal turn and got the car headed back toward town.
When he saw the yellow and black HOSPITAL ENTRANCE — 500 FEET sign,
he turned left and went into a long detour. Gorwing sat abstractedly, and
Smith was certain he had not noticed the special effort he was making, until
they turned back again on to Midland Avenue, well past, and Gorwing said,
»Hospitals, they give me the creeps.«
»Me, too«, said Smith, remembering a tonsillectomy when he was four-

teen — his only contact with the healing arts in all his life. Gorwing laughed
at him— a singularly unpleasant and mirthless laugh. Anything in Smith that
was about to formulate conversation — maybe even a question out of his
vast perplexity — dried up. Smith’s petulant pink underlip protruded, and he
drove without speaking until they pulled up in front of the Anything Shoppe.
Smith had never been so glad to see anything in his life. He had had, as of
now, exactly all he could take of this man.
He swung his door open but »Oh, hell«, Gorwing said. He said it in the

tones of a man who has conducted a theatre party in from the suburbs and
finds, under the marquee, that he has forgotten the tickets. In spite of him-
self, »What’s the matter?« asked Smith.
»Shut up«, said Gorwing. Suddenly he closed his eyes and said again, »Oh

hell.« Then he opened his eyes and snapped, »Get goin’. Quick.«
Reflexively Smith shut the door, then demanded of himself why? Argu-

mentatively he asked, »Where do you want to go?«
»Move, will ya?« He waved vaguely toward Hook Mountain. »Up that way.

I’ll tell you.«
»I don’t see— «
Gorwing’s words tumbled out so fast they were almost indistinguishable.

»Dammit you want somebody should be dead it’s your fault you didn’t jump
when I said jump now drive!«

The car was started and heading north before Smith was aware of it, so
stunned was he by this hot spurt of language. When a man speaks like that,
you want to throw your hands up over your face as if you had seen raging
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heat through sudden cracks in something you knew, too late, might
explode.
A mile later Smith asked timidly, »What do you mean, dead?«
»Your place«, Gorwing growled, directing, not responding.
They wheeled into the private road and up the hill. Dead? My Place? Smith

was terrified. »Listen— «
»You got any rope?« Gorwing snapped.
»Rope?« Smith repeated stupidly. He went into his own driveway in a

power-slide; he hadn’t known he could drive like that. »No, I haven’t got any
rope. What — «
»Oh, you wouldn’t«, spat Gorwing. »Chains. You got tyre chains?«
»I don’t — yes. In the trunk.« He braked to a slithering stop in the turna-

round. Gorwing was out of the car while it was still sliding, and tugging at
the trunk lid. He roared to find it locked. Smith tumbled out with the keys
and opened it. Gorwing flung him aside in his dive as he clawed through the
trunk, throwing tyre iron, jack pedestal, a can of hydraulic fluid behind him
like a digging dog. The chains were in a cloth sack; he up-dumped the sack,
shook out the chains, hooked the end of one into the end of the other,
draped them over his shoulder and sprinted down toward the house.
»Wait you — «, gasped Smith, and trotted after him. Gorwing passed the

house and plunged across the lower lawn into the woods, Smith after him,
already panting.
»Hey, watch yourself, that’s full of poison ivy back there!«
Gorwing was already out of sight in the rank woods below the house.

Stumbling, gasping, Smith floundered after him, until he came to the edge
of the cliff that overlooked the broad Hudson. At this point it was sheer
about a hundred feet, then slanted down and away in a mass of weed-
grown rubble almost to the railroad tracks. For a moment he thought
Gorwing must have plunged straight over the edge, but then he saw him
working his way along the ragged brink to the right.
»Hang on! Hang on!« Gorwing yelled. Totally perplexed Smith looked

around him for whatever it was he was supposed to hang on to and failed to
find it. He shrugged and stumbled after the man. Gorwing kept bellowing to
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hang on. Suddenly Smith saw him fall to his knees and crawl to the
crumbling lip of the precipice. He yelled again, then moved on a couple of
feet and hooked a free end of the tyre chains to itself around the trunk of a
foolhardy pine tree with a ten-inchbole, which grew bravely at the lip of
disaster.

At last, Smith reached Gorwing, who had hunkered down with his back to
the tree. He had described the man to himself before as fevered — he now
looked sick as well; there was a difference. »What are you— «
Gorwing motioned toward the drop. »You’ll have to do it. I can’t stand

high places.«
»Do what?«
Gorwing pointed again. Smith heard a weak bleating sound that seemed

to come from everywhere. But it was specifically outward that Gorwing had
pointed. So he fell to his knees and crawled to the edge and looked over.
Eight or ten feet below him he saw the chalk-white, tearstreaked face of a

thirteen- or fourteen-year-old boy. The child was hanging by his hands to a
protruding root, which angled so sharply downward that it was clear no grip
could last too long on it. The boy’s toes were dug into loose earth, a fresh
damp scar of which surrounded his feet and, widening, showed where to his
left a ledge had fallen away. To his right was rock, almost sheer, and without
a handhold.
»Hang on!« yelled Smith, at least half again as loud and urgently as

