x>
9/

h

11,

(F I8
42 s n
. , -
(

#

Ay
L S as ]
o

R [
TY:YI’*K/ 208 | |
dhs 2\l ana A\\\\ wu.

:_-\.-




[r r $8.95

- STANISLAW LEM

- RETURN FROM THE
STARS

Hal Bregg is a man without a world, an astro-
naut who returns from a space mission to find
the earth changed beyond recognition. Al-
though only ten biological years have passed
for him, 127 years have elapsed on earth. Har-
rowed by the unthinkable things he has experi-
enced and witnessed during his expedition, he
reels, baffled and overwhelmed, through what
is essentially an alien land. He finds cities
shaped into psychedelic proportions by tech-
nology he cannot even imagine, social customs
and conveniences so incomprehensible that he
stumbles from humorous misadventure to ter-
rifying encounter; sophisticated robots running
everything; human beings denatured by a med-
ical procedure, administered in early childhood,
that effectively neutralizes most of theiraggres-
sive impulses.

How does an astronaut—who represents the
height of his culture’s emphasis on pioneering,
on knowledge at all costs—find his way clear to
join a civilization that shuns the slightest hint of
risk, that channels the vestiges of curiosity and
appetite into outlets where they can spend
themselves harmlessly, that turns its citizens
into pursuers of pleasure, youth, and ease who
have forgotten what it means to yearn or
wonder? He falls in love with a young woman
whom he seeks to win by the sheer force of his
passion for her. Bull-headed but tender-hearted,
he struggles to understand. And, ultimately, he
confronts a choice that no man has ever had to
make before, in a dazzling conclusion in which
the author gives soaring expression to his own
commitment to life.

Stanislaw Lem, best known for his inspired
tales about cosmic matters, focuses here on
more intimate, terrestrial concerns, and the re-
sultis an engrossing, intriguing novel that glints
with possibility and uncannily vivid perceptions.

Translated by Barbara Marszal
and Frank Simpson
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ONE

took nothing with me, not even a coat. Unnec-
essary, they said. They let me keep my black
sweater: it would pass. But the shirt I had to fight for. I said that
I would learn to do without things gradually. At the very ramp,
beneath the belly of the ship, where we stood, jostled by the
crowd, Abs offered me his hand with an understanding smile:

“Easy, now . . .”

That, too, I remembered. I didn’t crush his fingers. I was
quite calm. He wanted to say something more. I spared him
that, turning away as if I had not noticed anything, and went up
the stairs and inside. The stewardess led me between the rows of
seats to the very front. I hadn’t wanted a private compartment.
I wondered if they had told her. My seat unfolded without a
sound. She adjusted the back of it, gave me a smile, and left. I
sat down. The cushions were engulfingly soft, as everywhere. The
back of my seat was so high that I could barely see the other pas-
sengers. The bright colors of the women’s clothes I had by now
learned to accept, but the men I still suspected, irrationally, of
affectation, and I had the secret hope that I would come across
some dressed normally—a pitiful reflex. People were seated quick-
ly, no one had luggage. Not even a briefcase or a package. The
women, too. There seemed to be more of them. In front of me:
two mulatto women in parrot-green furs, ruffled like feathers—
apparently, that sort of bird style was in fashion. Farther away,
a couple with a child. After the garish selenium lights of the
platforms and tunnels, after the unbearably shrill incandescent
vegetation of the streets, the light from the concave ceiling
seemed practically a glow. I did not know what to do with my
hands, so I put them on my knees. Everyone was seated now.
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Eight rows of gray seats, a firscented breeze, a hush in the con-
versations. I expected an announcement about takeoff, signals of
some sort, the warning to fasten seat belts, but nothing hap-
pened. Across the dull ceiling faint shadows began to move from
front to rear, like paper cutouts of birds. What the hell is it
with these birds? I wondered, perplexed. Does it mean some-
thing? I was numb from the strain of trying not to do anything
wrong. This, for four days now. From the very first moment. I
was invariably behind in everything that went on, and the con-
stant effort to understand the simplest conversation or situation
turned that tension into a feeling horribly like despair. I was
certain that the others were experiencing the same things, but
we did not talk about it, not even when we were alone together.
We only joked about our brawn, about that excessive strength
that had remained in us, and indeed we had to be on our guard
—in the beginning, intending to get up, I would go shooting
toward the ceiling, and any object that I held in my hand
seemed to be made of paper, empty. But I quickly learned to
control my body. In greeting people, I no longer crushed their
hands. That was easy. But, unfortunately, the least important.

My neighbor to the left—corpulent, tan, with eyes that shone
too much (from contact lenses? ) —suddenly disappeared; his seat
expanded at the sides, which rose and joined to form a kind of
egg-shaped cocoon. A few other people disappeared into such
cubicles. Swollen sarcophagi. What did they do in them? But
such things I encountered all the time, and tried not to stare, as
long as they did not concern me directly. Curiously, the people
who gaped at us on learning what we were I treated with in-
difference. Their dumbfoundedness did not concern me much,
although I realized immediately that there was not an iota of
admiration in it. What did arouse my antipathy were the ones
who looked after us—the staff of Adapt. Dr. Abs most of all, be-
cause he treated me the way a doctor would an abnormal pa-
tient, pretending, and very well, too, that he was dealing with
someone quite ordinary. When that became impossible, he
would joke. I had had enough of his direct approach and jovial-
ity. If asked about it (or so, at least, I thought), the man on the
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street would say that Olaf or I was similar to himself—we were
not so outlandish to him, it was just our past existence that was
unusual. Dr. Abs, on the other hand, and all the workers at
Adapt, knew better—that we were decidedly different. This dif-
ferentness was no mark of distinction but only a barrier to com-
munication, to the simplest exchange of words, hell, to the
opening of a door, seeing as doorknobs had ceased to exist—what
was it?—some fifty or sixty years earlier.

The takeoff came unexpectedly. There was no change at all in
gravity, no sound reached the hermetically sealed interior, the
shadows swam evenly across the ceiling—it might have been
habit established over many years, an old instinct, that told me
that at a certain moment we were in space, because it was cer-
tainty, not a guess.

But something else was occupying me. I sat half supine, my
legs stretched out, motionless. They had let me have my way
too easily. Even Oswamm did not oppose my decision too much.
The counterarguments that I heard from him and from Abs
were unconvincing—I myself could have come up with better.
They insisted on one thing only, that each of us fly separately.
They did not even hold it against me that I got Olaf to rebel
(because if it had not been for me, he definitely would have
agreed to stay there longer). That had been odd. I had expected
complications, something that would spoil my plan at the last
minute, but nothing happened, and now here I was flying. This
final journey was to end in fifteen minutes.

Clearly, what I had devised, and the way, too, that I went be-
fore them to argue for an earlier departure, did not surprise
them. They must have had a reaction of this type catalogued,
it was a behavior pattern characteristic of a stalwart such as
myself, assigned an appropriate serial number in their psycho-
technical tables. They permitted me to fly—why? Because expe-
rience had told them that I would not be able to manage on my
own? But how could that be, when this whole “independence”
escapade involved flying from one terminal to another, where
someone from the Earth branch of Adapt would be waiting and
all I had to do was to find him at a prearranged location?
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Something happened. I heard raised voices. I leaned out of my
seat, Several rows in front of me a woman pushed away the
stewardess, who, with a slow, automatic motion, as if from the
push—though the push had not been all that hard—went back-
ward down the aisle, and the woman repeated, “I won’t have itl
Don’t let that touch me.” I did not see the face of the speaker.
Her companion pulled at her arm, was saying something to calm
her. What was the meaning of this little scene? The other pas-
sengers paid no attention to her. For the hundredth time I was
possessed by a feeling of incredible alienation. I looked up at the
stewardess, who had stopped by my side and was smiling as be-
fore. It was not merely an external smile of official politeness, a
smile to cover an upsetting incident. She was not pretending to
be calm, she truly was calm.

“Something to drink? Prum, extran, morr, cider?”

A melodious voice. I shook my head. I wanted to say some-
thing nice to her, but all I could come up with was the stereo-
typed question:

“When do we land?”

“In six minutes. Would you care for something to eat? There
is no need to hurry. You can stay on after we land.”

“No, thank you.”

She left. In the-air, right before my face, against the back-
ground of the seat in front of me, a sign that read sTraTO lit up,
as though written with the glowing end of a cigarette. I bent
forward to see where the sign came from, and flinched. The back
of my seat moved with my shoulders and clung to them elasti-
cally. I knew already that furniture accommodated every change
in position, but I kept forgetting. It was not pleasant—as if
someone were following my every move. I wanted to return to
my former position but apparently overdid it. The seat misun-
derstood and nearly flattened itself out like a bed. I jumped up.
This was idiotic! More control. I sat, finally. The pink letters of
sTRATO flickered and flowed into others: TERMINAL. No jolt, no
warning, no whistle. Nothing, A distant voice resounded like
the horn of a postilion, four oval doors opened at the end of the
aisle, and a hollow, all-embracing roar, like that of the sea, rushed
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in. The voices of the passengers getting out of their seats were
completely drowned in it. I remained seated while they exited,
a file of silhouettes floating by before the outside lights, green,
lilac, purple—a veritable masked ball. Then they were gone. I
stood up. Mechanically straightened my sweater. Feeling stupid,
somehow, with my hands empty. Through the open door came
cooler air. I turned. The stewardess was standing by the partition
wall, not touching it with her back. On her face was the same
tranquil smile, directed at the empty rows of seats, which now
on their own began to roll up, to furl, like fleshy flowers, some
faster, some a little more slowly—this was the only movement
in the all-embracing, drawn-out roar that flowed in through the
oval openings and brought to mind the open sea. “Don’t let that
touch me!” Suddenly I found something not right in her smile.
From the exit I said:

“Good-bye . . .”

“Acknowledged.”

The significance of that reply, so peculiar coming from the lips
of a beautiful young woman, I did not immediately grasp, for it
reached me when my back was turned, as I was halfway out the
door. I went to put my foot on a step, but there was no step.
Between the metal hull and the edge of the platform yawned
a meter-wide crevice. Caught off balance, unprepared for such a
trap, I made a clumsy leap and, in midair, felt an invisible flow
of force take hold of me as if from below, so that I floated across
the void and was set down softly on a white surface, which yielded
elastically. In flight, I must have had a none-too-intelligent ex-
pression on my face—I felt a number of amused stares, or so it
seemed to me. I quickly turned away and walked along the plat-
form. The rocket on which I had arrived was resting in a deep
bay, separated from the edge of the platforms by an unprotected
abyss. I drew close to this empty space, as if unintentionally, and
for the second time felt an invisible resilience that kept me from
crossing the white border. I wanted to locate the source of this
peculiar force, but suddenly, as if I were waking up, it occurred
to me: I was on Earth.

A wave of pedestrians caught me up; jostled, I moved forward
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in the crowd. It took a moment for me really to see the size of
the hall. But was it all one hall? No walls: a glittering white high-
held explosion of unbelievable wings; between them, columns,
made not of any substance but of dizzying motion. Rushing up-
ward, enormous fountains of a liquid denser than water, illumi-
nated from inside by colored floodlights? No—vertical tunnels
of glass through which a succession of blurred vehicles raced up-
ward? Now I was completely at a loss. Constantly pushed and
shoved in the swarming crowds, I attempted to work my way to
some clear space, but there were no clear spaces here. Being a
head taller than those around me, I was able to see that the
empty rocket was moving off—no, it was we who were gliding
forward with the entire platform. From above, lights flared, and
in them the people sparkled and shimmered. Now the flat sur-
face on which we stood close together began to move upward
and I saw below, in the distance, double white belts packed with
people, and gaping black crevices along inert hulls—for there
were dozens of ships like ours. The moving platform made a
turn, accelerated, continued to higher levels. Thundering, flut-
tering the hair of those who were standing with strong gusts of
wind, there hurtled past on them, as on impossible (for com-
pletely unsupported) viaducts, oval shadows, trembling with
speed and trailing long streaks of flame, their signal lights; then
the surface carrying us began to branch, dividing along impercep-
tible seams; my strip passed through an interior filled with peo-
ple both standing and seated; a multitude of tiny flashes
surrounded them, as though they were engaged in setting off
colored fireworks. '

I did not know where to look. In front of me stood a man in
something fluffy like fur, which, when touched by light, opal-
esced like metal. He supported by the arm a woman in scarlet.
What she had on was all in large eyes, peacock eyes, and the eyes
blinked. It was no illusion—the eyes on her dress actually
opened and closed. The walkway, on which I stood behind the
two of them and among a dozen other people, picked up speed.
Between surfaces of smoke-white glass there opened colored,
lighted malls with transparent ceilings, ceilings trod upon con-
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tinuously by hundreds of feet on the floor above; the all-embrac-
ing roar now swelled, now was confined, as thousands of human
voices and sounds—meaningless to me, meaningful to them—
were swallowed by each successive tunnel of this journey whose
destination I did not know. In the distance the surrounding
space kept being pierced by streaks of vehicles unknown to me—
aircraft, probably, because now and then they veered up or
down, spiraling into space, so that I automatically expected a
terrible crash, since I saw neither guide wires nor rails, if these
were elevated trains. When the blurred hurricanes of motion
were interrupted for a moment, from behind them emerged
majestically slow, huge surfaces filled with people, like flying
stations, which went in various directions, passed one another,
lifted, and seemed to merge by tricks of perspective. It was hard
to rest the eye on anything that was not in motion, because the
architecture on all sides appeared to consist in motion alone, in
change, and even what I had initially taken to be a vaulted ceil-
ing were only overhanging tiers, tiers that now gave way to other,
higher tiers and levels. Suddenly a heavy purple glare, as though
an atomic fire had flared up somewhere far away in the heart of
the building, filtered its way through the glass of the ceilings, of
those mysterious columns, and was reflected by the silver sur-
faces; it bled into every corner, into the interiors of the passage-
ways that glided by, into the features of the people. The green
of the incessantly jumping neons became dingy; the milkiness of
the parabolic buttresses grew pink. In this sudden saturation of
the air with redness lay a foreboding of catastrophe, or so it
seemed to me, but no one paid the least attention to the change,
and I could not even say when it cleared away.

At the sides of our ramp appeared whirling green circles, like
neon rings suspended in midair, whereupon some of the people
stepped down onto the approaching branch of another ramp or
walkway; I observed that one could pass through the green lines
of those lights quite freely, as if they were not material.

For a while I let myself be carried along by the white walk-
way, until it occurred to me that perhaps I was already outside
the station and that this fantastic panorama of sloping glass,
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which looked constantly as if on the verge of flight, was in fact
the city, and that the one I had left behind existed now only in
my memory.

“Excuse me.” I touched the arm of the man in fur. “Where
are we?”

They both looked at me. Their faces, when they raised them,
took on a startled expression. I had the faint hope that it was
only because of my height.

“On the polyduct,” said the man. “Which is your switch?”

I did not understand.

“Are . . . are we still in the station?”

“Obviously,” he replied with a certain caution.

“But . . . where is the Inner Circle?”

“You've already missed it. You'll have to backtrack.”

“The rast from Merid would be better,” said the woman, All
the eyes of her dress seemed to stare at me with suspicion and
amazement.

“Rast?” I repeated helplessly.

“Right over there.” She pointed to an unoccupied elevation
with black-and-silver-striped sides; it resembled the hull of a pe-
culiarly painted vessel lying on its side. This, visible through an
approaching green circle. I thanked them and stepped off the
walkway, probably at the wrong spot, because the momentum
made me stumble. I caught my balance but was spun around, so
that I did not know in which direction to go. I considered what
to do, but by this time my transfer point had moved consider-
ably from the black-and-silver hill that the woman had shown
me, and I could not find it now. Since most of the people
around me were stepping onto an upward ramp, I did the same.
On it, I noticed a giant stationary sign burning in the air: puct
ceNT. The rest of the letters, on either side, were not visible be-
cause of their magnitude. Noiselessly I was carried to a platform
at least a kilometer long from which a spindle-shaped craft was
just departing, showing, as it rose, a bottom riddled with lights.
But perhaps that leviathan shape was the platform and I was on
the “rast’—there was not even anyone to ask, for the area
around me was deserted. I must have taken a wrong turn. One
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part of my “platform” held flattened buildings without front
walls. Approaching them, I found low, dimly lit cubicles, in
which stood rows of black machines. I took these for cars. But
when the two nearest me emerged and, before I had time to step
back, passed me at tremendous speed, I saw, before they disap-
peared into the background of parabolic inclines, that they had
no wheels, windows, or doors. Streamlined, like huge black
drops of liquid. Cars or not—I thought—in any case this appears
to be some kind of parking lot. For the “rasts”? I decided that
it would be better for me to wait for someone to come along,
and go with him: at least I would learn something. My platform
lifted lightly, like the wing of an impossible airplane, but re-
mained empty; there were only the black machines, emerging
singly or several at a time from their metal lairs and speeding
away, always in the same direction. I went down to the very
edge of the platform, until once more that invisible, springy
force made itself felt, assuring complete safety. The platform
truly hung in the air, not supported by anything. Lifting my
head, I saw many others like it, hovering motionless in space in
the same way, with their great lights out; at some, where craft
were arriving, the lights were on. But those rockets or projectiles
were not like the one that had brought me in from Luna.

