BOUQUETS OF THE BLACK WIDOWERS
ISAACASIMOV, 1984

Sixty Million Trillion Combinations

SINCE IT WAS Thomas Trumbull who was going to act as host for the Black Widowers that month, he
did not, aswas hiswont, arrive at the last minute, gasping for his preprandia drink.

There hewas, having arrived in early dignity, conferring with Henry, that peerlesswaiter, on the details of
the menu for the evening, and greeting each of the othersas he arrived.

Mario Gonzao, who arrived last, took off hislight overcoat with care, shook it gently, asthough to
remove the dust of the taxicab, and hung it up in the cloakroom. He came back, rubbing his hands, and
sad, "Therésan autumn chill intheair. | think summer'sover.”

"Good riddance,” cdled out Emmanuel Rubin, from where he stood conversing with Geoffrey Avalon
and James Drake.

"I'm not complaining,” called back Gonzalo. Then, to Trumbull, "Hasn't your guest arrived yet?'
Trumbull said digtinctly, asthough tired of explaining, "I have not brought aguest.”

"Oh?" said Gonzao, blankly. There was nothing absolutely irregular about that. The rules of the Black
Widowers did not require aguest, though not to have one was most unusud. "Well, | guessthat'sall
right.”

"It'smorethan al right," said Geoffrey Avaon, who had just drifted in their direction, gazing down from
his straight - backed height of seventy - four inches. Histhick graying eyebrows hunched over hiseyes
and hesaid, "At least that guarantees us one meeting in which we can talk amlessy and relax.”

Gonzalo said, "1 don't know about that. I'm used to the problems that come up. | don't think any of us
will fed comfortable without one. Besides, what about Henry?"

Helooked at Henry as he spoke and Henry alowed a discreet smileto cross his unlined, sixtyish face.
"Please don't be concerned, Mr. Gonzalo. It will be my pleasure to serve the med and attend the
conversation even if thereis nothing of moment to puzzle us"

"Well," said Trumbull, scowling, his crisply waved hair sartlingly white over histanned face, "you won't
have that pleasure, Henry. I'm the one with the problem and | hope someone can solveit: you at lesst,
Henry."

Avaon'slipstightened, "Now by Bedzebub's brazen bottom, Tom, you might have given usoneold -
fashioned - "

Trumbull shrugged and turned away, and Roger Halsted said to Avalon in his soft voice, "What's that
Bed zebub bit? Whered you pick that up?'

Avaon looked pleased. "Oh, wdl, Manny iswriting some sort of adventure yarn set in Elizabeth's



England - Elizabeth | of course- and it seems- "
Rubin, having heard the magic sound of his name, approached and sad, "It'saseasory.”
Halsted said, "Areyou tired of mysteries?'

"Itsamystery dso," said Rubin, his eyes flashing behind the thick lenses of his glasses. "What makesyou
think you can't have amystery angleto any kind of story?"

"Inany case," said Avaon, "Manny has one character forever svearing dliteratively and never the same
twice and he needs afew more resounding oaths. Bedlzebub's brazen bottom isgood, | think."

"Or Mammon's munificent mammaries,” said Halsted.

Trumbull said, violently, "Thereyou are! If | don't come up with some problem that will occupy usin
worthwhile fashion and engage our Henry's superlative mind, the whole evening would degenerate into
supid triplets - by Tutankhamen'stin trumpet.”

"It getsyou after awhile," grinned Rubin, unabashed.

"Well, get off it,” said Trumbull. "Isdinner ready, Henry?"

"Yesitis, Mr. Trumbull."

"All right, then. If you idiots keep this dliteration up for more than two minutes, I'm walking out, host or
no hogt."

The table seemed empty with only six about it, and conversation seemed a bit subdued with no guest to
sparkle before.

Gonzalo, who sat next to Trumbull, said, "1 ought to draw a cartoon of you for our collection since you're
your own guest, so to speak.” He looked up complacently at thelong list of guest - caricaturesthat lined
thewal in rank and file. "We're going to run out of space in acouple of years.”

"Then don't bother with me," said Trumbull, sourly, "and we can dways make space by burning those
foolish scrawls™

"Scrawldl" Gonza o seemed to debate within himsdlf briefly concerning the possibility of taking offense.
Then he compromised by saying, ™Y ou seem to bein afoul mood, Tom."

"l seem S0 because | am. I'min the Situation of the Chadean wise men facing Nebuchadnezzar."
Avalon leaned over from acrossthetable. " Are you talking about the Book of Danidl, Tom?"
"That'swhereitis, it it?'

Gonzao said, "Pardon me, but | didn't have my Bible lesson yesterday. What are these wise men?'
"Tdl him, J&ff," said Trumbull. "Pontificating isyour job."

Avaon sad, "It'snot pontificating to tell asmpletale. If you would rather - "



Gonzdo sad, "I'd rather you did, Jeff. Y ou do it much more authoritativey.”

"Wdll," said Avalon, "it's Rubin, not |, who was once aboy preacher, but I'll do my poor best. The
second chapter of the Book of Daniel tells that Nebuchadnezzar was once troubled by a bad dream and
he sent for his Chaldean wise men for an interpretation. The wise men offered to do so at once as soon
asthey heard the dream but Nebuchadnezzar couldn't remember the dream, only that he had been
disturbed by it. He reasoned, however, that if wise men could interpret adream, they could work out the
dream, too, so he ordered them to tell him both the dream and the interpretation. When they couldn't do
this, he very reasonably - by the standards of Oriental potentates - ordered them al killed. Fortunately
for them Danid, acaptive Jew in Babylon, could do thejob."

Gonzdo sad, "And that's your Stuation, too, Tom?"

"Inaway. | have aproblem that involves a cryptogram - but | don't have the cryptogram. | have to work
out the cryptogram.”

"Or youll bekilled?' asked Rubin.

"No. If | fail, | won't bekilled, but it won't do me any good, either.”

Gonzalo said, "No wonder you didn't fed it necessary to bring aguest. Tell usal about it."
"Before the brandy?' said Avaon, scandalized.

"Tom'shogt," said Gonzalo, defensvey. "If hewantsto tell usnow - "

"I don't," said Trumbull. "Well wait for the brandy aswe aways do, and I'll be my own griller, if you
don't mind."

When Henry was pouring the brandy, Trumbull rang his spoon againgt hiswater glass and said,
"Gentlemen, | will dispense with the opening question by admitting openly that | cannot justify my
exigence. Without pretending to go on by question - and - answer, | will smply state the problem. Y ou
arefreeto ask questions, but for God's sake, don't get me off on any wild - goose chases. Thisis
srious”

Avalon said, "Go ahead, Tom. Wewill do our best to listen.”

Trumbull said, with a certain weariness, "It involves afelow named Pochik. I've got to tell you alittle
about him in order to let you understand the problem but, asis usua in these cases, | hope you don't
mind if | tell you nothing that isn't relevant.

"In thefirgt place he'sfrom Eastern Europe, from someplacein Slovenia, | think, and he came here at
about fourteen. He taught himsalf English, went to night school and to University Extension, working
every step of the way. He worked as awaiter for ten years, while he was taking his various courses, and
you know what that means. Sorry, Henry."

Henry said, tranquilly, "It isnot necessarily a pleasant occupation. Not everyone waits on the Black
Widowers, Mr. Trumbull.”

"Thank you, Henry. That's very diplomatic of you. However, he wouldn't have madeit, if it weren't plain



from the gtart that he was amathematica wizard. He was the kind of young man that no mathematics
professor in hisright mind wouldn't have moved heaven and earth to keep in school. Hewastheir claim
to amark in the history books - that they had taught Pochik. Do you understand?’

Avadon sad, "We undersand, Tom."

Trumbull said, "At leadt, that's what they tell me. HEsworking for the government now, whichiswhere
comein. They tell me he's something else. They tell me hesin aclassby himsdlf. They tell me he can do
things no one else can. They tell methey've got to have him. | don't even know what he'sworking on, but
they've got to have him."

Rubin said, "Well, they've got him, haven't they? He hasn't been kidnapped and hijacked back acrossthe
Iron Curtain, has he?'

"No, no," said Trumbull, "nothing like that. It'salot moreirritating. Look, apparently agreat
mathematician can be anidiot in every other respect.”

"Literaly anidiot?' asked Avdon. "Usudly idiots savants have remarkable memories and can play
remarkabletricksin computation, but that isfar from being any kind of mathematician, let done agrest
one"

"No, nothing like that, either.” Trumbull was perspiring and pauised to mop at hisforehead. "I mean he's
childish. Hes not redly learned in anything but mathematics and that's al right. Mathematicsiswhat we
want out of him. Thetroubleisthat he feels backward; he feds stupid. Damn it, he fedsinferior, and
when hefedstoo inferior, he opsworking and hidesin hisroom.”

Gonzao said, "So what's the problem? Everyone just hasto keep telling him how great heisal thetime.”
"He's dedling with other mathematicians and they're dmost as crazy asheis. One of them, Sandino, hates
being second best and every oncein awhile he gets Pochik into a screaming fit. HE's got a sense of

humor, this Sandino, and he likesto call out to Pochik, 'Hey, waiter, bring the check.' Pochik can't ever
learnto takeit."

Drake sad, "Read this Sandino theriot act. Tel him you'll dismember him if hetries anything like that
agan."

"They did," said Trumbull, "or at least asfar asthey quite dared to. They don't want to lose Sandino
either. In any case, the horseplay stopped but something much worse happened. Y ou see there's
something cdled, if I've got it right, 'Goldbach's conjecture.”

Roger Halsted galvanized into a position of sharp interest a once. "Sure,” he said. "Very famous.”

"Y ou know about it?" said Trumbull.

Hasted tiffened. "I may just teach agebrato junior high school students, but yes, | know about
Goldbach's conjecture. Teaching ajunior high school student doesn't make meajunior - ™

"All right. | apologize. It was stupid of me," said Trumbull. "And since you're amathematician, you can be
temperamenta too. Anyway, can you explain Goldbach's conjecture? - Because I'm not sure | can.”

"Actudly,” said Hagted, "it'svery smple. Back in 1742, | think, a Russan mathematician, Chrigtian



Goldbach, stated that he believed every even number greater than 2 could be written as the sum of two
primes, where aprime is any number that can't be divided evenly by any other number but itself and i.
Forinstance, 4=2+2,6=3+3;8=3+5;10=3+7; 12=5+7; and so on, asfar asyou want to
go."

Gonzao said, "So what'sthe big ded 7'

"Goldbach wasn't able to proveit. And in the two hundred and something years since histime, neither
has anyone €l se. The greatest mathematicians haven't been able to show that it'strue.”

Gonzalo said, "So?'

Hasted said patiently, "Every even number that has ever been checked always works out to be the sum
of two primes. They've gone awfully high and mathematicians are convinced the conjecture istrue - but
no one can proveit."

Gonzalo said, "If they can't find any exceptions, doesn't thet proveit?!

"No, because there are dways numbers higher than the highest we've checked, and besides we don't
know dl the prime numbers and can't, and the higher we go, then the harder it isto tell whether a
particular number is prime or not. What is needed isagenera proof that tells us we don't have to look
for exceptions because there just aren't any. It bothers mathematicians that a problem can be stated so
smply and seemsto work out, too, and yet that it can't be proved.”

Trumbull had been nodding hishead. "All right, Roger, dl right. We get it. But tel me, doesit matter?
Doesit redly matter to anyone who isn't amathematician whether Goldbach's conjecture istrue or not;
whether there are any exceptions or not?"

"No," said Hasted. "Not to anyone who isn't amathematician; but to anyone who is and who manages
either to prove or disprove Goldbach's conjecture, there is an immediate and permanent nichein the
mathematica hdl of fame."

Trumbull shrugged. "Thereyou are. What Pochik'sredlly doing isof great importance. I'm not sure
whether it'sfor the Department of Defense, the Department of Energy, NASA, or what, but it'svital.
What he'sinterested in, however, is Goldbach's conjecture, and for that he's been using a computer.”

"To try higher numbers?' asked Gonzalo.

Hasted said promptly, "No, that would do no good. These days, though, you can use computers on
some pretty recalcitrant problems. It doesn't yield an eegant solution, but it isasolution. If you can
reduce a problem to afinite number of possible situations - say, amillion - you can program a computer
to try every one of them. If every one of them checks out asit's supposed to, then you have your proof.
They recently solved the four - color mapping problem that way; a problem aswell known and as
recdcitrant as Goldbach's conjecture.”

"Good," said Trumbull, "then that's what Pochik's been doing. Apparently, he had worked out the
solution to aparticular lemma. Now what's alemma?’

Halsted said, "It'sapartway solution. If you're climbing a mountain peak and you set up stations at
various levels, the lemmas are anal ogous to those stations and the solution to the mountain pesk.”



"If he solvesthelemma, will he solve the conjecture?!

"Not necessarily," said Halsted, "any more than you'l climb the mountain if you reach a particular sation
on the dopes. But if you don't solve the lemma, you're not likely to solve the problem, at least not from
that direction.”

"All right, then," said Trumbull, Stting back. "Well, Sandino came up with thelemmafirst and sent it infor
publication.”

Drake was bent over the table, listening closaly. He said, "Tough luck for Pochik."

Trumbull said, "Except that Pochik saysit wasn't luck. He claims Sandino doesn't have the brainsfor it
and couldn't have taken the steps he did independently; that it is asking too much of coincidence.”

Drake said, "That's a serious charge. Has Pochik got any evidence?'

"No, of course not. The only way that Sandino could have stolen it from Pochik would have been to tap
the computer for Pochik's data and Pochik himself says Sandino couldn't have done that."

"Why not?' said Avaon.

"Because," said Trumbull, "Pochik used a code word. The code word hasto be used to dert the
computer to aparticular person's questioning. Without that code word, everything that went in with the
code word is safely locked away."

Avaon sad, "It could be that Sandino learned the code word."

"Pochik saysthat isimpossible,” said Trumbull. "He was afraid of theft, particularly with respect to
Sandino, and he never wrote down the code word, never used it except when he was alone in the room.
What's more, he used one that was fourteen |etters long, he says. Millions of trillions of possibilities, he
says. No one could have guessed it, he says.”

