THE LOTTERY
by Shirley Jackson
(1948)

The morning of June 27th was clear and sunny,
with the fresh warmth of a full-summer day; the
flowers were blossoming profusely and the
grass was richly green. The people of the village
began to gather in the square, between the post
office and the bank, around ten o'clock; in some
towns there were so many people that the lottery
took two days and had to be started on June
27th. But in this village, where there were only
about three hundred people, the whole lottery
took less than two hours, so it could begin at ten
o'clock in the morning and still be through in
time to allow the villagers to get home for noon
dinner.

The children assembled first, of course. School
was recently over for the summer, and the
feeling of liberty sat uneasily on most of them;
they tended to gather together quietly for a
while before they broke into boisterous play and
their talk was still of the classroom and the
teacher, of books and reprimands. Bobby Martin
had already stuffed his pockets full of stones,
and the other boys soon followed his example,
selecting the smoothest and roundest stones;
Bobby and Harry Jones and Dickie Delacroix--
the villagers pronounced this name "Dellacroy"-
-eventually made a great pile of stones in one
corner of the square and guarded it against the
raids of the other boys. The girls stood aside,
talking among themselves, looking over their
shoulders at the boys, and the very small
children rolled in the dust or clung to the hands
of their older brothers or sisters.

Soon the men began to gather, surveying their
own children, speaking of planting and rain,
tractors and taxes. They stood together, away
from the pile of stones in the corner, and their
jokes were quiet and they smiled rather than
laughed. The women, wearing faded house
dresses and sweaters, came shortly after their

menfolk. They greeted one another and
exchanged bits of gossip as they went to join
their husbands. Soon the women, standing by
their husbands, began to call to their children,
and the children came reluctantly, having to be
called four or five times. Bobby Martin ducked
under his mother's grasping hand and ran,
laughing, back to the pile of stones. His father
spoke up sharply, and Bobby came quickly and
took his place between his father and his oldest
brother.

The lottery was conducted--as were the square
dances, the teen club, the Halloween program--
by Mr. Summers who had time and energy to
devote to civic activities. He was a round-faced,
jovial man and he ran the coal business, and
people were sorry for him because he had no
children and his wife was a scold. When he
arrived in the square, carrying the black wooden
box, there was a murmur of conversation among
the villagers, and he waved and called, "Little
late today, folks." The postmaster, Mr. Graves,
followed him, carrying a three- legged stool,
and the stool was put in the center of the square
and Mr. Summers set the black box down on it.
The villagers kept their distance, leaving a space
between themselves and the stool, and when Mr.
Summers said, "Some of you fellows want to
give me a hand?" there was a hesitation before
two men. Mr. Martin and his oldest son, Baxter
came forward to hold the box steady on the
stool while Mr. Summers stirred up the papers
inside it.

The original paraphernalia for the lottery had
been lost long ago, and the black box now
resting on the stool had been put into use even
before Old Man Warner, the oldest man in town,
was born. Mr. Summers spoke frequently to the
villagers about making a new box, but no one
liked to upset even as much tradition as was
represented by the black box. There was a story
that the present box had been made with some
pieces of the box that had preceded it, the one
that had been constructed when the first people



settled down to make a village here. Every year,
after the lottery, Mr. Summers began talking
again about a new box, but every year the
subject was allowed to fade off without
anything's being done. The black box grew
shabbier each year: by now it was no longer
completely black but splintered badly along one
side to show the original wood color, and in
some places faded or stained.

Mr. Martin and his oldest son, Baxter, held the
black box securely on the stool until Mr.
Summers had stirred the papers thoroughly with
his hand. Because so much of the ritual had
been forgotten or discarded, Mr. Summers had
been successful in having slips of paper
substituted for the chips of wood that had been
used for generations. Chips of wood, Mr.
Summers had argued had been all very well
when the village was tiny, but now that the
population was more than three hundred and
likely to keep on growing, it was necessary to
use something that would fit more easily into
the black box. The night before the lottery, Mr.
Summers and Mr. Graves made up the slips of
paper and put them in the box, and it was then
taken to the safe of Mr. Summers' coal company
and locked up until Mr. Summers was ready to
take it to the square next morning. The rest of
the year, the box was put way, sometimes one
place, sometimes another; it had spent one year
in Mr. Graves's barn and another year underfoot
in the post office and sometimes it was set on a
shelf in the Martin grocery and left there.

There was a great deal of fussing to be done
before Mr. Summers declared the lottery open.
There were the lists to make up--of heads of
families, heads of households in each family,
members of each household in each family.
There was the proper swearing-in of Mr.
Summers by the postmaster, as the official of
the lottery; at one time, some people
remembered, there had been a recital of some
sort, performed by the official of the lottery, a
perfunctory, tuneless chant that had been rattled

off duly each year; some people believed that
the official of the lottery used to stand just so
when he said or sang it, others believed that he
was supposed to walk among the people, but
years and years ago this part of the ritual had
been allowed to lapse. There had been, also, a
ritual salute, which the official of the lottery had
had to use in addressing each person who came
up to draw from the box, but this also had
changed with time, until now it was felt
necessary only for the official to speak to each
person approaching. Mr. Summers was very
good at all this; in his clean white shirt and blue
jeans with one hand resting carelessly on the
black box he seemed very proper and important
as he talked interminably to Mr. Graves and the
Martins.

Just as Mr. Summers finally left off talking and
turned to the assembled villagers, Mrs.
Hutchinson came hurriedly along the path to the
square, her sweater thrown over her shoulders,
and slid into place in the back of the crowd.
"Clean forgot what day it was," she said to Mrs.
Delacroix, who stood next to her, and they both
laughed softly. "Thought my old man was out
back stacking wood," Mrs. Hutchinson went on,
"and then I looked out the window and the kids
was gone, and then I remembered it was the
twenty-seventh and came a-running." She dried
her hands on her apron, and Mrs. Delacroix
said, "You're in time, though. They're still
talking away up there."

Mrs. Hutchinson craned her neck to see through
the crowd and found her husband and children
standing near the front. She tapped Mrs.
Delacroix on the arm as a farewell and began to
make her way through the crowd. The people
separated good-humoredly to let her through:
two or three people said in voices just loud
enough to be heard across the crowd, "Here
comes your, Missus, Hutchinson," and "Bill, she
made it after all." Mrs. Hutchinson reached her
husband, and Mr. Summers, who had been
waiting, said cheerfully, "Thought we were



going to have to get on without you, Tessie."
Mrs. Hutchinson said grinning, "Wouldn't have
me leave m'dishes in the sink, now, would you.
Joe?" and soft laughter ran through the crowd as
the people stirred back into position after Mrs.
Hutchinson's arrival.

"Well, now." Mr. Summers said soberly, "guess
we better get started, get this over with, so's we
can go back to work. Anybody ain't here?"

"Dunbar." several people said. "Dunbar.
Dunbar."

Mr. Summers consulted his list. "Clyde
Dunbar." he said. "That's right. He's broke his
leg, hasn't he? Who's drawing for him?"

"Me. I guess," a woman said and Mr. Summers
turned to look at her. "Wife draws for her
husband." Mr. Summers said. "Don't you have a
grown boy to do it for you, Janey?" Although
Mr. Summers and everyone else in the village
knew the answer perfectly well, it was the
business of the official of the lottery to ask such
questions formally. Mr. Summers waited with
an expression of polite interest while Mrs.
Dunbar answered.

"Horace's not but sixteen vet." Mrs. Dunbar said
regretfully. "Guess I gotta fill in for the old man
this year."

"Right," Mr. Summers said. He made a note on
the list he was holding. Then he asked, "Watson
boy drawing this year?"

A tall boy in the crowd raised his hand. "Here,"
he said. "I m drawing for my mother and me."
He blinked his eyes nervously and ducked his
head as several voices in the crowd said things
like "Good fellow, lad." and "Glad to see your
mother's got a man to do it."

"Well," Mr. Summers said, "guess that's
everyone. Old Man Warner make it?"

"Here," a voice said and Mr. Summers nodded.

A sudden hush fell on the crowd as Mr.
Summers cleared his throat and looked at the
list. "All ready?" he called. "Now, I'll read the
names--heads of families first--and the men
come up and take a paper out of the box. Keep
the paper folded in your hand without looking at
it until everyone has had a turn. Everything
clear?"

The people had done it so many times that they
only half listened to the directions: most of them
were quiet, wetting their lips not looking
around. Then Mr. Summers raised one hand
high and said, "Adams." A man disengaged
himself from the crowd and came forward. "Hi.
Steve." Mr. Summers said and Mr. Adams said.
"Hi. Joe." They grinned at one another
humorlessly and nervously. Then Mr. Adams
reached into the black box and took out a folded
paper. He held it firmly by one corner as he
turned and went hastily back to his place in the
crowd where he stood a little apart from his
family not looking down at his hand.

"Allen." Mr. Summers said. "Anderson....
Bentham."

"Seems like there's no time at all between
lotteries any more." Mrs. Delacroix said to Mrs.

Graves in the back row.

"Seems like we got through with the last one
only last week."

"Time sure goes fast -- Mrs. Graves said.
"Clark.... Delacroix"
"There goes my old man." Mrs. Delacroix said.

She held her breath while her husband went
forward.



"Dunbar," Mr. Summers said, and Mrs. Dunbar
went steadily to the box while one of the women
said. "Go on, Janey," and another said, "There
she goes."

"We're next." Mrs. Graves said. She watched
while Mr. Graves came around from the side of
the box, greeted Mr. Summers gravely and
selected a slip of paper from the box. By now,
all through the crowd there were men holding
the small folded papers in their large hand
turning them over and over nervously Mrs.
Dunbar and her two sons stood together, Mrs.
Dunbar holding the slip of paper.

"Harburt.... Hutchinson."

"Get up there, Bill," Mrs. Hutchinson said and
the people near her laughed.

"Jones."

"They do say," Mr. Adams said to Old Man
Warner, who stood next to him, "that over in the
north village they're talking of giving up the
lottery."

Old Man Warner snorted. "Pack of crazy fools,"
he said. "Listening to the young folks, nothing's
good enough for them. Next thing you know,
they'll be wanting to go back to living in caves,
nobody work any more, live that way for a
while. Used to be a saying about 'Lottery in
June, corn be heavy soon.' First thing you know,
we'd all be eating stewed chickweed and acorns.
There's always been a lottery," he added
petulantly. "Bad enough to see young Joe
Summers up there joking with everybody."

"Some places have already quit lotteries." Mrs.
Adams said.

"Nothing but trouble in that," Old Man Warner
said stoutly. "Pack of young fools."

"Martin." And Bobby Martin watched his father
go forward. "Overdyke.... Percy."

"I wish they'd hurry," Mrs. Dunbar said to her
older son. "I wish they'd hurry."

"They're almost through," her son said.

"You get ready to run tell Dad," Mrs. Dunbar
said.

Mr. Summers called his own name and then
stepped forward precisely and selected a slip
from the box. Then he called, "Warner."

"Seventy-seventh year I been in the lottery," Old
Man Warner said as he went through the crowd.
"Seventy-seventh time."

"Watson" The tall boy came awkwardly through
the crowd. Someone said, "Don't be nervous,
Jack," and Mr. Summers said, "Take your time,
son."

"Zanini."

After that, there was a long pause, a breathless
pause, until Mr. Summers holding his slip of
paper in the air, said, "All right, fellows." For a
minute, no one moved, and then all the slips of
paper were opened. Suddenly, all the women
began to speak at once, saving. "Who is it?"
"Who's got it?" "Is it the Dunbars?" "Is it the
Watsons?" Then the voices began to say, "It's
Hutchinson. It's Bill," "Bill Hutchinson's got it."

"Go tell your father," Mrs. Dunbar said to her
older son.

People began to look around to see the
Hutchinsons. Bill Hutchinson was standing
quiet, staring down at the paper in his hand.
Suddenly, Tessie Hutchinson shouted to Mr.
Summers. "You didn't give him time enough to
take any paper he wanted. I saw you. It wasn't
fair!"



"Be a good sport, Tessie." Mrs. Delacroix
called, and Mrs. Graves said, "All of us took the
same chance."

"Shut up, Tessie," Bill Hutchinson said.

"Well, everyone," Mr. Summers said, "that was
done pretty fast, and now we've got to be
hurrying a little more to get done in time." He
consulted his next list. "Bill," he said, "you draw
for the Hutchinson family. You got any other
households in the Hutchinsons?"

"There's Don and Eva," Mrs. Hutchinson yelled.
"Make them take their chance!"

"Daughters draw with their husbands' families,
Tessie," Mr. Summers said gently. "You know
that as well as anyone else."

"It wasn't fair," Tessie said.

"I guess not, Joe." Bill Hutchinson said
regretfully. "My daughter draws with her
husband's family; that's only fair. And I've got
no other family except the kids."

"Then, as far as drawing for families is
concerned, it's you," Mr. Summers said in
explanation, "and as far as drawing for
households is concerned, that's you, too. Right?"

"Right," Bill Hutchinson said.

"How many kids, Bill?" Mr. Summers asked
formally.

"Three," Bill Hutchinson said.

"There's Bill Jr., and Nancy, and little Dave.
And Tessie and me."

"All right, then," Mr. Summers said. "Harry,
you got their tickets back?"

Mr. Graves nodded and held up the slips of
paper. "Put them in the box, then," Mr.
Summers directed. "Take Bill's and put it in."

"I think we ought to start over," Mrs.
Hutchinson said, as quietly as she could. "I tell
you it wasn't fair. You didn't give him time
enough to choose. Everybody saw that."

Mr. Graves had selected the five slips and put
them in the box and he dropped all the papers
but those onto the ground where the breeze
caught them and lifted them off.

"Listen, everybody," Mrs. Hutchinson was
saying to the people around her.

"Ready, Bill?" Mr. Summers asked and Bill
Hutchinson, with one quick glance around at his
wife and children, nodded.

"Remember," Mr. Summers said, "take the slips
and keep them folded until each person has
taken one. Harry, you help little Dave." Mr.
Graves took the hand of the little boy, who came
willingly with him up to the box. "Take a paper
out of the box, Davy." Mr. Summers said. Davy
put his hand into the box and laughed. "Take
just one paper." Mr. Summers said. "Harry, you
hold it for him." Mr. Graves took the child's
hand and removed the folded paper from the
tight fist and held it while little Dave stood next
to him and looked up at him wonderingly.