Gorwing had. He caught up the end of the chain and lowered it carefully
down. At its fullest extent it reached about to the boy’s belt-line. Smith
looked at Gorwing, who looked back out of sick black eyes. »You got to«, he
said in strained tones, »I tell you I can’t. I just can’t.«
Smith, whose usual activities involved nothing more strenuous than

stamp tongs, found himself on his stomach, hanging his legs over, hunting
wildly with his toes for the rungs formed by the crosslinks of the tyre chain.
Then he was stepping down, while the earth and grass of the edge rose up
and obscured Gorwing like some crazy inverted theatre curtain.
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»Hang on«, he said, and was startled when the boy answered, »Okay ...«
because that remark had been for himself.
Tyre chains may be roughly the size and shape of a small adder, but they

take unkindly to it. The rungs roll and their parts pinch, and the whole thing
swings and bends alarmingly ; you know they won’t break, but do they? Too
soon the next rung under his seeking foot just — wasn’t, and he withdrew
the foot from nothing-at-all and stood on the last crosslink, gulping air. He
was then of a mind to freeze to his shaky perch and stay there until
somebody else figured a way out, but there came a whimper nearby and he
saw clods and stones spin sickeningly down and away from the boy’s toes.
He glanced at the boy’s face, saw and would forever see the muddy

pallor, the fear-bulged eye, the lips gone whiter than the tanned checks. The
youngster’s foothold was gone, and only his grip on the slanted root held
him. Afterward, Smith was to reflect that, if the kid had been standing on
anything solid, he would never in life have been able to figure out a way to
bring him in; but now he had to, so he did.
»Lift your foot!« he screamed. »Give me your foot!«

The foot was already dangling, but for an endless, mindless moment the boy
stretched downward with it, trying to make a toehold if he could not find
one; then Smith screamed again, and the boy brought the foot up slowly,
shakily ... and he said, »My hands, I can’t ...« but then Smith had the foot,
leaning far sidewise to get it; he lifted it, thrust it through the last »rung«
down to the knee. One more reach, and he had the skinny upper arm in a
grip that astonished both of them. »Let go«, he panted, and the boy let go; it
may well be that he could not have held on any longer to the root if he had
wanted to. With the release, the chains swung nauseatingly sidewise; with
one hand Smith ground steel into his own flesh, with the other drove flesh
into the arm-bone; but he had the boy, now, thrust the arm through the
next rung. »Hold with your arms, not your hands«, he said through his teeth.
When they stopped swinging, Smith freed his hand from the boy’s biceps.

It took a concentrated effort, so clamped, so cramped, was his hysterical
hand. »Now rest«, he said to both, for both of them. The boy kept whimpe-
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ring, a past-tears meaningless, habitual kind of sound, dry and probably
unfelt.
Some measureless time later he helped the boy get his other leg into the

little twisted square of chain, so that he sat and whimpered, while Smith
stood and panted, for however long it took to be able to think again. Then
Smith had the boy stand up inside the circle of his arms, and climb until his
buttocks were at the level of Smith’s chest. Then they climbed together,
Smith urging the boy to sit back on him when he had to, half lifting him
when they got the strength and the courage, each interminable time, to try
another rung. And when at last the boy tumbled up and over and was, by
Gorwing, snatched back from the edge, Smith had to stop achingly and
wearily ponder out what had happened to the weight and presence of him,
before he could go on.
Gorwing snatched him, too, away from the edge, where he lay laughing

weakly.
»You«, said Gorwing darkly, »you real gutsy.«
»Me?«
»I couldn’t. Not ever, I could never do that.« He made a sudden vague

gesture, startling in its aimlessness, a jolting contrast to his vulpine appea-
rance and harsh voice. »I never had much guts.«
Smith held his peace, as does one in the presence of evidence too great

for immediate speculation. He thought of Gorwing standing up to him about
the hundred-dollar fare, and of Gorwing ravening, tearing, lashing out at the
hitch-hiking dope addict. Yet there was no mistaking his sincerity in what he
said — nor in this frank compliment to him, Smith — a man who had, up
until now, stimulated only open disgust. He promised himself he would think
about it later. He said to the boy, »How do you feel, kid?«
»Gee, all right.« The boy shuddered. » Ain’t going to do that again.«
»What were you doing?«
»Aw. Bunch of Nyack kids, they bet nobody could climb the cliff. I didn’t

say nothing, but I thought I could, so I tried it.«
Smith stood up, held gingerly to the tree trunk and peered over. »Where

are they?«
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»Oh gosh, I wouldn‘t try it when anyone’s around. I just wanted to see if I
could before I opened my trap about it.«
»So no one knew you were there!«
The boy grinned shakily. »You did.«
Gorwing and Smith shared a glance; to Smith it meant nothing, but

Gorwing rose abruptly and barked, »Let’s get out of here.« Smith sensed his
sudden desire to change the subject, just as he sensed the impact of the
boy’s refusal to change the subject: »Hey, how did you know I was there?«
Gorwing half turned; Smith thought he sensed that glance again, but

when he tried to meet it it was gone. »Heard you yellin’«, Gorwing said gruf-
fly.
»I live right here«, said Smith. It satisfied the boy completely, but for the

very first time Smith saw Gorwing look astonished. Yes, and in a way plea-
sed.