I stood there awhile, until I noticed, against the background
of some further hallways—though I did not know whether they
were mirrored reflections of this one or reality—letters of fire
steadily moving through the air: soamMo soamo soamo, a pause,
a bluish flash, and then NEoNAX NEONAX NEONAX. These might
have been the names of stations, or possibly of advertised prod-
ucts. They told me nothing,

It’s high time I found that fellow, I thought. I turned on my
heel and, seeing a walkway moving in the opposite direction,
took it back down. This turned out to be the wrong level, it
was not even the hall that I had left: I knew this by the absence
of those enormous columns. But, then, they might have gone
away somewhere; by now I considered anything possible.

I found myself in a forest of fountains; farther along I came
upon a white-pink room filled with women. As I walked by I put
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my hand, without thinking, into the jet of an illuminated foun-
tain, perhaps because it was pleasant to come across something
even a little familiar. But I felt nothing, the fountain was with-
out water. After a moment it seemed to me that I smelled
flowers. I put my hand to my nostrils. It smelled like a thousand
scented soaps at once. Instinctively I rubbed my hand on my
trousers. Now I was standing in front of that room filled with
women, only women. It did not appear to me to be a powder
room, but I had no way of knowing. I preferred not to ask, so I
turned away. A young man, wearing something that looked as
though mercury had flowed over him and solidified, puffed-out
(or perhaps foamy) on the arms and snug about the hips, was
talking with a blonde girl who had her back against the bowl of
a fountain. The girl, wearing a bright dress that was quite or-
dinary, which encouraged me, held a bouquet of pale pink flow-
ers; nestling her face in them, she smiled at the boy with her
eyes. At the moment I stood before them and was opening my
mouth to speak, I saw that she was eating the flowers—and my
voice failed me. She was calmly chewing the delicate petals. She
looked up at me. Her eyes froze. But to that I had grown accus-
tomed. I asked where the Inner Circle was.

The boy, it seemed to me, was unpleasantly surprised, even
angry, that someone dared to interrupt their téte-a-téte. I must
have committed some impropriety. He looked me up and down,
as if expecting to find stilts that would account for my height.
He did not say a word.

“Oh, there,” cried the girl, “the rast on the vuk, your rast, you
can make it, hurry!”

I started running in the direction indicated, without knowing
to what—TI still hadn’t the faintest idea what that damned rast
looked like—and after about ten steps I saw a silvery funnel de-
scending from high above, the base of one of those enormous
columns that had astonished me so much before. Could they be
flying columns? People were hurrying toward it from all direc-
tions; then suddenly I collided with someone. I did not lose my
balance, I merely stood rooted to the spot, but the other person,
a stout individual in orange, fell down, and something incredible
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happened to him: his fur coat wilted before my eyes, collapsed
like a punctured balloon! I stood over him, astounded, unable
even to mutter an apology. He picked himself up, gave me a
dirty look, but said nothing; he turned and marched off, finger-
ing something on his chest—and his coat filled out and lit up
again. . . .

By now the place that the girl had pointed out to me was
deserted. After this incident I gave up looking for rasts, the In-
ner Circle, ducts, and switches; I decided to get out of the sta-
tion. My experiences so far did not encourage me to accost pas-
sers-by, so at random I followed a sloping sky-blue arrow upward;
without any particular sensation, my body passed through two
signs glowing in the air: LocAL circurrs. I came to an escalator
that held quite a few people. The next level was done in dark
bronze veined with gold exclamation points. Fluid joinings of
ceilings and concave walls. Ceilingless corridors, at the top en-
veloped in a shining powder. I seemed to be approaching living
quarters of some kind, as the area took on the quality of a sys-
tem of gigantic hotel lobbies—teller windows, nickel pipes along
the walls, recesses with clerks; maybe these were offices for cur-
rency exchange, or a post office. I walked on. I was now almost
certain that this was not the way to an exit and (judging from
the length of the ride upward) that I was in the elevated part
of the station; nevertheless I kept going in the same direction.
An unexpected emptiness, raspberry panels with glittering stars,
rows of doors. The nearest was open. I looked in. A large, broad-
shouldered man looked in from the opposite side. Myself in a
mirror. I opened the door wider. Porcelain, silver pipes, nickel.
Toilets.

I felt a little like laughing, but mainly I was nonplused. I
quickly turned around: another corridor, bands, white as milk,
flowing downward. The handrail of the escalator was soft, warm;
I did not count the levels passed; more and more people, who
stopped in front of enamel boxes that grew out of the wall at
every step; the touch of a finger, and something would fall into
their hands; they put this into their pockets and walked on. For
some reason I did exactly as the man in the loose violet coat in
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front of me had done; a key with a small depression for the fin-
gertip, I pressed, and into my palm fell a colored, translucent
tube, slightly warm. I shook it, held it up to one eye; pills of
some kind? No. A vial? It had no cork, no stopper. What was it
for? What were the other people doing? Putting the things in
their pockets. The sign on the dispenser: LArcAN. I stood there;
I was jostled. And suddenly I felt like a monkey that has been
given a fountain pen or a lighter; for an instant I was seized by
a blind rage; I set my jaw, narrowed my eyes, and, shoulders
hunched, joined the stream of pedestrians. The corridor widened,
became a hall. Fiery letters: REAL AMMO REAL AMMO,

Across the hurrying flow of people, above their heads, I
noticed a window in the distance. The first window. Panoramic,
€normous.

All the firmaments of the night flung onto a flat plane. On a
horizon of blazing mist—colored galaxies of squares, clusters of
spiral lights, glows shimmering above skyscrapers, the streets: a
creeping, a peristalsis with necklaces of light, and over this, in
the perpendicular, cauldrons of neon, feather crests and light-
ning bolts, circles, airplanes, and bottles of flame, red dandelions
made of needle signal lights, momentary suns and hemorrhages
of advertising, mechanical and violent. I stood and watched,
hearing, behind me, the steady sough of hundreds of feet. Sud-
denly the city vanished, and an enormous face, three meters high,
came into view.

“You have been watching clips from newsreels of the seven-
ties, in the series Views of the Ancient Capitals. Now the
news. Transtel is currently expanding to include cosmolyte
studios. . . .”

I practically fled. It was no window. A television screen. I
quickened my pace. I was perspiring a little.

Down. Faster. Gold squares of lights. Inside, crowds, foam on
glasses, an almost black liquid—not beer, with its virulent, green-
ish glint—and young people, boys and girls, arms around one
another, in groups of six, eight, blocking the way across the en-
tire thoroughfare, came toward me; they had to separate to let
me through. I was buffeted. Without realizing it, I stepped onto
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a moving walkway. Quite close to me, a pair of startled eyes
flashed by—a lovely dark girl in something that shone like phos-
phorized metal. The fabric clung to her: she was as if naked.
White faces, yellow, a few tall blacks, but I was still the tallest.
People made way for me. High above, behind convex windows,
scattered shadows sped by, unseen orchestras played, but here a
curious promenade went on; in the dark passages, the headless
silhouettes of women: the fluff covering their arms gave off a
light, so that only their raised necks showed in it like strange
white stems, and the scattered glow in their hair—a lumines-
cent powder? A narrow passage led me to a series of rooms with
grotesque—because moving, even active—statues; a kind of wide
street with raised sides boomed with laughter. People were being
amused, but what was amusing them—the statues?

Huge figures in cones of floodlights; pouring from them was
ruby light, honey light, as thick as syrup, an unusual concentra-
tion of colors. I walked on passively, squinting, abstracted. A
steep green corridor, grotesque pavilions, pagodas reached by
little bridges, everywhere small cafés, the sharp, persistent smell
of fried food, rows of gas flames behind windows, the clinking of
glass, metallic sounds, repeated, incomprehensible. The crowd
that had carried me here collided with another, then thinned
out; everyone was getting into an open carriage; no, it was only
transparent, as if molded in glass, even the seats were like glass,
though soft. Without knowing how, I found myself inside—we
were moving. The carriage tore along, the people shouted over
the sound of a loudspeaker that repeated, “Meridional level,
Meridional, change for Spiro, Atale, Blekk, Frosom”; the entire
carriage seemed to melt, pierced by shafts of light; walls flew by
in strips of flame and color; parabolic arches, white platforms.
“Forteran, Forteran, change for Galee, change for outer rasts,
Makra,” babbled the speaker; the carriage stopped, then sped
on. I discovered a remarkable thing: there was no sensation of
braking or acceleration, as if inertia had been annulled. How was
this possible? I checked, bending my knees slightly, at three
consecutive stops. Nothing on the turns, either. People got off,
got on. At the front stood a woman with a dog; I had never
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seen such a dog, it was huge, its head like a ball, very ugly; in its
placid hazel eyes were reflected retreating, diminishing garlands
of lights. RAMBRENT RAMBRENT. There was a fluttering from white
and bluish fluorescent tubes, stairs of crystalline brilliance, black
fagades; the brilliance gave way slowly to stone; the carriage
stopped. I got off and was dumbstruck. Above the amphitheater-
like sunken dial of the stop rose a multistory structure that I recog-
nized; I was still in the station, in another place within the same
gigantic hall magnified in white sweeping surfaces. I made for
the edge of the geometrically perfect depression—the carriage
had already left—and received another surprise. I was not at the
bottom, as I had thought; I was actually high up, about forty
floors above the bands of the walkways visible in the abyss, above
the silver decks of the ever-steadily gliding platforms; between
them moved long, silent bodies, and people emerged from these
through rows of hatches; it was as if monsters, chrome-plated
fish, were depositing, at regular intervals, their black and colored
eggs. Above all this, through the mist of the distance, I saw
words of gold moving in a line:

BACK TODAY GLENIANIA ROON WITH HER MIMORPHIC REAL
RECORDING PAYS TRIBUTE IN THE ORATORIUM TO THE MEMORY OF
RAPPER KERX POLITR. TERMINAL NEWS BULLETIN: TODAY IN AM-
MONLEE PETIFARGUE PRODUCED THE SYSTOLIZATION OF THE FIRST
ENZOM. THE VOICE OF THE DISTINGUISHED GRAVISTICIAN WILL BE
BROADCAST AT HOUR TWENTY-SEVEN. ARRAKER LEADS. ARRAKER
REPEATED HIS SUCCESS AS THE FIRST OBLITERATOR OF THE SEASON
AT THE TRANSVAAL STADIUM.

I turned away. So even the way of telling time had changed.
Hit by the light of the gigantic letters that flew above the sea
of heads like rows of burning tightrope-walkers, the metallic
fabrics of the women’s dresses flared up in sudden flames. I
walked, oblivious, and something inside me kept repeating: So
even time has changed. That somehow did me in. I saw noth-
ing, though my eyes were open. I wanted one thing only, to get
away, to find a way out of this infernal station, to be under the
naked sky, in the open air, to see the stars, feel the wind.

I was attracted to an avenue of elongated lights. On the trans-
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parent stone of the ceilings, something was being written—let-
ters—by a sharp flame encased in alabaster: TELETRANS TELEPORT
TELETHON. Through a steeply arched doorway( but it was an im-
possible arch, pried out of its foundation, like the negative image
of a rocket prow), I reached a hall upholstered in frozen gold
fire. In recesses along the walls were hundreds of booths; people
ran into these, burst out again in haste; they threw torn ribbons
on the floor, not telegraph tapes, something else, with punched-
out projections; others walked over these shreds. I wanted to
leave; by mistake I went into a dark room; before I had time to
step back something buzzed, a flash like that of a flashbulb, and
from a metal-framed slot, as from a mailbox, slipped a piece of
shiny paper folded in two. I took it and opened it, a face emerged,
the mouth open, the lips slightly twisted, thin; it regarded me
through half-closed eyes: myself! I folded the paper in two and
the plastic specter vanished. I slowly parted the edges: nothing.
Wider: it appeared again, popping out of nowhere, a head sev-
ered from the rest of the body, hanging above the paper card
with a none-too-intelligent expression. For a moment I con-
templated my own face—what was this, three-dimensional pho-
tography? I put the paper into my pocket and left. A golden hell
seemed to descend on the crowd, a ceiling made of fiery magma,
unreal but belching real flames, and no one paid attention; those
with business ran from one booth to another; farther back, green
letters jumped, columns of numerals flowed down narrow
screens; other booths had shutters instead of doors, which lifted
rapidly at anyone’s approach; at last I found an exit.

A curved corridor with an inclined floor, as sometimes in the
theater; from its walls, stylized conches were shooting forth,
while above them raced the words INFOR INFOR INFOR without
end.

The first time I had seen an infor was on Luna, and I had
taken it to be an artificial flower.

I put my face close to the aquamarine cup, which immedi-
ately, before I could open my mouth, froze in readiness.

“How do I get out of here?” I asked, none too brightly.

“Where are you going?” a warm alto answered immediately.
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“To the city.”
“Which district?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Which level?”

“It doesn’t matter; I just want to get out of the station!”

“Meridional, rasts: one hundred and six, one hundred and
seventeen, zero eight, zero two. Triduct, level AF, AG, AC, cir-
cuit M levels twelve, sixteen, the nadir level leads to every direc-
tion south. Central level—gleeders, red local, white express, A,
B, and V. Ulder level, direct, all escals from the third up . . .”
a singsong female voice recited.

I had the urge to tear from the wall the microphone that was
inclined with such solicitude to my face. I walked away. Idiot!
Idiot! droned in me at every step. Ex EX EX Ex—repeated a sign
that was rising, bordered by a lemon haze. Exit? A way out?

The huge sign said exoTAL. A sudden rush of warm air made
the legs of my trousers flap. I found myself beneath the open
sky. But the blackness of the night was kept at a great distance,
pushed back by the multitude of lights. An immense restaurant.
Tables whose tops blazed with different colors; above them,
faces, illuminated from below, therefore somewhat eerie, full
of deep shadows. Low armchairs, a black liquid with green foam
in glasses, lanterns that spilled tiny sparks, no, fireflies, swarms
of burning moths. The chaos of lights extinguished the stars.
When I lifted my head I saw only a black void. Yet, strangely
enough, at that moment its blind presence gave me courage. I
stood and looked. Someone brushed by me; I caught the fra-
grance of perfume, sharp yet at the same time mild; a young
couple passed; the girl turned to the man; her arms and breasts
were submerged in a fluffy cloud; she entered his embrace; they
danced. They still dance, I thought to myself. That’s good. The
pair took a few steps, a pale, mercurylike ring lifted them up
along with the other couples, their dark red shadows moved be-
neath its huge plate, which rotated slowly, like a record. It was
not supported by anything, did not even have an axis, but, hang-
ing in the air, it turned to the music. I walked among the tables.
The soft plastic underfoot ended, gave way to porous rock. I
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passed through a curtain of light and found myself inside a rocky
grotto. It was like ten, fifty Gothic naves formed out of stalac-
tites; veined deposits of pearly minerals surrounded the mouths
of the caves; in these people sat, legs dangling; small flames flick-
ered between their knees, and at the bottom lay the unbroken
black surface of an underground lake, which reflected the vaults
of the rocks. There, too, on flimsy little rafts, people were re-
clining, all facing the same way. I went down to the water’s edge
and saw, on the other side, on the sand, a female dancer. She
appeared to be naked, but the whiteness of her body was not
natural. With short, unsteady steps she ran to the water; when
her body was reflected in it, she stretched out her arms sud-
denly and bowed—the end—but no one applauded; the dancer
remained motionless for a few seconds, then slowly went along
the shore, following its uneven line. She was perhaps thirty paces
from me when something happened to her. One moment I saw
her smiling, exhausted face, then, suddenly, as if something had
got in the way, her outline trembled and disappeared.

“A raft for you, sir?” came a courteous voice behind me. I
turned around; no one, only a streamlined table strutting on
comically bowed legs; it moved forward, glasses of sparkling
liquid, arranged in rows on side trays, shook, one arm politely
offering me this drink, the other reaching for a plate with a
fingerhole, something like a small, concave palette—it was a
robot. I could see, behind a small glass pane in the center, the
glow of its transistorized heart.

I avoided those insect arms stretched out to serve me, loaded
with delicacies, which I refused, and I quickly left the artificial
cave, gritting my teeth, as if I had somehow been insulted. I
crossed the full width of the terrace, among S-shaped tables,
under avenues of lanterns, showered with a fine powder of disin-
tegrating, dying fireflies, black, gold. At the very edge, a border
of stone, old, covered with a yellowish lichen, and there I felt,
at last, a real wind, clean, cool. Nearby stood a vacant table. I
sat awkwardly, my back to the people, looking out into the night.
Below lay the darkness, vast, formless, and unexpected; only far,
very far away, at its perimeter, glowed thin, flickering lights,
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curiously uncertain, as though not electric, and even farther off,
swords of light rose up cold and thin into the sky, whether
homes or pillars, I did not know; I would have taken them for
the beams of floodlights had they not been traced by a delicate
network—a glass cylinder might have looked thus, its base in
the earth, its tip in the clouds, filled with alternating concave
and convex lenses. They must have been incredibly high; around
them, a few lights glimmering, pulsing, so that they were en-
circled now by an orange haze, now by a nearly white one. That
was all, that was how the city looked; I tried to find streets, to
guess where they would be, but the dark and seemingly lifeless
space below spread out in all directions, not illuminated by a
single spark.

“Col . . . ?” I heard; the word had probably been said more
than once, but I did not immediately realize that it was addressed
tome. I started to turn around, but the chair, quicker than
I, did this for me. Standing in front of me was a girl, perhaps
twenty years old, in something blue that clung to her like a
liquid congealed; her arms and breasts were hidden in a navy-
blue fluff that became more and more transparent as it descended.
Her slim, lovely belly was like a sculpture in breathing metal.
At her ears she had something shining, so large that it covered
them completely. A small mouth in an uncertain smile, the lips
painted, the nostrils also red inside—1I had noticed that this was
how most of the women were made up. She held the back of
the chair opposite me with both hands and said:

“How goes it, col?”