"Nancy next," Mr. Summers said. Nancy was
twelve, and her school friends breathed heavily
as she went forward switching her skirt, and
took a slip daintily from the box "Bill, Jr.," Mr.
Summers said, and Billy, his face red and his
feet overlarge, near knocked the box over as he
got a paper out. "Tessie," Mr. Summers said.
She hesitated for a minute, looking around
defiantly and then set her lips and went up to the
box. She snatched a paper out and held it behind
her.



"Bill," Mr. Summers said, and Bill Hutchinson
reached into the box and felt around, bringing
his hand out at last with the slip of paper in it.

The crowd was quiet. A girl whispered, "I hope
it's not Nancy," and the sound of the whisper
reached the edges of the crowd.

"It's not the way it used to be." Old Man Warner
said clearly. "People ain't the way they used to
be."

"All right," Mr. Summers said. "Open the
papers. Harry, you open little Dave's."

Mr. Graves opened the slip of paper and there
was a general sigh through the crowd as he held
it up and everyone could see that it was blank.
Nancy and Bill Jr. opened theirs at the same
time and both beamed and laughed, turning
around to the crowd and holding their slips of
paper above their heads.

"Tessie," Mr. Summers said. There was a pause,
and then Mr. Summers looked at Bill
Hutchinson, and Bill unfolded his paper and
showed it. It was blank.

"It's Tessie," Mr. Summers said, and his voice
was hushed. "Show us her paper. Bill."

Bill Hutchinson went over to his wife and
forced the slip of paper out of her hand. It had a
black spot on it, the black spot Mr. Summers
had made the night before with the heavy pencil
in the coal company office. Bill Hutchinson held
it up and there was a stir in the crowd.

"All right, folks." Mr. Summers said. "Let's
finish quickly."

Although the villagers had forgotten the ritual
and lost the original black box, they still
remembered to use stones. The pile of stones the
boys had made earlier was ready; there were
stones on the ground with the blowing scraps of

paper that had come out of the box Delacroix
selected a stone so large she had to pick it up
with both hands and turned to Mrs. Dunbar.
"Come on," she said. "Hurry up."

Mr. Dunbar had small stones in both hands, and
she said gasping for breath. "I can't run at all.
You'll have to go ahead and I'll catch up with
you."

The children had stones already. And someone
gave little Davy Hutchinson few pebbles.

Tessie Hutchinson was in the center of a cleared
space by now, and she held her hands out
desperately as the villagers moved in on her. "It
isn't fair," she said. A stone hit her on the side of
the head. Old Man Warner was saying, "Come
on, come on, everyone." Steve Adams was in
the front of the crowd of villagers, with Mrs.
Graves beside him.

"It isn't fair, it isn't right," Mrs. Hutchinson
screamed, and then they were upon her.



I STAND HERE IRONING
by Tillie Olsen
(1961)

I stand here ironing, and what you asked me
moves tormented back and forth with the iron.

"I wish you would manage the time to come in
and talk with me about your daughter. I'm sure
you can help me understand her. She's a
youngster who needs help and whom I'm deeply
interested in helping."

"Who needs help:' ... Even if I came, what good
would it do? You think because 1am her mother
I have a key, or that in some way you could use
me as a key? She has lived for nineteen years.
There is all that life that has happened outside of
me, beyond me.

And when is there time to remember, to sift, to
weigh, to estimate, to total? I will start and there
will be an interruption and I will have to gather
it all together again. Or I will become engulfed
with all I did or did not do, with what should
have been and what cannot be helped.

She was a beautiful baby. The first and only one
of our five that was beautiful at birth. You do
not guess how new and uneasy her tenancy in
her now-loveliness. You did not know her all
those years she was thought homely, or see her
poring over her baby pictures, making me tell
her over and over how beautiful she had been-
and would be, I would tell her-and was now, to
the seeing eye. But the seeing eyes were few or
nonexistent. Including mine. I nursed her. They
feel that's important nowadays. I nursed all the
children, but with her, with all the fierce rigidity
of first motherhood, I did like the books then
said. Though her cries battered me to trembling
and my breasts ached with swollenness, I waited
till the clock decreed. Why do I put that first? I
do not even know if it matters, or if it explains
anything. She was a beautiful baby. She blew
shining bubbles of sound. She loved motion,

loved light, loved color and music and textures.
She would lie on the floor in her blue overalls
patting the surface so hard in ecstasy her hands
and feet would blur. She was a miracle to me,
but when she was eight months old I had to
leave her daytimes with the woman downstairs
to whom she was no miracle at all, for I worked
or looked for work and for Emily's father, who
"could no longer endure" (he wrote in his good-
bye note) "sharing want with us."

I was nineteen. It was the pre-relief, pre-WPA |
world of the depression. I would start running as
soon as got off the streetcar, running up the
stairs, the place smelling sour, and awake or
asleep to startle awake, when she saw me she
would break into a dogged weeping that could
not be comforted, a weeping I can hear yet.

After a while I found a job hashing at night so I
could be with her days, and it was better. But it
came to where I had to bring her to his family
and leave her.

It took a long time to raise the money for her
fare back. Then she got chicken pox and I had to
wait longer. When she finally came, 1hardly
knew her, walking quick and nervous like her
father, looking like her father, thin, and dressed
in a shoddy red that yellowed her skin and
glared at the pockmarks. All the baby loveliness
gone.

She was two. Old enough for nursery school
they said, and I did not know then what I know
now-the fatigue of the long day, and the
lacerations of group life in the kinds of nurseries
that are only parking places for children.

Except that it would have made no difference if
I had known. It was the only place there was. It
was the only way we could be together, the only
way I could hold a job.

And even without knowing, I knew. I knew the
teacher that was evil because all these years it
has curdled into my memory, the little boy



hunched in the corner, her rasp, "why aren't you
outside, because Alvin hits you? that's no
reason, go out, scaredy." 1 knew Emily hated it
even if she did not dutch and implore "don't go
Mommy" like the other children, mornings.

She always had a reason why we should stay
home. Momma, you look sick. Momma, I feel
sick. Momma, the teachers aren't here today,
they're sick. Momma, we can't go, there was a
fire there last night. Momma, it's a holiday
today, no school, they told me.

But never a direct protest, never rebellion. |
think of our others in their three-, four-year-
oldness--the explosions, tempers, the
denunciations, the demands--and I feel suddenly
ill. I put the iron down. What in me demanded
that goodness in her? And what was the cost, the
cost to her of such goodness?

The old man living in the back once said in his
gentle way: "You should smile at Emily more
when you look at her." What was in my face
when I looked at her? I loved her. There were
all the acts of love.

It was only with the others I remembered what
he said, and it was the face of joy, and not of
care or tightness or worry I turned to them-too
late for Emily. She does not smile easily, let
alone almost always as her brothers and sisters
do. Her face is closed and sombre, but when she
wants, how fluid. You must have seen it in her
pantomimes. you spoke of her rare gift for
comedy on the stage that rouses laughter out of
the audience so dear they applaud and applaud
and do not want to let her go.

Where does it come from, that comedy? There
was none of it in her when she came back to me
that second time, after I had to send her away
again. She had a new daddy now to learn to
love, and I think perhaps it was a better time.

Except when we left her alone nights. telling

ourselves she was old enough.

"Can't you go some other time, Mommy. like
tomorrow?" she would ask. "Will it be just a

little while you'll be gone? Do you promise?"

The time we came back, the front door open, the
clock on the floor in the hall. She rigid awake.
"It wasn't just a little while. I didn't cry. Three
times I called you, just three times, and then |
ran downstairs to open the door so you could
come faster. The clock talked loud. I threw it
away, it scared me what it talked."

She said the clock talked loud again that night I
went to the hospital to have Susan. She was
delirious with the fever that comes before red
measles, but she was fully conscious all the
week I was gone and the week after we were
home when she could not come near the new
baby or me.

She did not get welLL She stayed skeleton thin,
not wanting to eat, and night after night she had
nightmares. She would call for me, and I would
rouse from exhaustion to sleepily call back:
"You're all right, darling, go to sleep, it's just a
dream," and if she still called, in a sterner voice,
"now to go sleep, Emily, there's nothing to hurt
you." Twice, only twice, when I had to get up
for Susan anyhow, I went in to sit with her.

Now when it is too late (as if she would let me
hold and comfort her like I do the others) I get
up and go to her at once at her moan or restless
stirring. "Me you awake, Emily? Can I get you
something?" And the answer is always the
same: "No, I'm all right, go back to sleep,
Mother."

They persuaded me at the clinic to send her
away to a convalescent home in the country
where "she can have the kind of food and care
you can't manage for her, and you'll be free to
concentrate on the new baby." They still send
children to that place. I see pictures on the



society page of sleek young women planning
affairs to raise money for it, or dancing at the
affairs, or decorating Easter eggs or filling
Christmas stockings for the children.

They never have a picture of the children so I do
not know if the girls still wear those gigantic red
bows and the ravaged looks on the every other
Sunday when parents can come to visit "unless
otherwise notified"-as we were notified the first
six weeks.

Oh it is a handsome place, green lawns and tall
trees and fluted flower beds. High up on the
balconies of each cottage the children stand, the
girls in their red bows and white dresses, the
boys in white suits and giant red ties. The
parents stand below shrieking up to be heard
and the children shriek down to be heard, and
between them the invisible wall "Not To Be
Contaminated by Parental Germs or Physical
Affection."

There was a tiny girl who always stood hand in
hand with Emily. Her parents never came. One
visit she was gone. "They moved her to Rose
Cottage" Emily shouted in explanation. "They
don't like you to love anybody here."

She wrote once a week, the labored writing of a
seven-year-old. "I am fine. How is the baby. If I
write my letter nicely I will have a star. Love."
There never was a star. We wrote every other
day, letters she could never hold or keep but
only hear read~nce. "We simply do not have
room for children to keep any personal
possessions," they patiently explained when we
pieced one Sunday's shrieking together to plead
how much it would mean to Emily, who loved
so to keep things, to be allowed to keep her
letters and cards.

Each visit she looked frailer. "She isn't eating;'
they told us.

(They had runny eggs for breakfast or mush
with lumps, Emily said later, I'd hold it in my

mouth and not swallow. Nothing ever tasted
good, just when they had chicken.)

It took us eight months to get her released home,
and only the fact that she gained back so little of
her seven lost pounds convinced the social
worker.

I used to try to hold and love her after she came
back, but her body would stay stiff, and after a
while she'd push away. She ate little. Food
sickened her, and I think much of life too. Oh
she had physical lightness and brightness,
twinkling by on skates, bouncing like a ball up
and down up and down over the jump rope,
skimming over the hill; but these were
momentary.

She fretted about her appearance, thin and dark
and foreign-looking at a time when every little
girl was supposed to look or thought she should
look a chubby blonde replica of Shirley Temple.
The doorbell sometimes rang for her, but no one
seemed to come and play in the house or be a
best friend. Maybe because we moved so much.

There was a boy she loved painfully through
two school semesters. Months later she told me
how she had taken pennies from my purse to
buy him candy. "Licorice was his favorite and I
brought him some every day, but he still liked
Jennifer better'n me. Why, Mommy?" The kind
of question for which there is no answer.

School was a worry to her. She was not glib or
quick in a world where glibness and quickness
were easily confused with ability to learn. To
her overworked and exasperated teachers she
was an overconscientious "slow learner" who
kept trying to catch up and was absent entirely
too often.

I let her be absent, though sometimes the illness
was imaginary. How different from my now-
strictness about attendance with the others. |
wasn't working. We had a new baby, I was



home anyhow. Sometimes, after Susan grew old
enough, [ would keep her home from school,
too, to have them all together.

Mostly Emily had asthma, and her breathing,
harsh and labored, would fill the house with a
curiously tranquil sound. I would bring the two
old dresser mirrors and her boxes of collections
to her bed. She would select beads and single
earrings, bottle tops and shells, dried flowers
and pebbles, old postcards and scraps, all sorts
of oddments; then she and Susan would play
Kingdom, setting up landscapes and furniture,
peopling them with action.

Those were the only times of peaceful
companionship between her and Susan. [ have
edged away from it, that poisonous feeling
between them, that terrible balancing of hurts
and needs I had to do between the two, and did
so badly, those earlier years.

Oh there are conflicts between the others too,
each one human, needing, demanding, hurting,
taking-but only between Emily and Susan, no,
Emily toward Susan that corroding resentment.
It seems so obvious on the surface, yet it is not
obvious. Susan, the second child, Susan, golden-
and curly-haired and chubby, quick and
articulate and assured, everything in appearance
and manner Emily was not; Susan, not able to
resist Emily's precious things, losing or
sometimes clumsily breaking them; Susan
telling jokes and riddles to company for
applause while Emily sat silent (to say to me
later: that was my riddle, Mother, I told it to
Susan); Susan, who for all the five years'
difference in age was just a year behind Emily
in developing physically.

I am glad for that slow physical development
that widened the difference between her and her
contemporaries, though she suffered over it. She
was too vulnerable for that terrible world of
youthful competition, of preening and parading,
of constant measuring of yourself against every

other, of envy, "If I had that copper hair," "If [
had that skin...." She tormented herself enough
about not looking like the others, there was
enough of the unsureness, the having to be
conscious of words before you speak, the
constant caring-what are they thinking of me?
without having it all magnified by the merciless
physical drives.

Ronnie is calling. He is wet and I change him. It
is rare there is such a cry now. That time of
motherhood is almost behind me when the ear is
not one's own but must always be racked and
listening for the child cry, the child call. We sit
for a while and I hold him, looking out over the
city spread in charcoal with its soft aisles of
light. "Shoogily," he breathes and curls closer. I
carry him back to bed, asleep. Shoogily. A
funny word, a family word, inherited from
Emily, invented by her to say: comfort.