***

They stopped at his house for something cool to drink, and then got in the
car to return to Nyack; the boy said he lived on Castle Heights Avenue. There
was surprisingly little talk. Neither Gorwing nor Smith seemed to know how
to talk to a thirteen year-old — a rare talent, at best, rare even among thir-
teen-year-olds — yet what occupied Smith’s mind could hardly be discussed
in his presence.
Gorwing. This rough, mad strange, unpredictable Gorwing. You couldn’t

like him; and Smith knew he did not. Yet through him, with him, Smith had
shared something new — new, yes, and rich. He had ... it was as if he had
had a friend for a moment there, working so dangerously together ... and
the work was for someone else ; that had something to do with it ...
Friend ... Smith knew many people, and he had no enemies, and so he had

thought he had had friends; but for a moment now he got a glimpse of the
uncomfortable fact that he had no friends. Never had. Even ... even Eloise.
. Husband and wife they were, lovers they had been — hadn’t they? —

but could he honestly say that he and Eloise had ever been friends?
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He sank for a moment into a viscous caldron of scalding loneliness.
Eloise ...
»Hey.« Gorwing’s harsh note crashed into his reverie. »How we get this

young feller to keep his mouth shut?«
»Me?« said the boy.
»You better keep your mouth shut, that’s all«, said Gorwing ominously.
Smith had no experience in talking to boys, but he could see this was the

wrong tack. The kid was edging away from Gorwing, and his eyes were too
wide. Smith said quickly, »He’s right. I don’t know your mother, sonny, but
I’d say she’d be worried sick if you told her the story. Or maybe just mad.«
»Yeah, maybe.« He looked warmly at Smith, them timidly at Gorwing.

»Yeah, I guess you’re right... Can’t I tell nobody?«
»I’d as soon you didn’t.«
»Well, anything you say«, said the boy. He swallowed and said again,

»Anything ...« and then, »That’s my house. The white one.«

Smith stopped well away from the house. » Hop out, so no one sees you in
the car. So long.«
»So long.« The boy walked away a slow pace, then turned back. »I don’t

even know your names.«
»Delehanty«, said Smith. And Gorwing said solemnly, » Me, too.«
»Well«, said the boy uneasily, »well, thanks, then« and moved toward the

white house.
Smith backed into a nearby driveway and headed back toward the shop.
Gorwing said truculently, » How come you covered for me like that?«
»I had the idea you wanted it that way. Up on the cliff I got that idea.«
»Yeah ... You know all the time what people want?«
»I don’t think«, said Smith slowly, with a frankness that stung his eyes, »I

ever tried before.«

They rolled along for what seemed a long, companionable moment. Then
Smith added, »You don’t always help people out for money, do you?«



Theodore Sturgeon – Kapitel 5 : Need 81

Gorwing shrugged, rolled down his window, and spat. »Only when I can
get it. Oh man, could I use some about now.«
»This«, said Smith bitterly, »is my taxicab this time.«
»Oh, I wasn’t asking you for nothing. You watch yourself, Smith. I’m no

panhandler.«
Smith drove self-consciously, carefully. He knew his face was pink, and he

hated himself for it. He wondered if he ay say anything to this madman
without makjng him angry. Angrier. He asked, without malice, »What would
you do with money?«
»Get drunk«, said Gorwing, and immediately glanced at Smith’s face. »Oh

my God«, he said disgustedly, »he believes me. I never drink anything ...
What would I do with money?« he mused. »‘Pends how much. Now there’s a
couple, the old man is dying. I mean, he can’t last, not much more. The
woman, she stays by him every minute, don’t go out even to buy food.
Somebody don’t go to the store for ’em, throw’em a couple skins now and
then, they... oh, you wouldn’t know.«
No, Smith wouldn’t know. He had never been in need or in danger, before

today. Turning into Midland Avenue, he glanced down a side street toward
the river, where the wide lawned pleasant houses gave way to the shabby-
decent, the tenement, the shack. He had never done that before, not to see
them. And then, the need you could see, starting with the shacks, was,
when you came to think about it, surely not all the need there was; need
comes in so many colours and kinds. He brought the thought back up to the
crisp-tended, tree-shaded homes on the Avenue and wondered what it was
like to live in this world instead of — of whatever it was he had been doing.

He stopped in front of the Anything Shoppe, and they got out. »Here«,
Smith said. He took out his wallet and found a twenty-dollar bill. He looked
at Gorwing and suddenly took out the ten, too— all he had with him.
Gorwing did not thank him. He took the money and said, »Well, all right!«

and marched off.
Smith was still wagging his head as he entered the shop.
»I know how you feel«, said G-Note, grinning.
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»What is he?«
G-Note grunted. »I never did really know, myself.«
»I never thought I’d say this, but I sort of like him.« Smith was feeling very

warm inside about all this.

Oddly enough, the remark brought no smile this time. »I don’t know if you
can really like Gorwing«, said Noat thoughtfully. »He sometimes ... but
anyway, tell me what happened.«
Smith related his afternoon. Noat nodded sagely. »Junkies«, he nodded at

one point. »He can’t stand em. Runs ’em out of town every time.«
At the end of his story, Smith told him about the money. »Is that on the

level, Mr. Noat? Or will he just go on a toot?«
»No, it’s on the level. If he keeps out any for himself, it‘ll be what he

barely needs.«
»Doesn’t he have a job or something?«
Noat shook his big head. »No job. No home, not what you might call a

place of his own. Moves around all the time, furnished rooms, back of the
poolhall, here in the shop sometimes. I don’t think he ever leaves town,
though.«
»Mr. Noat, how does he do it?«
Noat cocked his head on one side. »Didn’t you ask him?«
Smith laughed weakly. »No.« Then, with a sudden surge of candor», Tell