Rubin said, "What does Sandino say?"

"He says he worked it out himself. He rgjects the claim of theft asthe ravings of amadman. Frankly, one
could argue that he'sright.”

Drake said, "Wel, let's consder. Sandino is agood mathematician and he'sinnocent till proven guilty.
Pochik has nothing to support his claim and Pochik actualy deniesthat Sandino could possibly have
gotten the code word, which isthe only way the theft could possibly have taken place. | think Pochik has
to bewrong and Sandino right.”

Trumbull said, "1 said one could argue that Sandino's right, but the point is that Pochik won't work. He's
sulking in hisroom and reading poetry and he says he will never work again. He says Sandino has
robbed him of hisimmortdity and life means nothing to him without it."

Gonzao said, "If you need this guy so badly can you talk Sandino into letting him have hislemma?"
""Sandino won't make the sacrifice and we can't make him unless we have reason to think that fraud was

involved. If we get any evidenceto that effect we can lean on him hard enough to squash him flat. - But
now listen, | think it's possible Sandino did stedl it.”



Avadonsad, "How?'

"By getting the code word. If | knew what the code word was, I'm sure | could figure out alogical way in
which Sandino could have found it out or guessed it. Pochik, however smply won't let me have the code
word. He shrieked at me when | asked. | explained why, but he said it wasimpossible. He said Sandino
did it some other way - but thereis no other way."

Avaon sad, "Pochik wants an interpretation but he won't tell you the dream, and you have to figure out
the dream first and then get the interpretation.”

"Exactly! Like the Chadean wise men.”
"What are you going to do?'

"I'm going to try to do what Sandino must have done. I'm going to try to figure out what the fourteen -
letter code word was and present it to Pochik. If I'm right, then it will be clear that what | could do,
Sandino could do, and that the lemmawas very likdy stolen.”

There was a silence around the table and then Gonzao said, "Do you think you can do it, Tom?"

"l don't think so. That'swhy I've brought the problem here. | want usal to try. | told Pochik | would call
him before 10:30 P.M. tonight" - Trumbull looked at hiswatch - "with the code word just to show him it
could be broken. | presume he'swaiting at the phone.”

Avdonsad, "And if wedon't get it?"

"Then we have no reasonable way of supposing the lemma was stolen and no redlly ethical way of trying
to forceit away from Sandino. But at least well be no worse off."

Avaon sad, "Thenyou go first. Y ou've clearly been thinking about it longer than we have, and it's your
lineof work."

Trumbull cleared histhroat. "All right. My reasoning isthat if Pochik doesn't write the thing down, then
he's got to remember it. There are some people with trick memories and such atalent isfairly common
among mathematicians. However, even great mathematicians don't dways have the ability to remember
long strings of digointed symbols and, upon questioning of his coworkers, it would seem quite certain
that Pochik's memory isan ordinary one. He can't rely on being able to remember the code unlessit's
easy to remember.

"That would limit it to some common phrase or some regular progression that you couldn't possibly
forget. Supposeit were ALBERT EINSTEIN, for instance. That's fourteen letters and there would be no
fear of forgetting it. Or SIR ISAAC NEWTON, or ABCDEFGHIJKLMN, or, for that matter,
NMLKJHGFEDCBA. If Pochik tried something like this, it could be that Sandino tried various obvious
combinations and one of them worked."

Drakesaid, "If that'strue, then we haven't a prayer of solving the problem. Sandino might have tried any
number of different possibilities over aperiod of months. One of them finaly worked. If hegot it by hit -
and - missover along time, we have no chance in getting the right one in an hour and ahalf, without even
trying any of them on the computer.”



"Theresthat, of course" said Trumbull, "and it may well be that Sandino had been working on the
problem for months. Sandino pulled the waiter routine on Pochik last June, and Pochik, out of hismind,
screamed a him that he would show him when his proof was ready. Sandino may have put this together
with Pochik's frequent use of the computer and gotten to work. He may have had months, at that.”

"Did Pochik say something on that occasion that gave the code word away?" asked Avaon.

"Pochik swearsal he said was"I'll show you when the proof isready,’ but who knows? Would Pochik
remember his own exact words when he was beside himself?*

Halsted said, "1I'm surprised that Pochik didn't try to best up this Sandino.”

Trumbull said, "Y ou wouldn't be surprised if you knew them. Sandino isbuilt like afootbal player and
Pochik weighs 110 pounds with his clotheson.”

Gonzalo said, suddenly, "What'sthis guy'sfirst name?’
Trumbull sad, "Viedimir."

Gonza o paused awhile, with dl eyes upon him, and then he said, "I knew it. VLADIMIR POCHIK has
fourteen letters. He used hisown name."

Rubin said, "Ridiculous. It would be the first combination anyonewould try."

"Sure, the purloined letter bit. It would be so obvious that no one would think to useit. Ask him."
Trumbull shook hishead. "No. | can't believe hed use that.”

Rubin sad, thoughtfully, "Did you say he was Stting in hisroom reading poetry?'

"Wes"

"Isthat apassion of his? Poetry? | thought you said that outs de mathematics he was not particularly
educated.”

Trumbull said, sarcasticaly, "Y ou don't have to be a Ph.D. to read poetry.”
Avaon said, mournfully, ™Y ou would have to be an idiot to read modern poetry.”
"That'sapoint,” said Rubin. "Does Pochik read contemporary poetry?"

Trumbull said, "It never occurred to meto ask. When | visited him, he was reading from a book of
Wordsworth's poetry, but that'sall 1 can say."

"That's enough,” said Rubin. "If he likes Wordsworth then he doesn't like contemporary poetry. No one
can read that fuddy - duddy for fun and like the Stuff they turn out these days.”

"So? What difference does it make?' asked Trumbull.

"The older poetry with its rhyme and rhythm is easy to remember and it could make for code words. The
code word could be afourteen - |etter passage from one of Wordsworth's poems, possibly acommon



one: LONELY ASA CLOUD hasfourteen letters. Or any fourteen - |etter combinations from such lines
as"Thechildisfather of the man' or ‘trailing clouds of glory' or 'Milton! thou shouldst beliving at this
hour.' Or maybe from some other poet of the type.”

Avaon sad, "Even if we redtrict oursalves to passages from the classic and romantic poets, that's ahuge
field to guessfrom.”

Drake said, "l repest. It'san impossible task. We don't have the time to try them all. And we can't tell
one from another without trying.”

Halsted said, "It's even more impossible than you think, Jm. | don't think the code word wasin English
words."

Trumbull said, frowning, "'Y ou mean he used his native language?’

"No, | mean he used arandom collection of letters. Y ou say that Pochik said the code word was
unbreskable because there were millions of trillions of possibilitiesin afourteen - letter combination.

Wi, suppose that thefirst letter could be any of the twenty - S, and the second |etter could be any of
the twenty - six, and the third letter, and so on. In that case the total number of combinationswould be
26 X 26 X 26, and so on. Y ou would have to get the product of fourteen 26's multiplied together and the
result would be" - he took out his pocket calculator and manipulated it for awhile - "about 64 million
trillion different possibilities.

"Now, if you used an English phrase or aphrase in any reasonable European language, most of the letter
combinations smply don't occur. Y ou're not going to havean HGF or aQXZ oran LLLLC. If we
include only possible |etter combinationsin words then we might havetrillions of possibilities, probably
less, but certainly not millions of trillions. Pochik, being amathematician, wouldn't say millions of trillions
unless he meant exactly that, so | expect the code word isarandom set of |etters.”

Trumbull said, "He doesn't have the kind of memory - "
Hagted said, "Even anorma memory will handle fourteen random lettersif you stick to it long enough.”

Gonzdo sad, "Wait awhile. If there are only so many combinations, you could use acomputer. The
computer could try every possible combination and stop at the one that unlocksit.”

Halsted said, ™Y ou don't redlize how big anumber like 64 million trillion redlly is, Mario. Suppose you
arranged to have the computer test abillion different combinations every second. It would take two
thousand solid years of work, day and night, to test al the possible combinations.”

Gonzalo sad, "But you wouldn't have to test them al. The right one might come up in thefirst two hours.
Maybe the codewas AAAAAAAAAAAAAA and it happened to be the first one the computer tried.”

"Very unlikely," said Hasted. "He wouldn't useasolid - A code anymore than he would use hisown
name. Besides Sandino is enough of a mathematician not to start acomputer attempt he would know
could teke ahundred lifetimes.”

Rubin said, thoughtfully, "If he did use arandom code, | bet it wasn't truly random.”

Avdon sad, "How do you mean, Manny?'



"I mean if he doesn't have a superlative memory and he didn't write it down, how could he go over and
over itinhismind in order to memorizeit? Just repesat fourteen random lettersto yourself and seeif you
can be confident of repeating them again in the exact order immediately afterward. And even if he had
worked out arandom collection of |etters and managed to memorizeit, it's clear he had very little self -
confidence in anything except mathematica reasoning. Could he face the possibility of not being ableto
retrieve his own information because he had forgotten the code”?"

"He could gtart al over,” said Trumbull.

"With anew random code? And forget that, too?' said Rubin. "No. Even if the code word seems
random, I'll bet Pochik has some fool proof way of remembering it, and if we can figure out the fool proof
way, wed havethe answer. In fact, if Pochik would give us the code word, we'd see how he memorized
it and then see how Sandino broke the code.”

Trumbull said, "And if Nebuchadnezzar would only have remembered the dream, the wise men could
have interpreted it. Pochik won't give usthe code word, and if we work it with hindsight, well never be
aufficiently sure Sandino cracked it without hindsight. - All right, well haveto giveit up.”

"It may not be necessary to giveit up,” said Henry, suddenly. "I think - "

All turned to Henry, expectantly. "Y es, Henry," said Avaon. "'l have awild guess. It may be al wrong.
Perhaps it might be possibleto cal up Mr. Pochik, Mr. Trumbull, and ask him if the codeword is
WEALTMDITEBIAT," said Henry.

Trumbull sad, "Wha?'

Halsted said, hiseyebrows high, "That's some wild guess, dl right. Why that?"

Gonzao said, "It makes no sense.”

No one could recal ever having seen Henry blush, but he was distinctly red now. He said, "'If | may be
excused. | don't wish to explain my reasoning until the combinationistried. If | amwrong, | would
appear too foolish. And, on second thought, | don't urgeit betried.”

Trumbull said, "No, we have nothing to lose. Could you write down that |etter combination, Henry?!

"I have dready done so, Sir."

Trumbull looked at it, walked over to the phonein the corner of the room, and didled. He waited for
four rings, which could be clearly heard in the breath - holding silence of the room. Therewasthen a
click, and asharp, high - pitched "Hdlo?"

Trumbull said, "Dr. Pochik? Listen. I'm going to read some letters to you - No, Dr. Pochik, I'm not
saying I've worked out the code. Thisisan exper - It's an experiment sir. We may bewrong - No, |
can't say how - Listen, W, E, A, L - Oh, good God." He placed his hand over the mouthpiece. "The man
ishaving afit."

"Becauseit'sright or because it'swrong?' asked Rubin.

"I don't know." Trumbull put the phone back to hisear. "Dr. Pochik, are you there? - Dr. Pochik? - The
restis' - he consulted thepaper - "T, M, D, I, T, E, B, I, A, T." Helistened. "Yes, gr, | think Sandino



cracked it, too, the same way we did. Well have ameseting with you and Dr. Sandino, and welll settle
everything. Yesplease, Dr. Pochik, we will do our best."

Trumbull hung up, heaved an enormous sigh, then said, " Sandino is going to think Jupiter fell on him. - All
right, Henry, but if you don't tell us how you got that, you won't have to wait for Jupiter. | will kill you
persondly.”

"No need, Mr. Trumbull," said Henry. "'l will tell you at once. | merdly listened to al of you. Mr. Halsted
pointed out it would have to be some random collection of letters. Mr. Rubin said, backing my own
feding in the matter, that there had to be some system of remembering in that case. Mr. Avdon, early in
the evening was playing the game of alliterative oaths, which pointed up the importance of initid |etters.

Y ou yourself mentioned Mr. Pochik'sliking for old - fashioned poetry like that of Wordsworth.

"It occurred to me then that fourteen was the number of linesin asonnet, and if wetook theinitia letters
of each line of some sonnet we would have an gpparently random collection of fourteen letters that could
not be forgotten as long as the sonnet was memorized or could, at worst, be looked up.

"The question was. which sonnet? It was very likely to be awell - known one, and Wordsworth had
written somethat were. In fact, Mr. Rubin mentioned thefirst line of one of them: "Milton! thou shouldst
beliving at thishour.' That made methink of Milton, and it came to methat it had to be his sonnet 'On
HisBlindness which asit happens, | know by heart. Please note the first letters of the successivelines. It

goes

"When | consder how my light is spent

Ere hdf my days, in thisdark world and wide,
And that one talent which is degth to hide,

L odged with me usdless, though my soul more bent
To serve therewith my Maker, and present

My true account, lest he returning chide;

'Doth God exact day - labor, light denied?

| fondly ask; But Patience, to prevent

That murmur, soon replies, ‘God doth not need
Either man'swork or his own gifts;, who best
Bear hismild yoke, they serve him best. His state
Iskingly. Thousands at his bidding speed

And post o'er land and ocean without rest: . . .

Henry paused and said softly, "1 think it isthe most beautiful sonnet in the language, Shakespeare's not
excepted, but that was not the reason | felt it must hold the answer. It was that Dr. Pochik had been a
waiter and was conscious of it, and | am one, which iswhy | have memorized the sonnet. A foolish fancy,
no doubt but the last line, which | have not quoted, and which is perhaps among the most famous lines
Milton ever constructed - "

"Go ahead, Henry," said Rubin. "Say it!"
"Thank you, Sr," said Henry, and then he said, solemnly,
"They dso serve who only stand and wait."

AFTERWORD



| have afedling that titles are an important part of astory and | take considerable care in choosing one. In
fact, | cannot start astory until | have chosen atitle.