In this and other ways she leaves her seal, I say
aloud. And startle at my saying it. What do I
mean? What did I start to gather together, to try
and make coherent? I was at the terrible,
growing years. War years. I do not remember
them well. I was working. there were four
smaller ones now, there was not time for her.
She had to help be a mother, and housekeeper,
and shopper. She had to set her seal. Mornings
of crisis and near hysteria trying to get lunches
packed, hair combed, coats and shoes found,
everyone to school or Child Care on time, the
baby ready for transportation. And always the
paper scribbled on by a smaller one, the book
looked at by Susan then mislaid, the homework
not done. Running out to that huge school where
she was one, she was lost, she was a drop;
suffering over the unpreparedness, stammering
and unsure in her classes.

There was so little time left at night after the
kids were bedded down. She would struggle
over books,,always eating (it was in those years
she developed her enormous appetite that Is
legendary in our family) and I would be ironing,



or preparing food for the next day, or writing V-
mail to Bill, or tending the baby. Sometimes, to
make me laugh, or out of her despair, she would
imitate happen. ings or types at school.

I think I said once: "Why don't you do
something like this in the school amateur
show?" One morning she phoned me at work,
hardly understandable through the weeping:
"Mother, I did it. I won, I won; they gave me
first prize; they clapped and clapped and
wouldn't let me go."

Now suddenly she was Somebody, and as
imprisoned in her difference as she had been in

anonymity.

She began to be asked to perform at other high
schools, even in colleges, then at city and
statewide affairs. The first one we went to, I
only recognized her that first moment when
thin, shy, she almost drowned herself into the
curtains. Then: Was this Emily? The control, the
command, the convulsing and deadly clowning,
the spell. then the roaring, stamping audience,
unwilling to let this rare and precious laughter
out of their lives.

Afterwards: You ought to do something about
her with a gift like that-but without money or
knowing how, what does one do? We have left
it all to her, and the gift has as often eddied
inside, clogged and clotted, as been used and
growing.

She is coming. She runs up the stairs two at a
time with her light graceful step, and I know she
is happy toriight. Whatever it was that
occasioned your call did not happen today.

"Aren't you ever going to flnish the ironing,
Mother? Whistler painted his mother in a
rocker. I'd have to paint mine standing over an
ironing board." This is one of her
communicative nights and she tells me

everything and nothing as she fixes herself a
plate of food out of the icebox.

She is so lovely. Why did you want me to come
in at all? Why were you concerned? She will
find her way.

She starts up the stairs to bed. "Don't get me up
with the rest in the morning.""But I thought you
were having midterms." "Oh, those," she comes
back in, kisses me, and says quite lightly, "in a
couple of years when we'll all be atomdead they
won't matter a bit."

She has said it before. She believes it. But
because I have been dredging the past, and all
that compounds a human being is so heavy and
meaningful in me, I cannot endure it tonight. I
will never total it all.

I will never come in to say: She was a child
seldom smiled at. Her father left me before she
was a year old. I had to work her first six years
when there was work, or I sent her home and to
his relatives. There were years she had care she
hated. She was dark and thin and foreign-
looking in a world where the prestige went to
blondeness and curly hair and dimples, she was
scraps, all sorts of oddments; then she and
Susan would play Kingdom, setting up
landscapes and furniture, peopling them with
action.

Those were the only times of peaceful
companionship between her and Susan. [ have
edged away from it, that poisonous feeling
between them, that terrible balancing of hurts
and needs I had to do between the two, and did
so badly, those earlier years.

Oh there are conflicts between the others too,
each one human, needing, demanding, hurting,
taking-but only between Emily and Susan, no,
Emily toward Susan that corroding resentment.
It seems so obvious on the surface, yet it is not
obvious. Susan, the second child, Susan, golden-



and curly-haired and chubby, quick and
articulate and assured, everything in appearance
and manner Emily was not; Susan, not able to
resist Emily's precious things, losing or
sometimes clumsily breaking them; Susan
telling jokes and riddles to company for
applause while Emily sat silent (to say to me
later: that was my riddle, Mother, I told it to
Susan); Susan. who for all the five years'
difference in age was just a year behind Emily
in developing physically.

I am glad for that slow physical development
that widened the difference between her and her
contemporaries, though she suffered over it. She
was too vulnerable for that terrible world of
youthful competition, of preening and parading,
of constant measuring of yourself against every
other, of envy. "If I had that copper hair:"' "If [
had that skin...." She tormented herself enough
about not looking like the others, there was
enough of the unsureness, the having to be
conscious of words before you speak, the
constant caring-what are they thinking of me?
without having it all magnified by the merciless
physical drives.

Ronnie is calling. He is wet and I change him. It
is rare there is such a cry now. That time of
motherhood is almost behind me when the ear is
not one's own but must always be racked and
listening for the child cry, the child call. We sit
for a while and I hold him. looking out over the
city spread in charcoal with its soft aisles of
light. "Shoogily:' he breathes and curls closer. I
carry him back to bed, asleep. Shoogily. A
funny word, a family word, inherited from
Emily, invented by her to say: comfort.

In this and other ways she leaves her seal, I say
aloud. And startle at my saying it. What do I
mean? What did I start to gather together, to try
and make coherent? I was at the terrible,
growing years. War years. I do not remember
them well. I was working, there were four
smaller ones now, there was not time for her.

She had to help be a mother, and housekeeper,
and shopper. She had to set her seal. Mornings
of crisis and near hysteria trying to get lunches
packed, hair combed, coats and shoes found,
everyone to school or Child Care on time, the
baby ready for transportation. And always the
paper scribbled on by a smaller one, the book
looked at by Susan then mislaid, the homework
not done. Running out to that huge school where
she was one, she was lost, she was a drop;
suffering over the unpreparedness, stammering
and unsure in her classes.

There was so little time left at night after the
kids were bedded down. She would struggle
over books"always eating (it was in those years
she developed her enormous appetite that is
legendary in our family) and I would be ironing,
or preparing food for the next day, or writing V-
mail to Bill, or tending the baby. Sometimes, to
make me laugh, or out of her despair, she would
imitate happenings or types at school.

I think I said once: "Why don't you do
something like this in the school amateur
show?" One morning she phoned me at work,
hardly understandable through the weeping:
"Mother, I did it. I won, I won; they gave me
first prize; they clapped and clapped and
wouldn't let me go."

Now suddenly she was Somebody, and as
imprisoned in her difference as she had been in

anonymity.

She began to be asked to perform at other high
schools, even in colleges, then at city and
statewide affairs. The first one we went to, I
only recogniz.ed her that first moment when
thin, shy, she almost drowned herself into the
curtains. Then: Was this Emily? The control, the
command, the convulsing and deadly clowning,
the spell, then the roaring, stamping audience,
unwilling to let this rare and precious laughter
out of their lives.



Afterwards: You ought to do something about
her with a gift like that-but without money or
knowing how, what does one do? We have left
it all to her, and the gift has as often eddied
inside, clogged and clotted. as been used and
growing.

She is coming. She runs up the stairs two at a
time with her light graceful step. and I know she
is happy toriight. Whatever it was that
occasioned your call did not happen today.

"Aren't you ever going to finish the ironing,
Mother? Whistler painted his mother in a
rocker. I'd have to paint mine standing over an
ironing board." This is one of her
communicative nights and she tells me
everything and nothing as she fixes herself a
plate of food out of the icebox.

She is so lovely. Why did you want me to come
in at all? Why were you concerned? She will
find her way.

She starts up the stairs to bed. "Don't get me up
with the rest in the morning:' "But I thought you
were having midterms." "Oh, those," she comes
back in, kisses me, and says quite lightly, "in a
couple of years when we'll all be atomdead they
won't matter a bit."

She has said it before. She believes it. But
because I have been dredging the past. and all
that compounds a human being is so heavy and
meaningful in me, I cannot endure it tonight.

I will never total it all. I will never come in to
say: She was a child seldom smiled at. Her
father left me before she was a year old. I had to
work her first six years when there was work, or
I sent her home and to his relatives. There were
years she had care she hated. She was dark and
thin and foreign-looking in a world where the
prestige went to blondeness and curly hair and
dimples, she was slow where glibness was
prized. She was a child of anxious, not proud,

love. We were poor and could not afford for her
the soil of easy growth. I was a young mother, I
was a distracted mother. There were other
children pushing up, demanding. Her younger
sister seemed all that she was not. There were
years she did not want me to touch her. She kept
too much in herself, her life was such she had to
keep too much in herself. My wisdom came too
late. She has much to her and probably little
will come of it. She is a child of her age, of
depression, of war, of fear.

Let her be. So all that is in her will not bloom-
but in how many does it? :'i There is still
enough left to live by. Only help her to know-
help make it so there is cause for her to know-
that she is more than this dress on the ironing
board. helpless before the iron.



REUNION
by John Cheever
(1962)

The last time I saw my father was in Grand
Central Station. I was going from my
grandmother’s in the Adirondacks to a cottage
on the Cape that my mother had rented, and I
wrote my father that I would be in New York
between trains for an hour and a half, and asked
if we could have lunch together. His secretary
wrote to say that he would meet me at the
information booth at noon, and at twelve o’
clock sharp I saw him coming through the
crowd.

He was a stranger to me -- my mother divorced
him three years ago and I hadn’t been with him
since -- but as soon as [ saw him I felt that he
was my father, my flesh and blood, my future
and my doom. I knew that when I was grown I
would be something like him; I would have to
plan my campaigns within his limitations. He
was a big, good-looking man, and I was terribly
happy to see him again. He struck me on the
back and shook my hand. "Hi, Charlie," he said,
"Hi, boy. I’d like to take you up to my club, but
it’s in the Sixties, and if you have to catch an
early train I guess we’d better get something to
eat around here." He put his arm around me, and
I smelled my father the way my mother sniffs a
rose. It was a rich compound of whiskey and
after shave lotion, shoe polish, woolens, and the
rankness of a mature male. I hoped that
someone would see us together. I wished that
we could be photographed. I wanted some
record of our having been together.

We went out of the station and up a side street
to a restaurant. It was still early, and the place
was empty. The bartender was quarreling with a
delivery boy, and there was one very old waiter
in a red coat down by the kitchen floor. We sat
down and my father hailed the waiter in a loud
voice.

"Kellner!" he shouted. "Garcon! Cameriere!
You!"

His boisterousness in the empty restaurant
seemed out of place.

"Could we have a little service here?" he
shouted. “Chop-chop.” Then he clapped his
hands. This caught the waiter’s attention, and he
shuffled over to our table.

"Were you clapping your hands at me?" he
asked.

"Calm down, calm down, Sommelier," my
father said. "If it isn’t too much to ask of you, if
it wouldn’t be too much above and beyond the
call of duty, we would like a couple of Beefeater
Gibsons."

"I don’t like to be clapped at," the waiter said.

"I should have brought my whistle," my father
said. "I have a whistle that is audible only to the
ears of old waiters. Now, take out your little pad
and your little pencil and see if you can get this
straight: two Beefeater Gibsons. Repeat after
me: two Beefeater Gibsons."

"I think you’d better go somewhere else," the
waiter said quietly.

"That," said my father, "is one of the most
brilliant suggestions I have ever heard. C’mon,
Charlie, let’s get the hell out of here."

I followed my father out of that restaurant and
into another. He was not so boisterous this time.
Our drinks came, and he cross questioned me
about the baseball season. He then struck the
edge of his empty glass with his knife and began
shouting again.

"Garcon! Kellner! Cameriere! You! Could we
trouble you to bring us two more of the same."



"How old is the boy?"

n

"That is none of your God damned business.

"I’m sorry, sir," the waiter said, "but I won’t
serve the boy another drink."

"Well, I have some news for you," my father
said. "I have some very interesting news for
you. This doesn’t happen to be the only
restaurant in New York. They’ve opened
another on the corner. C’mon, Charlie."

He paid the bill, and I followed him out of that
restaurant into another. Here the waiters wore
pink jackets like hunting coats, and there was a
lot of horse tack on the walls. We sat down, and
my father began to shout again.

"Master of the hounds! Tallyhoo and all that
sort of thing. We’d like a little something in the
way of a stirrup cup. Namely, two Bibson
Geefeaters."

"Two Bibson Geefeaters?" the waiter asked,
smiling.

"You know damned well what I want," my
father said angrily. "I want two Beefeater
Gibsons, and make it snappy. Things have
changed in jolly old England. So my friend the
duke tells me. Let’s see what England can
produce in the way of a cocktail."

"This isn’t England," the waiter said.

"Don’t argue with me," my father said. "Just do
as you’re told."

"I just thought you might like to know where
you are," the waiter said.

"If there is one thing I cannot tolerate," my
father said, "it is an impudent domestic. C’mon,
Charlie."

The fourth place we went to was Italian.

"Per favore, possiamo avere due cocktail
americani. Subito."

The waiter left us and spoke with the captain,
who came over to our table and said, "I'm sorry,
sir, but this table is reserved."

"All right," my father said. "Get us another
table."

"All the tables are reserved," the captain said.

"I get it," my father said. "You don’t desire our
patronage. Is that it? Well, the hell with you.
Vada all’ inferno. Let’s go, Charlie."

"I have to get my train," I said.

"I’m sorry, sonny," my father said. "I’m terribly
sorry." He put his arm around me and pressed
me against him. "I’ll walk you back to the
station. If there had only been time to go up to
my club."

"That’s all right, Daddy," I said.

"I’1l get you a paper," he said. "I’1l get you a
paper to read on the train."

Then he went up to a newsstand and said, "Kind
sir, will you be good enough to favor me with
one of your God damned, no good, ten cent
afternoon papers?" The clerk turned away from
him and stared at a magazine cover. "Is it asking
too much, kind sir," my father said, "is it asking
too much for you to sell me one of your
disgusting specimens of yellow journalism?"

"I have to go, Daddy," I said. "It’s late."
"Now, just wait a second, sonny," he said. "Just

wait a second. I want to get a rise out of this
chap."



"Goodbye, Daddy," I said, and I went down the
stairs and got my train, and that was the last
time I saw my father.



THE COLD EQUATIONS
By Tom Godwin
1954

He was not alone.

There was nothing to indicate the fact but the
white hand of the tiny gauge on the board before
him. The control room was empty but for
himself; there was no sound other than the
murmur of the drives—but the white hand had
moved. It had been on zero when the little ship
was launched from the Stardust; now, an hour
later, it had crept up. There was something in
the supply closet across the room, it was saying,
some kind of a body that radiated heat.