you the truth, I was afraid to.«
»Tell you the truth, I’m afraid to, too«, said Noat. »He ... well, between you

and me, I think he thinks he’s some sort of freak. Or, anyway, he’s afraid
people will think that. He never lets anybody get close to him. He always
does what he can to hide how he does what he does. Usually by blowing up
in your face.«
»He must ... he seems to do a lot of good.«
»Yes ...« There was a reservation in the ugly man’s voice.
»Well, doggone it, what is it he does?«
»He, well, hears when somebody needs something, or maybe you might

say smells it. I don’t know. I don’t know as I care much, except it works.
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Heck, you don’t have to know how everything works — by the time you did,
you’d be too old to work it.« He turned away, and Smith thought for a
moment he had closed the subject, but he said, without turning around,
»Only thing I’m sure of, he knows the difference between wanting some-
thing and needing it.«
»Want... you asked me thatI«
»I did. I asked Gorwing, too, although maybe you don’t remember.«
»Eloise ... you mean he’d know whether I — need her, or just want her?

Him?«
Noat chuckled. »Feels like a sort of invasion of privacy, doesn’t it? It is and

it isn’t ... what he knows, however he knows it, it isn’t like anyone else
knowing it. That Gorwing ... but he does a lot of good, you know.«
»I don’t doubt it.«
»Calla Pincus, she thinks he’s some sort of saint.«
»Who’s she?«
»Girl he — well, she was going to kill herself one time, and he stopped

her. She’d do anything for him. So would the Blinker — he’s kind of a
poolhall rat — and there’s old Sarge, that’s a track walker for the West Side
Line ... I mean, he has sort of a raggle-taggle army, all through the town,
that’ve learned to ask no questions and jump to do what he says. Some-
times for pay. And Doc Tramble, and one of the teachers at the high school
and ... and me, I guess — «
»And mme.«
Noat laughed. »So welcome to the fold.«
»All these years in this town«, Smith marvelled, »and I never guessed this

was going on. Mr. Noat ... does he know where my wife is?«
»Did you ask him?«
Smith shook his head. »Somehow I ... I was afraid to ask him that, too.«
»You better. You need her — you know that and I do and he does. I think

you should ask him. . Now can I ask you something?«
»Oh, sure.«
»You never went to the police or anything. How come?«
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Smith looked down at his hands and closed them, then his eyes. He said in a
low voice, »I guess because ... You know, she said to me, whatever had
happened, she still wanted me to be happy. I imagine I wanted the same
thing for her. It was something she had to do; I didn’t think I should stop
her.«
»But you’re looking now.«
»Not with police.«
»Hey, he’s coming. Ask him. Go ahead — ask him.« Smith turned eagerly

to the door as Gorwing banged in.
»Hi!« He felt warm, friendly — pleasurably scared — anticipatory.

Gorwing utterly ignored him.
Noat frowned briefly and said, »Hey boy. Smitty there, he’s got something

to ask you.«
»He has?« Gorwing did not even look around.
Smith hesitated, then caught Noat’s encouraging nod.
Timidly, he asked, »Mr. Gorwing ... do you know where my wife is?«
Gorwing flicked him with a black glance and showed his white teeth.

»Sure.« Then he turned his full cruel smile on Smith and said, »She don’t
need you.«
Smith blinked as if something had flashed before his eyes. His mouth was

dry inside, and outside shivery. He wanted to say something but could not.
Noat growled, »That ain’t what he asked you, Gorwing. He says do you

know where she is.«
»Oh sure«, said Gorwing easily, and grinned again. »She got a cold-water

walk-up over on High Avenue, along with the guy she’s livin’ with.«
Smith had never in his life physically attacked anyone, but now he grun-

ted, just as if he had been kicked in the stomach, and rushed Gorwing. He
struck out, a wild, round, unpracticed blow, but loaded with hysteria and
hate. It never reached Gorwing, but planted itself instead in the region of
Noat’s left shoulder blade, for Noat, moving with unbelievable speed for so
large a man, had vaulted the counter and come between them. He came,
obviously, not to protect anyone, but to launch his own attack. »You lousy
little rat, you didn’t have to do that. Now you get out of here«, he rumbled,
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as with one hand he opened the door and with the other literally threw
Gorwing outside. Gorwing tried to keep his balance but could not; he fell
heavily, rolled, got up. His face was so white his black hair looked almost
blue ; still he grinned. Then he was gone.
Noat closed the door and came to Smith. »So now you know.«
» El — Eloise is ...« and he began to cough.
» Oh, not that! I mean, now you know about Gorwing. How can you figure

it? All he does is take care of what people need ... and there’s no kindness in
him.«
»Eloise is — «
»Your wife is taking care of an old sick man who’ll be dead any time now.«
»Who ?« Smith cried, agonized. »What old man?«
»That you just gave the money for.«
»I’ve got to find her«, whispered Smith, and then heard what Noat had

said.
»You mean — that old man? Wh— why, he told me it was an old couple!«

»I bet he didn’t.«
»You! You know where she is! You knew all the time.«
Noat spread his hands unhappily. »You never asked me.« Smith’s scorn

made him appear a sudden four inches taller. »Quit playing games !«
»Okay ... okay.« The big man looked completely miserable. »I just didn’t

want to hurt you, that’s all.« At Smith’s sharp look, he said »Honest. Honest
... Gorwing, he’s right you know. She doesn’t need you. I wish you didn’t
make me tell you that. I’m sorry.« He went back behind the counter, as if he
could comfort himself with the tools, the clutter back there.
»You better tell me the whole thing«, whispered Smith.