She sat down.

She was a little drunk, I thought.

“It’s boring here,” she continued after a moment. “Don’t you
think so? Shall we take off somewhere, col?”

“I'm nota col . . .” I began. She leaned on the table with her
elbows and moved her hand across her half-filled glass, until the
end of the golden chain around her fingers dipped into the
liquid. She leaned still closer. I could smell her breath. If she
was drunk, it was not on alcohol.
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“How’s that?” she said. “You are. You have to be. Everybody
is. What do you say? Shall we?”

If only I knew what all that meant.

“All right,” I said.

She stood up. And I got up from my horribly low chair.

“How do you do that?” she asked.

“Do what?”

She stared at my legs.

“I thought you were on your toes. . . .

I smiled but said nothing. She came up to me, took me by the
arm, and was again surprised.

“What have you got there?”

“Where, here? Nothing.”

“You're singing,” she said and lightly tugged at me. We
walked among the tables and I wondered what “singing” meant
—perhaps “you’re kidding me”?

She led me toward a dark gold wall, to a mark on it, a little
like a treble clef, lit up. At our approach the wall opened. I felt
a gust of hot air.

A narrow silver escalator flowed down. We stood side by side.
She did not even reach my shoulder. She had a catlike head,
black hair with a blue sheen, a profile that was perhaps too sharp,
but she was pretty. If it were not for those scarlet nostrils . . .
She held on to me tightly with her thin hand, the green nails
dug into my heavy sweater. I had to smile at the thought of
where that sweater had been and how little it had in common
with the fingers of a woman. Beneath a circular dome that
breathed light—from pink to carmine, from carmine to pink—
we went out into the street. That is, I thought it was a street,
but the darkness above us was every now and then lit up, as if
by a momentary dawn. Farther on, long, low silhouettes sailed
past, much like cars, but I knew that there were no more cars.
It must have been something else. Even had I been alone, 1
would have chosen this broad artery, because in the distance
blazed the letters To THE CENTER, although that surely did not
mean the center of the city. At any rate, I lef myself be led. No

”
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matter how this adventure was going to end, I had found myself
a guide, and I thought—this time without anger—of that poor
fellow who now, three hours after my arrival, was undoubtedly
hunting for me through all the infors of this station-city.

We passed a number of half-empty bars, shopwindows in
which groups of mannequins were performing the same scene
over and over again, and I would have liked to stop and see what
they were doing, but the girl hurried along, her slippers clicking,
until, at the sight of a neon face with pulsating red cheeks,
which continually licked its lips with a comically loose tongue,
she cried:

“Oh, bonses! Do you want a bons?”

“Do you?” I asked.

“I think I do.”

We entered a small bright room. Instead of a ceiling it had
long rows of tiny flames, like pilot lights; from above poured
heat, so possibly it was indeed gas. In the walls I saw recesses
with counters. When we approached one of these, seats emerged
from the wall on either side of us; they seemed first to grow out
from the wall in an undeveloped form, like buds, then flattened
in the air, turned concave, and became motionless. We sat fac-
ing each other; the girl tapped two fingers on the metal surface
of the table, and from the wall jumped a nickel claw, which
tossed a small plate in front of each of us and with two lightning
movements threw on each plate a portion of some white sub-
stance that foamed, turned brown, and hardened; meanwhile the
plate itself grew darker. The girl then folded it—it was not a
plate at all—into the shape of a pancake and began to eat.

“Oh,” she said with a full mouth, “I didn’t know how hungry
I was!”

I did exactly as she. The bons tasted like nothing I had ever
eaten. It crackled between the teeth like a freshly baked roll,
but immediately crumbled and melted on the tongue; the brown
stuff in the middle was sharply seasoned. I was going to like
bonses, I decided.

“Another?” I asked, when she had finished hers. She smiled,
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shaking her head. On the way out, in the aisle, she put both her
hands into a small niche lined with tiles; something in there
buzzed. I followed suit. A tickling wind blew on my fingers, and
when I withdrew them, they were completely dry and clean.
Next we ascended a wide escalator. I did not know if this was
still the station but preferred not to ask. She led me to a small
cabin inside a wall, not very brightly lit; I had the impression
that above it trains of some kind were running, since the floor
shook. It got dark for a fraction of a second, something beneath
us gave a deep sigh, like a metal monster emptying its lungs of
air, the light reappeared, the girl pushed open the door. A real
street, apparently. We were quite alone on it. Bushes, trimmed
fairly low, grew on either side of the sidewalk; somewhat farther
along stood flat black machines, crowded together; a man came
out of a shadow, disappeared behind one of the machines—I
did not see him open any door, he simply vanished—and the
thing took off with such force that it must have flattened him
against his seat. I saw no houses, only the roadway, as smooth as
a table and covered with strips of dull metal; at the intersections,
hanging overhead, were shuttered lights, orange and red; they
looked a little like models of wartime searchlights.

“Where shall we go?” asked the girl. She still held me by the
arm. She slackened her pace. A red stripe passed across her face.

“Wherever you like.”

“My place, then. It isn’t worth taking a gleeder. It’s nearby.”

We walked on. Still no houses in sight, and the wind that
came rushing out of the darkness, from behind the shrubbery,
was the kind you would expect in an open space. Here, around
the station, in the Center itself? This seemed odd to me. The
wind bore a faint fragrance of flowers, which I inhaled eagerly.
Cherry blossom? No, not cherry blossom.

Next we came to a moving walkway; we stood on it, a strange
pair; lights swam by; now and then a vehicle shot along, as if
cast from a single block of black metal; these vehicles had no
windows, no wheels, not even lights, and careered as though
blindly, at tremendous speed. The moving lights blazed out of
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narrow vertical apertures hanging low above the ground. I could
not figure out whether they had something to do with the traffic
and its regulation.

From time to time, a plaintive whistle high above us rent the
unseen sky. The girl suddenly stepped off the flowing ribbon,
but only to mount another, which darted steeply upward, and I
found myself suddenly high up; this aerial ride lasted maybe half
a minute and ended at a ledge covered with weakly fragrant
flowers, as if we had reached the terrace or balcony of a dark
building by a conveyor belt set against the wall. The girl entered
this loggia, and I, my eyes now accustomed to the dark, was able
to discern, from it, the huge outlines of the surrounding build-
ings, windowless, black, seemingly lifeless, for they were without
more than light—not the slightest sound reached me, apart from
the sharp hiss that announced the passage, in the street, of those
black machines. I was puzzled by this blackout, no doubt inten-
tional, as well as by the absence of advertising signs, after the
orgy of neon at the station, but I had no time for such reflec-
tions. “Come on, where are you?” I heard her whisper. I saw only
the pale smudge of her face. She put her hand to the door and
it opened, but not into an apartment; the floor moved softly
along with us—you can’t take a step here, I thought, it’s a
wonder they still have legs—Dbut this irony was a feeble effort; it
came from the constant amazement, from the feeling of un-
reality of everything that had happened to me in the past several
hours.

We were in something like a huge entrance hall or corridor,
wide, almost unlit—only the corners of the walls shone, bright-
ened by streaks of luminous paint. In the darkest place the girl
again reached out her hand, to place her palm flat against a
metal plate on a door, and entered first. I blinked. The hall,
brightly lit, was practically empty; she walked to the next door.
When I came near the wall, it opened suddenly to reveal an
interior filled with small metal bottles of some kind. This hap-
pened so suddenly that I froze.

“Don’t set off my wardrobe,” she said. She was already in the
other room.
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I followed her.

The furniture—armchairs, a low sofa, small tables—looked as
though it had been cast in glass, and inside the semitransparent
material swarms of fireflies circulated freely, sometimes dispersed,
then joined again into streams, so that a luminous blood seemed
to course within the furniture, pale green with pink sparks
mixed in.

“Why don’t you sit down?”

She was standing far back. An armchair unfolded itself to
receive me. I hated that. The glass was not glass at all; the im-
pression I had was of sitting on inflated cushions, and, looking
down through the curved, thick surface of the seat, I could,
indistinctly, see the floor.

I had thought, upon entering, that the wall opposite the door
was of glass, and that through it I was looking into another
room, which contained people, as though a party were in progress
there; but those people were unnaturally tall—and all at once I
realized that what I had in front of me was a wall-sized tele-
vision screen. The volume was off. Now, from a sitting position,
I saw an enormous female face, exactly as if a dark-skinned
giantess were peering through a window into the room; her lips
moved, she was speaking, and gems as big as shields covered her
ears, glittered like diamonds.

I made myself comfortable in the chair. The girl, her hand on
her hip—her abdomen really did look like a sculpture in azure
metal—studied me carefully. She no longer appearcd drunk.
Perhaps it had only seemed that way to me before.

“What’s your name?”” she asked.

“Bregg. Hal Bregg. And yours?”

“Nais. How old are you?”

Curious manners, I thought. But, then, if that's what’s
done . . .

“Forty—what of it?”

“Nothing. I thought you were a hundred.”

I had to smile.

“I can be that, if you insist.”” The funny thing is, it’s the truth,
I thought.
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“What can I give you?” she asked.
“To drink? Nothing, thank you.”
“All right.”

She went to the wall, and it opened like a small bar. She
stood in front of the opening. When she returned, she was
carrying a tray with cups and two bottles. Squeezing one bottle
lightly, she filled me a cup to the brim with a liquid that looked
exactly like milk.

“Thank you,” I said, “not forme . . .

“But I'm not giving you anything.” She was surprised.

Seeing I had made a mistake, although I did not know what
kind of mistake, I muttered under my breath and took the cup.
She poured herself a drink from the second bottle. This liquid
was oily, colorless, and slightly effervescent under the surface; at
the same time it darkened, apparently on contact with air. She
sat down and, touching the glass with her lips, casually asked:

“Who are you?” .

“A col,” I answered. I lifted my cup, as if to examine it. This
milk had no smell. I did not touch it.

“No, seriously,” she said. “You thought I was sending in the
dark, eh? Since when! That was only a cals. I was with a six, you
see, but it got awfully bottom. The orka was no good and alto-
gether . . . I was just going when you sat down.”

Some of this I could figure out: I must have sat at her table
by chance, when she was not there; could she have been danc-
ing? I maintained a tactful silence.

“From a distance, you seemed so . . .” She was unable to find
the word.

“Decent?” I suggested. Her eyelids fluttered. Did she have a
metallic film on them as well? No, it must have been eye shadow.
She lifted her head.

“What does that mean?”

“Well . . . um . .. someone you could trust . . .”

“You talk in a strange way. Where are you from?”

“From far away.”

“Mars?”

“Farther.”

”
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“You fly?”

“I did fly.”

“And now?”

“Nothing. I returned.”

“But you'll fly again?”

“I don’t know. Probably not.”

The conversation had trailed off somehow. It seemed to me
that the girl was beginning to regret her rash invitation, and I
wanted to make things easy for her.

“Maybe I ought to go now?” I asked. I still held my un-
touched drink.

“Why?” She was surprised.

“I thought that that would . . . suit you.”

“No,” she said. “You're thinking—no, what for? Why don’t
you drink?”

‘lI am.’?

It was milk after all. At this time of day, in such circum-
stances! My surprise was such that she must have noticed it.

“What, it’s bad?”

“It’s milk,” I said. I must have looked like a complete idiot.

“What? What milk? That’s brit. . . .”

I sighed.

“Listen, Nais . . . I think I'll go now. Really. It will be better
that way.”

“Then why did you drink?” she asked.

I looked at her, silent. The language had not changed so very
much, and yet I didn’t understand a thing. Not a thing. It was
they who had changed.

“All right,” she said finally. “I'm not keeping you. But now
this . . .” She was confused. She drank her lemonade—that’s
what I called the sparkling liquid, in my thoughts—and again I
did not know what to say. How difficult all this was.

“Tell me about yourself,” I suggested. “Do you want to?”

“OK. And then you'll tell me . .. ?”

“Yes.”

“I'm at the Cavuta, my second year. I've been neglecting
things a bit lately, I wasn’t plasting regularly and . . . that’s
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how it’s been. My six isn’t too interesting. So really, it’s . . . I
don’t have anyone. It’s strange. . . .”

“What is?”

“ThatI don’t have . . .”

Again, these obscurities. Who was she talking about? Who
didn’t she have? Parents? Lovers? Acquaintances? Abs was right
after all when he said that I wouldn’t be able to manage without
the eight months at Adapt. But now, perhaps even more than
before, I did not want to go back, penitent, to school.

“What else?” I asked, and since I was still holding the cup, I
took another swallow of that milk. Her eyes grew wide in sur-
prise. Something like a mocking smile touched her lips. She
drained her cup, reached out a hand to the fluffy covering on her
arms, and tore it—she did not unbutton it, did not slip it off,
just tore it, and let the shreds fall from her fingers, like trash.

“But, then, we hardly know each other,” she said. She was
freer, it seemed. She smiled. There were moments when she
became quite lovely, particularly when she narrowed her eyes,
and her lower lip, contracting, revealed glistening teeth. In her
face was something Egyptian. An Egyptian cat. Hair blacker
than black, and when she pulled the furry fluff from her arms
and breasts, I saw that she was not nearly so thin as I had
thought. But why had she ripped it off? Was that supposed to
mean something?

“Your turn to talk,” she said, looking at me over her cup.

“Yes,” I said and felt jittery, as if my words would have God

knows what consequence. “I am . . . I was a pilot. The last
time I was here . . . don’t be frightened!”
“No. Go on!”

Her eyes were shining and attentive.

“It was a hundred and twenty-seven years ago. I was thirty
then. The expedition . . . I was a pilot on the expedition to
Fomalhaut. That’s twenty-three light years away. We flew there
and back in a hundred and twenty-seven years Earth time and
ten years ship time. Four days ago we returned. . .. The
Prometheus—my ship—remained on Luna. I came from there
today. That’s all.”
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She stared at me. She did not speak. Her lips moved, opened,
closed. What was that in her eyes? Surprise? Admiration? Fear?
“Why do you say nothing?” I asked. I had to clear my throat.

“So . . . how old are you, really?”

I 'had to smile; it was not a pleasant smile.

“What does that mean, ‘really’? Biologically I'm forty, but by
Earth clocks, one hundred and fifty-seven. . . .”

A long silence, then suddenly:

“Were there any women there?”

“Wait,” I said. “Do you have anything to drink?”

“What do you mean?”

“Something toxic, you understand. Strong. Alcohol . . . or
don’t they drink it any more?”

“Very rarely,” she replied softly, as if thinking of something
else. Her hands fell slowly, touched the metallic blue of her
dress.

“T'll give you some . . . angehen, is that all right? But you
don’t know what it is, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” I replied, unexpectedly stubborn. She went to
the bar and brought back a small, bulging bottle. She poured me
a drink. It had alcohol in it—not much—but there was some-
thing else, a peculiar, bitter taste.

“Don’t be angry,” I said, emptying the cup, and poured my-
self another one.

“I'm not angry. You didn’t answer, but perhaps you don’t
want to?”

“Why not? I can tell you. There were twenty-three of us alto-
gether, on two ships. The second was the Ulysses. Five pilots to
a ship, and the rest scientists. There were no women.”

llWhy?"

“Because of children,” I explained. “You can’t raise children
on such ships, and even if you could, no one would want to. You
can’t fly before you're thirty. You have to have two diplomas
under your belt, plus four years of training, twelve years in all.
In other words—women of thirty usually have children. And
there were . . . other considerations.”

“And you?” she asked.
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“I was single. They picked unmarried ones. That is—
volunteers.”

“Youwanted to . . .

“Yes. Of course.”

“And you didn’t . . .

She broke off. I knew what she wanted to say. I remained
silent.

“It must be weird, coming back like this,” she said almost in a
whisper. She shuddered. Suddenly she looked at me, her cheeks
darkened, it was a blush.

“Listen, what I said before, that was just a joke, really. . . .

“About the hundred years?”

“I was just talking, just to talk, ithadno . . .”

“Stop,” I grumbled. “Any more apologizing and I'll really feel
all that time.”

She was silent. I forced myself to look away from her. Inside
that other room, the nonexistent room behind glass, an enor-
mous male head sang without sound; I saw the dark read of the
throat quiver at the effort, cheeks glistening, the whole face
moving to an inaudible thythm.

“What will you do?” she asked quietly.

“Idon’t know. I don’t know yet.”

“You have no plans?”

“No. I have a little—it’s a . . . bonus, you understand. For
all that time. When we left, it was put into the bank in my
name—I don’t even know how much there is. I don’t know a
thing. Listen, what is this Cavut?”

“The Cavuta?” she corrected me. “It’s . . . a sort of school,
plasting; nothing great in itself, but sometimes one can get into
thereals. . . .”

“Wait . . . then what exactly do you do?”

“Plast. You don’t know what that is?”

“No.”

“How can I explain? To put it simply, one makes dresses,
clothing in general—everything. . . .”

“Tailoring?”

“What does that mean?”

”

”




31

“Do you sew things?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Ye gods and little fishes! Do you design dresses?”

“Well . . . yes, in a sense, yes. I don’t design, I only
make . . .”

I gave up.

“And what is a real?”

That truly floored her. For the first time she looked at me as
if I were a creature from another world.

“A real is . .. a real . ..” she repeated helplessly. “They
are . . . stories. It’s for watching.”

“That?” I pointed at the glass wall.

“Oh no, that’s vision. . . .”

“What, then? Movies? Theater?”

“No. Theater, I know what that was—that was long ago. I
know: they had actual people there. A real is artificial, but one
can’t tell the difference. Unless, I suppose, one got in there,
inside . . .