It could be but one kind of a body—a living,
human body.

He leaned back in the pilot’s chair and drew a
deep, slow breath, considering what he would
have to do. He was an EDS pilot, inured to the
sight of death, long since accustomed to it and
to viewing the dying of another man with an
objective lack of emotion, and he had no choice
in what he must do. There could be no
alternative—but it required a few moments of
conditioning for even an EDS pilot to prepare
himself to walk across the room and coldly,
deliberately, take the life of a man he had yet to
meet.

He would, of course, do it. It was the law, stated
very bluntly and definitely in grim Paragraph L,
Section 8, of Interstellar Regulations: “Any
stowaway discovered in an EDS shall be
Jettisoned immediately following discovery.”

It was the law, and there could be no appeal.

It was a law not of men’s choosing but made
imperative by the circumstances of the space
frontier. Galactic expansion had followed the
development of the hyperspace drive, and as
men scattered wide across the frontier, there had

come the problem of contact with the isolated
first colonies and exploration parties. The huge
hyperspace cruisers were the product of the
combined genius and effort of Earth and were
long and expensive in the building. They were
not available in such numbers that small
colonies could possess them. The cruisers
carried the colonists to their new worlds and
made periodic visits, running on tight schedules,
but they could not stop and turn aside to visit
colonies scheduled to be visited at another time;
such a delay would destroy their schedule and
produce a confusion and uncertainty that would
wreck the complex interdependence between
old Earth and the new worlds of the frontier.
Some method of delivering supplies or
assistance when an emergency occurred on a
world not scheduled for a visit had been needed,
and the Emergency Dispatch Ships had been the
answer. Small and collapsible, they occupied
little room in the hold of the cruiser; made of
light metal and plastics, they were driven by a
small rocket drive that consumed relatively little
fuel. Each cruiser carried four EDSs, and when
a call for aid was received, the nearest cruiser
would drop into normal space long enough to
launch an EDS with the needed supplies or
personnel, then vanish again as it continued on
its course.

The cruisers, powered by nuclear converters, did
not use the liquid rocket fuel, but nuclear
converters were far too large and complex to
permit their installation in the EDSs. The
cruisers were forced by necessity to carry a
limited amount of bulky rocket fuel, and the fuel
was rationed! with care, the cruiser’s computers
determining the exact amount of fuel each EDS
would require for its mission. The computers
considered the course coordinates, the mass of
the EDS, the mass of pilot and cargo; they were
very precise and accurate and omitted nothing
from their calculations. They could not,
however, foresee and allow for the added mass
of a stowaway.
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The Stardust had received the request from one
of the exploration parties stationed on Woden,
the six men of the party already being stricken
with the fever carried by the green kala midges
and their own supply of serum destroyed by the
tornado that had torn through their camp.The
Stardust had gone through the usual procedure,
dropping into normal space to launch the EDS
with the fever serum, then vanishing again in
hyperspace. Now, an hour later, the gauge was
saying there was something more than the small
carton of serum in the supply closet.

He let his eyes rest on the narrow white door of
the closet. There, just inside, another man lived
and breathed and was beginning to feel assured
that discovery of his presence would now be too
late for the pilot to alter the situation. It was too
late; for the man behind the door it was far later
than he thought and in a way he would find it
terrible to believe.

There could be no alternative. Additional fuel
would be used during the hours of
deceleration” to compensate for the added mass
of the stowaway, infinitesimal increments of
fuel that would not be missed until the ship had
almost reached its destination. Then, at some
distance above the ground that might be as near
as a thousand feet or as far as tens of thousands
of feet, depending upon the mass of ship and
cargo and the preceding period of deceleration,
the unmissed increments of fuel would make
their absence known; the EDS would expend its
last drops of fuel with a sputter and go into
whistling free fall. Ship and pilot and stowaway
would merge together upon impact as a
wreckage of metal and plastic, flesh and blood,
driven deep into the soil. The stowaway had
signed his own death warrant® when he
concealed himself on the ship; he could not be
permitted to take seven others with him.

He looked again at the telltale* white hand, then
rose to his feet. What he must do would be
unpleasant for both of them; the sooner it was

over, the better. He stepped across the control
room to stand by the white door.

“Come out!” His command was harsh and
abrupt above the murmur of the drive.

It seemed he could hear the whisper of a furtive
movement inside the closet, then nothing. He
visualized the stowaway cowering closer into
one corner, suddenly worried by the possible
consequences of his act, his self-assurance
evaporating.

“I said out!”

He heard the stowaway move to obey, and he
waited with his eyes alert on the door and his
hand near the blaster at his side.

The door opened and the stowaway stepped
through it, smiling. “All right—I give up. Now
what?”

It was a girl.

He stared without speaking, his hand dropping
away from the blaster, and acceptance of what
he saw coming like a heavy and unexpected
physical blow.

The stowaway was not a man—she was a girl in
her teens, standing before him in little white
gypsy sandals, with the top of her brown, curly
head hardly higher than his shoulder, with a
faint, sweet scent of perfume coming from her,
and her smiling face tilted up so her eyes could
look unknowing and unafraid into his as she
waited for his answer.

Now what? Had it been asked in the deep,
defiant voice of a man, he would have answered
it with action, quick and efficient. He would
have taken the stowaway’s identification disk
and ordered him into the air lock. Had the
stowaway refused to obey, he would have used
the blaster. It would not have taken long; within
a minute the body would have been ejected into
space—had the stowaway been a man.

He returned to the pilot’s chair and motioned
her to seat herself on the boxlike bulk of the
drive-control units that were set against the wall
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beside him. She obeyed, his silence making the
smile fade into the meek and guilty expression
of a pup that has been caught in mischief and
knows it must be punished.

“You still haven’t told me,” she said. “I’'m
guilty, so what happens to me now? Do I pay a
fine, or what?”

“What are you doing here?” he asked. “Why did
you stow away on this EDS?”

“I wanted to see my brother. He’s with the
government survey crew on Woden and |
haven’t seen him for ten years, not since he left
Earth to go into government survey work.”
“What was your destination on the Stardust?”
“Mimir. | have a position waiting for me there.
My brother has been sending money home all
the time to us—my father and mother and me—
and he paid for a special course in linguistics I
was taking. I graduated sooner than expected
and I was offered this job in Mimir. I knew it
would be almost a year before Gerry’s job was
done on Woden so he could come on to Mimir,
and that’s why I hid in the closet there. There
was plenty of room for me and I was willing to
pay the fine. There were only the two of us
kids—Gerry and I—and I haven’t seen him for
so long, and I didn’t want to wait another year
when I could see him now, even though I knew
I would be breaking some kind of a regulation
when I did it.”

I knew I would be breaking some kind of a
regulation. In a way, she could not be blamed
for her ignorance of the law; she was of Earth
and had not realized that the laws of the space
frontier must, of necessity, be as hard and
relentless as the environment that gave them
birth. Yet, to protect such as her from the results
of their own ignorance of the frontier, there had
been a sign over the door that led to the section
of the Stardust that housed the EDSs, a sign that
was plain for all to see and heed:
UNAUTHORIZED PERSONNEL KEEP OUT!
“Does your brother know that you took passage
on the Stardust for Mimir?”

“Oh, yes. I sent him a spacegram telling him
about my graduation and about going to Mimir
on the Stardust a month before I left Earth. I
already knew Mimir was where he would be
stationed in a little over a year. He gets a
promotion then, and he’ll be based on Mimir
and not have to stay out a year at a time on field
trips, like he does now.”

There were two different survey groups on
Woden, and he asked, “What is his name?”
“Cross—G@Gerry Cross. He’s in Group Two—
that was the way his address read. Do you know
him?”

Group One had requested the serum: Group
Two was eight thousand miles away, across the
Western Sea.

“No, I’ve never met him,” he said, then turned
to the control board and cut the deceleration to a
fraction of a gravity, knowing as he did so that it
could not avert the ultimate end, yet doing the
only thing he could do to prolong that ultimate
end. The sensation was like that of the ship
suddenly dropping, and the girls involuntary
movement of surprise half lifted her from her
seat.

“We’re going faster now, aren’t we?” she asked.
“Why are we doing that?”

He told her the truth. “To save fuel for a little
while.”

“You mean we don’t have very much?”

He delayed the answer he must give her so soon
to ask, “How did you manage to stow away?”
“I just sort of walked in when no one was
looking my way,” she said. “I was practicing my
Gelanese on the native girl who does the
cleaning in the Ship’s Supply office when
someone came in with an order for supplies for
the survey crew on Woden. I slipped into the
closet there after the ship was ready to go just
before you came in. It was an impulse of the
moment to stow away, so I could get to see
Gerry—and from the way you keep looking at
me so grim, I’m not sure it was a very wise
impulse. But I’ll be a model criminal—or do I
mean prisoner?” She smiled at him again. “I
intended to pay for my keep on top of paying



the fine. I can cook and I can patch clothes for
everyone and I know how to do all kinds of
useful things, even a little bit about nursing.”
There was one more question to ask:

“Did you know what the supplies were that the
survey crew ordered?”’

“Why, no. Equipment they needed in their work,
I supposed.”

Why couldn’t she have been a man with some
ulterior motive? A fugitive from justice hoping
to lose himself on a raw new world; an
opportunist seeking transportation to the new
colonies where he might find golden fleece® for
the taking; a crackpot with a mission. Perhaps
once in his lifetime an EDS pilot would find
such a stowaway on his ship—warped men,
mean and selfish men, brutal and dangerous
men—but never before a smiling, blue-eyed girl
who was willing to pay her fine and work for
her keep that she might see her brother.

He turned to the board and turned the switch
that would signal the Stardust. The call would
be futile, but he could not, until he had
exhausted that one vain hope, seize her and
thrust her into the air lock as he would an
animal—or a man.

The delay, in the meantime, would not be
dangerous with the EDS decelerating at
fractional gravity.

A voice spoke from the communicator.
“Stardust. 1dentify yourself and proceed.”
“Barton, EDS 34GII. Emergency. Give me
Commander Delhart.”

There was a faint confusion of noises as the
request went through the proper channels. The
girl was watching him, no longer smiling.
“Are you going to order them to come back
after me?” she asked.

The communicator clicked and there was the
sound of a distant voice saying, “Commander,
the EDS requests...”

“Are they coming back after me?” she asked
again. “Won’t I get to see my brother after all?”

“Barton?”” The blunt, gruff voice of Commander
Delhart came from the communicator. “What’s
this about an emergency?”’

“A stowaway,” he answered.

“A stowaway?” There was a slight surprise to
the question. “That’s rather unusual—but why
the ‘emergency’ call? You discovered him in
time, so there should be no appreciable danger,
and I presume you’ve informed Ship’s Records
so his nearest relatives can be notified.”

“That’s why I had to call you, first. The
stowaway is still aboard and the circumstances
are so different—"

“Different?” the commander interrupted,
impatience in his voice. “How can they be
different? You know you have a limited supply
of fuel; you also know the law as well as I do:
‘Any stowaway discovered in an EDS shall be
jettisoned immediately following discovery.’”
There was the sound of a sharply indrawn breath
from the girl. “What does he mean?”

“The stowaway is a girl.”

“What?”

“She wanted to see her brother. She’s only a kid
and she didn’t know what she was really doing.”
“I see.” All the curtness was gone from the
commander’s voice. “So you called me in the
hope I could do something?”” Without waiting
for an answer he went on, “I’m sorry—I can do
nothing. This cruiser must maintain its schedule;
the life of not one person but the lives of many
depend on it. I know how you feel but I'm
powerless to help you. You’ll have to go
through with it. I’ll have you connected with
Ship’s Records.”

The communicator faded to a faint rustle of
sound, and he turned back to the girl. She was
leaning forward on the bench, almost rigid, her
eyes fixed wide and frightened.

“What did he mean, to go through with it? To
jettison® me...to go through with it—what did
he mean? Not the way it sounded...he couldn’t
have. What did he mean—what did he really
mean?”’


javascript:code.getNodeByID('id_5976695').doEvent('onClick');
javascript:code.getNodeByID('id_5976695').doEvent('onClick');

Her time was too short for the comfort of a lie to
be more than a cruelly fleeting delusion.

“He meant it the way it sounded.”

“No!” She recoiled from him as though he had
struck her, one hand half raised as though to
fend him off and stark unwillingness to believe
in her eyes.

“It will have to be.”

“No! You’re joking—you’re insane! You can’t
mean it!”

“I’'m sorry.” He spoke slowly to her, gently. “I
should have told you before—I should have, but
I had to do what I could first; I had to call the
Stardust. You heard what the commander said.”

“But you can’t—if you make me leave the ship,
I’ll die.”

“I know.”

She searched his face, and the unwillingness to
believe left her eyes, giving way slowly to a
look of dazed horror.

“You know?” She spoke the words far apart,
numbly and wonderingly.

“I know. It has to be like that.”

“You mean it—you really mean it.” She sagged
back against the wall, small and limp like a little
rag doll, and all the protesting and disbelief
gone. “You’re going to do it—you’re going to
make me die?”

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “You’ll never know
how sorry I am. It has to be that way and no
human in the universe can change it.”

“You’re going to make me die and I didn’t do
anything to die for—I didn’t do anything—"
He sighed, deep and weary. “I know you didn’t,
child. I know you didn’t.”

“EDS.” The communicator rapped brisk and
metallic. “This is Ship’s Records. Give us all
information on subject’s identification disk.”
He got out of his chair to stand over her. She
clutched the edge of the seat, her upturned face
white under the brown hair and the lipstick
standing out like a blood-red cupid's bow.

“Now?”

“I want your identification disk,” he said.

She released the edge of the seat and fumbled at
the chain that suspended the plastic disk from
her neck with fingers that were trembling and
awkward. He reached down and unfastened the
clasp for her, then returned with the disk to his
chair.

“Here’s your data, Records: Identification
Number T837—"

“One moment,” Records interrupted. “This is to
be filed on the gray card, of course?”

“Yes.”

“And the time of execution?”

“I’1l tell you later.”