»Well ... she, Mrs. Smith I mean, she came to me that day. She was all ...
mixed up. I don’t think she meant to spill anything, but she sort of... couldn’t
hold it.« He put up a swift hand when Smith would have interrupted. »Wait,
I’m telling this all wrong. What I’m trying to say, she came here because she
just didn’t know where else to go to. She said something about ‘Anything
Shoppe’; she wanted to know if ‘anything’ meant . . anything. She said she



Theodore Sturgeon / IT'S SO QUIET IN THIS TOWN -- 86

had to have a job, something to do. She said never mind the money, just
enough to scrape along, but something to do; that’s what she needed.«
»What she needed.«
»I know what you’re thinking. Yeah, Gorwing knew she needed some-

thing, and just what it was, too... y’see«, he said earnestly, »he’s always
right. Even the lousy things he does sometimes, they’re always right. Or at
least ... theres always a reason.« He stopped, as if to ponder it out for him-
self.
»Look«, said Smith, suddenly, painfully kneading his cheeks, »Whatever it

is you have to tell me, tell me. I’m all mixed up ... and ... and where is she?«
Then he opened his blue eyes very wide — oddly like those of the boy he
had saved on the cliff, when Gorwing had frightened him — and said
piteously, »You mean she really doesn’t need me? Gorwing was right?«
G-Note crouched over, elbows on the counter, his big hands holding each

other in front of him. He said, »What she needed, what she needed more
than anything in the world, she needed something to take care of. You —
well, she tried to take care of you, but — Don’t you see what I mean ?«

There was silence for a long time. Smith felt that somehow, if he could pull
together the churned-up pieces of his mind, he might be able to turn it to
this, make some sense out of it. He tried very hard, and at last was able to
say, » You mean, when you come right down to it, there... was never very
much for her to do for me.«
»Oh, you got it. You got it. You ... well, she told me some things. She cried,

I guess she didn’t mean to say anything, but I guess — she just had to. She
said you could cook better’n she could.«
»What?«
»Well, things you liked to eat, you could. And those were all the things you

ever wanted. She took care of the house, but you’d a done just the same
things if she wasn’t there. She never felt she really had to.«
»But this old man—who’s he?«
»One of Gorwing’s ... you know. Gorwing found him down by the tracks.

Sick, wore out. Needing somebody to take care of him — needing it, you
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see? Not for long ... Doc Tramble, he says he don’t know how the old fellow
hung on this long.«
»God«, said Smith, stinging with chagrin, »is that what she needed? Maybe

I should be dying— she’d be happy with me then.«
»Ah, knock that off. She’s only like most people, she has to make a diffe-

rence to somebody. She makes a difference to that old man, and she knows
it.«
»She made a difference to me«, whispered Smith, and then something lit

up inside him. He stared at Noat. »But she never knew it.« Suddenly he
leaped to his feet, walked up, walked back, sat again bolt upright, holding
himself as if he were full of coiled springs. »What’s the matter with me? You
know what I did, I said she had somebody with her while I was at the Elks’
that night, you know, the night you picked me up in the car. That’s why she
left.« He hit himself on the forehead with sharp knuckles. »I know she didn’t
have anyone, she wouldn’t! So what made me think of it? Why all of a
sudden did I have to think of it, and even when I knew I was wrong, why did
I have to go for her, curse at her, call her names the way I did, till she had to
leave ... why ?« he shouted.
»You really want me to tell you?« Then Noat looked away from Smith’s

frantic, twisted face and shook his head. »I don’t know«, he said carefully, »I
only know what I think, I don’t know everything ... I don’t know you very
much. All right?«
»I understand that. Go ahead.«

»Well, then.« Noat watched his big brown hands press and slide on the
counter until they squeaked, as if they had ideas under them and could
express the words by squeezing. He raised them and looked under them
and folded them and looked at Smith. »You hear a lot of glop«, he said care-
fully, about infantile this and adult that, and acting like a grownup. I’ve
thought a lot about that. Like how you’ve got to be adult about this or that
arrangement with people or the world or your work or something. Like
they’d say you never had an adult relationship with the missus. Don’t get
mad! I don’t mean — well, hell, how adult is two rabbits? I don’t mean the
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sex thing.« He opened his hands to look for more words, and folded them
again. »Most people got the wrong idea about this ‚adult‘ business, this
‚grownup’ thing they talk about but don’t think about. What I’m trying to
say, if a thing is alive, it changes all the time. Every single second it changes,
it grows or rots or gets bigger or grows hair in its armpits or puts out buds
or sheds its skin or something, but when a thing is living, it changes.« He
looked at Smith, and Smith nodded. He went on:
»What I think about you, I think somewhere along the line you forgot

about that, that you had to go on changing. Like when you’re little, you keep
getting bigger all the time, you get promoted in school; you change; good.
But then you get out, you find your spot, you got your house, your wife,
your kind of work, then there’s nothing around you any more says you have
to change. No class to get promoted to. No pants grown too small. You
think you can stop now, not change any more.« Noat shook his craggy head.
»Nothing alive will stand for that, Smitty.«
»Well, but why did I think she ... why did I say that about — some man

with her, all that?«
Noat shrugged. »I don’t know all about you«, he said again. »Just sort of

guessing, but suppose you’d stopped, you know, living. Something’s going
to kick up about that. It don’t have to make a lot of sense; just kick up. Get
mad about something. Your wife with some man — now, that’s not nice,
that’s not even true, but it’s a living kind of thing, you see: what I mean ? I
mean things change around the house then — but good ; altogether ; right
now.«
» My God«, Smith breathed.