“Got in?”

The head of the giant rolled its eyes, reeled, looked at me as if
it were having great fun, observing this scene.

“Listen, Nais,” I said suddenly, “either I'll go now, because it’s
very late,or . . .

“I'd prefer the ‘or.” ”

“But you don’t know what I want to say.”

“Say it, then.”

“All right. I wanted to ask you more about various things.
About the big things, the most important, I already know some-
thing; I spent four days at Adapt, on Luna. But that was a drop
in the bucket. What do you do when you aren’t working?”

“One can do a heap of things,” she said. “One can travel,
actually or by moot. One can have a good time, go to the real,
dance, play tereo, do sports, swim, fly—whatever one wants.”

“What is a moot?”

“It’s a little like the real, except you can touch everything.
You can walk on mountains there, on anything—you’ll see for
yourself, it’s not the sort of thing you can describe. But I had
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the impression you wanted to ask about something else . . . ?”

“Your impression is right. How is it between men and
women?”’

Her eyelids fluttered.

“I suppose the way it has always been. What can have
changed?”

“Everything. When I left—don’t take this in bad part—a
girl like you would not have brought me to her place at this
hour.”

‘“Really? Why not?”

“Because it would have meant only one thing.”

She was silent for a moment.

“And how do you know it didn’t?”

My expression amused her. I looked at her; she stopped
smiling.

“Nais . . . howisit ... ?” I stammered. “You take a com-
plete strangerand . . .”

She was silent.

“Why don’t you answer?”

“Because you don’t understand a thing. I don’t know how to
tell you. It’s nothing, you know. . . .”

“Aha. It's nothing,” I repeated. I couldn’t sit any longer. -1
got up. I nearly leapt, forgetting myself. She flinched.

“Sorry,” I muttered and began to pace. Behind the glass a
park stretched out in the morning sunlight; along an alley,
among trees with pale pink leaves, walked three youths in shirts
that gleamed like armor.

“Are there still marriages?”

“Naturally.”

“I don’t understand! Explain this to me. Tell me. You see a
man who appeals to you, and without knowing him, right
away ...’

“But what is there to tell?” she said reluctantly. “Is it really
true that in your day, back then, a girl couldn’t let a man into
her room?”

“She could, of course, and even with that purpose, but . . .
not five minutes after seeing him. . . .”
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“How many minutes, then?”

I looked at her. She was quite serious. Well, yes, how was she
to know? I shrugged.

“It wasn’t a matter of time only. First she had to . . . see
something in him, get to know him, like him; first they went out
together. . . .”

“Wait,” she said. “It seems that you don’t understand a thing.
After all, I gave you brit.”

“What brit? Ah, the milk? What of it?”

“What do you mean, what of it? Was there . . . no brit?”

She began to laugh; she was convulsed with laughter. Then
suddenly she broke off, looked at me, and reddened terribly.

“So you thought . . . you thought that I . . . nol”

I sat down. My fingers were unsteady; I wanted to hold some-
thing in them. I pulled a cigarette from my pocket and lit it. She
opened her eyes.

“What is that?”

“A cigarette. What—you don’t smoke?”

“It’s the first time I ever saw one. . . . So that’s what a
cigarette looks like. How can you inhale the smoke like that?
No, wait—the other thing is more important. Brit is not milk. I
don’t know what’s in it, but to a stranger one always gives brit.”

“To aman?”

(lYes.’}

“What does it do, then?”

“What it does is make him behave, make him have to. You
know . . . maybe some biologist can explain it to you.”

“To hell with the biologist. Does this mean that a man to
whom you’ve given brit can’t do anything?”

“Naturally.”

“What if he doesn’t want to drink?”

“How could he not want to?”

Here all understanding ended.

“But you can’t force him to drink,” I continued patiently.

“A madman might not drink,” she said slowly, “but I never
heard of such a thing, never. . . .”

“Is this some kind of custom?”
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“I don’t know what to tell you. Is it a custom that you don’t
go around naked?”

“Aha. Well, in a sense—yes. But you can undress on the
beach.”

“Completely?” she asked with sudden interest.

“No. A bathing suit . . . But there were groups of people in
my day, they were called nudists. . . .”

“I know. No, that's something else. I thought that you
.

“No. So this drinking is like wearing clothes? Just as neces-
sary?”’

“Yes. When there are . . . two of you.”

“Well, and afterward?”

“What afterward?”

“The next time?”

This conversation was idiotic and I felt terrible, but I had to
find out.

“Later? It varies. To some . . . you always give brit.”
“The rejected suitor,” I blurted out.
“What does that mean?”

“No, nothing. And if a girl visits a man, what then?”

“Then he drinks it at his place.”

She looked at me almost with pity. But I was stubborn.

“And when he doesn’t have any?”

“Any brit? How could he not have it?”

“Well, he ran out. Or . . . he could always lie.”

She began to laugh.

“But that’s . . . you think that I keep all these bottles here,
in my apartment?”’

“You don’t? Where, then?”

“Where they come from, I don’t know. In your day, was there
tap water?”

“There was,” I said glumly. There might not have been.
Sure! I could have climbed into the rocket straight from the
forest. I was furious for a moment, but I calmed down; it was
not, after all, her fault.
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“There, you see—did you know in which direction the water
flowed beforeit . . . ?”

“I understand, no need to go on. All right. So it’s a kind of
safety measure? Very strange!”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “What do you have there, the
white thing under your sweater?”

“A shirt.”

“What is that?”

“You never saw a shirt? Sort of, well, clothing. Made of
nylon.”

I rolled up my sleeve and showed her.

“Interesting,” she said.

“It’s a custom,” I said, at a loss. Actually, they had told me at
Adapt to stop dressing in the style of a hundred years ago; I
didn’t want to. I had to admit, however, that she was right; brit
was for me what a shirt was for her. In the final analysis, no one
had forced people to wear shirts, but they all had. Evidently, it
was the same with brit.

“How long does brit work?” I asked.

She blushed a little.

“You're in such a hurry. You still know nothing.”

“I didn’t say anything wrong,” I defended myself. “I only
wanted to know. . . . Why are you looking at me like that?
What's the matter with you? Nais!”

She got up slowly. She stood behind the armchair.

“How long ago, did you say? A hundred and twenty years?”

“A hundred and twenty-seven, What about it?”

“And were you . . . betrizated?”

“What is that?”

“You weren't?”

“I don’t even know what it means. Nais . . . girl, what’s the
matter with you?”

“No, you weren’t,” she whispered. “If you had been, you
would know.”

I started toward her. She raised her hands.

“Keep away. No! No! I beg you!”
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She retreated to the wall.

“But you yourself said that brit . . . I'm sitting now. You see,
I'm sitting. Calm yourself. Tell me what it is, this bet . . . or
whatever.”

“I don’t know exactly. But everyone is betrizated. At birth.”

“What is 1t?”

“They put something into the blood, I think.”

“To everyone?”

“Yes. Because . .. brit . .. doesn’t work without that.
Don’t move!”

“Child, don’t be ridiculous.”

I put out my cigarette.

“I am not, after all, a wild animal. Don’t be angry, but . . .
it seems to me that you've all gone a little mad. This brit . . .
well, it’s like handcuffing everyone because someone might turn
out to be a thief. I mean, there ought to be a little trust.”

“You're terrific.” She seemed calmer, but still she did not sit.
“Then why were you so indignant before, about my bringing
home strangers?”

“That’s something else.”

“I don’t see the difference. You're sure you weren’t
betrizated?”

“I wasn’t.”

“But maybe now? When you returned?”

“I don’t know. They gave me all kinds of shots. Is it so
important?”

“It is. They did that? Good.”

She sat down.

“I have a favor to ask you,” I said as calmly as I could. “You
must explain tome . . .”

“What?”

“Your fear., Did you think I would attack you, or what? But
that’s ridiculous!”

“No. If one looks at it rationally, no, but—it was overwhelm.
ing, you see. Such a shock. I never saw a person who was
not ...’

“But surely you can’t tell?”
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“You can. Oh, you can!”

“How?”

She was silent.

“Nais . . .”

“Andif ...

“What?”

“I'm afraid.”

“To say?”

“Yes.”

“But why?”

“You'd understand if I told you. Betrization, you see, isn’t
done by brit. With the brit, it’s only—a side effect. . . . Betri- |
zation has to do with something else.” She was pale. Her lips
trembled. What a world, I thought, what a world this is!

“I can’t. I'm terribly afraid.”

“Of me?”

l‘YeS.’,

“I swear that . . .”

“No, no. I believe you, only . . . no. You can’t understand
this.”

“You won't tell me?”

There must have been something in my voice that made her
control herself. Her face became grim. I saw from her eyes the
effort it was for her.

“Itis . . . sothat . .. in order that it be impossible to . . .
kill.”

“No! People?”

“Anyone.”

“Animals, too?”

“Animals. Anyone.”

She twisted and untwisted her fingers, not taking her eyes off
me, as if with these words she had released me from an invisible
chain, as if she had put a knife into my hand, a knife I could
stab her with.

“Nais,” I said very quietly. “Nais, don’t be afraid. Really,
there’s nothing to fear.”

She tried to smile.
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“Listen. . . .”

“Yes?7}

“When I said that . . .”

“Yes?”

“You felt nothing?”

“And what was I supposed to feel?”

“Imagine that you are doing what I said to you.”

“That I am killing? I'm supposed to picture that?”

She shuddered.

“Yes.”

“And now?”

“And you feel nothing?”

“Nothing. But, then, it’s only a thought, and I don’t have the
slightest intention . . .”

“But you can? Right? You really can? No,” she whispered, as
if to herself, “you are not betrizated.”

Only now did the meaning of it all hit me, and I understood
how it could be a shock to her.

“This is a great thing,” I muttered. After a moment, I added,
“But it would have been better, perhaps, had people ceased to
doit . . . without artificial means.”

“I don’t know. Perhaps,” she answered. She drew a deep
breath. “You know, now, why I was frightened?”

“Yes, but not completely. Maybe a little. But surely you didn’t
think thatI . . .”

“How strange you are! It’s altogether as though you weren’t
. . .” She broke off.

“Weren't human?”

Her eyelids fluttered.

“I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that, you see, if it is
known that no one can—you know—even think about it, ever,
and suddenly someone appears, like you, then the very possibil-
ity . . . thefact that there is one who . . .”

“I can’t believe that everyone would be—what was it?—ah,
betrizated!”

“Why? Everyone, I tell you!”
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“No, it’s impossible,” I insisted. “What about people with
dangerous jobs? After all, they must . . .”

“There are no dangerous jobs.”

“What are you saying, Nais? What about pilots? And various
rescue workers? And those who fight fire, floods . . . ?”

“There are no such people,” she said. It seemed to me that I
had not heard her right.

“What?”

“No such people,” she repeated. “All that is done by robots.”

There was silence. It would not be easy for me, I thought,
to stomach this new world. And suddenly came a reflection,
surprising in that I myself would never have expected it if
someone had presented me with this situation purely as a theo-
retical possibility: it occurred to me that this destruction of the
killer in man was a disfigurement.

“Nais,” I said, “it’s already very late. I think I'll go.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. Hold on! A person from Adapt was supposed
to meet me at the station. I completely forgot! I couldn’t find
him, you understand. So I'll look for a hotel. There are hotels?”

“There are. Where are you from?”

“Here. I was born here.”

With these words the feeling of the unreality of everything
returned, and I was no longer certain either of that city, which
existed only within me, or of this spectral one with rooms into
which the heads of giants peered, so that for a second I won-
dered if I might not be on board and dreaming yet another
particularly vivid nightmare of my return.

“Bregg.” I heard her voice as if from a distance. I started. I
had completely forgotten about her.

“Yes?”

“Stay,”

“What?”

She did not speak.

“You want me to stay?”

She did not speak. I went up to her, bent over the chair, took
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hold of her by her cold arms, and lifted her up. She stood sub-
missively. Her head fell back, I saw her teeth glistening; I did
not want her, I wanted only to say, “But you're afraid,” and
for her to say that she was not. Nothing more. Her eyes were
closed, but suddenly the whites shone from undemeath her
lashes; I bent over her face, looked closely into her glassy eyes,
as though I wished to know her fear, to share it. Panting, she
struggled to break loose, but I did not feel it, it was only when
she began to groan “No! No!” that I slackened my grip. She
practically fell. She stood against the wall, blocking out part of
a huge, chubby face that reached the ceiling, that there, behind
the glass, spoke endlessly, with exaggeration, moving its huge
lips and meaty tongue.

“Nais . . .” I said quietly. I dropped my hands.

“Don’t come near mel!”

“But it was you whosaid . . .”

Her eyes were wild.

I paced the room. She followed me with her eyes, as if I
were . . . asif she stoodinacage. . . .

“I'm going now,” I announced. She did not speak. I wanted
to add something—a few words of apology, of thanks, so as not
to leave this way—but I couldn’t. Had she been afraid only as a
woman is of a man, a strange, even threatening, unknown man,
then I wouldn’t have given a damn; but this was something else.
I looked at her and felt anger growing in me. To grab those
naked white arms and shake her . . .

I turned and left. The outer door yielded when I pushed it;
the large corridor was almost completely dark. I was unable to
find the exit to that terrace, but I did come upon cylinders filled
with an attenuated bluish light—elevators. The one I ap-
proached was already on its way up; maybe the pressure of my
foot on the threshold was enough. The elevator took a long
time going down. I saw alternating layers of darkness, and the
cross sections of ceilings; white with reddish centers, like fat on
muscle, they passed upward, I lost count of them; the elevator
fell, fell, it was like a journey to the bottom, as if I had been
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thrown down a sterile conduit, and this colossal building, deep
in its sleep and security, was ridding itself of me. A part of the
transparent cylinder opened, I began walking.

Hands in pockets, darkness, a hard long stride, greedily I in-
haled the cool air, feeling the movement of my nostrils, my heart
working slowly, pumping blood; lights flickered in the low aper-
tures over the road, covered from time to time by the noiseless
machines; there was not one pedestrian. Between black silhou-
ettes was a glow, which I thought might be a hotel. It was only
an illuminated walkway. I took it. Above me the whitish spans
of structures sailed by; somewhere in the distance, above the
black edges of the buildings, tripped the steadily shining letters
of the news; suddenly the walkway took me into a lighted in-
terior and came to an end.

Wide steps ran down, silvery like a mute waterfall. The deso-
lation surprised me; since leaving Nais, I had not encountered a
single passer-by. The escalator was very long, A wide street
gleamed below, on either side opened passageways in buildings;
beneath a tree with blue leaves—but possibly it was not a real
tree—I saw people standing; I approached them, then walked
away. They were kissing. I walked toward the muffled sound of
music, some all-night restaurant or bar not set off from the
street. A few people were sitting there. I wanted to go inside and
ask about a hotel. Suddenly I crashed, with my whole body, into
an invisible barrier. It was a sheet of glass, perfectly transparent.
The entrance was nearby. Inside, someone began laughing and
pointed me out to others. I went in. A man in a black under-
shirt that was actually somewhat similar to my sweater but with
a full, inflated collar sat sideways at a table, a glass in his hand,
and looked at me. I stopped in front of him. The smile froze on
his half-open mouth. I stood still. There was a hush. Only the
music played, as though from behind the wall. A woman made
a strange, weak noise. I looked around at the motionless faces
and left. Not until I was out on the street did I remember that
I'had intended to ask about a hotel.

I entered a mall. It was filled with displays. Tourist offices,
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sports shops, mannequins in different poses. These were not
exactly displays, for everything stood and lay in the street, on
either side of the raised walkway that ran down the middle.
Several times I mistook the figures moving within for people.
They were puppets, for advertising, performing a single action
over and over again. For a while I watched one—a doll almost
as large as myself, a caricature with puffed-out cheeks, playing a
flute. It did this so well that I had the impulse to call out to it.
Farther along were halls for games of some kind; large rainbow
wheels revolved, silver pipes hanging loosely from the ceiling
struck one another with the sound of sleigh bells, prismatic mir-
rors glittered, but everything was deserted. At the very end of the
mall, in the darkness, flashed a sign: HERE HAHAHA. It disap-
peared. I went toward it. Again the HERE HAHAHA lit up and dis-
appeared as if blown out. In the next flash I saw an entrance. I
heard voices. I entered through a curtain of warm, moving air.

Inside stood two of the wheelless cars; a few lamps shone, and
under them three people gesticulated heatedly, as if quarreling, 1
went up to them.

“Hello!”

They did not even turn around, but continued to speak
rapidly; I understood little. “Then sap, then sap,” piped the
shortest, who had a potbelly. On his head he wore a tall cap.

“Gentlemen, I'm looking for a hotel. Where is there . . . ?”

They paid no attention to me, as if I did not exist. I got furi-
ous. Without a word I stepped in their midst. The one nearest
me—I saw stupid eyes, whites shining, and trembling lips—
lisped:

“I should sap? Sap yourself!”

Just as if he were talking to me.

“Why do you play deaf?”” I asked, and suddenly, from the
spot where I stood—as if from me, from out of my chest—came
a shrill cry:

“I'll show you. So help me!”