“Later? This is highly irregular; the time of the
subject’s death is required before—"

He kept the thickness out of his voice with an
effort. “Then we’ll do it in a highly irregular
manner—you’ll hear the disk read first. The
subject is a girl and she’s listening to everything
that’s said. Are you capable of understanding
that?”

There was a brief, almost shocked silence; then
Records said meekly, “Sorry. Go ahead.”

He began to read the disk, reading it slowly to
delay the inevitable for as long as possible,
trying to help her by giving her what little time
he could to recover from her first horror and let
it resolve into the calm of acceptance and
resignation.

“Number T8374 dash Y54. Name, Marilyn Lee
Cross. Sex, female. Born July 7, 2160.” She was
only eighteen. “Height, five-three. Weight, a
hundred and ten.” Such a slight weight, yet
enough to add fatally to the mass of the shell-
thin bubble that was an EDS. “Hair, brown.
Eyes, blue. Complexion, light. Blood type O.”
Irrelevant data. “Destination, Port City, Mimir.’
Invalid data.

He finished and said, “T’ll call you later,” then
turned once again to the girl. She was huddled
back against the wall, watching him with a look
of numb and wondering fascination.

b
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“They’re waiting for you to kill me, aren’t they?
They want me dead, don’t they? You and
everybody on the cruiser want me dead, don’t
you?” Then the numbness broke and her voice
was that of a frightened and bewildered child.
“Everybody wants me dead and I didn’t do
anything. I didn’t hurt anyone—I only wanted to
see my brother.”

“It’s not the way you think—it isn’t that way at
all,” he said. “Nobody wants it this way; nobody
would ever let it be this way if it was humanly
possible to change it.”

“Then why is it? I don’t understand. Why is it?”
“This ship is carrying kala fever serum to Group
One on Woden. Their own supply was
destroyed by a tornado. Group Two—the crew
your brother is in—is eight thousand miles away
across the Western Sea, and their helicopters
can’t cross it to help Group One. The fever is
invariably fatal unless the serum can be had in
time, and the six men in Group One will die
unless this ship reaches them on schedule. These
little ships are always given barely enough fuel
to reach their destination, and if you stay
aboard, your added weight will cause it to use
up all its fuel before it reaches the ground. It
will crash then, and you and I will die and so
will the six men waiting for the fever serum.”

It was a full minute before she spoke, and as she
considered his words, the expression of
numbness left her eyes.

“Is that it?” she asked at last. “Just that the ship
doesn’t have enough fuel?”

“Yes.”

“I can go alone or I can take seven others with
me—is that the way it is?”

“That’s the way it is.”

“And nobody wants me to have to die?”
“Nobody.”

“Then maybe—Are you sure nothing can be
done about it? Wouldn’t people help me if they
could?”

“Everyone would like to help you, but there is
nothing anyone can do. I did the only thing I
could do when I called the Stardust.”

“And it won’t come back—but there might be
other cruisers, mightn’t there? Isn’t there any
hope at all that there might be someone,
somewhere, who could do something to help
me?”

She was leaning forward a little in her eagerness
as she waited for his answer.

“No.”

The word was like the drop of a cold stone and
she again leaned back against the wall, the hope
and eagerness leaving her face. “You’re sure—
you know you’re sure?”

“I’m sure. There are no other cruisers within
forty light-years; there is nothing and no one to
change things.”

She dropped her gaze to her lap and began
twisting a pleat of her skirt between her fingers,
saying no more as her mind began to adapt itself
to the grim knowledge.

It was better so; with the going of all hope
would go the fear; with the going of all hope
would come resignation. She needed time and
she could have so little of it. How much?

The EDSs were not equipped with hull-cooling
units; their speed had to be reduced to a
moderate level before they entered the
atmosphere. They were decelerating at .10
gravity, approaching their destination at a far
higher speed than the computers had calculated
on. The Stardust had been quite near Woden
when she launched the EDS; their present
velocity was putting them nearer by the second.
There would be a critical point, soon to be
reached, when he would have to resume
deceleration. When he did so, the girls weight
would be multiplied by the gravities of
deceleration, would become, suddenly, a factor
of paramount importance, the factor the
computers had been ignorant of when they
determined the amount of fuel the EDS should
have. She would have to go when deceleration
began; it could be no other way. When would
that be—how long could he let her stay?

“How long can I stay?”

He winced involuntarily from the words that
were so like an echo of his own thoughts. How
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long? He didn’t know; he would have to ask the
ship’s computers. Each EDS was given a
meager surplus of fuel to compensate for
unfavorable conditions within the atmosphere,
and relatively little fuel was being consumed for
the time being. The memory banks of the
computers would still contain all data pertaining
to the course set for the EDS; such data would
not be erased until the EDS reached its
destination. He had only to give the computers
the new data—the girl's weight and the exact
time at which he had reduced the deceleration to
.10.

“Barton.” Commander Delhart’s voice came
abruptly from the communicator as he opened
his mouth to call the Stardust. “A check with
Records shows me you haven’t completed your
report. Did you reduce the deceleration?”

So the commander knew what he was trying to
do.

“I’m decelerating at point ten,” he answered. “I
cut the deceleration at seventeen fifty and the
weight is a hundred and ten. I would like to stay
at point ten as long as the computers say I can.
Will you give them the question?”

It was contrary to regulations for an EDS pilot
to make any changes in the course or degree of
deceleration the computers had set for him, but
the commander made no mention of the
violation. Neither did he ask the reason for it. It
was not necessary for him to ask; he had not
become commander of an interstellar cruiser
without both intelligence and an understanding
of human nature. He said only, “I’1l have that
given to the computers.”

The communicator fell silent and he and the girl
waited, neither of them speaking. They would

not have to wait long; the computers would give
the answer within moments of the asking. The

new factors would be fed into the steel maw’ of
the first bank, and the electrical impulses would
go through the complex circuits. Here and there
a relay might click, a tiny cog turn over, but it

would be essentially the electrical impulses that
found the answer; formless, mindless, invisible,

determining with utter precision how long the
pale girl beside him might live. Then five little
segments of metal in the second bank would trip
in rapid succession against an inked ribbon and
a second steel maw would spit out the slip of
paper that bore the answer.

The chronometer® on the instrument board read
18:10 when the commander spoke again.

“You will resume deceleration at nineteen ten.”
She looked toward the chronometer, then
quickly away from it. “Is that when...when |
g0?” she asked. He nodded and she dropped her
eyes to her lap again.

“I’11 have the course correction given to you,”
the commander said. “Ordinarily I would never
permit anything like this, but I understand your
position. There is nothing I can do, other than
what I’ve just done, and you will not

deviate® from these new instructions. You will
complete your report at nineteen ten. Now—
here are the course corrections.”

The voice of some unknown technician read
them to him, and he wrote them down on the
pad clipped to the edge of the control board.
There would, he saw, be periods of deceleration
when he neared the atmosphere when the
deceleration would be five gravities—and at
five gravities, one hundred ten pounds would
become five hundred fifty pounds.

The technician finished and he terminated the
contact with a brief acknowledgment. Then,
hesitating a moment, he reached out and shut off
the communicator. It was 18:13 and he would
have nothing to report until 19:10. In the
meantime, it somehow seemed indecent to
permit others to hear what she might say in her
last hour.

He began to check the instrument readings,
going over them with unnecessary slowness.
She would have to accept the circumstances,
and there was nothing he could do to help her
into acceptance; words of sympathy would only
delay it.
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It was 18:20 when she stirred from her
motionlessness and spoke.

“So that’s the way it has to be with me?”

He swung around to face her. “You understand
now, don’t you? No one would ever let it be like
this if it could be changed.”

“I understand,” she said. Some of the color had
returned to her face and the lipstick no longer
stood out so vividly red. “There isn’t enough
fuel for me to stay. When I hid on this ship, I
got into something I didn’t know anything about
and now I have to pay for it.”

She had violated a man-made law that said
KEEP OUT, but the penalty was not for men’s
making or desire and it was a penalty men could
not revoke. A physical law had decreed: 4
amount of fuel will power an EDS with a mass
of m safely to its destination; and a second
physical law had decreed: & amount of fuel will
not power an EDS with a mass of m plus x
safely to its destination.

EDSs obeyed only physical laws, and no
amount of human sympathy for her could alter
the second law.

“But I'm afraid. [ don’t want to die—not now. I
want to live, and nobody is doing anything to
help me; everybody is letting me go ahead and
acting just like nothing was going to happen to
me. [’'m going to die and nobody cares.”

“We all do,” he said. “I do and the commander
does and the clerk in Ship’s Records; we all care
and each of us did what little he could to help
you. It wasn’t enough—it was almost nothing—
but it was all we could do.”

“Not enough fuel—I can understand that,” she
said, as though she had not heard his own
words. “But to have to die for it. Me alone...”
How hard it must be for her to accept the fact.
She had never known danger of death, had
never known the environments where the lives
of men could be as fragile and fleeting as sea
foam tossed against a rocky shore. She belonged
on gentle Earth, in that secure and peaceful

society where she could be young and gay and
laughing with the others of her kind, where life
was precious and well guarded and there was
always the assurance that tomorrow would
come. She belonged in that world of soft winds
and a warm sun, music and moonlight and
gracious manners, and not on the hard, bleak
frontier.

“How did it happen to me so terribly quickly?
An hour ago [ was on the Stardust, going to
Mimir. Now the Stardust is going on without
me and I’m going to die and I’ll never see Gerry
and Mama and Daddy again—I’ll never see
anything again.”

He hesitated, wondering how he could explain it
to her so she would really understand and not
feel she had somehow been the victim of a
reasonlessly cruel injustice. She did not know
what the frontier was like; she thought in terms
of safe, secure Earth. Pretty girls were not
jettisoned on Earth; there was a law against it.
On Earth her plight would have filled the
newscasts and a fast black patrol ship would
have been racing to her rescue. Everyone,
everywhere, would have known of Marilyn Lee
Cross, and no effort would have been spared to
save her life. But this was not Earth and there
were no patrol ships; only the Stardust, leaving
them behind at many times the speed of light.
There was no one to help her; there would be no
Marilyn Lee Cross smiling from the newscasts
tomorrow. Marilyn Lee Cross would be but a
poignant memory for an EDS pilot and a name
on a gray card in Ship’s Records.

“It’s different here; it’s not like back on Earth,”
he said. “It isn’t that no one cares; it’s that no
one can do anything to help. The frontier is big,
and here along its rim the colonies and
exploration parties are scattered so thin and far
between. On Woden, for example, there are only
sixteen men—sixteen men on an entire world.
The exploration parties, the survey crews, the
little first colonies—they’re all fighting alien
environments, trying to make a way for those
who will follow after. The environments fight
back, and those who go first usually make



mistakes only once. There is no margin of safety
along the rim of the frontier; there can’t be until
the way is made for the others who will come
later, until the new worlds are tamed and settled.
Until then men will have to pay the penalty for
making mistakes, with no one to help them,
because there is no one fo help them.”

“I was going to Mimir,” she said. “I didn’t know
about the frontier; I was only going to Mimir
and it’s safe.”

“Mimir is safe, but you left the cruiser that was
taking you there.”

She was silent for a little while. “It was all so
wonderful at first; there was plenty of room for
me on this ship and I would be seeing Gerry so
soon. I didn’t know about the fuel, didn’t know
what would happen to me....”

Her words trailed away, and he turned his
attention to the viewscreen, not wanting to stare
at her as she fought her way through the black
horror of fear toward the calm gray of
acceptance.

Woden was a ball, enshrouded in the blue haze
of its atmosphere, swimming in space against
the background of star-sprinkled dead
blackness. The great mass of Manning’s
Continent sprawled like a gigantic hourglass in
the Eastern Sea, with the western half of the
Eastern Continent still visible. There was a thin
line of shadow along the right-hand edge of the
globe, and the Eastern Continent was
disappearing into it as the planet turned on its
axis. An hour before, the entire continent had
been in view; now a thousand miles of it had
gone into the thin edge of shadow and around to
the night that lay on the other side of the world.
The dark blue spot that was Lotus Lake was
approaching the shadow. It was somewhere near
the southern edge of the lake that Group Two
had their camp. It would be night there soon,
and quick behind the coming of night the
rotation of Woden on its axis would put Group
Two beyond the reach of the ship’s radio.

He would have to tell her before it was too late
for her to talk to her brother. In a way, it would
be better for both of them should they not do so,

but it was not for him to decide. To each of
them the last words would be something to hold
and cherish, something that would cut like the
blade of a knife yet would be infinitely precious
to remember, she for her own brief moments to
live and he for the rest of his life.

He held down the button that would flash the
grid lines on the viewscreen and used the known
diameter of the planet to estimate the distance
the southern tip of Lotus Lake had yet to go
until it passed beyond radio range. It was
approximately five hundred miles. Five hundred
miles; thirty minutes—and the chronometer read
18:30. Allowing for error in estimating, it would
not be later than 19:05 that the turning of
Woden would cut off her brother’s voice.

The first border of the Western continent was
already in sight along the left side of the world.
Four thousand miles across it lay the shore of
the Western Sea and the camp of Group One. It
had been in the Western Sea that the tornado
had originated, to strike with such fury at the
camp and destroy half their prefabricated
buildings, including the one that housed the
medical supplies. Two days before, the tornado
had not existed; it had been no more than great
gentle masses of air over the calm Western Sea.
Group One had gone about their routine survey
work, unaware of the meeting of air masses out
at sea, unaware of the force the union was
spawning. It had struck their camp without
warning—a thundering, roaring destruction that
sought to annihilate all that lay before it. It had
passed on, leaving the wreckage in its wake. It
had destroyed the labor of months and had
doomed six men to die and then, as though its
task was accomplished, it once more began to
resolve into gentle masses of air. But, for all its
deadliness, it had destroyed with neither malice
nor intent. It had been a blind and mindless
force, obeying the laws of nature, and it would
have followed the same course with the same
fury had men never existed.