However, | don't follow certain clever rulesin making the choice. | don't really know what makes atitle
good - or thereverse. It'sjust agut feding with me. | pick one that seemsto suit the story, and even add
toit.

And often Fred Dannay, the editor of EQMM, would disagree with me - and | would then disagree with
him and restore my own title when | put the story into acollection.

On the other hand, sometimes Fred would choose atitle that is an improvement (or so it would seem to
me) and, since | am not awillfully stubborn man, | would go dong with him.,

For instance, | caled the story you have just finished "Fourteen Letters’ which is, after al, what it's about;
but Fred, when it appeared in the May 5, 1980, issue of EQMM, called it "Sixty Million Trillion
Combinations," which isaso what it's about; and Fred'sisinfinitely more dramatic so | accepted it - with
my usua annoyance at mysdlf for not having thought of it to begin with.

TheWoman in the Bar

THE HITSAND OUTS of basebd| did not, asarule, disturb the equanimity (or lack of it) of aBlack
Widowers banquet. None of the Black Widowers were sportsmen in the ordinary sense of the word,
athough Mario Gonzal o was known to bet on the horses on occasion.

Over therack of lamb, however, Thomas Trumbull brushed at his crisply waved white hair, looked
suffily discontented, and said, "I'velogt al interest in basebdl. Once they started shifting franchises, they
broke up the kind of loyalties you inherited from your father. | wasaNew Y ork Giantsfan when | wasa
young man, aswas my father before me. The San Francisco Giants are strangers to me and asfor the
Mets, well, they'rejust not the same.”

"Thereare dill theNew York Yankees," said Geoffrey Avaon, deftly cutting meet away from bone and
bending his dark eyebrowsin concexuration on the task, "and in my own town, we still have the Phillies,
though welost the Athletics™

"Chicago till has both itsteams," said Mario Gonzalo, "and there are still the Cleveland Indians, the
Cincinnati Reds, the &. Louis- "

"It'snot thesame," said Trumbull, violently. "Evenif | wereto switch to the Y ankees, haf the teamsthey
play areteams Lou Gehrig and Bill Dickey never heard of. And now you have each leaguein two
divisons, with playoffs before the World Series, which becomes dmost anticlimactic, and abatting
average of .290 marksadugger. Hdll, | remember when you needed .350 if you were to stand a chance
at cleanup postion.”

Emmanuel Rubin listened with the quiet dignity he considered suitable to his position ashost - at least until
his guest turned to him and said, "'Is Trumbull abasebd| buff, Manny?!

At that, Rubin reverted to his natural role and snorted loudly. His sparse beard bristled. "Who, Tom? He
may have watched abaseball game on TV, but that's about it. He thinks adouble istwo jiggers of
Scotch.”



Gonzdo sad, "Come on, Manny, you think a pitcher holds milk."

Rubin stared at him fixedly through his thick-lensed spectacles, and then said, "It so happens| played a
season of semi-pro baseball as shortstop in the late 1930's."

"And ashorter stop - " began Gonzal o and then stopped and reddened.

Rubin's guest grinned. Though Rubin was only five inches above thefive - foot mark, the guest fell three
inches short of that. He said, "I'd be a shorter stop if | played.”

Gonzalo, with avigble attempt to regain his poise, said, "Y ou're harder to pitch to when you're lessthan
average height, Mr. Just. Therésthat.”

"Y ou're heavily underestimated in other ways, too, which is convenient at times," agreed Just. "And, asa
matter of fact, I'm not much of abaseball buff mysdf. | doubt if | could tell abaseball from agolf bdl ina
dimlight.”

Darius Just looked up sharply at this point. "Waiter," he said, "if you don't mind, I'll have milk rather than
coffee”

James Drake, waiting expectantly for his own coffee, said, "Isthat just amomentary aberration, Mr. Just,
or don't you drink coffeg?"

"Dont drink it," said Jugt. "Or smoke, or drink alcohol. My mother explained it dl to me very carefully. If
| drank my milk and avoided bad habits, | would grow to be big and strong; so | did - and | didn't. At
least, not big. I'm strong enough. It'sdl very un - American, | suppose, like not liking basebdl. At least
you can fake liking basebdll, though that can get you in trouble, too. - Here'sthe milk. How did that get
there?'

Gonzao amiled. "That's our Henry. Noisdless and efficient.” Just Sipped his milk contentedly. Hisfacia
featureswere smal but aive and his eyes seemed restlesdy aware of everything in the room. His
shoulders were broad, as though they had been made for ataler man, and he carried himself like an
ahlete.

Drake sat over his coffee, quiet and thoughtful, but when Rubin clattered hiswater glasswith his spoon,
the quiet ended. Drake's hand was raised and he said, "Manny, may | do the honors?”

"If youwish." Rubin turned to his guest. "Jim is one of the more reserved Black Widowers, Darius, so
you can't expect hisgrilling to be asearching one. In fact, the only reason he's volunteering isthat he's
written abook himself and he wants to rub shoulders with other writers.”

Just's eyestwinkled with interest. ""What kind of abook, Mr. Drake?"

"Pop science," said Drake, "but the questions go the other way. Henry, since Mr. Just doesn't drink,
could you subgtitute ginger aefor the brandy. | don't want him to be at a disadvantage.”

"Certainly, Mr. Drake," murmured Henry, that miracle of waiters, "if Mr. Just would like that. With all
due respect, however, it does not seem to methat Mr. Just is easily placed at adisadvantage.”

"Well see" said Drake, darkly. "Mr. Just, how do you justify your existence?'



Just laughed. "It judtifiesitself to me now and then when it fills me with gladness. Asfar asjudtification to
the rest of theworld is concerned, that can go hang. With al due respect, as Henry would say."

"Perhgps,” said Drake, "the world will go hang even without your permission. For the duration of this
evening, however, you must justify your existence to us by answering our questions. Now | have been
involved with the Black Widowers for more than half of areasonably lengthy exisenceand | can smdll
out remarks that are worth elaboration. Y ou said that you could get in trouble if you faked the liking of
basebdll. | suspect you did once, and | would like to hear about it."

Just looked surprised, and Rubin said, staring at hisbrandy, "1 warned you, Darius."

"Y ou know the story, do you, Manny?' said Drake.

"I know thereisone but | don't know the details," said Rubin. "'l warned Darius we'd haveit out of him."

Just picked up the caricature Mario Gonza o had drawn of him. There was aface - splitting grin on it and
armswith prodigious biceps were lifting weights.

"I'm not aweight lifter," he said.

"It doesn't matter," said Gonzao. "That ishow | seeyou.”

"Weight lifting," said Just, "dows you. The successful attack depends entirely on speed.”

"Y ou're not being speedy answering my request,” said Drake, lighting acigarette.

"Thereisadory,” said Jus.

"Good," said Drake.

"But it'san unsatisfactory one. | can't supply any rationde, any explanation - "

"Better and better. Please begin.”

"Very wel," said ust.

"l liketo walk. It'san excdllent way of keeping in condition and one night | had made my god the new
apartment of afriend | hadn't seeninawhile. | wasto bethereat 9 P.M., and it was amoderately long
walk by night, but | don't much fear the hazards of city streetsin the dark though | admit | do not seek

out particularly dangerous neighborhoods.

"However, | was early and afew blocks from my destination, | stopped at abar. As| said, | don't drink,
but I'm not an absolute fanatic about it and | will, on rare occasions, drink a Bloody Mary.

"There was abaseball game on the TV when | entered, but the sound was turned low, which suited me.
There weren't many people present, which aso suited me. There were two men at atable against the
wall, and awoman on astool at the bar itself.

"I took the stool next but one to the woman, and glanced at her briefly after | ordered my drink. She was
reasonably pretty, reasonably shapely, and entirdly interesting. Pretty and shapely isal right - what's not



to like - but interesting goes beyond that and it can't be described easily. It's different for each person,
and shewas interesting in my frame of reference.

"Among my abstentions, women are not included. | even speculated briefly if it were absolutely necessary
that | keep my appointment with my friend, who suffered under the disadvantage, under the
circumstances, of being mae.

"| caught her eyejust long enough before looking away. Timing is everything and | am not without
experience. Then | looked up at the TV and watched for awhile. Y ou don't want to seem too eager.

"She spoke. | was rather surprised. | won't deny | have away with women, despite my height, but my
charm doesn't usualy work that quickly. She said, 'Y ou seem to understand the game.' It was just make
- talk. She couldn't possibly know my relationship with baseball from my glazed - eye stare at the set.

" turned, smiled, and said, " Second nature. | live and breatheit.'

"It wasaflat lie, but if awoman leads, you go aong with the lead.

"She sad, rather earnestly, "Y ou really understand it? She waslooking into my eyes as though she
expected to read the answer on my retina.

"I continued to follow and said, 'Dear, thereisn't amovein the game | can't read the motivations of.
Every toss of the ball, every crack of the bat, every stance of the fielder, isanotein asymphony | can
hear in my head.' After dl, I'm awriter; | canlay it on.

"Shelooked puzzled. She looked at me doubtfully; then, briefly, a the men at thetable. | glanced in their
direction, too. They didn't seem interested - until | noticed their eyesin thewall mirror. They were
watching our reflection.

"I looked at her again and it was like a kaleidoscope shifting and suddenly making sense. She wasn't
looking for a pickup, she was scared. It wasin her breathing rate and in the tension of her hands.

"And she thought | was there to help her. She was expecting someone and she had spoken to me with
that in mind. What | answered was close enough - by accident - to make her think | might be the man,
but not close enough to make her sure of it.

"I sad, 'I'm leaving soon. Do you want to come adong? It sounded like a pickup, but | was offering to
protect her if that was what she wanted. What would happen afterward - well, who could tell?

"Shelooked at me unenthusiastically. | knew thelook. It said:
"You'refive - foot - two; what can you do for me?

"It'sachronic underestimate that playsinto my hands. Whatever | do do is so much more than they
expect that it assumes enormous proportions. I'm the beneficiary of alow basdline.

"I smiled. | looked in the direction of the two men at the table, looked back, let my smilewiden and said,
‘Dont worry.'

"There were containers of cocktail amenities just behind the bar where she sat. She reached over for the
maraschino cherries, took a handful and twisted the stems of f; then one by one nicked them broodingly



toward me, keeping her eyesfixed on mine.

"I didn't know what her game was. Perhaps she was just considering whether to take a chance on me
and thiswas anervous habit she dwaysindulged in when at abar. But | dways say: Play dong.

"I had caught four and wondered how many she would flick a me, and when the barman would come
over to rescue his supply, when my attention shifted.

"One of the men who had been seated was now between the woman and mysdlf, and was smiling a me
without humor. | had been unaware of his coming. | was caught like an amateur, and the kaleidoscope
suddenly shifted again. That's the trouble with kaleidoscopes. They keep shifting.

"Sure the woman was afraid. She wasn't afraid of the men at the table. Shewas afraid of me. Shedidn't
think 1 was a possible rescuer; she thought | was a possible spoiler. So she kept my attention riveted
while one of her friends got in under my guard - and | had let it happen.

"| shifted my attention to the man now, minutes after | should have done so. He had amoon face, dulll
eyes, and aheavy hand. That heavy hand, hisright one, rested on my left hand on the bar, pinning it
down immovably.

"Hesad, 'l think you're annoying the lady, chum.’
"He underestimated me, too; took me for what | was not.

"You seg, I've never been any taler than | am now. When | wasyoung | was, in point of fact, smaler and
dighter. When | was nineteen, | would have had to gain five poundsto be aninety - Six - pound
weskling.

"The result you can guess. The chivary and sportsmanship of young peopleissuch that | wasregularly
besten up to the cheers of the multitude. | did not find it ingpiring.

"From nineteen on, therefore, | was subscribing to build - yourself - up courses. | struggled with chest
expanders. | took boxing lessons at the Y. Bit by hit, I've studied every one of the martid arts. It didn't
make me any tdler, not oneinch, but | grew wider and thicker and stronger. Unless| runinto abrigade,
or agun, | don't get beaten up.

"So the fact that my left arm was pinned did not bother me. | said, 'Friend, | don't like having aman hold
my hand, so | think | will have to ask you to removeit.' | had my own right hand at eyelevel, palm up,
something that might have seemed a gesture of supplication.

"He showed histeeth and said, "Don't ask anything, pal. I'll ask.’

"He had his chance. Y ou must understand that | don't fight to kill, but | do fight to maim. I'm not
interested in breaking ahold; | want to be sure there won't be another one.

"My hand flashed across between us. Speed is of the essence, gentlemen, and my nails scraped sSideways
across histhroat en route, asthe arc of my hand brought its edge down upon hiswrigt. Hard!

"I doubt that | broke hiswrigt that time, but it would be days, perhaps weeks, before he would be able to
use that hand on someone ese as he had on me. My hand was freein amoment. The beauty of the
stroke, however, was that he could not concentrate on the smashed wrist. Histhroat had to be burning



and he had to be ableto fed the stickiness of blood there. It was just a superficia wound, literally a
scratch, but it probably frightened him more than the painin hiswrist did.

"He doubled up, hisleft hand on histhroat, his right arm dangling. He was moaning.

"It wasdl over quickly, but time was running out. The second man was approaching, so wasthe
bartender, and a newcomer wasin the doorway. He waslarge and wide and | wasin no doubt that he
was amember of the charming group | had run into.

"The riskswere piling up and the fun flattening out, so | walked out rapidly - right past the big fellow,
who didn't react quickly enough, but stood there, confused and wondering, for the five seconds | needed
to push past and out.

"l didn't think they'd report the incident to the police, somehow. Nor did | think I'd be followed, but |
waited for awhileto see. | was on a street with row houses, each with itsflight of stepsleading to the
main door well above Street level. | stepped into one of the yards and into the shadow near the grillwork
door at the basement level of a house that had no lights showing.

"No one came out of the barroom. They weren't after me. They weren't sure who | was and they il
couldn't believe that anyone as short as | was could be dangerous. It was the providentid underestimate
that had done well for me countlesstimes.