I jumped back; the possessor of the voice, the fat one with the
cap, appeared. I went to grab him by the arm, but my fingers
passed clean through him and closed on air. I stood dumb-
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struck, and they prattled on; suddenly it seemed to me that from
the darkness above the cars, from high up, someone was watch-
ing me. I went closer to the edge of the light and saw the pale
blotches of faces; there was something like a balcony up there.
Blinded by the light, I could not see much; enough, however, to
realize what a terrible fool I had made of myself. I fled as if
someone were at my heels. The next street headed up and ended
at an escalator. I thought that maybe there I would find an
infor, and got on the pale gold stairs. I found myself in a circu-
lar plaza, fairly small. In the center rose a column, high, trans-
parent as glass; something danced in it, purple, brown, and violet
shapes, unlike anything I knew, like abstract sculptures come to
life, but very amusing. First one color and then another swelled,
became concentrated, took shape in a highly comical way;
this melee of forms, although devoid of faces, heads, arms, legs,
was very human in character, like a caricature, even. After a
while I saw that the violet was a buffoon, conceited, overbear-
ing, and at the same time cowardly; when it burst into a million
dancing bubbles, the blue set to work, angelic, modest, collected,
but somehow sanctimonious, as if praying to itself. I do not
know how long I watched. I had never seen anything remotely
like it. Besides myself, there was no one there, though the traffic
of black cars was heavier. I did not even know if they were occu-
pied or not, since they had no windows. Six streets led from the
circular plaza, some up, some down; they extended far, it
seemed, in a delicate mosaic of colored lights. No infor. By now
I was exhausted, not only physically—I felt that I could not take
in any more impressions. Occasionally, walking, I lost track of
things, although I did not doze at all; I do not recall how or
when I entered a wide avenue; at an intersection I slackened
my pace, lifted my head, and saw the glow of the city on the
clouds. I was surprised, for I had thought that I was under-
ground. I went on, now in a sea of moving lights, of displays
without glass fronts, among gesticulating mannequins that spun
like tops, that furiously did gymnastics; they handed one an-
other shining objects, were inflating something—but I did not
even look in their direction. In the distance several people were
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walking; I was not sure, however, that they were not dolls, and
did not try to catch up with them. The buildings parted, and I
caught sight of a huge sign—TERMINAL PARK—and a shining
green arrow.

An escalator began in the space between the buildings, sud-
denly entered a tunnel, silver with a gold pulse in the walls, as
though underneath the mercury mask of the walls the noble
metal truly flowed; I felt a hot gust, everything went out—I
stood in a glass pavilion. It was in the shape of a shell, with a
ribbed ceiling that glimmered a barely perceptible green; the
light was from delicate veins, like the luminescence of a single
giant trembling leaf. Doors opened in all directions; beyond
them darkness and small letters, moving along the floor: TERMI-
NAL PARK TERMINAL PARK.

I went outside. It was indeed a park. The trees rustled in-
cessantly, invisible in the gloom. I felt no wind; it must have
been blowing higher up, and the voice of the trees, steady,
stately, encompassed me in an invisible arch. For the first time
I felt alone, but not as in a crowd, for the feeling was agreeable.
There must have been a number of people in the park: I heard
whispers, occasionally the blur of a face shone, once I even
brushed by someone. The crowns of the trees came together, so
that the stars were visible only through their branches. I recalled
that to reach the park I had ridden up, yet back there, in the
plaza with the dancing colors and where the streets were filled
with displays, I had had a cloudy sky over me; how, then, did it
happen that now, a level higher, the sky I was seeing was starry?
I could not account for this.

The trees parted, and before I saw the water, I smelled it,
the odor of mud, of rotting, or sodden leaves; I froze.

Brushwood formed a black circle around the lake. I could
hear the rustling of rushes and reeds, and in the distance, on the
other side, rose, in a single immensity, a mountain of luminous,
glassy rock, a translucent massif above the plains of the night;
spectral radiance issued from the vertical cliffs, pale, bluish,
bastion upon bastion, crystal battlements, chasms—and this
shining colossus, impossible and unbelievable, was reflected in
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a long, paler copy on the black waters of the lake. I stood,
dumbstruck and enraptured; the wind brought faint, fading
echoes of music, and, straining my eyes, I could see the tiers and
horizontal terraces of the giant. It came to me in a flash that for
the second time I was seeing the station, the mighty Terminal
in which I had wandered the day before, and that perhaps I
was even looking from the bottom of the dark expanse that had
puzzled me so in the place where I met Nais.

Was this still architecture, or mountain-building? They must
have understood that in going beyond certain limits they had to
abandon symmetry and regularity of form, and learn from what
was largest—intelligent students of the planet!

I went around the lake. The colossus seemed to lead me with
its motionless, luminous ascent. Yes, it took courage to design
such a shape, to give it the cruelty of the precipice, the stubborn-
ness and harshness of crags, peaks, but without falling into
mechanical imitation, without losing anything, without falsifying.
I returned to the wall of trees. The blue of the Terminal, pale
against the black sky, still showed through the branches, then
finally disappeared, hidden by the thicket. With my hands I
pushed aside the twigs; brambles pulled at my sweater, scraped
the legs of my trousers; the dew, shaken from above, fell like
rain in my face; I took a few leaves in my mouth and chewed
them; they were young, bitter; for the first time since my return,
I felt that I no longer desired, was looking for, was in need of a
single thing; it was enough to walk blindly forward through
this darkness, in the rustling brush. Had I imagined it thus, ten
years before?

The shrubbery parted. A winding path. Gravel crunched be-
neath my feet, shining faintly; I preferred darkness but walked
on straight ahead to a stone circle, where a human figure stood.
I do not know where the light that bathed it came from; the
place was deserted, around it were benches, seats, an overturned
table, and sand, loose and deep; I felt my feet sink into it and
found it was warm, despite the coolness of the night.

Beneath a dome supported by cracked, drumbling columns
stood a woman, as though she had been waiting for me. I saw
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her face now, the flow of sparks in the diamond disks that hid
her ears, the white—in the shadow, silvery—dress. This was not
possible. A dream? I was still a few dozen paces from her when
she began to sing. Among the unseen trees her voice was weak,
childlike almost, I could not make out the words, perhaps there
were no words. Her mouth was half open, as if she were drink-
ing, no sign of effort on her face, nothing but a stare, as though
she had seen something, something impossible to see, and it was
of this that she sang. I was afraid that she might see me, I
walked more and more slowly. I was already in the ring of bright-
ness that surrounded the stone circle. Her voice grew stronger,
she summoned the darkness, pleaded, unmoving; her arms hung
as if she had forgotten she had them, as if she now had nothing
but a voice and lost herself in it, as if she had cast off everything,
relinquished it, and was saying farewell, knowing that with the
last, dying sound more than the song would end. I had not
known that such a thing was possible. She fell silent, and still I
heard her voice; suddenly light footsteps pounded behind me; f
a girl ran toward the singer, pursued by someone; with a short, |
throaty laugh she flew up the steps and ran clean through the |

|

|

singer—then hurried on; the one who was chasing her burst out
in front of me, a dark outline; they disappeared, I heard once
more the teasing laugh of the girl and stood like a block of wood,
rooted in the sand, not knowing whether I should laugh or cry;
the nonexistent singer hummed something softly. I did not want
to listen. I went off into the darkness with a numb face, like a
child who has been shown the falseness of a fairy tale. It had
been a kind of profanation. I walked, and her voice pursued me.
I made a turn, the path continued, I saw faintly gleaming
hedges, wet bunches of leaves hung over a metal gate. I opened
it. There was more light behind it. The hedges ended in a wide
clearing, from the grass jutted boulders, one of which moved,
increased in size; I looked into two pale flames of eyes. I stopped. |
It was a lion. He lifted himself up heavily, the front first. I saw
all of him now, five paces from me; he had a thin, matted mane; l
he stretched, once, twice; with a slow undulation of his shoulders
he approached me, not making the slightest sound. But I had
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recovered. “There, there, be nice,” I said. He couldn’t be real—
a phantom, like the singer, like the ones down by the black
cars—he yawned, one step away, in the dark cavern there was a
flash of fangs, he shut his jaws with the snap of a gate bolted, I
caught the stench of his breath, what . . .

He snorted. I felt drops of his saliva, and before I had time
to be terrified he butted me in the hip with his huge head, he
rubbed against me, purring; I felt an idiotic tickling in my
Ehest, ¢ ..

He presented his lower throat, the loose, heavy skin. Semi-
conscious, I began to scratch him, stroke him, and he purred
louder; behind him flashed another pair of eyes, another lion,
no, a lioness, who shouldered him aside. There was a rumbling
in his throat, a purr, not a roar. The lioness persisted. He struck
her with a paw. She snorted furiously.

This will end badly, I thought. I was defenseless, and the lions
were as alive, as authentic, as one could imagine. I stood in the
heavy fetor of their bodies. The lioness kept snorting; suddenly
the lion tore his rough shag from my hands, turned his enormous
head toward her, and thundered; she fell flat on the ground.

I must be going now, I told them voicelessly, with my lips
only. I began to back off in the direction of the gate, slowly; it
was not a pleasant moment, but he seemed not to notice me.
He lay down heavily, again resembling an elongated boulder;
the lioness stood over him and nudged him with her snout.

When I closed the gate behind me, it was all I could do to
keep from running. My knees were a bit weak, and my mouth
was dry, and suddenly my throat-clearing turned to mad laugh-
ter. I recalled how I had spoken to the lion, “There, there, be
nice,” convinced that he was only an illusion.

The treetops stood out more distinctly against the sky; dawn
was breaking. I was glad of this, because I did not know how to
get out of the park. It was now completely empty. I passed the
stone circle where the singer had appeared; in the next avenue I
came upon a robot mowing the lawn. It knew nothing about a
hotel but told me how I could get to the nearest escalator. I
rode down several levels, I think, and, getting off on the street
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at the bottom, was surprised to see the sky above me again. But
my capacity for surprise was pretty well exhausted. I had had
enough. I walked awhile. I remember that later I sat by a
fountain, though perhaps it was not a fountain; I got up, walked
on in the spreading light of the new day, until I woke from my
stupor in front of large, glowing windows and the fiery letters
ALCARON HOTEL.

In the doorkeeper’s box, which was like a giant’s overturned
bathtub, sat a robot, beautifully styled, semitransparent, with
long, delicate arms. Without asking a thing, it passed me the
guest book; I signed it and rode up, holding a small, triangular
ticket, Someone—I have no idea who—helped me open the
door or, rather, did it for me. Walls of ice; and in them, circu-
lating fires; beneath the window, at my approach, a chair
emerged from nothing, slid under me; a flat tabletop had begun
to descend, making a kind of desk, but it was a bed that I
wanted. I could not find one and did not even attempt to look.
I lay down on the foamy carpet and immediately fell asleep in
the artificial light of the windowless room, for what I had at
first taken to be a window turned out to be, of course, a televi-
sion, so that I drifted off with the knowledge that from there,
from behind the glass plate, some giant face was grimacing at
me, meditating over me, laughing, chattering, babbling. . . . I
was delivered by a sleep like death; in it, even time stood still.




y eyes still closed, I touched my chest; I had my
sweater on; if I'd fallen asleep without undressing,
then I was on watch duty. “Olaf!” T wanted to say, and sat up
suddenly. :

This was a hotel, not the Prometheus. I remembered it all:
the labyrinths of the station, the girl, my initiation, her fear, the
bluish cliff of the Terminal above the black lake, the singer, the
lions. . . .

Looking for the bathroom, I accidentally found the bed; it
was in a wall and fell in a bulging pearly square when some-
thing was pressed. In the bathroom there was no tub or sink,
nothing, only shining plates in the ceiling and a small depression
for the feet, padded with a spongy plastic. It did not look like
a shower, either. I felt like a Neanderthal. I quickly undressed,
then stood with my clothes in my hands, since there were no
hangers; there was instead a small compartment in the wall, and
I tossed everything into it. Nearby, three buttons, blue, red, and
white. I pushed the white. The light went off. The red. There
was a rushing sound, but it was not water, only a.powerful wind,
blowing ozone and something else; it enveloped me; thick,
glittering droplets settled on my skin; they effervesced and
evaporated, I did not even feel moisture, it was like a swarm of
soft electrodes massaging my muscles. I tried the blue button
and the wind changed; now it seemed to go right through me,
a very peculiar feeling. I thought that once a person became
used to this, he would come to enjoy it. At Adapt on Luna they
didn’t have this—they had only ordinary bathrooms. I wondered
why. My blood was circulating more strongly, I felt good; the
only problem was that I did not know how to brush my teeth
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or with what. I gave up on that in the end. In the wall was still
another door, with the sign “Bathrobes” on it. I looked inside.
No robes, just three metal bottles, a little like siphons. But by
that time I was completely dry and did not need to rub myself
down.

I opened the compartment into which I had put my clothes
and received a shock: it was empty. A good thing I had put my
shorts on the top of the compartment. Wearing my shorts, I
went back into the room and looked for a telephone, to find out
‘what had happened to my clothes. A predicament. I discovered
the telephone, finally, by the window—in my mind I still called
the television screen the window—it leapt from the wall when
I began to curse out loud, reacting, I guess, to the sound of my
voice. An idiotic mania for hiding things in walls. The recep-
tionist answered. I asked about my clothes. '

“You placed them in the laundry,” said a soft baritone. “They
will be ready in five minutes.”

Fair enough, I thought. I sat near the desk, the top of which |
obligingly moved under my elbow the moment I leaned forward.
How did that work? No need to concern myself; the majority of |
people benefit from the technology of their civilization without |
understanding it.

I sat naked, except for my shorts, and considered the possibili-
ties. I could go to Adapt. If it were only an introduction to the
technology and the customs, I would not have hesitated, but I
had noticed on Luna that they tried at the same time to instill
particular approaches, even judgments of phenomena; in other
words, they started off with a prepared scale of values, and if
one did not adopt them, they attributed this—and, in general,
everything—to conservatism, subconscious resistance, ingrained
habits, and so on. I had no intention of giving up such habits
and resistance until I was convinced that what they were offer-
ing me was better, and my lessons of the previous night had
done nothing to change my mind. I didn’t want nursery school
or rehabilitation, certainly not with such politeness and not
right away. Curious, that they had not given me that betriza-
tion. I would have to find out why.

I
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I could look for one of us; for Olaf. That would be in clear
contravention of the recommendations of Adapt. Ah, because
they never ordered; they repeated continually that they were
acting in my best interest, that I could do what I liked, even
jump straight from the Moon to Earth (jocular Dr. Abs) if I
was in such a hurry. I was choosing to ignore Adapt, but that
might not suit Olaf. In any case I would write him. I had his
address.

Work. Try to get a job? As what, a pilot? And make Mars-
Earth-Mars runs? I was an expert at that sort of thing, but . . .

Suddenly I remembered that I had some money. It wasn’t
exactly money, for it was called something else, but I failed to
see the difference, inasmuch as everything could be obtained
with it. I asked the receptionist for a city connection. In the
receiver, a distant singing. The telephone had no numbers; no
dial; would I need to give the name of the bank? I had it writ-
ten on a card; the card was with my clothes. I looked into the
bathroom, and there they lay in the compartment, freshly
laundered; in the pockets were my odds and ends, including the
card.

The bank was not a bank—it was called Omnilox. I said the
name, and, quickly, as if my call had been expected, a rough
voice responded:

“Omnilox here.”

“My name is Bregg,” I said, “Hal Bregg, and I understand
that I have an account with you. . . . I would like to know
how much is in it.”

Something crackled, and another, higher, voice said:

“Hal Bregg?”

“Yes.”

“Who opened the account?”

“Cosnav—Cosmic Navigation—by order of the Planetological
Institute and the Cosmic Affairs Commission of the United
Nations, but that was a hundred and twenty-seven years ago.”

“Do you have any identification?”

“No, only a card from Adapt on Luna, from Director
Oswamm . . .”
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“That’s in order. The state of the account: twenty-six thou-
sand, four hundred and seven ets.”

“Ets?”

“Yes. Do you require anything further?”

“I would like to withdraw a little mon—some ets, that is.”

“In what form? Perhaps you would like a calster?”

“What is that? A checkbook?”

“No. You will be able to pay cash right away.”

“Yes. Good.”

“How high should the calster be?”

“I really don’t know—five thousand. . . .’

“Five thousand. Good. Should it be sent to your hotel?”

“Yes. Wait—I've forgotten the name of this hotel.”

“Is it not the one from which you are calling?” i

“Itis.”

“That is the Alcaron. We will send you the calster right away.

But there is one more thing: your right hand has not changed,
has it?”

“No. Why?” n

“Nothing. If it had, we would need to change the calster.
You will receive it very soon.”

“Thank you,” I said, putting down the receiver. Twenty-six
thousand, how much was that? I did not have the faintest idea.
Something began to hum. A radio? It was the phone. I picked |
up the receiver.

“Bregg?”’

“Yes,” I said. My heart beat stronger, but only for a moment.

I recognized her voice. “How did you know where I was?” I
asked, for she did not speak immediately.

“From an infor. Bregg . . . Hal . . . listen, I wanted to ex-
plaintoyou. . . .”

“There is nothing to explain, Nais.”

“You're angry. But try to understand. . . .”

“I'm not angry.”

“Hal, really. Come over to my place today. You'll come?” ’

“No, Nais; tell me, please—how much is twenty-six thousand
ets?”

»

o
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“What do you mean, how much? Hal, you have to come.”

“Well . . . how long can one live on that much?”

“As long as you like. Living costs nothing, after all. But let’s
forget about that. Hal, if you wanted to . . .”

“Wait. How many ets do you spend in a month?”

“It varies. Sometimes twenty, sometimes five, or nothing.”

“Aha. Thank you.”

“Hal! Listen!”

“I'm listening.”

“Let’s not end it this way. . . .”

“We're not ending a thing,” I said, “because nothing ever
began. Thanks for everything, Nais.”