»Course«, said Noat, »» sooner or later you have to get over it, face things as
they really are. Or as they really ain’t.« He thought again for a time, then
said, » Take a tree, starts from a seed, gets to be a stalk, a sapling, on up till
it’s a hundred feet tall and nine feet through the trunk; it’s still growing and
changing until one fine day it gets its growth; it’s grown up: it’s — dead. So
the whole thing I’m saying is, this adult relationship stuff they talk about, it’s
not that at all. It’s growing up that matters, not grownup... Man can get
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along alone for quite a long time grownup — taking care of himself. But if
he takes in anyone else, he’s ... well, he’s got to have a piece missing that
the other person supplies all the time. He’s got to need that, and he’s got to
have something that’s missing in the other person that they need. So then
the two of them, they’re one thing now ... and still it’s got to be like a living
thing, it’s got to change and grow and be alive.
Nothing alive will stand for being stopped. So ... excuse me for butting in,

but you thought you could stop it and it blew up on — you.«
Smith stared silently at the big man, then nodded. »I see. But now what?
»You want to know where she is?«
»Sure. By the Lord,now I can ...«
»What’s the matter?«
Smith looked at him, stricken. »Gorwing said ... she didn’t need me.«
»Gorwing!« snarled Noat. Then he scratched his head. »I see what he

meant. She never could take care of you much, and she awful much needs
to take care of somebody. Now she’s got the old feller. He needs her, God
knows. For a little while yet ... Gorwing ... hey! Why d’ye suppose he tried to
make you think— you know— about your wife?«
»You know him better than I do.«
»It comes to me«, said Noat, inwardly amazed. »I see it. I see it. He makes

it his business to take care of what people really need, need real bad. Right?
Good. How do you do that?«
»Get em what they need, I guess.«
»That’s one way. Two — «, he held up fingers — »you get em out of

range. Like he does with dope addicts. Right? Then — three. You fix it so
they just don’t feel they need it any more. I mean, if he was to fix it that you
got so mad at your wife you wouldn’t want ever to see her again — see?«
»That poor little man ! He couldn’t do that.«
»He just tried. He has a gift, Smitty, but that don’t mean he’s bright.«
»It doesn’t?« said Smith in tones of revelation. »It’s bright enough. I need

her — that’s one big need, correct? Now, suppose I go to find her, take her
away from that poor old man. He starts needing her — and she starts nee-
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ding to take care of somebody again. So — two big needs. That Gorwing, he
knows what he’s doing. I — I can’t do that, Mr. Noat.«
»You mean, to the old man?«
»Well, yes, that. But her ... my wife. I need her. You know that, and I do.
»And Gorwing does.«
»Yeah, but she doesn’t. God, what do I have to do? Do I really have to be

dying?«
»Living«, said George Noat.

***
You’re a freak.
Sometimes for days at a time he could content himself with the thought

that all the rest of them were freaks. Or that, after all, what does anyone do?
When it gets cold, they try to get warm. When they get hungry, they go find
something to eat. What people feel, whatever’s crowding them, they get
out from under the best way they can, right? They duck it or move it or blast
it out of the way, or use it on something else that might be bothering them,
right? And what bothers people is different, one from the other. Hunger can
get to them all and cold and things like that; but look, one wants some
music, some special kind of music, more than anything else in life, more than
a woman or a drink, while another needs heroin and another to have a
roomful of people clapping their hands at him. Or needing, needing like life-
and-death, some stupid little thing that would mean nothing to anyone else
— something as little as a couple of words, like that Calla girl, about to jump
off the Tappan Zee Bridge for wanting somebody to come up to her and say,
»Hey, I need you to do something nobody else can do.«
Or needing to feel safe from some something that lurks inside them, like

the Blinker: you’d never guess it to watch him cuss and laugh and make the
pass, and chalk the cue, just like anybody, but he was epileptic and he never
knew when it was going to hit him. Or needing defence against things
lurking outside of them, like Miss Guelph at the high school, crazy afraid of
feathers, terrified one might touch her. So the things people need and the
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things they need to be safe from, they’re all kinds of things: it doesn’t make
one of them a freak if his special need is a little different.
What if you never heard of anyone with a need just like yours? Does that

automatically make you a freak? ... There are lots of people who have to
make it alone, who can’t share what they have with anyone. Who can’t drive
a car for fear that faint-making, aching cloud will suck them down into it
when they don’t expect it.