"So | moved briskly along on my origina errand, listening for the sound of footsteps behind me or the
shifting of shadows cast by the sireetlights.

"I wasn't early any longer and | arrived on the corner where my friend's gpartment house was | ocated
without any need for further delay. The green light glimmered and | crossed the street, and then found
matters were not as sraightforward as | had expected.

"The gpartment house was not an only child but was amember of alargefamily of identica sblings. | had
never visted the complex before and | wasn't surein which particular building | wasto find my friend.
There seemed no directory, no kiosk with afriendly information guide. There seemed the usud
assumption underlying everything in New Y ork that if you weren't born with the knowledge of how to
locate your destination, you had no business having one.

"Theindividua buildings each had their number displayed, but discreetly - in awhisper. Nor were they
illuminated but by the glint of the streetlights, so finding them was an adventure.

"Onetendsto wander a random at fird, trying to get one's bearings. Eventudly, | found asmall sgn with
an arrow directing meinto an inner courtyard with the promise that the number | wanted was actudly to
be found there.

"Another moment and | would have plunged in when | remembered that | was, or just conceivably might
be, amarked man. | looked back in the direction from which | had come.

"| was spared the confusion of crowds. Even though it was not long after 9 P.M., the street bore the
emptiness characterigtic of night in any American city of the Universal Automobile Age. There were
automobiles, to be sure, in an unending stream, but up the street | had walked, | could see only three
peoplein the glow of the streetlights, two men and awoman.

"I could not seefaces, or details of clothing, for though | have 20/20 vision, | see no better than that.



However, one of the men wastdl and large and his outline was irresistibly reminiscent of themaninthe
doorway whom | had dodged past in leaving the bar.

"They had been waiting for him, of course, and now they had emerged. They would probably have come
out sooner, | thought, but there had been the necessity of taking care of the one | had damaged and, |
supposed, they had left him behind.

"Nor, | gathered, were they coming in search of me. Even from adistance| could tell their attention was
not on something externd to the group, as though they were searching for someone. Attention was
entirely interna. The two men were on ether side of the woman and were hurrying her dong. It seemed
to me that she was reluctant to move, that she held back, that she was being urged forward.

"And once again, the kaleldoscope shifted. She was awoman in distress after al. She had thought | was
her rescuer and | had left her cold - and il in distress.

"| ran across the avenue againg the lights, dodging cars, and racing toward them. Don't get mewrong. |
am not averse to defending mysdlf; | rather enjoy it as anyone would enjoy something he doeswell. Just
the same | am not an unreasoning hero. | do not seek out a battle for no reason. | am dl for justice,
purity, and righteousness, but who'sto say which side, if ether, in any quarrdl represents those virtues?

"A persond angleis something else, and in this cue, | had been asked for help and | had quailed.

"Oh, | quailed. | admit | had honestly decided the woman was not on my side and needed no help, but |
didn't redlly stay to find out. It was that large man | was ducking, and | had to wipe out that disgrace.

"At least that'swhat | decided in hot blood. If | had had time to think, or to et the spasm of outrage wear
off, | might have just visited my friend. Maybe | would have called the police from a sireet phone without
leaving my name and then visted my friend.

"But it was hot blood, and | ran toward trouble, weighing the odds very skimpily.

"They were no longer on the street, but | had seen which gate they had entered, and they had not gone
up the steps. | chased into the front yard after them and seized the grillwork door that led to the
basement apartment. It came open but there was awooden door beyond that did not. The window
blinds were down but there was adim light behind them.

"l banged at the wooden door furioudy but there was no answer. If | had to break it down, | would be at
adisadvantage. Strength, speed, and skill are not as good at breaking down adoor as sheer massis, and
mass | do not have.

"I banged again and then kicked at the knob. If it were the wrong apartment, it was breaking and entry,
which it dso wasif it wasthe right gpartment. The door trembled at my kick, but held. | was about to try
again, wondering if some neighbor had decided to get sufficiently involved to cal the police - when the
door opened. It was the large man - which meant it was the right apartment.

"I backed away. He said, "Y ou seem uncomfortably anxiousto get in, Sir." He had arather delicate tenor
voice and the tone of an educated man.

"l said, 'Y ou have awoman here. | want to see her.'

""We do not have awoman here. She has us here. Thisisawoman's apartment and we are here by her



invitation.'
"'l want to see her.'
"Very well, then, come in and meet her.' He stepped back.

"| waited, weighing therisks - or | tried to, a any rate, but an unexpected blow from behind sent me
staggering forward. The large man seized my arm and the door closed behind me.

"Clearly, the second man had gone one floor upward, come out the main door, down the stairsand
behind me. | should have been aware of him, but | wasn't. | fall short of superman standards frequently.

"Thelarge man led meinto aliving room. It was dimly lit. He said, "Asyou see, Sr - our hogtess!”

"Shewasthere. It was the woman from the bar but this time the kal eidoscope stayed put. Thelook she
gave mewas unmistakable. She saw me as arescuer who wasfailing her.

"'Now,' said the large man, ‘we have been polite to you dthough you treated my friend in the bar cruelly.
We have merely asked you in when we might have hurt you. In response, will you tell uswho you are
and what you are doing here?

"Hewasright. The smdler man did not have to push mein. He might easily have knocked me out, or
doneworse. | presume, though, that they were puzzled by me. They didn't know my part init and they
hed to find out.

"I looked about quickly. The smadler man remained behind me, moving as| did. The large man, who must
have weighed 250 pounds, with little of it actudly fat, remained quietly in front of me. Despite what
happened in the bar, they gill weren't afraid of me. It was, once again, the advantage of smdl size.

"l said, 'Thisyoung woman and | have adate. Well leave and you two continue to make yoursdlf at
home here!

"Hesaid, That isno answer, Sir.’

"He nodded and | saw the smaller man move out of the corner of my eye. | lifted my armsto shoulder
leve as he seized me about the chest. There was no use dlowing my armsto be pinned if | could avaidiit.
The smaler man held tightly, but it would have taken more strength than he had at his disposal to bresk
my ribs. | waited for the correct positioning and | hoped the large man would giveit to me.

"Hesaid, 'l do need an answer, sir, and if | do not get one very quickly, | will haveto hurt you.'

"He came closer, one hand raised to dap.

"Wheat followed took lesstimethan it will to explain but it went something like this. My armswent up and
back, and around the smaller man's head to make sure | had afirm backing, and then my feet went up.

"My left shoe aimed at the groin of the large gentleman and the man doesn't live who won't flinch from
that. Thelarge man's hips jerked backward and his head automatically bent downward and encountered
the hed of my right shoe moving upward. It's not an easy maneuver, but I've practiced it enough times.

"As soon as my heel made contact, | tightened my arm grip and tossed my head backward. My head and



that of the smaller man made hard contact and | didn't enjoy it at al, but the back of my head was not as
sengitive asthe nose of the man behind me.

'From the woman's point of view, | imagine, there could be no clear vison of what had happened. One
moment, | seemed helplesdy immobilized and then, after aflash of movement, | wasfree, while both of
my assailants were howling.

"The smaller man was on the floor with one hand over hisface. | samped on one ankle hard to
discourage him from attempting to get up. No, it was not Marquis of Queensberry rules, but there were
no referees around.

"| then turned to face the larger man. He brought his hands away from hisface. | had caught him on the
cheekbone and he was bleeding fredly. | was hoping he had no fight Ieft in him, but he did. With one eye
rapidly puffing shut, he came screaming toward mein ablind rage.

"l wasin no danger from hismad rush aslong as | could twist away, but once he got agrip on mein his
present mood, | would be in serioustrouble. | backed away, twisted. | backed away, twisted again. |
waited for achanceto hit him again on the same spot.

"Unfortunately, | wasin astrange room. | backed away, twisted, and fell heavily over a hassock. Hewas
on me, his knee on my thighs, his hands on my throat, and there was no way | could weaken that grasp in
time

"I could hear theloud thunk even through the blood roaring in my ears and the large man fell heavily on

me - but hisgrip on my throat had loosened. | wiggled out from below with the greatest difficulty though
the woman did her bet to lift him.

"Shesad, 'l had to wait for him to stop moving.' There was a candle holder lying near him, aheavy
wrought - iron piece.

"I remained on the floor, trying to catch my breath. | gasped out, 'Have you killed him?

"'l wouldn't careif | did,' she sad, indifferently, ‘but he's il bresthing.’

"She wasn't exactly your helpless heroine. It was her gpartment so she knew whereto find the
clothedine, and she wastying both of them at the wrists and ankles very efficiently. The smaller man
screamed when she tightened the ropes at his ankle, but she didn't turn ahair.

"She said, 'Why the hell did you mess up the response in the bar when | asked you about baseba |? And
why the hdll didn't you bring people with you? | admit you're apint - sized windmill, but couldn't you
have brought one backup?

"Well, | don't redlly expect gratitude, but - | said, ‘Lady, | don't know what you're talking about. | don't
know about the baseball bit, and | don't go about in squadrons.” " She looked at me sharply. "Don't
move. I'm making aphonecal.’

"Thepolice?

"'After afashion.’

" She went into the other room to call. For privacy, | suppose. She trusted me to stay where | was and do



nothing. Or thought me stupid enough to do so. | didn't mind. | wasn't through resting.
"When she came back, she said, "Y ou're not one of us. What was that remark about baseball?

"I said, 'l don't know who usis, but I'm not one of anybody. My remark about baseball was aremark.
What e se?

"She said, 'Then how - Wéll, you had better leave. Theré's no need for you to be mixed up in this. I'll
take care of everything. Get out and walk some distance before you hail ataxi. If acar pullsup at this
building while you're within earshot, don't turn around and for God's sake, don't come back.'

"Shewas pushing and | was out in the yard when she said, "But at least you knew what | wastelling you
inthe bar. | am glad you were here and waiting.’

"At lagt! Gratitude! | said, "Lady, | don't know what - ' but the door was closed behind me.

"I madeit over very quickly to my friend's gpartment. He said nothing about my being an hour late or
being alittle the worse for wear and | said nothing about what had happened.

"And what did happen was nothing. | never heard athing. No repercussions. And that'swhy it'san
unsatisfactory story. | don't know who the people were, what they were doing, what it was all about - 1
don't know whether | was helping the good guys or the bad guys, or whether there were any good guys
involved. | may have bumped into two competing bands of terrorists playing with each other.

"But that's the story about my faking a knowledge of baseball.”

When Just was done, aflat and rather unpleasant silence hung over the room, a silence that seemed to
emphasize that for the first timein living memory aguest had told arather long story without ever having
been interrupted.

Findly, Trumbull heaved aweary sigh and said, "'l trust you won't be offended, Mr. Jug, if | tell you that |
think you are pulling our leg. Y ou've invented avery dramatic story for our benefit, and you've
entertained us- me, at least - but | can't accept it.”

Just shrugged, and didn't seem offended. "I've embroidered it alittle, polished it up abit - I'm awriter,
after dl - but it'strue enough.”

Avaon cleared histhroat. "Mr. Just, Tom Trumbull is sometimes hasty in coming to conclusionsbut in
this case | am forced to agree with him. Asyou say, you're awriter. I'm sorry to say | have read none of
your works but | imagine you write what are called tough - guy detective stories.”

"Asamatter of fact, | don't,” said Just, with composure. "I have written four novelsthat are, | hope,
redigtic, but are not unduly violent."

"It'safact, Jff," said Rubin, grinning.
Gonzdo sad, "Do you beieve him, Manny?'
Rubin shrugged. "I've never found Dariusto bealiar, and | know something happened, but it'shard for a

writer to resist the temptation to fictiondize for effect. Forgive me, Darius, but | wouldn't swear to how
much of it wastrue."



Just sighed. "Wdll, just for the record, is there anyone here who believes| told you what actually
happened?’

The Black Widowers sat in an embarrassed slence, and then there was a soft cough from the direction of
the sdeboard.

"| hesitate to intrude, gentlemen,” said Henry, "but despite the over - romantic nature of the sory, it
seemsto methereisachancethat itistrue.”

"A chance?' sad Judt, smiling. "Thank you, waiter."

"Don't underestimate the waiter," said Trumbull, siffly. "If he thinksthereisachancethe story istrue, I'm
prepared to revise my opinion. - What's your reasoning, Henry?"

"If the story werefiction, Mr. Trumbull, it would be negtly tied. This one has an interesting loose end

which, if it makes sense, cannot be accidentd. - Mr. Jugt, just a the end of the story, you told usthat the
woman remarked at her relief that you knew what she wastelling you in the bar. What had she told you?"

Just said, "Thisisaloose end, because she didn't tell me adamn thing. | could easily make something up,
if | weren't telling thetruth.”

"Or you could let it remain loose now," said Halsted, “for the sake of verismilitude.”

Henry said, "And yet if your story is accurate, she may indeed have told you, and the fact that you don't
understand that is evidence of itstruth.”

"You speak inriddles, Henry," said Just.
Henry said, "Y ou did not, in your story, mention precise locations; neither the location of the bar, nor of

the gpartment complex in which your friend lives. There are anumber of such gpartment complexesin
Manhaitan."

"I know," interposed Rubin, "1 livein one of them.”

"Yours, Mr. Rubin," said Henry, "ison West End Avenue. | suspect that the apartment complex of Mr.
Judt'sfriend ison First Avenue."

Just looked astonished. "It is. Now how did you know that?"

Henry said, "Consider the opening scene of your story. The woman at the bar knew she wasin the hands
of her enemies and would not be alowed to leave except under escort. The two men in the bar were
merdly waiting for their large confederate. They would then take her to her gpartment for reasons of their
own. The woman thought you were one of her group, felt you could do nothing in the bar, but wanted
you on the spot, near her gpartment, with reinforcements.

"She therefore flicked maraschino cherries a you - an apparently harmless and, possibly, flirtatious
gesture, though even that roused the suspicions of thetwo menin the bar.”

Just sad, "What of that?'