Existence required order, and there was order;
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the laws of nature, irrevocable and immutable.
Men could learn to use them, but men could not
change them. The circumference of a circle was
always pi times the diameter, and no science of
man would ever make it otherwise. The
combination of chemical A with chemical B
under condition C invariably produced reaction
D. The law of gravitation was a rigid equation,
and it made no distinction between the fall of a
leaf and the ponderous circling of a binary star
system. The nuclear conversion process
powered the cruisers that carried men to the
stars; the same process in the form of a nova
would destroy a world with equal efficiency.
The laws were, and the universe moved in
obedience to them. Along the frontier were
arrayed all the forces of nature, and sometimes
they destroyed those who were fighting their
way outward from Earth. The men of the
frontier had long ago learned the bitter futility of
cursing the forces that would destroy them, for
the forces were blind and deaf; the futility of
looking to the heavens for mercy, for the stars of
the galaxy swung in their long, long sweep of
two hundred million years, as

inexorably'® controlled as they by the laws that
knew neither hatred nor compassion. The men
of the frontier knew—but how was a girl from
Earth to fully understand? & amount of fuel will
not power an EDS with a mass of m plus x
safely to its destination. To him and her brother
and parents she was a sweet-faced girl in her
teens; to the laws of nature she was x, the
unwanted factor in a cold equation.

She stirred again on the seat. “Could I write a
letter? I want to write to Mama and Daddy. And
I’d like to talk to Gerry. Could you let me talk to
him over your radio there?”

“I’ll try to get him,” he said.

He switched on the normal-space transmitter
and pressed the signal button. Someone
answered the buzzer almost immediately.
“Hello. How’s it going with you fellows now—
is the EDS on its way?”

“This isn’t Group One; this is the EDS,” he said.
“Is Gerry Cross there?”

“Gerry? He and two others went out in the
helicopter this morning and aren’t back yet. It’s
almost sundown, though, and he ought to be
back right away—in less than an hour at the
most.”

“Can you connect me through to the radio in his
copter?”

“Huh-uh. It’s been out of commission for two
months—some printed circuits went
haywire!! and we can’t get any more until the
next cruiser stops by. Is it something
important—bad news for him, or something?”

“Yes—it’s very important. When he comes in,
get him to the transmitter as soon as you
possibly can.”

“I’ll do that; I’ll have one of the boys waiting at
the field with a truck. Is there anything else I
can do?”

“No, I guess that’s all. Get him there as soon as
you can and signal me.”

He turned the volume to an inaudible minimum,
an act that would not affect the functioning of
the signal buzzer, and unclipped the pad of
paper from the control board. He tore off the
sheet containing his flight instructions and
handed the pad to her, together with pencil.

“I’d better write to Gerry too,” she said as she
took them. “He might not get back to camp in
time.”

She began to write, her fingers still clumsy and
uncertain in the way they handled the pencil,
and the top of it trembling a little as she poised
it between words. He turned back to the
viewscreen, to stare at it without seeing it.

She was a lonely little child trying to say her last
goodbye, and she would lay out her heart to
them. She would tell them how much she loved
them and she would tell them to not feel bad
about it, that it was only something that must
happen eventually to everyone and she was not
afraid. The last would be a lie and it would be
there to read between the sprawling, uneven
lines: a valiant little lie that would make the hurt
all the greater for them.


javascript:top.hrwSpawnGlossaryTerm('irrevocable');
javascript:top.hrwSpawnGlossaryTerm('immutable');
javascript:top.hrwSpawnGlossaryTerm('ponderous');
javascript:code.getNodeByID('id_5976695').doEvent('onClick');
javascript:code.getNodeByID('id_5976695_2').doEvent('onClick');

Her brother was of the frontier and he would
understand. He would not hate the EDS pilot for
doing nothing to prevent her going; he would
know there had been nothing the pilot could do.
He would understand, though the understanding
would not soften the shock and pain when he
learned his sister was gone. But the others, her
father and mother—they would not understand.
They were of Earth and they would think in the
manner of those who had never lived where the
safety margin of life was a thin, thin line—and
sometimes nothing at all. What would they think
of the faceless, unknown pilot who had sent her
to her death?

They would hate him with cold and terrible
intensity, but it really didn’t matter. He would
never see them, never know them. He would
have only the memories to remind him; only the
nights of fear, when a blue-eyed girl in gypsy
sandals would come in his dreams to die
again....

He scowled at the viewscreen and tried to force
his thoughts into less emotional channels. There
was nothing he could do to help her. She had
unknowingly subjected herself to the penalty of
a law that recognized neither innocence nor
youth nor beauty, that was incapable of
sympathy or leniency. Regret was illogical—
and yet, could knowing it to be illogical ever
keep it away?

She stopped occasionally, as though trying to
find the right words to tell them what she
wanted them to know; then the pencil would
resume its whispering to the paper. It was 18:37
when she folded the letter in a square and wrote
a name on it. She began writing another, twice
looking up at the chronometer, as though she
feared the black hand might reach its
rendezvous'? before she had finished. It was
18:45 when she folded it as she had done the
first letter and wrote a name and address on it.
She held the letters out to him. “Will you take
care of these and see that they’re enveloped and
mailed?”

“Of course.” He took them from her hand and
placed them in a pocket of his gray uniform
shirt.

“These can’t be sent off until the next cruiser
stops by, and the Stardust will have long since
told them about me, won’t it?”” she asked. He
nodded and she went on: “That makes the letters
not important in one way, but in another way
they’re very important—to me, and to them.”
“I know. I understand, and I'll take care of
them.”

She glanced at the chronometer, then back to
him. “It seems to move faster all the time,
doesn’t it?”

He said nothing, unable to think of anything to
say, and she asked, “Do you think Gerry will
come back to camp in time?”

“I think so. They said he should be in right
away.”

She began to roll the pencil back and forth
between her palms. “I hope he does. I feel sick
and scared and I want to hear his voice again
and maybe I won’t feel so alone. I'm a coward
and I can’t help it.”

“No,” he said, “you’re not a coward. You’re
afraid, but you’re not a coward.”

“Is there a difference?”

He nodded. “A lot of difference.”

“I feel so alone. I never did feel like this before;
like I was all by myself and there was nobody to
care what happened to me. Always, before,
there were Mama and Daddy there and my
friends around me. I had lots of friends, and
they had a going-away party for me the night
before I left.”

Friends and music and laughter for her to
remember—and on the viewscreen Lotus Lake
was going into the shadow.

“Is it the same with Gerry?” she asked. “I mean,
if he should make a mistake, would he have to
die for it, all alone and with no one to help
him?”

“It’s the same with all, along the frontier; it will
always be like that so long as there is a
frontier.”
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“Gerry didn’t tell us. He said the pay was good,
and he sent money home all the time because
Daddy’s little shop just brought in a bare living,
but he didn’t tell us it was like this.”

“He didn’t tell you his work was dangerous?”
“Well—yes. He mentioned that, but we didn’t
understand. I always thought danger along the
frontier was something that was a lot of fun; an
exciting adventure, like in the three-D shows.”
A wan smile touched her face for a moment.
“Only it’s not, is it? It’s not the same at all,
because when it’s real you can’t go home after
the show is over.”

“No,” he said. “No, you can’t.”

Her glance flicked from the chronometer to the
door of the air lock, then down to the pad and
pencil she still held. She shifted her position
slightly to lay them on the bench beside her,
moving one foot out a little. For the first time he
saw that she was not wearing Vegan gypsy
sandals, but only cheap imitations; the
expensive Vegan leather was some kind of
grained plastic, the silver buckle was gilded
iron, the jewels were colored glass. Daddy’s
little shop just brought in a bare living.... She
must have left college in her second year, to
take the course in linguistics that would enable
her to make her own way and help her brother
provide for her parents, earning what she could
by part-time work after classes were over. Her
personal possessions on the Stardust would be
taken back to her parents—they would neither
be of much value nor occupy much storage
space on the return voyage.

“Isn’t it—" She stopped, and he looked at her
questioningly. “Isn’t it cold in here?” she asked,
almost apologetically. “Doesn’t it seem cold to
you?”

“Why, yes,” he said. He saw by the main
temperature gauge that the room was at
precisely normal temperature. “Yes, it’s colder
than it should be.”

“I wish Gerry would get back before it’s too
late. Do you really think he will, and you didn’t
just say so to make me feel better?”

“I think he will—they said he would be in pretty
soon.” On the viewscreen Lotus Lake had gone
into the shadow but for the thin blue line of its
western edge, and it was apparent he had
overestimated the time she would have in which
to talk to her brother. Reluctantly, he said to her,
“His camp will be out of radio range in a few
minutes; he’s on that part of Woden that’s in the
shadow”—he indicated the viewscreen—*"“and
the turning of Woden will put him beyond
contact. There may not be much time left when
he comes in—not much time to talk to him
before he fades out. I wish I could do something
about it—I would call him right now if I could.”
“Not even as much time as I will have to stay?”
“I’m afraid not.”

“Then—" She straightened and looked toward
the air lock with pale resolution. “Then I’ll go
when Gerry passes beyond range. I won’t wait
any longer after that—I won’t have anything to
wait for.”

Again there was nothing he could say.

“Maybe I shouldn’t wait at all. Maybe I’'m
selfish—maybe it would be better for Gerry if
you just told him about it afterward.”

There was an unconscious pleading for denial in
the way she spoke and he said, “He wouldn’t
want you to do that, to not wait for him.”

“It’s already coming dark where he is, isn’t it?
There will be all the long night before him, and
Mama and Daddy don’t know yet that I won’t
ever be coming back like I promised them I
would. I’ve caused everyone I love to be hurt,
haven’t I? I didn’t want to—I didn’t intend to.”
“It wasn’t your fault,” he said. “It wasn’t your
fault at all. They’ll know that. They’ll
understand.”

“At first I was so afraid to die that I was a
coward and thought only of myself. Now I see
how selfish I was. The terrible thing about dying
like this is not that I’ll be gone but that I’ll never
see them again; never be able to tell them that I
didn’t take them for granted; never be able to
tell them I knew of the sacrifices they made to
make my life happier, that [ knew all the things
they did for me and that I loved them so much



more than [ ever told them. I’ve never told them
any of those things. You don’t tell them such
things when you’re young and your life is all
before you—you’re so afraid of sounding
sentimental and silly. But it’s so different when
you have to die—you wish you had told them
while you could, and you wish you could tell
them you’re sorry for all the little mean things
you ever did or said to them. You wish you
could tell them that you didn’t really mean to
ever hurt their feelings and for them to only
remember that you always loved them far more
than you ever let them know.”

“You don’t have to tell them that,” he said.
“They will know—they’ve always known it.”
“Are you sure?” she asked. “How can you be
sure? My people are strangers to you.”
“Wherever you go, human nature and human
hearts are the same.”

“And they will know what I want them to
know—that I love them?”

“They’ve always known it, in a way far better
than you could ever put in words for them.”

“I keep remembering the things they did for
me, and it’s the little things they did that seem
to be the most important to me, now. Like
Gerry—he sent me a bracelet of fire rubies on
my sixteenth birthday. It was beautiful—it must
have cost him a month’s pay. Yet I remember
him more for what he did the night my kitten
got run over in the street. I was only six years
old and he held me in his arms and wiped away
my tears and told me not to cry, that Flossy was
gone for just a little while, for just long enough
to get herself a new fur coat, and she would be
on the foot of my bed the very next morning. |
believed him and quit crying and went to sleep
dreaming about my kitten coming back. When I
woke up the next morning, there was Flossy on
the foot of my bed in a brand-new white fur
coat, just like he had said she would be. It
wasn’t until a long time later that Mama told me
Gerry had got the pet-shop owner out of bed at

four in the morning and, when the man got mad
about it, Gerry told him he was either going to
go down and sell him the white kitten right then
or he’d break his neck.”

“It’s always the little things you remember
people by, all the little things they did because
they wanted to do them for you. You’ve done
the same for Gerry and your father and mother;
all kinds of things that you’ve forgotten about,
but that they will never forget.”

“I hope I have. I would like for them to
remember me like that.”

“They will.”

“I wish—" She swallowed. “The way I’ll die—I
wish they wouldn’t ever think of that. I’ve read
how people look who die in space—their insides
all ruptured and exploded and their lungs out
between their teeth and then, a few seconds
later, they’re all dry and shapeless and horribly
ugly. I don’t want them to ever think of me as
something dead and horrible like that.”

“You’re their own, their child and their sister.
They could never think of you other than the
way you would want them to, the way you
looked the last time they saw you.”

“I’m still afraid,” she said. “I can’t help it, but I
don’t want Gerry to know it. If he gets back in
time, I’'m going to act like I’'m not afraid at all
and—"

The signal buzzer interrupted her, quick and
imperative.

“Gerry!” She came to her feet. “It’s Gerry
now!”

He spun the volume control knob and asked,
“Gerry Cross?”

“Yes,” her brother answered, an undertone of
tenseness to his reply. “The bad news—what is
it?”

She answered for him, standing close behind
him and leaning down a little toward the
communicator, her hand resting small and cold
on his shoulder.

“Hello, Gerry.” There was only a faint quaver to
betray the careful casualness of her voice. “I
wanted to see you—"



“Marilyn!” There was sudden and terrible
apprehension in the way he spoke her name.
“What are you doing on that EDS?”

“I wanted to see you,” she said again. “I wanted
to see you, so I hid on this ship—”

“You hid on it?”

“I’'m a stowaway.... [ didn’t know what it
would mean—"

“Marilyn!” It was the cry of a man who calls,
hopeless and desperate, to someone already and
forever gone from him. “What have you done?”
“L...it’s not—" Then her own composure broke
and the cold little hand gripped his shoulder
convulsively. “Don’t, Gerry—I only wanted to
see you; I didn’t intend to hurt you. Please,
Gerry, don’t feel like that—"

Something warm and wet splashed on his wrist,
and he slid out of the chair to help her into it and
swing the microphone down to her level.
“Don’t feel like that. Don’t let me go knowing
you feel like that—"

The sob she had tried to hold back choked in her
throat, and her brother spoke to her. “Don’t cry,
Marilyn.” His voice was suddenly deep and
infinitely gentle, with all the pain held out of it.
“Don’t cry, Sis—you mustn’t do that. It’s all
right, honey—everything is all right.”

I—" Her lower lip quivered and she bit into it.
“I didn’t want you to feel that way—I just
wanted us to say goodbye, because [ have to go
in a minute.”