Sometimes, too, you can get to believe that the very thing that’s wrong with
you makes you special. Well, it does, too. You have power over people. Now
just how many people in this — or any — town could tell you a little kid two
blocks away was lost, and a woman three blocks the other way was looking
for him ? Or look at the way you found that boy on the cliff — now that boy
would be dead right now.
So if you’re so special how come old Noat throws you out on your ear?
You’re a freak.
Now cut it out. You got it made. You got a nice spot. The town’s just big

enough so nobody much notices you, just small enough so when that
faintness comes, and that ache, and then the picture in your head — of a
traffic light or a building front or a green fence or a cliffside — you know just
where to go to find the person who has that big noisy need for something.
Remember that trip down to Fort Lee? So big, so noisy; God, you almost
went out of your head. Plank you down in the middle of New York, say,
you’d be dead in a second, all that racket. And the things they need, you’d
never know where to get them in a big place, but here, heck, you know
where to find anything if it’s in town. Or old Noat will get it for you.
What he want to throw you out like that for? Just trying to shut off the

shrieking lonesomeness of that squirt Smith; him and his Eloise, it gave him a
headache.
Ow. Here comes one now. Shut your eyes. Ow, my neck. Shut your eyes

tight, now. See ... see a ... see a street, store-front, green eaves over the
window. Felt carpet slippers, a man’s belt. That would be Harry Schein’s
Haberdashery on Washington Street. Somebody standing there, needs —
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what ? Sleep, wants to sleep, for God’s sake, gets wide awake soon as hits
the sack ... a man. Screaming for sleep, frantic for sleep. Get some sleeping
pills, everything closed now. Hey, this could be worth a buck. Go call Doc
Tramble. Here, phone in the gas station. NY 7 .. 0 ... 0 ... 5 ... 1.
»Doc? Gorwing here. Got some sleeping pills in your bag? Oh, nothing

serious ... yes, I know what’s dangerous and what ain‘t. No, not for me. Oh,
five, I guess. I’ll send the Blinker or somebody around for ’em, okay?«
Ow. Guy walking toward Broad street now. Oh boy does he want some

sleep. Where’s dime ... here. Call pool room. 4 ... 7 ... »Hi — Danny ? Gorwing.
Hey, the Blinker there? Hell ... Who else is around? No ... Nuh, not her. Smith?
What Smith — you mean that guy’s been hanging around G-Note’s? Yeah
put him on. Hello — Smitty ? Thought you’d be mad. You wouldn’t want to
do a little job. You would? Well you’ll have to scramble. Get over to Doc
Tramble’s and say you want the pills for me. Yeah. Then take em over to
Fordson Alley and North Broad — you know, right by the movie — there’s a
guy there frantic for ‘em. See if you can get a dollar apiece. Sleeping tablets.
Yeah. Hurry now... . He’s moving, he’s ambling up past the movie. I don’t
know what he looks like. Just look for a guy looks like he needs some sleep.
Hurry now. See ya.«
Now that’s a surprise. I thought I’d butched it up with that Smith but for

good. A good boy. Calmed down, too. Wonder if he’s going to pull that wife
of his away from the old man. Hope not. Set up a hell of a rattle, the two of
em at once.

So Gorwing ambled through the evening, through the town. He walked in a
cloud of, or in a murmur of, or under the pressure of, or through the resi-
stance of the not-mist, not-sound, not-weight, not-fluid presence of human
need. Want was there, too, but want of that kind — two teenagers yearning
for a front-drive imported car in a show window, a drowsy child remembe-
ring a huge bride-doll in Woolworth’s, the susurrus of desire that whispered
up in the wake of a white-clad blonde who, with her boyfriend, walked
through the lights of the theatre marquee — this kind of want was simply
there to be noticed if he cared to notice it. But the need ... he watched for it
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fearfully, yet eagerly — for sometimes it paid off. He hoped that for a while
nobody would get hit by a car without getting killed outright, or that some
hophead wouldn’t suddenly appear with that rasping, edgy scream of
demand.
Ow. Wish Smitty would get to that guy with the sleeping pills. Need was a

noise to Gorwing. No, not really a noise. Need was an acid cloud, a swirling
blindness. Need might mount up out of the nighttime village and make him
faint. Need might pay off. Need, other people’s need, hurt Gorwing ... but
then each person had one or another difference, one or another talent; this
one had perfect pitch and that one had diabetes, and he wasn’t, after all, so
different from other people.
You’re a freak.

Strangely, it was not too easy to be funereal at this funeral. The flowers
were sad, of course, such a scrappy little bunch, and the man was saying all
the right things ... and it was sad how easily the men handled the coffin;
poor little old man, so wasted away. But you couldn’t feel badly about him
now; he’d been glad to go, and it was good that he’d had, for those last
weeks, just what he’d yearned for for so many sick lonesome years —
someone who sat near and brought him things and listened to him ramble
on about all the old places and the friends and family who were passed on,
dead and gone and yet waiting eagerly for him, someplace. No, it wasn’t any
tragedy.
Sweetly sad, that was it ... and oh, such a bright beautiful day!
Eloise Smith hadn’t been out in the fresh air, the sunshine, since ... »Eeek!«
It was a small scream, or rather squeak, and really no one noticed. But

Jody, oh Jody was standing right next to her in a dark suit, with his hat —
the one they called his Other hat — held over his heart, his head bowed. He
looked ... peaceful.
She bowed her head, too, and they stood quite close together until the

man finished saying the old simple words, and the handful of earth went tsk!
—a polite expression of sympathy— on the coffin lid. Then it was over.
»Bye, you old dear«, she said silently but with her heart full.
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Then there was Jody. »Oh, Jody. I dont think I — «
»Shh. Eloise, come home. I need you.«
»Jody, you’re going to make me sound mean, and I don’t want t0 be

mean. But you don’t need me or anybody, Jody.« Smith moistened his lips,
but loosened no special, justright winning words; he said, could say, only: »I
need you. Come home.«
»Wait — there’s Mr. Gorwing ... Wait, Jody; I have to speak to him. Will

you wait over there, Jody ? Please?«
»Let me stay with you.’
»Honey«, she said, the wifely word slipping out before she realized it,