Henry said, " She had to work with what she could find. The cherrieswere small spheres - little balls -
and she sent you four, one at atime. Y ou had claimed to be a baseball fanatic. She sent you four bdls,
and, in baseball parlance - asdmost anyone knows - four balls, that is, four pitches outside the strike
zone, means the batter may advanceto first base. More colloquidly, he ‘walksto first'. That'swhat she
wasteling you and you, quite without understanding this, did indeed walk to First Avenue for reasons for
your own."

Just looked stupefied. "1 never thought of that."

"It's because you didn't and yet incorporated the incident into the account,” said Henry, "that | think your
dory isessentidly true”

AFTERWORD

| once wrote amystery novel entitled Murder at the ABA inwhich my hero was alittle guy named Darius
Just. | liked the book very much.

(I usudly like my own books very much, which isalucky thing. Can you imagine how miserable my life
would beif | didiked my books, considering how many of them | write?)

| particularly liked Dariusand | kept planning to write other booksin the series, but somehow | never got
the chance. In thefirst place there were so many nonfiction books | had to write and then, when thetime
came when Doubleday grabbed me by the throat and told me | had to write morefiction, they made it
plainthat by fiction they meant sciencefiction.

So my hopesfor additiond Darius Just novelswent glimmering - for awhile anyway.

But then it occurred to me that there was nothing to prevent me from putting Dariusinto an occasiond
short story and | thought up "The Woman in the Bar" specificdly for him.

When Fred published the sory in the June 30, 1980, issue of EQMM, by the way, he caled it "The Man
Who Pretended to Like Basebdl" and that isan example of atitle | didn't like. Too long and too off -
center in my opinion. So back to "The Woman in the Bar.”

TheDriver

ROGER HALSTED looked over hisdrink and said in his soft voice, " Successful humor hasits
incongruity. That iswhy people laugh. The sudden changein point of view doesit and the more sudden
and extreme the change, the louder the laugh.” His voice took on the dight stutter that marked hismore
earnest moments.

James Drake thought about it. "Well, maybe, Roger. There arelots of theories about humor, but for my
money, once you've dissected ajoke, you're about where you are when you've dissected afrog. It's
dead."

"But you've learned something. - Think of ajoke.”

Drakesad, "I'mtrying to."



Mario Gonza o, resplendent in aturtlenecked shin in rich purple under abeige jacket, said, "Try Manny
Rubin"

Emmanuel Rubin, having glowered at Gonzal o, and turned away with alook of unmistakable pain, said,
"l dlam no expertisein humor. My writing isinvariably serious.”

Gonzalo sad, "'I'm not talking about your writing. I'm talking about you.”

Rubin said, "I'd answer that, Mario, but dressed asyou are, you're taking an unfair advantage. | keep
fighting naus=a”

The monthly banquet of the Black Widowerswasin full swing and Henry, the indispensable waiter at
these functions, announced that dinner was served.

"Easy onthefood, Manny," said Mario, "it'sroast beef and Y orkshire pudding today, Henry tells me,
and we don't want trouble with your delicate intestines and gross wit."

"Writing your own materid, | see" said Rubin. "Too bad. - Ah, theres Tom."

Tom Trumbull's white thatch of hair showed as he moved hagtily up the gairs, followed by the rest of
him, "Apologies, gentlemen, minor family crigs, dl taken care of and - Thank you, Henry." He seized his
Scotch and soda gratefully. ™Y ou haven't begun esting yet?'

Geoffrey Avaon said gravely, "Roger is buttering hisroll but that's asfar as we've gotten.”

Drakesad, "Tom Trumbull, meet my guest, Kirn Magnus. He'san exobiologist.”

Trumbull shook hands, "Pardon me, Mr. Magnus. | didn't quite get Jm's job description.”
Magnuswastdl and thin, with lank black hair worn at medium Iength and a boyish face. He spoke
quickly, but with intervals of careful enunciation. "Exobiologist, Mr. Trumbull. E - X - 0, a Greek prefix
meaning ‘outside.’ Personally, | prefer 'xenobiologist', which sounds asthough it startswith az, but isx -
e- n- ofromaGreek word meaning 'stranger.’ Either way it's the study of life on other worlds.”
"LikeMartians" said Trumbull.

"Or Marioinhisshirt,” sad Rubin.

Magnus smiled. "The subject evokes laughter, | admit. Thereisacertain incongruity in afied of study
that includes no known cases and, as Mr. Halsted was saying, incongruity isthe very stuff of humor.”

"Exactly," sad Hasted, swalowing amouthful of kidney - on - toast. "I'll give you an example. Jack is
stting glumly in abar, staring a hisbeer. Bob walksin, looks at Jack and says, 'What's the matter? Says
Jack, "My wife ran away with my best friend.' Bob says, 'What are you talking about? I'm your best
friend." And Jack says, 'Not anymore."

Therewas generd laughter and even Trumbull condescended to amile.

"You see" said Hasted, "you're alowed to assume that Jack isweighted down with grief until the last
three- "



"Wegot it, Rog," said Rubin. "No need to belabor it."
"Or takethefollowing - "

"PraisetheLord," said Trumbull when Drake rattled his spoon on the water glass. "Henry, make minea
double brandy. - Oh, you have!"

"Yes, gr," sad Henry, blandly, "1 anticipated the need when Mr. Halsted began to quote limericks."

"I've dready remembered you in my will, Henry, and more of these sessonswill hasten your role as
beneficiary. - What?"

"l said," said Drake, patiently, "that | would like you to do the honors, Tom, and grill our exobiologis.”

"My pleasure,” said Trumbull, "if | may be dlowed oneinvigorating sip. - Ah. Now, Mr. Magnus, itis
usua for usto begin by asking aguest to justify hisexistence but | will make the question lessgenerd. -
How doesyour role as exobiologist justify your existence?'

Magnus smiled. "Would you bdieve the glory of seeking knowledge?"

"For yoursdf, certainly, and for me, maybe - but your researches draw heavily on the public purse. How
do you justify your existence to the taxpayer?'

"l wish | could, Mr. Trumbull. I wish | could say to him loudly enough to be heard - "Sir, the world pays
out 400 hillion dollars each year for its various sets of armed forcesin order to buy nothing but the
increasing certainty of destruction. Let us have one tenth of one percent of that to gain what may be
fundamenta knowledge concerning the Universe.™

Avaon shook his head severdly and said, "That won't work, Dr. Magnus. The public sees nationd
defense astheir security againgt invasion and oppression by hated foreigners. They may be wrong, but
what have you to offer instead? What if you do discover life on Mars? Who cares? Why should anyone
care?'

Magnus sghed. "Somehow | didn't expect Philistinism here"
Avdon sad, "l plead the Philistine case on behdf of my exorbitant tax bill. What isyour answer?"

"That your tax bill isexorbitant for reasons that have nothing to do with exobiology or science and agrest
dedl to do with folly and corruption, worldwide. If we did discover life on Mars, which, sincethe Viking
landings, isunlikdly, then no matter how smpleit s, it will offer usfor observation, for thefirst time, alife
structure not in any way related to ourselves.

"All lifeformson Earth, plant, animal, bacteria, and vira, are built around the same scheme; dl thetwo
million or so species are interconvertible in the sense that any one of them can be part of afood chain that
endsin any other. Martian life, however ampleit might be, would ingtantly double the varieties of lifewe
know, with results of possibly incaculable benefitsto the biologist and, of course, to dl of us. After dl,
the better we can understand life, the better our chances for such things as disease cure and life
extenson."

Rubin interposed. "But the fact isthat thereis probably no life on Mars, however smple.”



Magnus said, "The odds now arethat thereisn't."

"Or anywherein the Solar System.”

"Possbly not.”

"And if there were, it might after dl be built on the same plan asis Earth life.”
"Thet isconceivable.

"And if it isnt, the difference may not help us understand ourselvesat dl.”

"I would hate to believe that, but | suppose that might be s0."

Rubin said, "Then, playing the devil's advocate, wouldn't you say that the odds you offer aren't worth the
money you ask?'

Trumbull said, "Manny, it'sworse than that. | don't think exobiology concernsitsdf with the Solar System
only. Aren't there plansfor trying to detect radio signas of intelligent origin from other stars?’

"From planets circling other stars, yes," saild Magnus.
"And wouldn't that cost millions of dollars?"
"Many millionsif done properly.”

"And if welocatethislife and draw their atention to us, then what? Do they invade us and take us over?
Isthat what well pay those many millionsfor?!

For thefirgt time, Magnus dlowed alook of impatienceto cross hisface. "In thefirst place” he sad, "we
are merely listening. The processis SETI, 'search for extraterrestrid intelligence. If we receive sgnds,
we need not try to answer, if we do not wish to. In the second place, the chances are that if we do
receive sgnds, the source will be anywhere from dozensto hundreds of light - years away. That meansit
will take them decades to centuries to receive any message we send them and with conversationslike
that danger wouldn't seem to be imminent. In the third place, even if they could move faster than light and
wanted to reach us, we have no reason to suppose conquest and destruction are what they have in mind.
Wethink that only because weinsst on transferring our own bestidity to them. In the fourth place, we
have, in any case, given away our existence. We have been lesking e ectromagnetic radiation of clearly
intdlligent origin for eight decades and the leakage has been growing steadily more intense every year. So
they'll know we're hereif they want to listen. And in thefifth place - " He stopped suddenly.

Trumbull said, "Y ou rattle that off as though you have much occasion to go through theligt."
"l do," said Magnus.
"Then why did you stop? Have you forgotten the fifth place?"

"No, itis, infact, the easiest one to remember. We're not spending millions of dollars, you see, so the
taxpayer has no worriesfor either hisbankroll or hislife. In point of fact, we're spending dmost nothing.”

Rubin said, "What about Project Cyclops? - Over athousand radio tel escopes computerized into unison



to listen for sgnasfrom any star within athousand light - years, one by one. Don't tell me that won't cost
afortune.”

"Of courseit would, and abargain, too, at dmaost any price. Evenif we pick up no signasof intelligent
origin at dl, who can tell what bizarre and unexpected discoveries we will make when we probe the
Universe with an insrument whole orders of magnitude more refined than anything we use now?"

"Exactly," said Rubin. "Who can tell? No one. For it may come up with nothing.”

"Wadl, no point in arguing,” said Magnus. "It's very doubtful weld ever get the necessary funds voted us
by Congress. So far, it's been hard enough to get the money for some of usto attend international
conferences on the subject and even that may be phased out, thanks to the damndest set of
circumstances.” A spasm of unhappiness crossed hisface.

There was a short sllence and then Avaon, drawing his formidable eyebrows together said, "Would you
care to describe the circumstances, Dr. Magnus?'

"Theré's not much to describe,” said Magnus. "Thereésadull fog of suspicion that won't lift and that plays
right into the hands of the millions - for - defense - but - not - one - cent - for - survival band of fools.”

Gonzalo looked delighted. "A dull fog of suspicionisjust what weliketo hear. Tell usthe details”
"It would scarcely be discreet to do s0."

Trumbull said at once, "Nothing said hereis ever repeated outside. We are dll discreet and that includes
our esteemed waiter, Henry."

"When | say it would not be discreet to tell you the details," said Magnus, sadly, "I am referring to my
ownfolly. | am afraditis| who caused the trouble and | find it embarrassing to discuss.”

"If that'swhat's bothering you," said Trumbull, "then pleasetell us. Confesson isgood for the soul and
evenif it weren't, the condition of the dinner, as Jm has no doubt told you, is submission to our grilling."

"Hetold me" sad Magnus. "Very wdl - "

"Sometime ago,” said Magnus, "we held an international meeting for thoseinterested in SETI in New
Brunswick, in Canada. The Soviets sent asizable contingent of some of their top - flight astronomers,
and, of course, we ourselves were present in force as were Canadians, British, French, Audtraians,
Japanese, and a scattering of others, including afew Eastern Europeans.

"Therewere dso auxiliary personne - trandators, for instance, though most of those attending could
spesk very good English. Oddly enough, the purest and most smoothly colloquid English came from the
sole Bulgarian delegate, who sounded perfectly Ohio at our socid gatherings, but inssted on speaking
Bulgarian and using an interpreter in the forma sessions, perhapsto show his orthodox sdeto the
Soviets - but that's neither here nor there.

"Included dso were, | am quite certain, afew Soviet ringerswho were, in actud fact, part of their
security apparatus. | am equaly certain that American security personnd were dso present.”

Gonzao sad, "What for, Mr. Magnus? Where's the danger in listening to the stars? Are the Soviets
afraid well make an dliance with somelittle green men againgt them?”



"Or vice versa?' asked Hasted, dryly.

Magnus said, "No, but knowledge isindivisible. Those of uswho are experts on radio astronomy know a
good dedl about such things as reconnai ssance satdllites and killer satellites, and on handling, mideading,
and aborting €l ectronic reconnaissance. Both sides, therefore, would be anxious to prevent their own
men from being indiscreet and to trap their opposite numbersinto being overtalkative.”

Avaon sad, "It seemsto methat security would be helplessin such matters. Could a CIA operative
know when an astronomer was being indiscreet when he probably couldn't understand the subject
metter?'

Magnus said, "Y ou underestimate the training specia agents undergo. Then, too, actua astronomerson
either side might double as security. | name no names.”

Trumbull said, "No point in going into that any further. Would you go on, Dr. Magnus?'

"Certainly," said Magnus. "l have stressed the total Size of the delegation in order to explain that we could
not al be housed in one place. In fact, the New Brunswick site, although suitable asaquas - neutral spot
- an earlier meeting had been held in Finland - and athough beautiful and isolated, to say nothing of
possessing tennis courts and a swimming pool, did not offer adequate housing. Personnel were rather
widely scattered and the Canadian government supplied transportation.

"We had severd cars, each with adriver, and these were in constant demand. The Americansused a
limousine which could hold six easily, dthough the driver would reedily carry even asingle passenger
back and forth. Wasteful of gasoline, but convenient.

"The driver was Alex Jones, an eager young man in hislate twenties, who seemed to have thefixed
notion that we were dl astrologers. He was asignorant as anyone could be without actualy being
retarded, but he was fascinated by us. He knew each one of usand called us al by some weird variety of
our name.