I put down the receiver. Living costs nothing? That interested
me most at the moment. Did that mean that there were some
things, some services, free of charge?

The telephone again.

“Bregg here.”

“This is reception. Mr. Bregg, Omnilox has sent you a calster.
I am sending it up.”

“Thank you—hello!”

‘(Yes?7,

“Does one pay for a room?”

“No, sir.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing, sir.”

“And is there a restaurant in the hotel?”

“Yes, there are four. Do you wish to have breakfast in your
room?”

“All right, and . . . does one pay for meals?”

“No, sir. You now have the calster. Breakfast will be served in
a moment.”

The robot hung up, and I did not have time to ask where I
was supposed to look for the calster. I had no idea what it looked
like. Getting up from the desk, which, abandoned, immediately
shrank and shriveled up, I saw a kind of stand growing out of
the wall next to the door; on it lay a flat object wrapped in
transparent plastic and resembling a small cigarette case. On one
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side it had a row of little windows, in them showed the number
1100 1000. At the bottom were two tiny buttons labeled “1” and
“0.” I looked at it, puzzled, until I realized that the sum of five
thousand had been entered in the binary system. I pressed the
“1” and a small plastic triangle with the number 1 stamped on
it fell into my hand. This, then, was a kind of stamping ma-
chine or press for money, up to the amount indicated in the
windows—the number at the top decreased by a unit.

I was dressed and ready to leave when I remembered about
Adapt. I phoned and told them that I had been unable to find
their man at the Terminal.

“We were getting worried about you,” said a woman’s voice,
“but we learned this morning that you were staying at the
Alcaron. . . "

They knew where I was. Why, then, had they not found me
at the station? Planned that way, no doubt. I was supposed to
get lost, so as to realize how rash my “rebellion” on Luna had
been.

“Your information is correct,” I replied politely. “At present
I am going out to see the city. I'll report to you later.”

I left the room; corridors flowed, silver and in motion, and
the wall along with them—something new to me. I took an esca-
lator down and on successive floors passed bars; one of them was
green, as if submerged in water; each level had its own dominant
color, silver, gold, already this had begun to annoy me. And
after a single day! Odd that they liked it. Strange tastes. But
then I recalled the view of the Terminal at night,

I needed to get myself some clothes. With that decision I
stepped out into the street. The sky was overcast, but the clouds
were bright, high up, and the sun shone through them occasion-
ally. Only now did I see—from the boulevard, down the center
of which ran a double line of huge palms with leaves as pink as
tongues—a panorama of the city. The buildings stood like
islands, set apart, and here and there a spire soared to the heav-
ens, a frozen jet of some liquid material, its height incredible.
They were no doubt measured in whole kilometers. I knew—
someone had told me back on Luna—that no one built them
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any more and that the rush to construct tall buildings had died
a natural death soon after these had been put up. They were
monuments to a particular architectural epoch, since, apart from
their immensity, offset only by their slimness of form, there was
nothing in them to appeal to the eye. They looked like pipes,
brown and gold, black and white, transversely striped, or silver,
serving to support or trap the clouds, and the landing pads that
jutted out from them against the sky, hanging in the air on tu-
bular supports, were reminiscent of bookshelves.

Much more attractive were the new buildings, without win-
dows, so that all their walls could be decorated. The entire city
took on the appearance of a gigantic art exhibit, a showcase for
masters of color and form. I cannot say that I liked everything
that adorned those twenty- and thirty-floor heights, but for a
hundred-and-fifty-year-old character I was not, I dare say, overly
stuffy. To my mind the most attractive were the buildings di-
vided in half by gardens. Maybe they were not houses—the fact
that the structures were cut in the middle and seemed to rest on
cushions of air (the walls of those high-level gardens being of
glass) gave an impression of lightness; at the same time pleas-
antly irregular belts of ruffled green cut across the edifices.

On the boulevards, along those lines of fleshlike palms, which
I definitely did not like, flowed two rivers of black automobiles.
I knew now that they were called gleeders. Above the buildings
flew other machines, though not helicopters or planes; they
looked like pencils sharpened at both ends.

On the walkways were a few people, but not as many as there
had been in the city a hundred years earlier. There had been a
marked easing of traffic, pedestrian especially, perhaps because
of the multiplication of levels, for beneath the city that I had
seen spread successive, lower, subterranean tiers, with streets,
squares, stores—a corner infor told me, for example, that it was
best to shop at the Serean level. It was a first-rate infor, or may-
be by now I was expressing myself better, because it gave me a
little plastic book with four fold-outs, maps of the city’s transit
system. When I wanted to go somewhere, I touched the silver-
printed name—street, level, square—and instantly on the map a
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circuit of all the necessary connections lit up. I could also travel
by gleeder. Or by rast. Or—finally—on foot; therefore, four
maps. But I realized now that traveling on foot (even with the
moving walkways and escalators) often took many hours.

Serean, unless I was mistaken, was the third level. And again
the city astounded me: coming out of the tunnel, I found my-
self not underground but on a street beneath the open sky, in
the full light of the sun; in the center of a square grew great
pines, farther off the striped spires took on a blue tint, and, in
the other direction, behind a small pool in which children were
splashing, riding the water with colorful little bikes, there stood
a white skyscraper, cut by palm-green bands and with a most
peculiar caplike structure, shining like glass, on its summit. I
regretted that there was no one I could ask about this curiosity;
then suddenly I remembered—or, rather, my stomach reminded
me—that I had not eaten breakfast, for I had completely for-
gotten that it was to be sent to my room at the hotel, and I
had left without waiting for it. Perhaps the robot at reception
had made a mistake.

Back, then, to the infor; I no longer did anything without first
checking out exactly what and how, and in any event the infor
could also reserve a gleeder for me, although I was not about to
ask for one yet, since I did not know how to get inside the thing,
let alone what to do after that; but I had time.

In the restaurant, one look at the menu and I saw that it was
complete Greek to me. I firmly asked for breakfast, a normal
breakfast.

“Ozote, kress, or herma?”

Had the waiter been human, I would have asked him to bring
what he himself preferred, but it was a robot. It could not mat-
ter to a robot.

“Is there coffee?” I asked uneasily.

“There is. Kress, ozote, or herma?”

“Coffee, and . . . well, whatever goes best with coffee, that,
whcod

“QOzote” it said and went away.
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Success.

It must have had everything prepared, for it returned imme-
diately, and with such a heavily loaded tray that I supected some
trick or joke. But the sight of the tray made me realize, apart
from the bons I had eaten the day before, and a cup of the no-
torious brit, I had eaten nothing since my return.

The only familiar thing was the coffee, which was like boiled
tar. The cream was in tiny blue specks and definitely came from
no cow. I wished I could have observed someone, to see how to
eat all this, but apparently the time for breakfast was over, be-
cause I was alone. Small plates, crescent-shaped, contained steam-
ing masses from which protruded things like matchsticks, and
in the middle was a baked apple; not an apple, of course, and
not matchsticks, and what I took for oatmeal began to rise at
the touch of a spoon. I ate everything; I was, it turned out,
ravenous, so that the nostalgia for bread (of which there was not
a trace) came to me only later, as an afterthought, when the
robot appeared and waited at a distance.

“What do I pay?” I asked it.

“Nothing, thank you,” it said. It was more a piece of furni-
ture than a mannequin. It had one round eye of crystal. Some-
thing moved about inside, but I could not bring myself to peer
into its stomach. There was not even anyone for me to tip. I
doubted that it would understand me if I asked it for a paper;
perhaps there were none now. So I went out shopping. But first
I found the travel agency—a revelation. I went in.

The large hall, silver with emerald consoles (I was getting
tired of these colors), was practically empty. Frosted-glass win-
dows, enormous color photographs of the Grand Canyon, the
Crater of Archimedes, the cliffs of Deimos, Palm Beach, Florida
—done in such a way that, looking at them, one had the impres-
sion of depth, and even the waves of the ocean moved, as if
these were not photographs but windows opening onto actual
scenes. I went to the counter with the sign EArTH.

Sitting there, of course, was a robot. This time a gold one.
Rather, gold-sprinkled.
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“What can we do for you?” it asked, It had a deep voice. If
I closed my eyes, I could have sworn that the speaker was a mus-
cular, dark-haired man.

“I want something primitive,” I said. “I've just returned from
a long journey, a very long one. I don’t want too much comfort.
I want peace and quiet, water, trees, there could be mountains,
too. Only it should be primitive and old-fashioned. Like a hun-
dred years ago. Do you have anything like that?”

“If you desire it, we must have it. The Rocky Mountains.
Fort Plumm. Majorca. The Antilles.”

“Something closer,” I said. “Yes . . . within a radius of a
thousand kilometers. Is there anything?”

“Clavestra.”

“Where is that?”

I had noticed that I had no difficulty conversing with robots,
because absolutely nothing surprised them. They were incapable
of surprise. A very sensible quality.

“An old mining settlement near the Pacific. The mines have
not been in use for almost four hundred years. Interesting ex-
cursions on walkways underground. Convenient ulder and
gleeder connections. Rest homes with medical care, villas to
rent, with gardens, swimming pools, climate conditioning; our
local office organizes all kinds of activities, excursions, games,
social gatherings. Also available—real, moot, and stereon.”

“Yes, that might suit me,” I said. “A villa with a garden. And
there has to be water. A swimming pool, you said?”

“Naturally, sir. A swimming pool with diving boards. There
are also artificial lakes with underwater caves, a well-equipped
facility for divers, underwater shows. . . .”

“Never mind about the shows. What does it cost?”

“A hundred and twenty ets a month. But if you share with
another party, only forty.”

“Share?”

“The villas are very spacious, sir. From twelve to eighteen
rooms—automatic service, cooking done on the premises, local
or exotic, whichever you prefer . . .”
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“Yes. I just might . . . all right. My name is Bregg. I'll take
it. What is the name of the place? Clavestra? Do I pay now?”

“As you wish.”

I handed it my calster.

It turned out that only I could operate the calster, but the
robot was not in the least surprised by my ignorance. More and
more I was beginning to like them. It showed me what I had to
do so that only one disc, with the correct number stamped on
it, came out. The numbers in the windows at the top were re-
duced by the same amount, showing the balance of the account.

“When can I go there?”

“Whenever you wish. At any moment.”

“But—with whom am I sharing the villa?”

“The Margers. He and she.”

“Can you tell me what sort of people they are?”

“Only that they are a young married couple.”

“Hm. And I won’t disturb them?”’

“No. Half of the villa is up for rent, and you will have an
entire floor to yourself.”

“Good. How do I get there?”

“By ulder would be best.”

“How do I do that?”

“I will have the ulder for you on the day and hour you
designate.”

“I'll phone from my hotel. Is that possible?”

“Certainly, sir. The payment will be reckoned from the mo-
ment you enter the villa.”

When 1 left, I already had the vague outline of a plan. I
would buy books and some sports equipment. Most important
were the books. I should also subscribe to some specialized jour-
nals. Sociology, physics. No doubt a mass of things had been
done in the past hundred years. And yes, I had to buy myself
some clothes.

But again I was sidetracked. Turning a corner, I saw—I didn’t
believe my eyes—a car. A real car. Perhaps not exactly as I re-
membered it: the body was designed all in sharp angles. It was,
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however, a genuine autcmobile, with tires, doors, a steering
wheel, and behind it stood others. Behind a large window; on it,
in big letters: anTIQUES. I went inside. The owner, or salesman,
was a human. A pity, I thought.

“May I buy a car?”

“Of course. Which one would you like?”

“Do they cost much?”

“From four hundred to eight hundred ets.”

Stiff, I thought. Well, antiques weren’t cheap.

“And can one travel in it?” I asked.

“Naturally. Not everywhere, true—there are local restrictions
—but in general it’s possible.”

“And what about fuel?” I asked cautiously, for I had no idea
what lay beneath the hood.

“No problem there. One charge will last you for the life of
the car. Including, of course, the parastats.”

“All right,” I said. “I would like something strong, durable.
It doesn’t have to be big, just fast.”

“In that case I would suggest this giabile or that model
there. . . .

He led me down a big hall, along a row of machines, which
shone as if they were really new.

“Of course,” the salesman continued, “they can’t compare
with gleeders, but, then, the automobile today is no longer a
means of transportation. . . .”

What is it, then? I wanted to ask, but said nothing.

“All right,” I said, “how much does this one cost?” I pointed
to a pale blue limousine with silver recessed headlights.

“Four hundred and eighty ets.”

“But I want to have it at Clavestra,” I said. “I have rented a
villa there. You can get the exact address from the travel office,
here, on this street.”

“Excellent sir. It can be sent by ulder; that will not cost
anything.”

“Really? I'll be going there by ulder.”

“Give us the date, then, and we will put it in your ulder. That
would be simplest. Unless you would prefer . . .”
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“No, no. Let it be as you say.”

I paid for the car—the calster was not at all a bad thing to
have—and left the antique store full of the smell of leather and
rubber. Exquisite.

With the clothes I had no luck. Of what I knew, almost noth-
ing existed. At any rate, I discovered the secret of those myster-
ious bottles at the hotel, in the compartment with the sign
“Bathrobes.” Not only robes of that kind, but suits, socks, sweat-
ers, underwear—everything was sprayed on. I could see how that
might appeal to women, because by discharging from a few or a
few dozen bottles a liquid that immediately set into fabrics with
textures smooth or rough—velvet, fur, or pliable metal—they
could have a new creation every time, each for one occasion
only. Of course, not every woman did this for herself: there
were special plasting salons (so that was what Nais did!), but
the tight-fitting fashion that resulted from this process did not
much appeal to me. And getting dressed by operating a siphon
bottle seemed to me unnecessarily bothersome. There were a
few ready-to-wear items, but they did not fit; even the largest
were four sizes too small for my height and width. In the end
I decided on clothes in bottles, because I saw that my shirt
would not hold out much longer. Of course, I could have sent
for the rest of my things from the Prometheus, but on board the
ship I had had no suits or white shirts, there being little need
for such in the vicinity of the Fomalhaut constellation. So I
bought, in addition, a few pairs of denimlike trousers that re-
sembled gardening overalls, only they had relatively wide legs
and could be lengthened. For everything together I paid one
et; that was what the trousers cost. For the rest, no charge. I
asked to have the clothes sent to my hotel, and let myself be
talked into going to a fashion salon, simply out of curiosity.
There I was received by a fellow with the bearing of an artist,
who first of all appraised me and agreed that I ought to wear
loose-fitting clothes; I could see that he was not especially de-
lighted with me. Nor was I with him. I ended up with a few
sweaters, which he made for me while I waited. I stood with
my arms raised and he set to work, spraying from four bottles
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at once. The liquid in the air, white like foam, set almost in-
stantaneously. From it arose sweaters of various colors; one had
a stripe across the chest, red on black; the most difficult part, I
noticed, was finishing off the collar and sleeves. For that, skill
was clearly needed.

Richer for the experience, which in any case had not cost a
thing, I found myself on the street in the full noonday sun.
There were fewer gleeders; above the roofs, however, were many
of the cigar-shaped machines. People streamed down the escala-
tors to the lower levels; everyone was in a hurry, only I had time.
For about an hour I warmed myself in the sun, under a rhododen-
dron with woody husks left by dead leaves, and then I returned
to the hotel. In the hall downstairs I obtained an apparatus for
shaving; when I began to shave in the bathroom, I noticed that
I had to bend over slightly to use the mirror, although I re-
membered that previously I had been able to see myself in it
standing upright. The difference was minimal, but a moment
before, when taking off my shirt, I had observed something
strange: the shirt was shorter. As if it had shrunk. I now ex-
amined it carefully. Neither the sleeves nor the collar showed
any change. I laid it on the table. It was the same shirt, and yet,
when I put it on, it barely came below my waist. It was I who
had changed, not the shirt. I had grown.

An absurd thought; nevertheless, it worried me. I phoned the
hotel infor, requesting the address of a doctor, a specialist in
cosmic medicine. I preferred not to go running to Adapt, if at
all possible. After a brief silence, almost as if the automaton at
the other end were hesitating, I heard the address. A doctor
lived on the very same street, a few blocks down. I went to see
him. A robot led me into a large, darkened room. Besides me,
no one was there.

Soon the doctor entered. He looked as though he had stepped
out of a family portrait in my father’s study. He was short but
not slight, gray-haired; he wore a tiny white beard and gold-
rimmed glasses—the first glasses I had seen on a human face
since I landed. His name was Dr. Juffon.

“Hal Bregg?” he said. “Is that you?”
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“Itis.”

Silent, he studied me.

“What’s bothering you?”

“Nothing really, doctor, it’s just that . . .” I told him of my
strange observations.

Without a word he opened a door in front of me. I entered a
small examination room.

“Undress, please.”

“Everything?” I asked when only my trousers were left.

“Yes.”

He examined me naked.

“Such men as you no longer exist,” he muttered, as if to him-
self. He listened to my heart, putting a cold stethoscope to my
chest. And in a thousand years that will not change, I thought,
and the thought gave me a small pleasure. He measured my
height, then told me to lie down. He inspected the scar under
my right collarbone, but said nothing. He examined me for
nearly an hour.

Reflexes, lung capacity, electrocardiogram—everything. When
I was dressed, he sat down behind a small black desk. The
drawer squeaked as he pulled it open to look for something.
After all the furniture that followed a person around as if pos-
sessed, this old desk appealed to me.

“How old are you?”

I explained the situation.

“You have the body of a man in his thirties,” he said. “You
hibernated?”

Yesy"

“For long?”