“Sure—sure. That’s the way it’ll be, Sis. I didn’t
mean to sound the way I did.” Then his voice
changed to a tone of quick and urgent demand.
“EDS—have you called the Stardust? Did you
check with the computers?”

“I called the Stardust almost an hour ago. It
can’t turn back; there are no other cruisers
within forty light-years, and there isn’t enough
fuel.”

“Are you sure that the computers had the correct
data—sure of everything?”

“Yes—do you think I could ever let it happen if
I wasn’t sure? I did everything I could do. If
there was anything at all I could do now, 1
would do it.”

“He tried to help me, Gerry.” Her lower lip was
no longer trembling and the short sleeves of her
blouse were wet where she had dried her tears.
“No one can help me and I’m not going to cry
anymore and everything will be all right with
you and Daddy and Mama, won’t it?”
“Sure—sure it will. We’ll make out fine.”

Her brother’s words were beginning to come in
more faintly, and he turned the volume control
to maximum. “He’s going out of range,” he said
to her. “He’ll be gone within another minute.”
“You’re fading out, Gerry,” she said. “You’re
going out of range. I wanted to tell you—but I
can’t now. We must say goodbye so soon—but
maybe I’ll see you again. Maybe I’'ll come to
you in your dreams with my hair in braids and
crying because the kitten in my arms is dead;
maybe I'll be the touch of a breeze that whispers
to you as it goes by; maybe I’ll be one of those
gold-winged larks you told me about, singing
my silly head off to you; maybe, at times, I’ll be
nothing you can see, but you will know I’'m
there beside you. Think of me like that, Gerry;
always like that and not—the other way.”
Dimmed to a whisper by the turning of Woden,
the answer came back:

“Always like that, Marilyn—always like that
and never any other way.”

“Our time is up, Gerry—I have to go now.
Good—" Her voice broke in midword and her
mouth tried to twist into crying. She pressed her
hand hard against it and when she spoke again
the words came clear and true:

“Goodbye, Gerry.”

Faint and ineffably poignant and tender, the last
words came from the cold metal of the
communicator:

“Goodbye, little sister...”

She sat motionless in the hush that followed, as
though listening to the shadow-echoes of the
words as they died away; then she turned away
from the communicator, toward the air lock, and
he pulled down the black lever beside him. The
inner door of the air lock slid swiftly open to
reveal the bare little cell that was waiting for
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her, and she walked to it.

She walked with her head up and the brown
curls brushing her shoulders, with the white
sandals stepping as sure and steady as the
fractional gravity would permit and the gilded
buckles twinkling with little lights of blue and
red and crystal. He let her walk alone and made
no move to help her, knowing she would not
want it that way. She stepped into the air lock
and turned to face him, only the pulse in her
throat to betray the wild beating of her heart.
“I’m ready,” she said.

He pushed the lever up and the door slid its
quick barrier between them, enclosing her in
black and utter darkness for her last moments of
life. It clicked as it locked in place and he jerked
down the red lever. There was a slight waver of
the ship as the air gushed from the lock, a
vibration to the wall as though something had
bumped the outer door in passing; then there
was nothing and the ship was dropping true and
steady again. He shoved the red lever back to
close the door on the empty air lock and turned
away, to walk to the pilot’s chair with the slow
steps of a man old and weary.

Back in the pilot’s chair he pressed the signal
button of the normal-space transmitter. There
was no response; he had expected none. Her
brother would have to wait through the night
until the turning of Woden permitted contact
through Group One.

It was not yet time to resume deceleration, and
he waited while the ship dropped endlessly
downward with him and the drives purred
softly. He saw that the white hand of the supply-
closet temperature gauge was on zero. A cold
equation had been balanced and he was alone on
the ship. Something shapeless and ugly was
hurrying ahead of him, going to Woden, where
her brother was waiting through the night, but
the empty ship still lived for a little while with
the presence of the girl who had not known
about the forces that killed with neither hatred
nor malice. It seemed, almost, that she still sat,
small and bewildered and frightened, on the
metal box beside him, her words echoing

hauntingly clear in the void she had left behind
her:

I didn’t do anything to die for.... I didn’t do
anything....



SWEAT
By Zora Neale Hurston
(1929)

It was eleven o'clock of a Spring night in
Florida. It was Sunday. Any other night, Delia
Jones would have been in bed for two hours by
this time. But she was a wash-woman, and
Monday morning meant a great deal to her. So
she collected the soiled clothes on Saturday
when she returned the clean things. Sunday
night after church, she sorted them and put the
white things to soak. It saved her almost a half
day's start. A great hamper in the bedroom held
the clothes that she brought home. It was so
much neater than a number of bundles lying
around.

She squatted in the kitchen floor beside the great
pile of clothes, sorting them into small heaps
according to color, and humming a song in a
mournful key, but wondering through it all
where Sykes, her husband, had gone with her
horse and buckboard.

Just then something long, round, limp and black
fell upon her shoulders and slithered to the floor
beside her. A great terror took hold of her. It
softened her knees and dried her mouth so that it
was a full minute before she could cry out or
move. Then she saw that it was the big bull
whip her husband liked to carry when he drove.

She lifted her eyes to the door and saw him
standing there bent over with laughter at her
fright. She screamed at him.

"Sykes, what you throw dat whip on me like
dat? You know it would skeer me--looks just
like a snake, an' you knows how skeered Ah is
of snakes."

"Course Ah knowed it! That's how come Ah
done it." He slapped his leg with his hand and
almost rolled on the ground in his mirth. "If you
such a big fool dat you got to have a fit over a

earth worm or a string, Ah don't keer how bad
Ah skeer you."

"You aint got no business doing it. Gawd knows
it's a sin. Some day Ah'm goin' tuh drop dead
from some of yo' foolishness. 'Nother thing,
where you been wid mah rig? Ah feeds dat
pony. He aint fuh you to be drivin' wid no bull
whip."

"You sho is one aggravatin' nigger woman!" he
declared and stepped into the room. She
resumed her work and did not answer him at
once. "Ah done tole you time and again to keep
them white folks' clothes outa dis house."

He picked up the whip and glared down at her.
Delia went on with her work. She went out into
the yard and returned with a galvanized tub and
set it on the washbench. She saw that Sykes had
kicked all of the clothes together again, and now
stood in her way truculently, his whole manner
hoping, praying, for an argument. But she
walked calmly around him and commenced to
re-sort the things.

"Next time, Ah'm gointer kick 'em outdoors," he
threatened as he struck a match along the leg of
his corduroy breeches.

Delia never looked up from her work, and her
thin, stooped shoulders sagged further.

"Ah aint for no fuss t'night Sykes. Ah just come
from taking sacrament at the church house."

He snorted scornfully. "Yeah, you just come
from de church house on a Sunday night, but
heah you is gone to work on them clothes. You
ain't nothing but a hypocrite. One of them amen-
corner Christians--sing, whoop, and shout, then
come home and wash white folks clothes on the
Sabbath."

He stepped roughly upon the whitest pile of
things, kicking them helter-skelter as he crossed
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the room. His wife gave a little scream of
dismay, and quickly gathered them together
again.

"Sykes, you quit grindin' dirt into these clothes!
How can Ah git through by Sat'day if Ah don't
start on Sunday?"

"Ah don't keer if you never git through.
Anyhow, Ah done promised Gawd and a couple
of other men, Ah aint gointer have it in mah
house. Don't gimme no lip neither, else Ah'll
throw 'em out and put mah fist up side yo' head
to boot."

Delia's habitual meekness seemed to slip from
her shoulders like a blown scarf. She was on her
feet; her poor little body, her bare knuckly
hands bravely defying the strapping hulk before
her.

"Looka heah, Sykes, you done gone too fur. Ah
been married to you fur fifteen years, and Ah
been takin' in washin' for fifteen years. Sweat,
sweat, sweat! Work and sweat, cry and sweat,
pray and sweat!"

"What's that got to do with me?" he asked
brutally.

"What's it got to do with you, Sykes? Mah tub
of suds is filled yo' belly with vittles more times
than yo' hands is filled it. Mah sweat is done
paid for this house and Ah reckon Ah kin keep
on sweatin' in it."

She seized the iron skillet from the stove and
struck a defensive pose, which act surprised him
greatly, coming from her. It cowed him and he
did not strike her as he usually did.

"Naw you won't," she panted, "that ole snaggle-
toothed black woman you runnin' with aint
comin' heah to pile up on mah sweat and blood.
You aint paid for nothin' on this place, and

Ah'm gointer stay right heah till Ah'm toted out
foot foremost."

"Well, you better quit gittin' me riled up, else
they'll be totin' you out sooner than you expect.
Ah'm so tired of you Ah don't know whut to do.
Gawd! how Ah hates skinny wimmen!"

A little awed by this new Delia, he sidled out of
the door and slammed the back gate after him.
He did not say where he had gone, but she knew
too well. She knew very well that he would not
return until nearly daybreak also. Her work
over, she went on to bed but not to sleep at
once. Things had come to a pretty pass!

She lay awake, gazing upon the debris that
cluttered their matrimonial trail. Not an image
left standing along the way. Anything like
flowers had long ago been drowned in the salty
stream that had been pressed from her heart. Her
tears, her sweat, her blood. She had brought
love to the union and he had brought a longing
after the flesh. Two months after the wedding,
he had given her the first brutal beating. She had
the memory of his numerous trips to Orlando
with all of his wages when he had returned to
her penniless, even before the first year had
passed. She was young and soft then, but now
she thought of her knotty, muscled limbs, her
harsh knuckly hands, and drew herself up into
an unhappy little ball in the middle of the big
feather bed. Too late now to hope for love, even
if it were not Bertha it would be someone else.
This case differed from the others only in that
she was bolder than the others. Too late for
everything except her little home. She had built
it for her old days, and planted one by one the
trees and flowers there. It was lovely to her,
lovely.

Somehow, before sleep came, she found herself
saying aloud: "Oh well, whatever goes over the
Devil's back, is got to come under his belly.
Sometime or ruther, Sykes, like everybody else,
is gointer reap his sowing." After that she was
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able to build a spiritual earthworks against her
husband. His shells could no longer reach her.
Amen. She went to sleep and slept until he
announced his presence in bed by kicking her
feet and rudely snatching the covers away.

"Gimme some kivah heah, an' git yo' damn foots
over on yo' own side! Ah oughter mash you in
yo' mouf fuh drawing dat skillet on me."

Delia went clear to the rail without answering
him. A triumphant indifference to all that he
was or did.

sk sk sk ok

The week was as full of work for Delia as all
other weeks, and Saturday found her behind her
little pony, collecting and delivering clothes.

It was a hot, hot day near the end of July. The
village men on Joe Clarke's porch even chewed
cane listlessly. They did not hurl the cane-knots
as usual. They let them dribble over the edge of
the porch. Even conversation had collapsed
under the heat.

"Heah come Delia Jones," Jim Merchant said, as
the shaggy pony came 'round the bend of the
road toward them. The rusty buckboard was
heaped with baskets of crisp, clean laundry.

"Yep," Joe Lindsay agreed. "Hot or col', rain or
shine, jes ez reg'lar ez de weeks roll roun' Delia
carries 'em an' fetches 'em on Sat'day."

"She better if she wanter eat," said Moss. "Syke
Jones aint wuth de shot an' powder hit would tek
tuh kill 'em. Not to huh he aint. "

"He sho' aint," Walter Thomas chimed in. "It's
too bad, too, cause she wuz a right pritty lil trick
when he got huh. Ah'd uh mah'ied huh mahseff
if he hadnter beat me to it."

Delia nodded briefly at the men as she drove
past.

"Too much knockin' will ruin any 'oman. He
done beat huh 'nough tuh kill three women, let
'lone change they looks," said Elijah Moseley.
"How Syke kin stommuck dat big black greasy
Mogul he's layin' roun wid, gits me. Ah swear
dat eight-rock couldn't kiss a sardine can Ah
done throwed out de back do' 'way las' yeah."

"Aw, she's fat, thass how come. He's allus been
crazy 'bout fat women," put in Merchant. "He'd
a' been tied up wid one long time ago if he could
a' found one tuh have him. Did Ah tell yuh 'bout
him come sidlin' roun' mah wife--bringin' her a
basket uh pecans outa his yard fuh a present?
Yessir, mah wife! She tol' him tuh take 'em right
straight back home, cause Delia works so hard
ovah dat washtub she reckon everything on de
place taste lak sweat an' soapsuds. Ah jus' wisht
Ah'd a' caught 'im 'dere! Ah'd a' made his hips
ketch on fiah down dat shell road."

"Ah know he done it, too. Ah sees 'im grinnin' at
every 'oman dat passes," Walter Thomas said.
"But even so, he useter eat some mighty big
hunks uh humble pie tuh git dat lil 'oman he got.
She wuz ez pritty ez a speckled pup! Dat wuz
fifteen yeahs ago. He useter be so skeered uh
losin' huh, she could make him do some parts of
a husband's duty. Dey never wuz de same in de
mind."

"There oughter be a law about him," said
Lindsay. "He aint fit tuh carry guts tuh a bear."

Clarke spoke for the first time. "Taint no law on
earth dat kin make a man be decent if it aint in
'im. There's plenty men dat takes a wife lak dey
do a joint uh sugar-cane. It's round, juicy an'
sweet when dey gits it. But dey squeeze an'
grind, squeeze an' grind an' wring tell dey wring
every drop uh pleasure dat's in 'em out. When
dey's satistied dat dey is wrung dry, dey treats
'em jes lak dey do a cane-chew. Dey throws em
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away. Dey knows whut dey is doin' while dey is
at it, an' hates theirselves fuh it but they keeps
on hangin' after huh tell she's empty. Den dey
hates huh fuh bein' a cane-chew an' in de way."

"We oughter take Syke an' dat stray 'oman uh
his'n down in Lake Howell swamp an' lay on de
rawhide till they cain't say Lawd a' mussy.' He
allus wuz uh ovahbearin' niggah, but since dat
white 'oman from up north done teached 'im
how to run a automobile, he done got too
biggety to live--an' we oughter kill 'im," Old
Man Anderson advised.