"| got off rather lightly. He called me Maggins, which israther close, and once Maggots, which isnot so
close. | didn't mind and | didn't try to correct him. Alfred Binder of Arizona State was routingly called
Bandage, however, and he seethed each time. Sometimes, Binder shouted &t the young man in arather
uncalled - for manner.”

Avaon sad, "May | interrupt, Dr. Magnus? Are you getting off the subject? Y ou sound as though you
were reminiscing rather amlesdy.”

Therewas atrace of stiffnessin Magnuss response, "1 am sorry, Mr. Avalon, but thisisall essentid to
the story. Thereislittle that isamless about my manner of thought.”

Avaon cleared histhroat and said in a subdued tone, "My gpologies, ar," then took arather agitated Sp
at what was clearly an empty brandy glass. Henry quietly poured him arefill at once.

"No offense, gir," said Magnus. "Alex was not the only driver, of course. There were half adozen at
least, but he was the one who usualy serviced the American delegation. Binder, | think, occasionaly
hitched a ride with the Canadians or British just to get away from Alex. | suspect he would have ridden
with the Sovietsif he had thought he could clear it with security on both sides.



"I must confessthat Binder'sirritation with Alex amused me. My sense of humor tendsto be on the
unkind side now and then, and when Binder wasin the car | would encourage Alex to ask questions. He
would invariably ask what congtellations we were studying, for instance, and which constellation was
lucky for that day. Once, | even caled Binder 'Dr. Bandage when we werein the car - not realy on
purpose - and afterward he blew up a me."

Rubin said, "People are generaly sensitive about their names.”

"Granted,” said Magnus, "and, as| said, I'm not redly pleased with the direction my sense of humor
takes, but when | am caught up in the fury of it, so to speak, | can't resst thejoke.

"Of course, you must not suppose that these interludesin the car were nothing but nonsense. In fact, |
should say most of the delegates spoke about their work with afeverish intensity, snce we were there as
our own little clique. Alex listened without understanding aword and to me that was an added incentive,
for I loved his off - target remarks. Once when someone mentioned Cygnus X - the putative black hole,
you know - Alex said, 'Were dl sinnersbut it can't be helped. It'sin the stars.” For aminute there, |
didn't see what he meant, but he was never completely off - base. It was amatter of ‘Cygnus and 'sinner
and Alex free - associated them.

"But the conference was drawing to its close. We had dl given our talks, we had dl had our informal
discussions over meds and during evening relaxation, and on the last day but one we were having a
symposium, including six of the more vociferous attendees, whose attitudes were sufficiently different to
promise some exciting give - and - take.

"A group of uswere being driven to luncheon, with the symposium dated for the afternoon, and the
peoplein the car were speculating on how hectic the arguments might get. Out of sheer trouble - making
| suppose, and in order to bait Binder, | said, ‘And what do you think of the people who will bein the
symposium, Alex?

"Alex sad, "Pluhtahn,”" in alow voice and | said, 'Pluhtahn? Who's he?

"That was where Binder overflowed. "What's the use of asking that idiot? God knows what poor devil
he's plastered with that name or what he's talking about. Why in hell do you encourage him?

"That, in turn, made me stubborn. | said, ‘Come on, he may not get the names quite right, but he refersto
definite people.’

"Binder said, Theresno onein our group who has aname anything like Pluhtahn. It'sjust idiocy.’

"He'snot anidiot,' | said in alow voice, and anxiousto provethat, | said, 'Come on, Alex, which one of
usisPluhtahn? What's he look like?

"But Alex looked terribly upset. | could see himin profile as| leaned over the back of the front seet. His
lipswere trembling and he had to swallow before he could say anything. Clearly, Binder'srage had
frightened him. He muttered, 'l guess| must have made amistake, Mr. Maggins!'

"Hewas slent for the short remainder of the trip and when we piled out, he skipped his customary wave
of the hand and histoothy grin. Poor fellow! | called out to him but he didn't answer. | couldn't help but
think of Binder as apompousfool.

"If | had left it at that, all might have been well but, by pure chance, Y uri sat down next to me at lunch.



"Y uri was amember of the Soviet group, of course, adumpy man, quite stout, who was bald except for
afringe of dark hair, which he kept quite short. He dwayswore agray suit and amaroon tie and, while
an excdlent radio astronomer, he was given to grumpiness. | never saw him smile and probably that's
why | couldn't resst kidding him. - That, and my troublemaking sense of humor.

"l said to him, "What'sthis| hear, Y uri, aout your driving in our group's limousine?

"He put down his knife and stared at meindignantly, 'What are you talking about? He spoke English
quitewell, asdid most of the Soviets - which was humiliating for us, in away, snce none of uscould
speak more than afew words of Russian.

"You see, Yuri'slast name was Platonov, accent on the second syllable, and it just struck methat if Alex
had had him in the car, the name Pluhtahn could well have been wished on him. Of course, | knew that
Platonov would never have used our car. Of the entire Soviet group, he wasthe least likely to chance
anything unorthodox. He was never friendly and some of us were convinced he was amember of Soviet
security.

"Of course, that made my joking seem al the runnier to me. | said, "Our driver, Alex Jones, mentioned
you, Y uri, S0 | gather you've been driving with him and talking to him. What have you been doing? Trying
to get him to defect?

"Yuri grew furious. He said, 'Isthisajoke? | warnyou, | shall place aprotest. | do not think a sober
scientific gathering isthe place for tastelessremarks.’

"Wadl, it wastasteless, | suppose, and besides, Y uri had raised his voice and people were looking at us
from al parts of theroom. So | backed off. | said, "No offense, Yuri. | just mentioned the symposium to
our driver and he mumbled something about Pluhtahn and | thought | would tease you. Our driver dways
gets nameswrong and it doesn't mean anything.’

"Yuri said, grumpily, 'Keep your teasing to yoursdlf.' He settled down to eat and neither looked at me nor
talked to me during the remainder of the medl. Infact, he said nothing at al to anybody and seemed
rather deep in thought.

"My conscience smote me. He might not be part of Soviet security. He might, in fact, be very vulnerable.
If anyone on the Soviet side had heard me, dl of Y uri's protestations and al my insgstencethat | wasjust
making abad joke might do no good. The unreasoning arrow of suspicion might cometo rest on him
and, conceivably, his career might be ruined. By the time | reached that stage in my thoughts, | felt pretty
sick, and | did not enjoy the symposium.

"Infact, the symposum wasjust abit of afizzle. Y uri, who was one of the participants, had been counted
on for fireworks and he didn't offer any. He seemed dmost absentminded, as though he had something
on hismind. | felt terrible and, of course, things got worse - "

At this point, Gonzao interrupted. "Don't tell methis guy Platonov got in trouble and has been sent to
Sberid"

Magnus said, "No, not asfar as| know. What did happen was that that evening, our last at the
conference, Alex died.”

"Thedriver?' said Avaon, clearly astonished.



Trumbull said, "How did hedie?"

"Well, that'sit," said Magnus. "It was not anatura desth. Do you remember | mentioned aBulgarianin
the group who spoke excdlent English? Wdll, he was driving one of the smaller cars of those reserved for
the Soviet contingent to the village on an errand of some sort and he said that Alex came staggering into
the road in front of him and there was no way of avoiding him."

"Didit hgppeninthevillage?' asked Rubin.

"No, on the grounds, when the rest of us were gathering for the post - dinner convivial hour, so to spesk,
and most of uswere there when the local police gathered. It was clear that the Bulgarian - hisname was
Gabrilovich, by the way - expected to be imprisoned and charged with murder, and he feared the
excesses of the capitdist - imperialist constabulary, but there was nothing like that, of course. Hewas an
honored foreign guest of the nation and was given the benefit of the doubt. During the night the autopsy
was performed and it seemed that Alex had indeed been loaded with acohol. He was quite drunk
enough to have staggered out into the road helplesdy.

"We carried on with the final summarizing session the next morning - which Gabrilovich did not attend -
and had permission to leave and go about our business after lunch. Gabrilovich himsdlf had to stay an
extraday to undergo additiona questioning, which must have frightened him badly. Severd on the Soviet
sde kept him company and then they all left, too.

"| called the Canadian police afew days later, but the case was closed. Alex had no relatives and no
possessions to speak of. He was buried and that was the end of it."

Halsted said, his high forehead pink with suppressed excitement, "But you think it was no accident.
Right?'

Magnus nodded. "Two reasons. Firgt, what was Gabrilovich doing driving to the village done when the
people on the Soviet Sde, including the Eastern Europeans, never went in groups of less than three?”

"Come, come," said Avaon, "that is custom and not cosmic law."

"Custom is sometimes surer,” said Magnus, "and aman who could speak English perfectly, but used
Bulgarian to parade hisloyalty, would not bregk that custom. Furthermore, he was going into town to
buy himself an eectric shaver, he said, because he wastired of nicking himsdf with his Bulgarian Straight
razor. However, | had never seen nicks on hisface and it seemed to me that he would not so parade his
infatuation with Western technology.”

"Not 0," said Avaon. "l imagine that there's nothing wrong with that. The Sovietsbuy dl the effete
bourgeois products they can get their hands on. To give them credit, they make no bones about admiring
the technology while claiming to despise the economic principlesthat go along with it."

Magnus shrugged. "Maybe. The second thing that bothers meisthat Alex smply didn't seem likea
drinker to me. Drinkerslard their conversation with casud referencesto drinks, and Alex never did.”

"That's even weaker than the first reason,” said Avalon. "Y ou can never tell asecret drinker. For al you
know Alex was an dcohalic trying to stay off the booze at a conference where it probably drenched the
proceedings a al times. On the last evening, he couldn't resst adrink, which led to another and another -
No, Dr. Magnus, his deeth may not have been an accident but what you advance for thinking so would



not suffice to make the police act upon it.”

Magnus said, "But consider the coincidence. Earlier that day | had joked with Y uri Platonov concerning
Alex'suse of the name of Pluhtahn. That night he was dead.”

Rubin said, skeptically, "Do you think the joke was worth amurder?*

"Suppose,” said Magnus, "Y uri had been in the automobile which Alex was driving. Suppose he had
been talking to some Westerner, receiving information. They might well have disregarded Alex, who was
s0 clearly not mentally equipped to be dangerous. But suppose Alex had heard the Westerner address
the other as Platonov and had picked up the name. Who knows what else he would remember? So he
was killed to keep from blowing the cover of an important spy in the enemy camp.”

Avdon sad, "Surely, the chances that an ignorant young man could have heard anything of importance -

"If he could identify who waswith Platonov at that time, and he might, that would be enough. - In any
case," Magnus said, broodingly, "1'm not the only one who suspects murder and treason. | strongly
suspect that American security has tumbled to the possibility probably because of what | was overheard
to say. I've been discreetly questioned about events at the conference, and | gather that afew others
have been, too. What's more, there's a certain amount of red tape that is dowing our ability to attend
other conferences abroad.”

"In other words," said Trumbull, "you think the government suspects that one of the American delegation
to the New Brunswick conferenceisatraitor, but it doesn't know which one."

Magnus nodded wordlesdly.
"Do you think it'strue?" said Trumbull.

Magnussaid, "I don't know. | hateto bdieveit'strue. But it might be. Theworst of itisthat if it hadn't
been for my joking in the car and at the luncheon table, there would be no grounds for supposing Alex's
death to be anything but accident. And maybe it was accident.”

Gonzao said suddenly, "No, it wasn't. It was murder.”
Rubin looked outraged, " On what grounds, Mario?

"The best intheworld," said Gonzao. "When Dr. Magnus said Alex had died that night, | happened to
have my eye on Henry - and while the rest of you were registering surprise, Henry nodded his head just a
little as though he'd been expecting it. Come on. Henry, what do you think of that automobile accident?”

Henry hesitated amoment, then said, "Clearly murder, | should say, Mr. Gonzdo. | fed it to be
uncomfortably melodrameatic to say o, but | suspect Alex Jones was pumped full of acohol by
persuasion or force, then pushed into the road in front of the car which Gabrilovich was driving for the
sole purpose of committing a murder that was to be made to look like an accident.”

Everyone stared at Henry in astonishment and Trumbull said, "Thistime, Henry, you've gonetoo far. On
what can you possibly base that scenario, which you yourself cal melodramatic?’

Magnus, who looked rather thunderstruck at the sudden participation of the waiter in the discusson, said,
"Y es. Why do you say that?'



"It'ssmple enough,” said Henry. "When you mentioned the symposium, Mr. Magnus, Alex responded
with "Pluhtahn.” Asit happens, thereisagreat literary work known as the Symposum. To mentioniit is
bound to giverise, irrestibly, to the name of itsauthor in anyone with aclassica education. The author
happensto be Plato and 'Plato's Symposium' is practically one word; oneimpliesthe other.”

Magnus said, "Y ou mean that when | said 'symposium,” Alex couldn't resist saying "Plato"? Alex? He had
no classical education. | doubt if hefinished grade school.”

Henry said, "It iseasy to pretend to be uneducated and smple - minded. If anything, Alex worked too
hard at it. Thisbusness of mispronouncing nameswas rather acase of painting thelily, and initsdf it
arouses suspicion.”

Magnus said, "Y ou can't have it both ways. If it was'Plato’ he was trying to say, he pronounced it
incorrectly, which blows the theory of education sky - high.”

"Ah," said Henry, "but he did not mispronounce Plato's name, Dr. Magnus. We do. Inthe origina Greek,
the name was 'Platon’ and was pronounced closer to 'Pluhtahn’ than to our own 'Playtoe.’ The Russians
kept both the spelling and the pronunciation and there was afamous high officid of the Russian Church
named Platon. | looked him up in the Biographical Dictionary while you weretelling your sory just to
make sure | remembered correctly.”

"Y ou remembered correctly,” said Avaon. "Now why on earth didn't | think of that. 'Platon’ isthe Greek
word for 'broad' and Plato received it as a nickname because of his broad shoulders. Hisread namewas
Arisodles”

Magnus said, "But why should Alex use the Russian version of the name?”’