“A year.”

llWhy?’7

“We returned on increased thrust. It was necessary to lie in
water. Shock absorption, you understand, doctor, and therefore,
because it would be hard to lie conscious in water for a
year . .

“Of course. I thought that you had hibernated longer. We
can easily subtract that year. Not forty, only thirty-nine.”
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“And . . . the other thing?”

“That’s nothing, Bregg. How much did you have?”

“Acceleration? Two g’s.”

“So there you are. You thought that you were growing? No.
You aren’t growing. It’s simply the intervertebral disks. Do you
know what they are?”

“Yes, bits of cartilage in the spine . . .

“Exactly. They are expanding now that you are out from
under all that weight. What is your height?”

“When I took off, one hundred and ninety-seven centi-
meters.”

“And after that?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t measure myself; there were other
things to think about, you know.”

“Now you are two meters two.”

“Marvelous,” I said, “and will this go on for long?”

“No. Probably it is all over now. . . . How do you feel?”

“Fine.”

“Everything seems too light, doesn’t it?”

“Less and less so, now. At Adapt on Luna, they gave me pills
to reduce muscle tension.”

“They degravitized you?”

“Yes. For the first three days. They said that it was not
enough after so many years; on the other hand, they didn’t want
to keep us shut up any more, after everything. . . .”

“And your state of mind?”

“Well . . .” I hesitated. “There are moments. . . . I have
the feeling that I'm a Neanderthal that has been brought to the
city. . . .”

“What do you intend to do?”

I told him about the villa.

“You could do worse, perhaps,” he said, “but . . .

“Adapt would be better?”

“I am not saying that. You . . . I remember you, do you
know?”

“How can that be? Surely you couldn’t be . . .”

»

’
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“No. But I heard about you from my father. When I was
twelve.”

“That must have been years after we started out,” I said.
“And they still remembered us? That's strange.”

“I don’t think so. On the contrary, it’s strange that they
should have forgotten. But you knew, didn’t you, how the re-
turn would look, even though you obviously could not picture
it?”

“I knew.”

“Who referred you to me?”

“No one. That is . . . the infor at the hotel. Why?”

“It's amusing,” he said. “I am not actually a doctor.”

“How is that?”

“I have not practiced for forty years. I am working on the
history of cosmic medicine, because it is history now, Bregg, and
outside of Adapt there is no longer any work for us specialists.”

“I'm sorry; I didn’t know. . . .”

“Nonsense. I am the one who should be grateful to you. You
are living proof against the Millman school’s thesis concerning
the harmful effects of increased acceleration on the human body.
You do not even exhibit hypertrophy of the left ventricle, nor
is there a trace of emphysema . . . and the heart is excellent.
But you know this?”

‘lYes.’7

“As a doctor, I really have nothing more to tell you, Bregg;
however . . .

He hesitated.

“Yes?”

“You are coping in our . . . present way of life?”

“Muddling along.”

“Your hair is gray, Bregg.”

“That means something?”

“Yes. Gray hair signifies age. No one turns gray now before
eighty, and even then, rarely.”

It was the truth, I realized: I had seen no old people.

“Why?” I asked.
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“There are preparations, medicines that halt graying. One
can also restore the original color of the hair, although that is a
little more trouble.”

“Fine,” I said, “but why are you telling me this?”

I saw that he was undecided.

“Women, Bregg,” he said abruptly.

I winced.

“Is that supposed to mean that I look like . . . an old man?”

“Like an old man—no, more like an athlete . . . but, then,
you don’t walk about naked. It is mainly when you sit that you
look . . . that an average person would take you for an old man
who has had a rejuvenation operation, hormone treatments,
et cetera.”

“I don’t mind,” I said. I do not know why his calm gaze made
me feel so awful. He took off his glasses and put them on his
desk. He had blue, slightly watery eyes.

“There is a great deal you do not understand, Bregg. If you
intended to live like a monk for the remainder of your days,
your ‘I don’t mind’ might be in order, but . . . the society to
which you have returned is not enthusiastic about what you
gave more than your life for.”

“Don’t say that, doctor.”

“I am saying what I think. To give one’s life, what is that?
People have been doing it for centuries. But to give up all one’s
friends, parents, kin, acquaintances, women—you did sacrifice
them, Bregg!”

*Boctor . . 7

The word hardly left my throat. I rested an elbow on the old
desk.

“Apart from a handful of specialists, no one cares about it,
Bregg. You know that?”

“Yes. They told me on Luna, at Adapt, only they put it

. more delicately.”

We were silent for a while.

“The society to which you have returned is stabilized. Life is
tranquil. Do you understand? The romance of the early days of
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astronautics is gone. It is like the achievements of Columbus.
His expedition was something extraordinary, but who took any
interest in the captains of galleons two hundred years after him?
There was a two-line note about your return in the real.”

“But, doctor, that is not important,” I said. His sympathy
was beginning to irritate me more than the indifference of
others, though I could not tell him that.

“It is, Bregg, although you do not want to face it. If you were
someone else, I would be silent, but you deserve the truth. You
are alone. A man cannot live alone. Your interests, the ones you
have returned with, are an island in a sea of ignorance. I doubt
if many people would want to hear what you could tell them. I
happen to be one of the interested ones, but I am eighty-nine
yearsold. . . .

“I have nothing to tell,” I said, angry. “Nothing sensational.
We did not discover any galactic civilization, and anyway, I was
only a pilot. I flew the ship. Someone had to do it.”

“Yes?” he said quietly, raising his white eyebrows.

On the surface I was calm, but inside furious.

“Yes! A thousand times, yes! And that indifference, now—if
you must know—affects me only on account of the ones who
were left behind. . . .”

“Who was left behind?” he asked quietly.

I cooled down.

“There were many. Arder, Venturi, Ennesson. Doctor, what
point . . . ?”

“I don’t ask out of mere curiosity. This was—and believe me,
I do not like grand words, either—a part of my own youth. It
was because of you people that I took up these studies. We are
equal in our uselessness. You may not, of course, accept this. I
won’t belabor the point. But I would like to know. What hap-
pened to Arder?”

“No one knows exactly,” I answered. Suddenly it didn’t mat-
ter. And why shouldn’t I speak about it? I looked at the cracked
black polish of the desk. I had never imagined that it would be
like this.
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“We were flying two probes over Arcturus. I lost contact with
him. I couldn’t find him. It was his radio that had gone dead,
not mine. When my oxygen ran out, I returned.”

“You waited?”

“Yes. That is, I circled Arcturus. Six days. A hundred and
fifty-six hours, to be exact.”

“By yourself?”

“Yes. I had bad luck, because Arcturus developed new spots
and I completely lost contact with the Prometheus. With my
ship. Static. He could not return alone, without a radio. Arder,
I mean. Because in the probes the directional teleran is con-
nected to the radio. He could not return without me, and he
didn’t return. Gimma ordered me back. He was quite right: to
kill time, I later calculated the chances of my finding Arder by
visual means, on the radar—I don’t remember exactly now, but
it was something like one in a trillion. I hope he did the same as
Arne Ennesson.”

“What did Are Ennesson do?”

“He lost beam focalization. His thrust began to go on him.
He could have stayed in orbit, I don’t know, another twenty-
four hours; he would have spiraled, then finally fallen into Arc-
turus, so he chose to enter the protuberance at once. Burned up
before my eyes.”

‘“How many pilots were there besides you?”

“On the Prometheus, five.”

“How many came back?”

“Olaf Staave and myself. I know what you’re thinking, doctor
—that this was heroism. I, too, thought that way once, reading
books about such people. But it isn’t so. Do you hear? If I could
have, I would have left Arder and returned at once, but I
couldn’t. He would not have returned, either. None of us would
have. Including Gimma . . .”

“Why do you protest so much?” he asked softly.

“Because there is a difference between heroism and necessity.
I did what anyone would have done. Doctor, to understand it
you would have had to be there. A man is a bubble of fluid. All
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it takes is a defocalized drive or a demagnetized field, vibrations
are set up, and in an instant the blood coagulates. Bear in mind
that I'm not talking about outside causes, such as meteors, but
only about malfunctions, defects. The least damned thing, a
burned-out filament in the transmitter—and that’s it. If people
were to let one another down under such conditions, the expe-
ditions would amount to suicide. You understand?” I closed
my eyes for a second. “Doctor—they don’t fly now? How can
that be?”

“You want to fly?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“I'll tell you. None of us would have flown had he known.
What it is like, no one knows. No one who wasn’t there. We
were a group of mortally frightened, desperate animals.”

“How do you reconcile this with what you said a moment
ago?”

“I don’t. That is how it was. We were afraid. Doctor, while I
was orbiting that sun, waiting for Arder, I conjured up various
people and spoke with them. I spoke for myself and for them,
and toward the end I believed that they were there with me.
Each saved himself the best way he knew how. Think about it,
doctor. Here I sit before you. I've rented myself a villa, I've
bought an old car; I want to learn, read, swim; but I have all
that inside me. That space, that silence, and how Venturi cried
for help, and I, instead of saving him, went into full reversel”

l‘Why?”

“I was piloting the Prometheus; his pile broke down. He could
have blown us all up. It did not blow up; it would not have
blown up. Perhaps we would have had time to pull him out, but
I did not have the right to risk it. Then, with Arder, it was the
other way around. I wanted to save him, but Gimma ordered
me in, because he was afraid that we would both die.”

“Bregg . . . tell me, what did you all expect of us? Of
Earth?”

“I have no idea. I never thought about it. It was like some-
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one talking about the hereafter or heaven: it would come, but
none of us could picture it. Doctor—enough. Let’s not talk
about it. I did want to ask you one thing. This betrization . . .
what exactly is it?”

“What do you know about it?”

I told him, but said nothing of how or from whom I had ac-
quired my knowledge.

“Yes,” he said, “that is more or less so, in the popular
conception.”

“Andl .. .?"

“The law makes an exception in your case, because the betriz-
ation of adults can affect the health and even be dangerous.
Besides which, it is considered—rightly, in my opinion—that
you have passed a test . . . of moral attitude. And, in any event,
there are so few of you.”

“Doctor, one more thing. You mentioned women. Why did
you say that to me? But perhaps I am taking up too much of
your time.”

“No, you're not. Why did I say that? Who can a man be close
to, Bregg? To his parents. His children. Friends. A woman. You
have neither parents nor children. You cannot have friends.”

(lWhy?”

“I was not thinking of your comrades, although I don’t know
if you would want to be constantly in their company, to
remember. . . .”

“God, no! Never!”

“And so? You know two eras. In the first you spent your
youth, and the second you will get to know soon enough. If we
include those ten years, your experience cannot be compared
with that of people your age. You cannot be on an equal footing
with them. What then? Are you to live among old people? That
leaves women, Bregg. Only women.”

“Perhaps just one,” I muttered.

“Ab, just one is difficult nowadays.”

“How so?”

“Ours is a period of prosperity. Translated into the language
of sexual matters this means: arbitrariness. Because you cannot
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acquire love or women for . . . money. Material factors have
ceased to exist here.”

“And this you call arbitrariness? Doctor!”

“Yes. No doubt you think—since I spoke of buying love—
that I meant prostitution, whether concealed or in the open.
No. That now belongs to the distant past. Once, success used
to attract a woman. A man could impress her with his salary, his
professional qualifications, his social position. In an egalitarian
society that is not possible. With one or two exceptions. If, for
example, you were a realist . . .”

“I am a realist.”

The doctor smiled.

“The word has another meaning now. A realist is an actor
appearing in the real. Have you been to the real?”

l(No.’7

“Take in a couple of melodramas and you will understand
what the criteria for sexual selection are today. The most im-
portant thing is youth. That is why everyone struggles for it so
much. Wrinkles and gray hair, especially when premature, evoke
the same kind of feelings as leprosy did, centuries ago. . . .”

“But why?”

“It is hard for you to understand. But arguments based on
reason are powerless against prevailing customs. You fail to ap-
preciate how many factors, once decisive in the erotic sphere,
have vanished. Nature abhors a vacuum; other factors had to
take their place. Consider, for example, something you have
become accustomed to, so accustomed that you no longer see
the exceptional nature of the phenomenon: risk. It does not
exist any more, Bregg. A man cannot impress a woman with
heroics, with reckless deeds, and yet literature, art, our whole
culture for centuries was nourished by this current: love in the
face of adversity. Orpheus went to Hades for Eurydice. Othello
killed for love. The tragedy of Romeo and Juliet . . . Today
there is no tragedy. Not even the possibility of it. We elim-
inated the hell of passion, and then it turned out that in the
same sweep, heaven, too, had ceased to be. Everything is now
lukewarm, Bregg.”
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“Lukewarm?”

“Yes. Do you know what even the unhappiest lovers do? They
behave sensibly. No impetuosity, no rivalry . . .”

“You mean to say all that has disappeared?” I asked. For the
first time I felt a kind of superstitious dread of this world. The
old doctor was silent.

“Doctor, it’s not possible. Really?”

“Yes, really. And you must accept it, Bregg, like air, like water.
I said that it is difficult to have just one woman. For a lifetime
it is practically impossible. The average length of a marriage is
roughly seven years. And that represents progress. Half a century
ago, it was less than four. . . .”

“Doctor, I don’t want to take up your time. What do you ad-
vise me to do?”

“What I mentioned before: restore the original color of your
hair. It sounds trivial, I know. But it is important. I am embar-
rassed to be giving you such advice. Embarrassed not for myself.
ButwhatcanI . .. ?”

“Thank you. Really. One last thing. Tell me, how do I look
out on the street? To the people on the street? What is there
aboutme . . . ?”

“Bregg, you are different. First, there is your size. Something
out of the Iliad. Antediluvian proportions. It could even be an
opportunity, although you know, don’t you, the fate of those
who are too different?”

“I know.”

“You are a little too big. I do not remember such people even
in my youth. You look now like a very tall man dressed terribly,
but it is not that the clothes hang badly on you, it is just because
you are so incredibly well muscled. Before the voyage, too?”

“No, doctor. It was the two g’s, you understand.”

“That is possible. . . .”

“Seven years. Seven years of doubled weight. My muscles had
to become enlarged, the respiratory, the abdominal, and I know
the size of my neck. But otherwise I would have suffocated like
a rat. They were working even while I slept. Even in hiberna-
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tion. Everything weighed twice as much. That was the reason.”

“The others, too? Excuse me for asking, it is my medical
curiosity. . . . Yours was the longest expedition there ever was,
you know.”

“I know. The others? Olaf is pretty much like me. No doubt
it depends on the skeleton; I was always broad. Arder was larger.
Over two meters. Yes, Arder . . . What was I saying? The
others—well, I was the youngest and therefore able to adapt
better. That at least is what Venturi said. . . . Are you familiar
with the work of Janssen?”

“Am I? It is a classic for us, Bregg.”

“Really? That’s funny. He was one lively little doctor. . . .
I took seventy-nine g’s for a second and a half for him, did you
know that?”

“Are you serious?”

I smiled.

“I have it in writing. But that was a hundred and thirty years
ago. Now forty would be too much for me.”

“Bregg, today no one could take twenty!”

“Why? Because of the betrization?”

He was silent. It seemed to me that he knew something but
did not want to tell me. I got up.

“Bregg,” he said, “since we are on the subject: be careful.”

“Of what?”

“Of yourself and of others. Progress never comes free. We've
rid ourselves of a thousand dangers, conflicts, but for that we
had to pay. Society has softened, while you are . . . you can
be hard. Do you understand me?”

“I do,” I said, thinking of the man in the restaurant the night
before who had laughed but fell silent when I walked up to
him.

“Doctor,” I said suddenly, “I just remembered . . . I met a
lion last night. Two lions, in fact. Why did they do nothing to
me?”’

“There are no predators now, Bregg. . . . Betrization . . .
You met them last night? And what did you do?”
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“I scratched their necks,” I said and showed him how. “But
that Iliad business, doctor, is an exaggeration. I was badly
frightened. What do I owe you?”

“I wouldn’t think of it. And if you ever need . . .”

“Thank you.”

“But don’t put if off too long,” he added, almost to himself,
as I was leaving. Only on the stairs did I realize what that
meant: he was nearly ninety.

I went back to the hotel. In the hall was a barber. A robot, of
course. I had it cut my hair. I was pretty shaggy, with a lot of
Hair over the ears. The temples were the grayest. When it was
done, it seemed to me that I looked a little less savage. In a
melodious voice the robot asked if it should darken the hair.

“No,” I said.

“Aprex?”

“What is that?”

“For wrinkles.”

I hesitated. I felt stupid, but perhaps the doctor had been
right.

“Go ahead,” I agreed. It covered my face with a layer of sharp-
smelling jelly that hardened into a mask. Afterward I lay under
compresses, glad that my face was covered.

I went upstairs; the packages with the liquid clothing were
already lying in my room. I stripped and went into the bath-
room, where there was a mirror.

Yes. I could strike terror. I had not known that I looked like
a circus strongman. Indented pectorals, torso, I was knotted all
over. When I lifted my arm and flexed the chest, a scar as wide
as the palm of my hand appeared on it. I tried to see the other,
near the shoulder blade, for which I had been called a lucky
bastard, because if the splinter had gone three centimeters more
to the left it would have shattered my spine. I punched the
plank of my stomach.

“Animal,” I said to the mirror. I wanted a bath, a real one,
not in the ozone wind, and looked forward to the swimming
pool at the villa. I decided to dress in one of my new things, but
somehow could not part with my trousers. So I put on only the
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white sweater, although I much preferred my old black one
tattered at the elbows, and went to the restaurant.