A grunt of approval went around the porch. But
the heat was melting their civic virtue, and
Elijah Moseley began to bait Joe Clarke.

"Come on, Joe, git a melon outa dere an' slice it
up for yo' customers. We'se all sufferin' wid de
heat. De bear's done got me!"

"Thass right, Joe, a watermelon is jes' whut Ah
needs tuh cure de eppizudicks," Walter Thomas
joined forces with Moseley. "Come on dere,
Joe. We all is steady customers an' you aint set
us up in a long time. Ah chooses dat long,
bowlegged Floridy favorite."

"A god, an' be dough. You all gimme twenty
cents and slice way," Clarke retorted. "Ah needs
a col' slice m'self. Heah, everybody chip in.
Ah'll lend y'll mah meat knife."

The money was quickly subscribed and the huge
melon brought forth. At that moment, Sykes and
Bertha arrived. A determined silence fell on the
porch and the melon was put away again.

Merchant snapped down the blade of his
jackknife and moved toward the store door.

"Come on in, Joe, an' gimme a slab uh sow belly
an' uh pound uh coffee--almost fuhgot 'twas
Sat'day. Got to git on home." Most of the men
left also.

Just then Delia drove past on her way home, as
Sykes was ordering magnificently for Bertha. It
pleased him for Delia to see.

"Git whutsoever yo' heart desires, Honey. Wait
a minute, Joe. Give huh two bottles uh
strawberry soda-water, uh quart uh parched
ground-peas, an' a block uh chewin' gum."

With all this they left the store, with Sykes
reminding Bertha that this was his town and she
could have it if she wanted it.

The men returned soon after they left, and held
their watermelon feast.

"Where did Syke Jones git da 'oman from
nohow?" Lindsay asked.

"Ovah Apopka. Guess dey musta been cleanin'
out de town when she lef'. She don't look lak a
thing but a hunk uh liver wid hair on it."

"Well, she sho' kin squall," Dave Carter
contributed. "When she gits ready tuh laff, she
jes' opens huh mouf an' latches it back tuh de
las' notch. No ole grandpa alligator down in
Lake Bell ain't got nothin' on huh."

kookoskokosk

Bertha had been in town three months now.
Sykes was still paying her room rent at Della
Lewis'--the only house in town that would have
taken her in. Sykes took her frequently to
Winter Park to "stomps." He still assured her
that he was the swellest man in the state.

"Sho' you kin have dat 1il' ole house soon's Ah
kin git dat 'oman outa dere. Everything b'longs
tuh me an' you sho' kin have it. Ah sho'
'bominates uh skinny 'oman. Lawdy, you sho' is
got one portly shape on you! You kin git
anything you wants. Dis is mah town an' you
sho' kin have it."



Delia's work-worn knees crawled over the earth
in Gethsemane and up the rocks of Calvary
many, many times during these months. She
avoided the villagers and meeting places in her
efforts to be blind and deaf. But Bertha nullified
this to a degree, by coming to Delia's house to
call Sykes out to her at the gate.

Delia and Sykes fought all the time now with no
peaceful interludes. They slept and ate in
silence. Two or three times Delia had attempted
a timid friendliness, but she was repulsed each
time. It was plain that the breaches must remain

agape.

The sun had burned July to August. The heat
streamed down like a million hot arrows,
smiting all things living upon the earth. Grass
withered, leaves browned, snakes went blind in
shedding and men and dogs went mad. Dog
days!

Delia came home one day and found Sykes
there before her. She wondered, but started to go
on into the house without speaking, even though
he was standing in the kitchen door and she
must either stoop under his arm or ask him to
move. He made no room for her. She noticed a
soap box beside the steps, but paid no particular
attention to it, knowing that he must have
brought it there. As she was stooping to pass
under his outstretched arm, he suddenly pushed
her backward, laughingly.

"Look in de box dere Delia, Ah done brung yuh
somethin"!"

She nearly fell upon the box in her stumbling,
and when she saw what it held, she all but
fainted outright.

"Syke! Syke, mah Gawd! You take dat
rattlesnake 'way from heah! You gottuh. Oh,
Jesus, have mussy!"

"Ah aint gut tuh do nuthin' uh de kin'--fact is Ah
aint got tuh do nothin' but die. Taint no use uh
you puttin' on airs makin' out lak you skeered uh
dat snake--he's gointer stay right heah tell he
die. He wouldn't bite me cause Ah knows how
tuh handle 'im. Nohow he wouldn't risk breakin'
out his fangs 'gin yo' skinny laigs."

"Naw, now Syke, don't keep dat thing 'roun'
heah tuh skeer me tuh death. You knows Ah'm
even feared uh earth worms. Thass de biggest
snake Ah evah did see. Kill 'im Syke, please."

"Doan ast me tuh do nothin' fuh yuh. Goin' roun'
trying' tuh be so damn asterperious. Naw, Ah
aint gonna kill it. Ah think uh damn sight mo' uh
him dan you! Dat's a nice snake an' anybody
doan lak 'im kin jes' hit de grit."

The village soon heard that Sykes had the snake,
and came to see and ask questions.

"How de hen-fire did you ketch dat six-foot
rattler, Syke?" Thomas asked.

"He's full uh frogs so he caint hardly move,
thass how. Ah eased up on 'm. But Ah'm a snake
charmer an' knows how tuh handle 'em. Shux,
dat aint nothin'. Ah could ketch one eve'y day if
Ah so wanted tuh."

"Whut he needs is a heavy hick'ry club leaned
real heavy on his head. Dat's de bes 'way tuh
charm a rattlesnake."

"Naw, Walt, y'll jes' don't understand dese
diamon' backs lak Ah do," said Sykes in a
superior tone of voice.

The village agreed with Walter, but the snake
stayed on. His box remained by the kitchen door
with its screen wire covering. Two or three days
later it had digested its meal of frogs and
literally came to life. It rattled at every
movement in the kitchen or the yard. One day as
Delia came down the kitchen steps she saw his



chalky-white fangs curved like scimitars hung in
the wire meshes. This time she did not run away
with averted eyes as usual. She stood for a long
time in the doorway in a red fury that grew
bloodier for every second that she regarded the
creature that was her torment.

That night she broached the subject as soon as
Sykes sat down to the table.

"Syke, Ah wants you tuh take dat snake 'way
fum heah. You done starved me an' Ah put up
widcher, you done beat me an Ah took dat, but
you done kilt all mah insides bringin' dat
varmint heah."

Sykes poured out a saucer full of coffee and
drank it deliberately before he answered her.

"A whole lot Ah keer 'bout how you feels inside
uh out. Dat snake aint goin' no damn wheah till
Ah gits ready fuh 'im tuh go. So fur as beatin' is
concerned, yuh aint took near all dat you gointer
take ef yuh stay 'roun' me."

Delia pushed back her plate and got up from the
table. "Ah hates you, Sykes," she said calmly.
"Ah hates you tuh de same degree dat Ah useter
love yuh. Ah done took an' took till mah belly is
full up tuh mah neck. Dat's de reason Ah got
mabh letter fum de church an' moved mah
membership tuh Woodbridge--so Ah don't haf
tuh take no sacrament wid yuh. Ah don't wantuh
see yuh 'roun' me atall. Lay 'roun' wid dat 'oman
all yuh wants tuh, but gwan 'way fum me an'
mah house. Ah hates yuh lak uh suck-egg dog."

Sykes almost let the huge wad of corn bread and
collard greens he was chewing fall out of his
mouth in amazement. He had a hard time
whipping himself up to the proper fury to try to
answer Delia.

"Well, Ah'm glad you does hate me. Ah'm sho'
tiahed uh you hangin' ontuh me. Ah don't want
yuh. Look at yuh stringey ole neck! Yo'

rawbony laigs an' arms is enough tuh cut uh
man tuh death. You looks jes' lak de devvul's
doll-baby tuh me. You cain't hate me no worse
dan Ah hates you. Ah been hatin' you fuh
years."

"Yo' ole black hide don't look lak nothin' tuh
me, but uh passle uh wrinkled up rubber, wid
yo' big ole yeahs flappin' on each side lak uh
paih uh buzzard wings. Don't think Ah'm
gointuh be run 'way fum mah house neither.
Ah'm goin' tuh de white folks bout you, mah
young man, de very nex' time you lay yo' han's
on me. Mah cup is done run ovah." Delia said
this with no signs of fear and Sykes departed
from the house, threatening her, but made not
the slightest move to carry out any of them.

That night he did not return at all, and the next
day being Sunday, Delia was glad she did not
have to quarrel before she hitched up her pony
and drove the four miles to Woodbridge.

She stayed to the night service--"love feast"--
which was very warm and full of spirit. In the
emotional winds her domestic trials were borne
far and wide so that she sang as she drove
homeward.

"Jurden water, black an' col'
Chills de body, not de soul
An' Ah wantah cross Jurden in uh calm time."

She came from the barn to the kitchen door and
stopped.

"Whut's de mattah, ol' satan, you aint kickin' up
yo' racket?" She addressed the snake's box.
Complete silence. She went on into the house
with a new hope in its birth struggles. Perhaps
her threat to go to the white folks had frightened
Sykes! Perhaps he was sorry! Fifteen years of
misery and suppression had brought Delia to the
place where she would hope anything that
looked towards a way over or through her wall
of inhibitions.



She felt in the match safe behind the stove at
once for a match. There was only one there.

"Dat niggah wouldn't fetch nothin' heah tuh save
his rotten neck, but he kin run thew whut Ah
brings quick enough. Now he done toted off
nigh on tuh haff uh box uh matches. He done
had dat 'oman heah in mah house, t0o."

Nobody but a woman could tell how she knew
this even before she struck the match. But she
did and it put her into a new fury.

Presently she brought in the tubs to put the
white things to soak. This time she decided she
need not bring the hamper out of the bedroom;
she would go in there and do the sorting. She
picked up the pot-bellied lamp and went in. The
room was small and the hamper stood hard by
the foot of the white iron bed. She could sit and
reach through the bedposts--resting as she
worked.

"Ah wantah cross Jurden in uh calm time," she
was singing again. The mood of the "love feast"
had returned. She threw back the lid of the
basket almost gaily. Then, moved by both
horror and terror, she sprang back toward the
door. There lay the snake in the basket! He
moved sluggishly at first, but even as she turned
round and round, jumped up and down in an
insanity of fear, he began to stir vigorously. She
saw him pouring his awful beauty from the
basket upon the bed, then she seized the lamp
and ran as fast as she could to the kitchen. The
wind from the open door blew out the light and
the darkness added to her terror. She sped to the
darkness of the yard, slamming the door after
her before she thought to set down the lamp.
She did not feel safe even on the ground, so she
climbed up in the hay barn.

There for an hour or more she lay sprawled
upon the hay a gibbering wreck.

Finally, she grew quiet, and after that, coherent
thought. With this, stalked through her a cold,
bloody rage. Hours of this. A period of
introspection, a space of retrospection, then a
mixture of both. Out of this an awful calm.

"Well, Ah done de bes' Ah could. If things aint
right, Gawd knows taint mah fault."

She went to sleep--a twitch sleep--and woke up
to a faint gray sky. There was a loud hollow
sound below. She peered out. Sykes was at the
wood-pile, demolishing a wire-covered box.

He hurried to the kitchen door, but hung outside
there some minutes before he entered, and stood
some minutes more inside before he closed it
after him.

The gray in the sky was spreading. Delia
descended without fear now, and crouched
beneath the low bedroom window. The drawn
shade shut out the dawn, shut in the night. But
the thin walls held back no sound.

"Dat ol' scratch is woke up now!" She mused at
the tremendous whirr inside, which every
woodsman knows, is one of the sound illusions.
The rattler is a ventriloquist. His whirr sounds to
the right, to the left, straight ahead, behind,
close under foot--everywhere but where it is.
Woe to him who guesses wrong unless he is
prepared to hold up his end of the argument!
Sometimes he strikes without rattling at all.

Inside, Sykes heard nothing until he knocked a
pot lid off the stove while trying to reach the
match safe in the dark. He had emptied his
pockets at Bertha's.

The snake seemed to wake up under the stove
and Sykes made a quick leap into the bedroom.
In spite of the gin he had had, his head was
clearing now.



""Mah Gawd!" he chattered, "ef Ah could on'y
strack uh light!"

The rattling ceased for a moment as he stood
paralyzed. He waited. It seemed that the snake
waited also.

"Oh, fuh de light! Ah thought he'd be too sick"--
Sykes was muttering to himself when the whirr
began again, closer, right underfoot this time.
Long before this, Sykes' ability to think had
been flattened down to primitive instinct and he
leaped--onto the bed.

Outside Delia heard a cry that might have come
from a maddened chimpanzee, a stricken gorilla.
All the terror, all the horror, all the rage that
man possibly could express, without a
recognizable human sound.

A tremendous stir inside there, another series of
animal screams, the intermittent whirr of the
reptile. The shade torn violently down from the
window, letting in the red dawn, a huge brown
hand seizing the window stick, great dull blows
upon the wooden floor punctuating the gibberish
of sound long after the rattle of the snake had
abruptly subsided. All this Delia could see and
hear from her place beneath the window, and it
made her ill. She crept over to the four-o'clocks
and stretched herself on the cool earth to
recover.

She lay there. "Delia. Delia!" She could hear
Sykes calling in a most despairing tone as one
who expected no answer. The sun crept on up,
and he called. Delia could not move--her legs
were gone flabby. She never moved, he called,
and the sun kept rising.

"Mah Gawd!" She heard him moan, "Mah Gawd
fum Heben!" She heard him stumbling about
and got up from her flower-bed. The sun was
growing warm. As she approached the door she
heard him call out hopefully, "Delia, is dat you
Ah heah?"

She saw him on his hands and knees as soon as
she reached the door. He crept an inch or two
toward her--all that he was able, and she saw his
horribly swollen neck and his one open eye
shining with hope. A surge of pity too strong to
support bore her away from that eye that must,
could not, fail to see the tubs. He would see the
lamp. Orlando with its doctors was too far. She
could scarcely reach the Chinaberry tree, where
she waited in the growing heat while inside she
knew the cold river was creeping up and up to
extinguish that eye which must know by now
that she knew.
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