»he’s sometimes sort of ... funny. Unpredictable. I wish you’d wait over
there and let me talk to— «
»He won’t mind. We’re old friends.«
»You knowMr. Gorwing?«
»Sure.«
»Oh dear. I didn’t know. He ... he’s a kind of saint, you know.« When

Smith, coolly regarding Gorwing, who was talking to the funeral director, did
not answer, she went on nervously — she had to talk, had to, oh why had he
turned up like this, all unexpectedly? — »If anyone’s in need at all, he has a
way of finding it out; he— «
»I’m in need«, said Smith. »I need you.«
»Jody, don’t.«
»I do«, he said softly, earnestly. »You’ve got to come back. I can’t manage

without you.«
»Oh, that’s silly ! You have your — «
»I have my nothing, Ellie. I — I gave the money away, almost all of it. I got

a job, but I’m only beginning, and the pay isn’t much. I’m running a wood
lathe in the cabinet maker’s.«
»You—what?«
»You’ve got to help ; maybe you’ll even have to go to work. Would you, if

there’s no other way? I can’t make it without you, Ellie.«
What she was going to say through those soft trembling lips he would not

know, for Gorwing interrupted. »Miz Smith— you know who he is?«
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She flashed a look at her husband and really blushed. Gorwing laughed
that wolf’s laugh, that barking expression of mirth and hurt, and said, »I’ll
tell you who he is. He’s the only person in the whole world who ever came
up to me and asked me what I needed.« He clapped Smith on the shoulder,
waved a casual hand at Eloise and walked away toward the cemetery gate.
She called him once; he waved his hand but did not turn his face toward
them.
»We’ll see him again«, said Smith. »Ellie ... will you just let me tell you what

this is all about?«
»What is it all about?«
»Can I tell you all of it?«
»Oh, very well ...«
»It’ll take about twenty-three years. Oh Eloise — come home.«
»Oh, Jody ...«

The shy man crouched in the hospital stairwell and peered through the crack
of the barely-opened door. There were no white-coated figures in the cor-
ridor that he could see. He had long ago abandoned the front way, the ele-
vator and all. Slipping in through the fire doors during visiting hours was
much better. He pushed the door open far enough to let him into the corri-
dor, and let it swing silently closed.
He gasped.
»Hello, Johnny.«
Right behind the door as he opened it, oh God, the doctor. Johnny bit his

tongue and stared up into Doc Tramble’s face. It blurred.
»Hey now, hold on«, said the doctor. »You better come in here and sit

down.« He took Johnny’s forearm — and for a split second they were both
acutely aware of Johnny’s tearing temptation to snatch it away and run; and
of its crushed quelling — and led him across the corridor into an empty pri-
vate room, where he lowered the sweating visitor into an easy chair. Dr.
Tramble pulled up a straight chair and sat close enough to force Johnny’s
gaze up and into his own.
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»I don’t know if you can take this, Johnny, all at once, but you’re going to
have to try.«
»I got a second job, night«, said Johnny hollowly. »With that I can catch up

some on the bills. Don’t put my wife on the charity list, doctor. She couldn’t
stand it.. She— «
»Now you just listen to me, young fella.« He reached into the wall, got a

paper cup from a dispenser and filled it from the ice-water jet. With his other
hand he reached into his side pocket and took out a folded paper, which he
planked down on Johnny’s knee. »The bill. I want you to look at it. «
Painfully, Johnny unfolded it and looked. His jaw dropped.
»So much ...« Then his eyes picked up an additional detail on the paper.

»P-p-paid?« he whispered.
»In full«, said Dr. Tramble. »That’s point one. Point two, Madge gets her

operation. MacKinney from the Medical Centre got interested in the case.
He’s going to do it next week. Point three— «
» Her operation ...«
»Point three«, laughed the doctor, »she gets that room to herself now, all

paid up, and you have the privilege of telling that to her snide roommate.
Point four, here is a cheque made out to you for five hundred. Drink this«,
and he pushed the water at him, Johnny sipped, and over the cup said,
»B-but wh-where ...«
»Let’s keep it simple and say it’s a special fund for interesting cases from

the Medical Centre, and you know these endowed institutes — all this
money is interest and there’s nobody to thank so shut up and get out of
here. No— not to see Madge! Not yet. You go down to the office and they’ll
cash that cheque for you. Then you grab a taxi and voom down the street
and buy flowers and a radio and a big box of dusting powder and a fancy
bed jacket. Git!«
Numbly, Johnny walked to the door. Once there, he turned to the doctor,

opened his mouth, shook his head, closed his mouth and without a word
went for the elevators.
Laughing, the doctor went down the corridor to the telephone booth,

dropped a coin, dialed the poolroom.
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»Gorwing there?«
»Speaking.«
»Tramble. All set.«
»Yeah, doc, I know. I know. Oh, God, Doc, it’s so quiet in this town ...«
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