Half the tables were occupied. I passed through three rooms
to reach the terrace; from there I could see the great boulevards,
the endless streams of gleeders; under the clouds, like a moun-
tain peak, blue in the distant air, stood the Terminal.

I ordered lunch.

“What will you have?” asked the robot. It wanted to give
me a menu.

“It doesn’t matter,” I replied. “A regular lunch.”

It was only when I began to eat that I noticed that the tables
around me were vacant. I had automatically sought seclusion. I
had not even realized it. I did not know what I was eating. I
was no longer certain that what I had decided on was good. A
vacation, as if I wanted to reward myself, seeing as no one else
had thought of it. The waiter approached noiselessly. ’

“Mr. Bregg?”

sl

“You have a visitor—in your room.”

“A visitor?”

I thought at once of Nais. I drank the rest of the dark, bub-
bling liquid and got up, feeling stares at my back as I left. It
would have been nice to saw off about ten centimeters. In my
room sat a young woman I had never seen before. A fluffy gray
dress, a red whimsy around her arms.

“I am from Adapt,” she said. “I spoke with you today.”

“Ah, so that was you?”

I stiffened a little. What did they want of me now?

She sat down. And I sat down slowly.

‘“How are you feeling?”

“Fine. I went to a doctor today, and he examined me. Every-
thing is in working order. I have rented myself a villa. I want
to do a little reading.”

“Very wise. Clavestra is ideal for that. You will have moun-
tains, quiet. . . .

She knew that it was Clavestra. Were they spying on me, or
what? I sat motionless, waiting.
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“I brought you . . . something from us.”

She pointed to a small package on the table.

“It is our latest thing.” She spoke with an animation that
seemed artificial. “Before going to sleep you set this machine,
and in the course of a dozen nights or so you learn, in the easiest
possible way, without any effort, a great many useful things.”

“Really? That’s good,” I said. She smiled at me. And I smiled,
the well-behaved pupil.

“You are a psychologist?”

“Yes. You guessed.”

She hesitated. I saw that she wanted to say something.

“Go ahead.”

“You won’t be angry with me?”

“Why should I be angry?”

“Because . . . you see . . . the way you are dressed is a
. SH

“I know. But I like these trousers. Maybe in time . . .

“Ah, no, not the trousers. The sweater.”

“The sweater?” I was surprised. “They made it for me today.
It’s the latest word in fashion, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Except that you shouldn’t have inflated it. May I?”

“Please,” I said quite softly. She leaned forward in her chair,
poked me lightly in the chest with straightened fingers, and let
out a faint cry.

“What do you have there?”

“Other than myself, nothing,” I answered with a crooked
smile.

She clutched the fingers of her right hand with her left and
stood up. Suddenly my calm, invested with a malicious satisfac-
tion, became like ice.

“Why don’t you sit down?”

“But . . . I'm terribly sorry, I .

“Forget it. Have you been with Adapt long?”

“It's my second year.”

“Aha—and your first patient?” I pointed a finger at myself.
She blushed a little.

“May I ask you something?”

»”

»”
.
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Her eyelids fluttered. Did she think that I would ask her out?

“Certainly.”

“How do they work it so that the sky is visible at every level
of the city?”

She perked up.

“Very simple. Television—that is what they called it, long
ago. On the ceilings are screens. They transmit what is above
the Earth—the sky, the clouds. . . .”

“But surely the levels are not that high,” I said. “Forty-story
buildings stand there. . . .”

“It is an illusion,” she said, smiling. “The buildings are only
partly real; their continuation is an image. Do you understand?”

“I understand how it’s done, but not the reason.”

“So that the people living on each level do not feel deprived.
Not in any way.”

“Aha,” T said. “Yes, that’s clever. One more thing. I'll be
shopping for books. Could you suggest a few works in your
field? An overview . . . ?”

“You want to study psychology?” She was surprised.

“No, but I'd like to know what has been accomplished in all
this time.”

“I’d recommend Mayssen,” she said.

“What is that?”

“A school textbook.”

“I would prefer something larger. Abstracts, monographs—
it’s always better to go to the source.”

“That might be too . . . difficult.”

I smiled politely.

“Perhaps not. What would the difficulty be?”

“Psychology has become very mathematical. . . .

“So have I. At least, up to the point where I left off, a hun-
dred or so years ago. Do I need to know more?”

“But you are not a mathematician.”

“Not by profession, but I studied the subject. On the
Prometheus. There was a lot of spare time, you know.”

Surprised, disconcerted, she said no more. She gave me a piece
of paper with a list of titles. When she had gone, I returned to

2
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the desk and sat down heavily. Even she, an employee of Adapt
. . . Mathematics? How was it possible? A wild man. I hate
them, I thought. I hate them. I hate them. Whom did I hate?
I did not know. Everyone. Yes, everyone. I had been tricked.
They sent me out, not knowing themselves what they were do-
ing. I should not have returned, like Venturi, Arder, Thomas,
but I did return, to frighten them, to walk about like a guilty
conscience that no one wants. I am useless, I thought. If only I
could cry. Arder knew how. He said you should not be ashamed
of tears. Maybe I had lied to the doctor. I had never told any-
one about that, but I was not sure whether I would have done
it for anyone else. Perhaps I would have. For Olaf, later. But I
was not completely sure of that. Arder! They destroyed us and
we believed in them, feeling the entire time that Earth was by
us, present, had faith in us, was mindful of us. No one spoke of
it. Why speak of what is obvious?

I got up. I couldn’t sit still. I walked from corner to comer.

Enough. I opened the bathroom door, but there was no water,
of course, to splash on my face. Stupid. Hysterics.

I went back to the room and started to pack.
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spent the afternoon in a bookstore. There were
no books in it. None had been printed for nearly
half a century. And how I had looked forward to them, after
the microfilms that made up the library of the Prometheus! No
such luck. No longer was it possible to browse among shelves,
to weigh volumes in the hand, to feel their heft, the promise of
ponderous reading. The bookstore resembled, instead, an elec-
tronic laboratory. The books were crystals with recorded con-
tents. They could be read with the aid of an opton, which was
similar to a book but had only one page between the covers. At
a touch, successive pages of the text appeared on it. But optons
were little used, the sales-robot told me. The public preferred
lectons—Ilectons read out loud, they could be set to any voice,
tempo, and modulation. Only scientific publications having a
very limited distribution were still printed, on a plastic imitation
paper. Thus all my purchases fitted into one pocket, though
there must have been almost three hundred titles. A handful of
crystal com—my books. I selected a number of works on history
and sociology, a few on statistics and demography, and what the
girl from Adapt had recommended on psychology. A couple of
the larger mathematical textbooks—larger, of course, in the sense
of their content, not of their physical size. The robot that served
me was itself an encyclopedia, in that—as it told me—it was
linked directly, through electronic catalogues, to templates of
every book on Earth. As a rule, a bookstore had only single
“copies” of books, and when someone needed a particular book,
the content of the work was recorded in a crystal.

The originals—crystomatrices—were not to be seen; they were
kept behind pale blue enameled steel plates. So a book was




80

printed, as it were, every time someone needed it. The question
of printings, of their quantity, of their running out, had ceased
to exist. Actually, a great achievement, and yet I regretted the
passing of books. On learning that there were secondhand book-
shops that had paper books, I went and found one. I was dis-
appointed; there were practically no scientific works. Light
reading, a few children’s books, some sets of old periodicals.

I bought (one had to pay only for the old books) a few fairy
tales from forty years earlier, to find out what were considered
fairy tales now, and I went to a sporting-goods store. Here my
disappointment had no limit. Athletics existed in a stunted
form. Running, throwing, jumping, swimming, but hardly any
combat sports. There was no boxing now, and what they called
wrestling was downright ridiculous, an exchange of shoves in-
stead of a respectable fight. I watched one world-championship
match in the projection room of the store and thought I would
burst with anger. At times I began laughing like a lunatic. I
asked about American free-style, judo, ju-jitsu, but no one knew
what I was talking about. Understandable, given that soccer had
died without heirs, as an activity in which sharp encounters and
bodily injuries came about. There was hockey, but it wasn’t
hockey! They played in outfits so inflated that they looked like
enormous balls. It was entertaining to see the two teams bounce
off each other, but it was a farce, not a match. Diving, yes, but
from a height of only four meters. I thought immediately of
my own (my own!) pool and bought a folding springboard, to
add on to the one that would be at Clavestra. This disintegra-
tion was the work of betrization. That bullfights, cockfights, and
other bloody spectacles had disappeared did not bother me, nor
had I ever been an enthusiast of professional boxing. But the
tepid pap that remained did not appeal to me in the least. The
invasion of technology in sports I had tolerated only in the
tourist business. It had grown, especially, in underwater sports.

I had a look at various equipment for diving: small electric
torpedoes one could use to travel along the bottom of a lake;
speedboats, hydrofoils that moved on a cushion of compressed
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air; water microgleeders, everything fitted with special safety
devices to guard against accidents.

The racing, which enjoyed a considerable popularity, I could
not consider a sport; no horses, of course, and no cars—remote-
control machines raced one another, and bets could be placed
on them. Competition had lost its importance. It was explained
to me that the limits of man’s physical capability had been
reached and the existing records could be broken only by an
abnormal person, some freak of strength or speed. Rationally, I
had to agree with this, and the universal popularity of those
athletic disciplines that had survived the decimation, deserved
praise; nevertheless, after three hours of inspecting, I left
depressed.

I asked that the gymnastic equipment I had selected be sent
on to Clavestra. After some thought, I decided against a speed-
boat; I wanted to buy myself a yacht, but there were no decent
ones, that is, with real sails, with centerboards, only some miser-
able boats that guaranteed such stability that I could not under-
stand how sailing them could gratify anyone.

It was evening when I headed back to the hotel. From the
west marched fluffy reddish clouds, the sun had set already, the
moon was rising in its first quarter, and at the zenith shone an-
other—some huge satellite. High above the buildings swarmed
flying machines. There were fewer pedestrians but more gleeders,
and there appeared, streaking the roadways, those lights in aper-
tures, whose purpose I still did not know. I took a different route
back and came upon a large garden. At first I thought it was the
Terminal park, but that glass mountain of a station loomed in
the distance, in the northern, higher part of the city.

The view was unusual, for although the darkness, cut by
street lights, had enveloped the whole area, the upper levels of
the Terminal still gleamed like snow-covered Alpine peaks.

It was crowded in the park. Many new species of trees, espe-
cially palms, blossoming cacti without spines; in a corner far
from the main promenades I was able to find a chestnut tree
that must have been two hundred years old. Three men of my
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size could not have encircled its trunk. I sat on a small bench
and looked at the sky for some time. How harmless, how friendly
the stars seemed, twinkling, shimmering in the invisible cur-
rents of the atmosphere that shielded Earth from them. I
thought of them as “little stars” for the first time in years. Up
there, no one would have spoken in such a way—we would have
thought him crazy. Little stars, yes, hungry little stars. Above the
trees, which were now completely dark, fireworks exploded in the
distance, and suddenly, with astounding reality, I saw Arcturus,
the mountains of fire over which I had flown, teeth chattering
from the cold, while the frost of the cooling equipment, melt-
ing, ran red with rust down my suit. I was collecting samples
with a corona siphon, one ear cocked for the whistle of the com-
pressors, in case of any loss of rotation, because a breakdown of
a single second, their jamming, would have turned my armor,
my equipment, and myself into an invisible puff of steam. A
drop of water falling on a red-hot plate does not vanish so
quickly as a man evaporates then.

The chestnut tree was nearly out of bloom. I had never cared
for the smell of its flowers, but now it reminded me of long ago.
Above the hedges the glare of fireworks came and went in
waves, a noise swelled, orchestras mingling, and every few sec-
onds, carried by the wind, returned the choral cry of participants
in some show, perhaps of passengers in a cable car. My little
corner, however, remained undisturbed.

Then a tall, dark figure emerged from a side path. The
greenery was not completely gray, and I saw the face of this
person only when, walking extremely slowly, a step at a time,
barely lifting his feet off the ground, he stopped a few meters
away. His hands were thrust into funnellike swellings from
which extended two slender rods that ended in black bulbs. He
leaned on these, not like a paralytic, but like someone in an ex-
tremely weakened state. He did not look at me, or at anything
else—the laughter, the shouting, the music, the fireworks seemed
not to exist for him. He stood for perhaps a minute, breathing
with great effort, and I saw his face off and on in the flashes of
light from the fireworks, a face so old that the years had wiped
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all expression from it, it was only skin on bone. When he was
about to resume his walk, putting forward those peculiar
crutches or artificial limbs, one of them slipped; I jumped up
from the bench to support him, but he had already regained his
balance. He was a head shorter than I, though still tall for a man
of the time; he looked at me with shining eyes.

“Excuse me,” I muttered. I wanted to leave, but stayed: in his
eyes was something commanding.

“I've seen you somewhere. But where?” he said in a sur-
prisingly strong voice.

“I doubt it,” I replied, shaking my head. “I returned only
yesterday . . . from a very long voyage.”

“From . ..?”

“From Fomalhaut.”

His eyes lit up.

“Arder! Tom Arder!”

“No,” I said. “But I was with him.”

“And he?”

“He died.”

He was breathing hard.

“Help me . . . sit down.”

I took his arm. Under the slippery black material were only
bones. I eased him down gently onto the bench. I stood over
him.

“Have . . . aseat.”

I sat. He was still wheezing, his eyes half closed.

“It's nothing . . . the excitement,” he whispered. After a
while he lifted his lids. “T am Roemer,” he said simply.

This took my breath away.

“What? Is it possible . ..you...you...? How
ad ..,

“A hundred and thirty-four,” he said dryly. “Then, I was

. . seven.”

I remembered him. He had visited us with his father, the
brilliant mathematician who worked under Geonides—the
creator of the theory behind our flight. Arder had shown the boy
the huge testing room, the centrifuges. That was how he re-
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mained in my memory, as lively as a flame, seven years old, with
his father’s dark eyes; Arder had held him up in the air so the
little one could see from close up the inside of the gravitation
chamber, where I was sitting.

We were both silent. There was something uncanny about
this meeting. I looked through the darkness with a kind of eager,
painful greed at his terribly old face, and felt a tightness in my
throat. I wanted to take a cigarette from my pocket but could
not get to it, my fingers fumbled so much.

“What happened to Arder?” he asked.

I told him.

“You recovered—nothing?”

“Nothing there is ever recovered . . . you know.”

“I mistook you for him. . . .”

“I understand. My height and so forth,” I said.

“Yes. How old are you now, biologically?”

“Forty.”

“I could have . . .” he murmured.

I understood what he was thinking.

“Do not regret it,” I said firmly. “You should not regret it.
You should not regret a thing, do you understand?”

For the first time he lifted his gaze to my face.

“Why?”

“Because there is nothing for me to do here,” I said. “No one
needsme. AndI . . . noone.”

He didn’t seem to hear me.

“What is your name?”

“Bregg. Hal Bregg.”

“Bregg,” he repeated. “Bregg . . . No, I don’t remember.
Were you there?”

“Yes. At Apprenous, when your father came with the cor-
rections Geonides made in the final month before takeoff . . .
It turned out that the coefficients of refraction for the dark dusts
had been too low. . . . Does that mean anything to you?” I
broke off uncertainly.

“It does. Of course,” he replied with special emphasis, “My
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father. Of course. At Apprenous? But what were you doing
there? Where were you?”

“In the gravitation chamber, at Janssen’s. You were there
then, Arder brought you in, you stood high up, on the platform,
and watched while they gave me forty g's. When I climbed out,
my nose was bleeding. You gave me your handkerchief.”

“Ah! That was you?”

l‘Yes.”

“But that person in the chamber had dark hair, I thought.”

“Yes. My hair isn’t light. It’s gray. It’s just that you can’t see
well now.”

There was a silence, longer than before.

“You are a professor, I suppose?” I said, to say something.

“I was. Now . . . nothing. For twenty-three years. Nothing.”
And once more, very quietly, he repeated, “Nothing.”

“I bought some books today, and among them was Roemer’s
topology. Is that you or your father?”

“I. You are a mathematician?”

He stared at me, as if with renewed interest.

“No,” I said, “but I had a great deal of time . . . there. Each
of us did what he wanted. I found mathematics helpful.”

“How did you understand it?”

“We had an enormous number of microfilms: fiction, novels,
whatever you like. Do you know that we had three hundred
thousand titles? Your father helped Arder compile the mathe-
matical part.”

“I know about that.”

“At first, we treated it as . . . a diversion. To kill time, But
then, after a few months, when we had completely lost contact
with Earth and were hanging there—seemingly motionless in
relation to the stars—then, you see, to read that some Peter
nervously puffed his cigarette and was worried about whether
or not Lucy would come, and that she walked in and twisted
her gloves, well, first you began to laugh at this like an idiot,
and then you simply saw red. In other words, no one would
touch it.”
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“And mathematics?”

“No. Not right away. At first I took up languages, and I
stuck with that until the end, even though I knew it might be
futile, for when I returned, some might have become archaic
dialects. But Gimma—and Thurber, especially—urged me to
learn physics. Said it might be useful. I tackled it, along with
Arder and Olaf Staave, but we three were not scientists. . . .”

“You did have a degree.”

“Yes, a master's degree in information theory and cosmo-

dromia, and a diploma in nuclear engineering, but all that was
professional, not theoretical. You know how engineers know
mathematics. So, then, physics. But I wanted something more—
of my own. And, finally, pure mathematics. I had no mathe-
matical ability. None. I had nothing but persistence.”
“Yes,” he said quietly. “One would have to have that to
fly. i
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