Henry said, "I suppose because he was Russian, and when you said 'symposium), the free association
trgpped him into the Russan, rather than the English, version of the name. | imagine he was a Soviet
agent, planted as a Canadian nationd, and playing the role of smpleton. His assgnment at thetime was,
undoubtedly, to listen to the conversationsin the car.

"However, when he muttered 'Pluhtahn’ and you picked that up, Dr. Magnus, the driver redized he might
have revealed hisidentity. Y ou said he seemed stricken. Y ou thought it was by Dr. Binder'srage, but |
suspect it was for a more serious reason.

"Then, when you joked about it with Mr. Platonov, he had no trouble recognizing the author of
Symposium and it seemed to him, too, that Alex had given himsdf away. Even if you did not seeit, Dr.
Magnus, you might mention it to someone who would. The Soviets might well suppose that Alex would
no longer bereliable; that he might be picked up; that he might defect out of the fear of the
consequences. And if he had become an embarrassment and danger while dive, he might be better off
dead.”

Magnus was thoughtful for amoment. "I think | ought to report dl this."

Trumbull said, "It would lift some of the undeserved heet from the astronomers at the conference. If you!l
giveme permission, | will make aphone cal that will set the machinery moving.”

"Yes, yes, of course," said Magnus. "How strange for Alex to give himsdf away in such afashion when
he played his part sowdl."



Avaon sad, philosophicdly, "Oh, well, educated men required to sound slly are under anintolerable
strain. Sooner or later, they cannot resist the urge to display their erudition. It will burst forth.”

"Y ou demongtrate thet dl thetime, Jeff," said Gonzalo.

"I believe," said Avaon, augterdly, "that | am not the only one herewho is guilty in that respect.”

"I mysdlf," said Henry, "fear | am not quite innocent - in that respect.”

AFTERWORD

Fred Dannay didn't like thisone. At least he sent it back to me.

Inaway it was my fault. Thiswas before | had begun my Union Club series, and | was going hot and
heavy on the Black Widowers. Asit happened, | wrote two of them in succession, "The Driver," and
"The Good Samaritan,” which follows.

| then, in an attack of hubris, brought them in on the same day and handed them in together.
Thisisclearly amatter of bad tactics. If an editor reads two of your stories a the sametime, heisvery
likely to like one of the stories better than the other. If he had read the weaker story by itsdlf, suitably
isolated from asimilar story that came previoudy, it might seem alittle weak even o, but perhaps not too

week to publish. With the direct comparison of the other story, its flaws are magnified, and back it goes.

Fred accepted "The Good Samaritan” and when "The Driver" came back, | reread the two stories and
decided that Fred wasright and that " The Good Samaritan” was the better of the two.

Thelesson | learned, then, was not to tempt an editor by giving him two at once. And (Sncel'm

preudiced) | don't think that " The Driver" is so weak that it ought to be discarded altogether. It appears
here, then, for thefirg timein print.

The Good Samaritan

THE BLACK WIDOWERS had learned by hard experience that when Mario Gonzalo took histurn as
host of the monthly banquet, they had to expect the unusual. They had reached the point where they
seded themsdves, quite automaticaly, for disaster. When his guest arrived there was alightening of spirit
if it turned out he had the usua quota of heads and could spesk at least broken English.

When the last of the Black Widowers arrived, therefore, and when Henry's efficient setting of the table
was nearly complete, Geoffrey Avaon, standing, as aways, straight and tal, sounded amost light -
hearted ashe said, "l seethat your guest has not arrived yet, Mario.”

Gonzalo, whose crimson velvet jacket and lightly striped blue pants reduced everything esein the room
to monochrome said, "Well - "

Avaon sad, "What's more, aquick count of the settings placed at the table by our inestimable Henry
shows that six people and no more are to be seated. And since dl six of usare here, I can only conclude
that you have not brought aguest.”



"Thank Anacreon,” said Emmanud Rubin, raising hisdrink, "or whatever spirit it isthat presdesover
conviviad banquets of kindred souls”

Thomas Trumbull scowled and brushed back his crigply waved white hair with one hand. "What are you
doing, Mario? Saving money?"

"Wl - " said Gonzalo again, taring at his own drink with atotally spurious concentration.

Roger Hsted said, "'l don't know that thisis so good. | like the grilling sessions.

"It won't hurt us,” said Avaon, in his degpest voice, "to have aquiet conversation oncein awhile. If we
can't amuse each other without aguest, then the Black Widowers are not what once they were and we
should prepare, sorrowing, for oblivion. Shal we offer Mario avote of thanks for his unwonted
discretion?!

"Wl - " said Gonzdo athird time.

James Drake interposed, stubbing out a cigarette and clearing histhroat. "It ssemsto me, gentlemen, that
Marioistrying to say something and isamazingly bashful about it. If he has something he hesitatesto say,
| fear we are not going to likeit. May | suggest we al keep quiet and let him talk.”

"Wl - " said Gonzal o, and stopped. Thistime, though, there was a prolonged and anxious silence.
"Wl - " said Gonzalo again, "1 do have aguest," and once more he stopped.

Rubin said, "Then wherethe hdl ishe?"

"Downgtairsin the main dining room - ordering dinner - a my expense, of course.”

Gonza o received five blank stares. Then Trumbull said, "May | ask what dunderheaded reason you can
possibly advance for that?'

"Adde" sad Rubin, "from being acongenitd dunderhead?'

Gonzao put hisdrink down, took a deep breath, and said, firmly, "Because | thought she would be more
comfortable down there."

Rubin managed to get out an "And why - " before the significance of the pronoun became plain. He
seized the lapdls of Gonzalo's jacket, "Did you say 'she?!

Gonzao caught at the other'swrigts. "Hands off, Manny. If you want to talk, use your lips not your
hands. Yes, | said 'she”

Henry, hissixtyish, unlined face showing alittle concern, raised his voice adiplomatic notch and said,
"Gentlemen! Dinner isserved!"

Rubin, having released Gonzalo, waved imperioudy a Henry and said, " Sorry, Henry, there may be no
banquet. - Mario, you damned jackass, no woman can attend these meetings.”

Therewas, in fact, agenera uproar. While no one quite achieved the anger and decibels of Rubin,



Gonzao found himsdf a bay with thefive othersaround himin asemicircle. Ther individua comments
werelost in the generd exploson of anger.

Gonzalo, waving hisarms madly, leaped onto achair and shouted, "L et me speek!" over and over until
out of exhaugtion, it seemed, the opposition died off into alow growl.

Gonzdo said, "Sheisnot our guest at the banquet. She's just awoman with a problem, an old woman,
and it won't do us any harm if we see her after dinner.”

There was no immediate response and Gonzal o said, " She needn't St at the table. She can sit inthe
doorway."

Rubin sad, "Mario, if shecomesin here, | go, and if | go, damnit, | may not come back ever."

Gonzalo said, "Areyou saying you'll break up the Black Widowers rather than listen to an old womanin
trouble?'

Rubinsad, "I'm saying rulesareruled!”

Halsted, looking deeply troubled, said, "Listen, Manny, maybe we ought to do this. The rules weren't
delivered to usfrom Mount Sinai."

"You, too?"' said Rubin, savagely. "L ook, it doesn't matter what any of you say. In amatter as
fundamenta asthis, one blackball isenough, and | cast it. Either shegoesor | go and, by God, youll
never see meagain. Inview of that, isthere anyone who wants to waste his breath?’

Henry, who gtill stood at the heed of the table, waiting with markedly lessthan his usua imperturbability
for the company to sedt itself, said, "May | have aword, Mr. Rubin?’

Rubin said, "Sorry, Henry, no one stsdown till thisis settled.”
Gonzalo sad, "Stay out, Henry. I'll fight my own battles.”

It was at this point that Henry departed from hisrole asthe epitome of all Olympian waiters and
advanced on the group. Hisvoicewasfirm ashe said, "Mr. Rubin, | wish to take responsibility for this.
Severd days ago, Mr. Gonzalo phoned meto ask if | would be so kind asto listen to awoman he knew
who had the kind of problem he thought I might be helpful with. | asked him if it was something closeto
his heart. He said that the woman was arelaive of someonewho wasvery likely to givehima
commission for an important piece of work - "

"Money!" sneered Rubin.

"Professona opportunity,” snapped Gonzalo. "If you can understand that. And sympathy for afellow
human being, if you can understand that.”

Henry held up hishand. "Please, gentlemen! | told Mr. Gonzalo | could not help him but urged him, if he
had not aready arranged a guest, to bring the woman. | suggested that there might be no objection if she
did not actudly attend the banquet itself."

Rubin said, "And why couldn't you help her otherwise?!



Henry said, "Gentlemen, | lay no claimsto superior insgght. | do not compare mysdlf, asMr. Gonzalo
occasiondly doeson my behdf, to Sherlock Holmes. It isonly after you gentlemen have discussed a
problem and eliminated what is extraneous that | seem to see what remains. Therefore - "

Drake said, "Wadll, look, Manny, I'm the oldest member here, and the origina reason for the prohibition.
Wemight partidly waiveit just thisonce.”

"No," said Rubin, flatly.

Henry said, "Mr. Rubin, it is often stated at these banquetsthat | am a member of the Black Widowers.
If so, | wish to take the responsibility. | urged Mr. Gonzalo to do thisand | spoke to the woman
concerned and assured her that she would be welcomed to our deliberations after dinner. It wasan
impulsive act based on my estimate of the characters of the gentlemen of the club.

"If the woman is now sent away, Mr. Rubin, you understand that my position here will be animpossible
oneand | will be forced to resgn my position as waiter at these banquets. | would have no choice.”

Almost imperceptibly the atmosphere had changed while Henry spoke and now it was Rubin who was
gtanding at bay. He stared at the semicircle that now surrounded him and said, rather gratingly, "
appreciate your servicesto the club, Henry, and | do not wish to place you in a dishonorable position.
Therefore, on the stipulation that thisis not to set a precedent and reminding you that you must not do this
agan, | will withdraw my blackball."

The banquet was the least comfortable in the history of the Black Widowers. Conversation was desultory
and dull and Rubin maintained astony slence throughouit.

There was no need to clatter the water glass during the serving of the coffee, since there was no babble
of conversation to override. Gonzalo smply said, "I'll go down and see if she'sready. Her name, by the
way, isMrs. Barbara Lindemann."

Rubin looked up and said, "Make sure she's had her coffee, or tea, or whatever, downgtairs. She can't
have anything up here."

Avaon looked disgpproving, " The dictates of courtesy, my dear Manny - "

"Shelll have dl she wants downgtairs at Mario's expense. Up here, wéell listen to her. What more can she
want?'

Gonzal o brought her up and led her to an armchair that Henry had obtained from the restaurant office
and that he had placed well away from the table.

She was arather thin woman, with blunt good - natured features, well - dressed and with her white hair
carefully set. She carried ablack purse that looked new and she clutched it tightly. She glanced timidly at
the faces of the Black Widowers and said, "Good evening.”

Therewasalow chorused rumblein return and she said, "I gpologize for coming here with my ridiculous
story. Mr. Gonza o explained that my appearance hereis out of the ordinary and | have thought over my
dinner that | should not disturb you. | will goif you like, and thank you for the dinner and for letting me
come up here."

She made as though to rise and Avaon, looking remarkably shamefaced, said, "Madame, you are



entirely welcome here and we would like very much to hear what you have to say. We cannot promise
that we will be able to help you, but we can try. I'm surethat we dl fed the same way about this. Don't

you agree, Manny?"'

Rubin shot adark look at Avalon through histhick - lensed glasses. His sparse beard bristled and his
chin lifted but he said in aremarkably mild tone, "Entirdy, maam.”

Therewas ashort pause, and then Gonzalo said, "It's our custom, Mrs. Lindemann, to question our
guests and under the circumstances, | wonder if you would mind having Henry handle that. Heis our
walter, but heisamember of our group.”

Henry stood motionlessfor amoment, then said, "I fear, Mr. Gonzalo, that - "

Gonzado sad, "Y ou have yoursdf claimed the privilege of membership earlier thisevening, Henry.
Privilege carrieswith it repongbility. Put down the brandy bottle, Henry, and sit down. Anyone who
wants brandy can take his own. Here, Henry, take my seat." Gonzal o rose resolutely and walked to the
Sdeboard.

Henry sat down.

Henry said mildly to Mrs. Lindemann, "Madame, would you be willing to pretend you are on the witness
gand?'

The woman looked about and her ook of uneasiness dissolved into alittle laugh. "1 never have been and
I'm not sure | know how to behave on one. | hope you won't mind if I'm nervous.”

"Wewont, but you needn't be. Thiswill be very informa and we are anxious only to help you. The
members of the club have atendency to speak loudly and excitably at times, but if they do, that ismerely
their way and means nothing. - First, pleasetdl usyour name."

She said, with an anxious formdity, "My nameis Barbara Lindemann. Mrs. Barbara Lindemann.”

"And do you have any particular line of work?'

"No, gr, | anretired. | am Sixty - seven years old as you can probably tell by looking at me- and a
widow. | was once a schoolteacher at ajunior high school.”

Halsted stirred and said, " That's my profession, Mrs. Lindemann. What subject did you teach?"
"Modly | taught American higtory."

Henry said, "Now from what Mr. Gonzalo has told me you suffered an unpleasant experience herein
New York and - "

"No, pardon me," interposed Mrs. Lindemann, "it was, on the whole, avery pleasant experience. If that
weren't so, | would be only too glad to forget al about it."

"Yes, of course," said Henry, "but | am under the impression that you have forgotten some key points
and would like to remember them.”

"Yes" shesad, earnedtly. "I am so ashamed at not remembering. It must make me appear senile, but it



was avery unusual and frightening thing in away - at least pans of it were - and | suppose that's my
excuse"

Henry said, "1 think it would be best, then, if you tell uswhat happened to you in as much detail asyou
can and, if it will not bother you, some of us may ask questions as you go aong."

"It won't bother me, | assureyou,” said Mrs. Lindemann. "I'll welcomeit asasign of interest.”

Shesad, "l arrived in New Y ork City nine days ago. | was going to visit my niece, among other things,
but | didn't want to stay with her. That would have been uncomfortable for her and confining for me, o
took a hotel room.

"| got to the hotdl at about 6 P.M. on Wednesday and after asmal dinner, which was very pleasant,
athough the prices were smply awful, | phoned my niece and arranged to see her the next day when her
husband would be a work and the children a school. That would give us sometimeto ourselves and
then in the evening we could have afamily outing.

"Of course, | didn't intend to hang about their necks the entire two weeks | wasto bein New York. |
fully intended to do things on my own. Infact, that first evening after dinner, | had nothing particular to do
and | certainly didn't want to Sit in my room and watch television. So | thought - well, al of Manhattanis
just outside, Barbara, and you've read about it al your life and seen it in the movies and now's your
chanceto seeitinred life,

"] thought 1'd just step out and wander about on my own and look at the elaborate buildings and the
bright lights and the people hurrying past. | just wanted to get afed of the city, before | tarted taking
organized tours. I've donethat in other citiesin these recent years when I've been travelling and I've
aways so enjoyed it.”

Trumbull said, "Y ou weren't afraid of getting logt, | suppose.”

"Oh, no," said Mrs. Lindemann, earnedtly. "I have an excellent sense of direction and even if | were
caught up in my sight - seeing and didn't notice where | had gone, | had amap of Manhattan and the
dreetsare dl in arectangular grid and numbered - not like Boston, London, or Paris, and | was never
logt inthosecities. Besides, | could always get in ataxi and give the driver the name of my hotdl. Infact, |
am sure anyone would give me directionsif | asked.”

Rubin emerged from his dough of despond to ddiver himsdf of aringing, "In Manhattan? Hah!"

"Why, certainly," said Mrs. Lindemann, with mild reproof. "I've dways heard that Manhattanites are
unfriendly, but | have not found it so. I have been the recipient of many kindnesses - not the least of
which isthe manner in which you gentlemen have welcomed me even though | am quite astranger to
you."

Rubin found it necessary to sareintently a hisfingernails.

Mrs. Lindemann said, "In any case, | did go off on my little excursion and stayed out much longer than |
had planned. Everything was so colorful and busy and the weather was so mild and pleasant. Eventually,
| realized | wasterribly tired and | had reached arather quiet street and was ready to go back. | reached
in one of the outer pockets of my purse for my map - *

Halsted interrupted. "I takeit, Mrs. Lindemann, you were aone on thisexcurson.”



"Oh, yes," said Mrs. Lindemann, "'l dwaystravel done snce my husband died. To have acompanion
means a perpetua state of compromise asto when to arise, what to eat, where to go. No, no, | want to
be my own woman."

"| didn't quite mean that, Mrs. Lindemann,” said Halsted. "I mean to ask whether you were aone on this
particular outing in astrange city - at night - with apurse.”

"Yes, dr. I'm afraid so."

Halsted said, "Had no onetold you that the sireets of New Y ork aren't dways safe at night - particularly,
excuse me, for older women with purses who look, as you do, gentle and harmless?!

"Oh, dear, of course I've been told that. I've been told that of every city I'vevisited. My own town has
digrictsthat aren't safe. I've dways fdt, though, thet al lifeisagamble, that ano - risk stuationisan
impossible dream, and | wasn't going to deprive mysalf of pleasant experiences because of fear. And I've
gone about in dl sortsof placeswithout harm.”

Trumbull said, "Until that first evening in Manhattan, | tekeit."

Mrs. Lindemann's lipstightened and she said, "Until then. It was an experience | remember only in
flashes, so to speak. | suppose that because | was 0 tired, and then so frightened, and the surroundings
were so hew to me, much of what happened somehow didn't register properly. Little things seem to have
vanished forever. That's the problem.” She bit her lips and looked as though she was battling to hold
back the tears.

Henry said softly, "Could you tell uswhat you remember?’

"Wadl," she said, clearing her throat and clutching at her purse, "as| said, the street was aquiet one.
There were cars moving past, but no pedestrians, and | wasn't surewhere | was. | was reaching for the
map and looking about for a street Sgn when ayoung man seemed to appear from nowhere and called
out, 'Got adoallar lady? He couldn't have been more than fifteen yearsold - just aboy.

"Widl, | would have been perfectly willing to let him have adollar if | thought he needed it, but redly, he
seemed perfectly fit and reasonably prosperous and | didn't think it would be advisable to display my
walet, so | sad, "I'm afraid | don't, young man.’

"Of course, he didn't believe me. He came closer and said, 'Sure you do, lady. Here, let me help you
look," and he reached for my purse. Well, | wasn't going to let him haveit, of course- "

Trumbull said, firmly, "No 'of course' about it, Mrs. Lindemann. If it ever happens again, you surrender
your purse a once. You can't saveit in any case, and the hoodlumswill think nothing of using force, and
thereisnothing in the purse that can possibly be worth your life”

Mrs. Lindemann sighed. "'l suppose youreright, but a thetime just wasn't thinking clearly. | held onto
my purse asareflex action, | suppose, and that'swhen | start failing to remember. | recdl engagingina
tug - of - war and | seem to recall other young men approaching. | don't know how many but | seemed
surrounded.

"Then | heard a shout and some very bad language and the loud noise of feet. There was nothing more
for awhile except that my purse was gone. Then there was an anxious voice, low and polite, "Areyou



hurt, madam?

"l said, 'l don't think so, but my purseisgone.’ | looked about vagudly. | think | was under theimpression
it hed fdlen to the strest.

"There was an older young man holding my ebow respectfully. He might have been twenty - five. He
said, "They got that, maam, 1'd better get you out of here before they come back for some more fun.
They'll probably have knivesand | don't.’

"Hewas hurrying me away. | didn't see him clearly in the dark but he wastall and wore aswesater. He
sad, 'l live close by, maam. It's either get to my place or well have abattle. | think | was aware of other
young men in the distance, but that may have been addlusion.

"I went with the new young man quite docilely. He seemed earnest and polite and I've gotten too old to
fed that | am in danger of - uh - persona harm. Besides, | was so confused and light - headed that |
lacked any will toresst.

"The next thing | remember isbeing at his apartment door. | remember that it was gpartment 4 - F. |
suppose that remainsin my mind because it was such afamiliar combination during World War 11. Then |
was ingde his gpartment and setting in an upholstered armchair. It was arather run - down apartment, |
noticed, but | don't remember gettingtoit at al.

"The man who had rescued me had put aglassinto my hand and | sipped at it. It was some kind of wine,
| think. I did not particularly like the taste, but it warmed me and it seemed to make meless dizzy - rather
than more dizzy, as one would suppose.

"The man seemed anxious about my possibly being hurt, but | reassured him. | said if hewould just help
me get ataxi | would get back to my hotel. He said | had better rest awhile.

"He offered to call the policeto report the incident, but | was adamant againgt that. That's one of the
things | remember very clearly. | knew the police could not recover my purse and | did not want to
become a newspaper item.

"I think I must have explained that | was from out of town because he lectured me, quite gently, on the
dangers of walking on the streets of Manhattan. - 1've heard so much on the subject in the last week.
Y ou should hear my niece go on and on about it.

"l remember other bits of the conversation. He wanted to know whether I'd lost much cash and | said,
well, about thirty or forty dollars, but that | had traveller's checks which could, of course, be replaced. |
think | had to spend some time reassuring him that | knew how to do that, and that | knew how to report
my missing credit card. | had only had onein my purse.

"Findly, | asked him hisname so that | could speak to him properly and he laughed and said, 'Oh, first
nameswill do for that." Hetold mehisand | told himmine. And | said, 'Isn't it astonishing how it al fits
together, your name, and your address, and what you said back there." | explained and he laughed and
said hewould never have thought of that. - So you see | knew his address.

"Then we went downgtairs and it was quite late by then, at least by the clock, though, of course, it wasn't
redly very late by my insdes. He made sure the Streets were clear, then made me wait in the vestibule
while he went out to get a cab. He told me he had paid the driver to take me wherever | wanted to go
and then before | could stop him he put atwenty - dollar bill in my hand because he said | mustn't be |eft



with nomoney at dl.

"| tried to object, but he said he loved New Y ork, and since | had been so mistreated on my first evening
there by New Y orkers, it had to be made up for by New Y orkers. So | took it - because | knew |
would pay it back.

"The driver took me back to the hotel and he didn't try to collect any money. He even tried to give me
change because he said the young man had given him afive - dollar bill but | was pleased with his
honesty and | wouldn't take the change.

"S0 you see dthough the incident began very painfully, there was the extreme kindness of the Good
Samaritan young man and of thetaxi driver. It was asthough an act of unkindness was introduced into
my lifein order that | might experience other acts of kindness that would more than redress the balance. -
And | Hill experiencethem; yours, | mean.

"Of course, it was quite obvious that the young man was not well off and | strongly suspected that the
twenty - five dollars he had expended on me was far more than he could afford to throw away. Nor did
he ask my last name or what my hotel was. It was as though he knew | would pay it back without having
to bereminded. Naturdly, | would.

"You see, I'm quitewdl - to - do redly, and it's not just amatter of paying it back. The Bible saysthat if
you cast your bread upon the watersit will be returned tenfold, so | think it'sonly fair that if he put out
twenty - five dollars, he ought to get two hundred fifty back and | can affordiit.

"I got back to my room and dept so soundly after al that; it was quite refreshing. The next morning, |
arranged my affairs with respect to the credit card and the traveller's checks and then | called my niece
and spent the day with her.

"| told her what had happened, but just the bare essentials. After dl, | had to explain why | had no bag
and why | was temporarily short of cash. She went on and on abouit it. | bought a new purse - thisone -
and it wasn't till the end of the day when | wasin bed again that | redized that | had not made it my
businessto repay the young man first thing. Being with family had just preoccupied me. And then thered
tragedy struck me."

Mrs. Lindemann stopped and tried to keep her face from crumpling but failed. She began to weep quietly
and to reach desperately into her bag for ahandkerchief.

Henry said softly, "Would you care to rest awhile, Mrs. Lindemann?'

Rubin said, just as softly, "Would you like a cup of tea, Mrs. Lindemann, or some brandy?' Then he
glared about as though daring anyone to say aword.

Mrs. Lindemann said, "No, I'm dl right. | gpologize for behaving so, but | found | had forgotten. | don't
remember the young man's address, not at al, though I must have known it that night because | talked
about it. | don't remember hisfirst name! | stayed awake all night trying to remember, and that just made
it worse. | went out the next day to try to retrace my steps, but everything looked so different by day -
and by night, | was afraid to try.

"What must the young man think of me? He's never heard from me. | took his money and just vanished
withit. | am worse than those terrible young hoodlums who snatched my purse. | had never been kind to
them. They owed me no gratitude.”



Gonzdo sad, "It's not your fault that you can't remember. Y ou had arough time.”

"Y es, but he doesn't know | can't remember. He thinks I'm an ungrateful thief. Finaly, | told my nephew
about my trouble and he was just thinking of employing Mr. Gonzalo for something and he felt that Mr.
Gonza o might have the kind of worldly wisdom that might help. Mr. Gonzalo said hewould try, and in
theend - herel am. But now that I've heard mysdlf tell the story | redlize how hopelessit al sounds.”

Trumbull Sighed. "Mrs. Lindemann, please don't be offended at what | am about to ask, but we must
eliminate somefactors. Areyou sureit dl redly happened?'

Mrs. Lindemann looked surprised, "Well, of courseit realy happened. My purse was gone!

"No," said Henry, "what Mr. Trumbull means| think isthat after the mugging, you somehow got back to
the hotel and then had a deep that may have been filled with nightmares so that what you remember now
ispartly fact and partly dream - which would account for the imperfect memory."

"No," said Mrs. Lindemann firmly, "I remember what | do remember perfectly. It was not adream.”

"Inthat case," said Trumbull, shrugging, "we have very littleto go on.”

Rubin said, "Never mind, Tom. We're not giving up. If we choose the right name for your rescuer, Mrs.
Lindemann, would you recognize it, even though you can't remember it now?"

"l hope s0," said Mrs. Lindemann, "but | don't know. I'vetried looking in aphone directory to see
different first names, but none seemed familiar. | don't think it could have been avery common name."

Rubin said, "Then it couldn't have been Sam?'

"Oh, I'm certain that's not it."

"Why Sam, Manny?" asked Gonzalo.

"Well, the fellow was a Good Samaritan. Mrs. Lindemann called him that hersalf. Sam for Samaritan. His
number and street may have represented the chapter and verse in the Bible where the tale of the Good

Samaritan begins. Y ou said his name and addressfitted each other and that's the only clue we have.”

"Wait," put in Avalon eagerly, "the first name might have been the much less common one of Luke. That's
the gospd in which the parableisto befound.”

"I'm afraid,” said Mrs. Lindemann, "that doesn't sound right, either. Besides, I'm not that well acquainted
with the Bible. I couldn't identify the chapter and verse of the parable.”

Halsted said, "L et's not get off on impossible tangents. Mrs. Lindemann taught American history in school
it'svery likely that what struck her applied to American history. For instance, suppose the address
were 1812 Madison Avenue and the young man's name was James. James M adison was President
during the War of 1812."

"Or 1492 Columbus Avenue," said Gonzalo, "and the young man was named Christopher.”

"Or 1775 Lexington Avenue and the name Paul for Paul Revere,” said Trumbull.



"Or 1623 Amsterdam Avenue and the name Peter," said Avaon, "for Peter Minuit, or 1609 Hudson
Avenue and the name Henry. In fact, there are many named streetsin lower Manhattan. We can never
pick an appropriate one unless Mrs. Lindemann remembers.”

Mrs. Lindemann clasped her handstightly together. " Oh, dear, oh, dear, nothing sounds familiar.”

Rubin said, "Of course not, if were going to guess at random. Mrs. Lindemann, | assumeyou areat a
midtown hotdl."

"I'm at the New Y ork Hilton. Isthat midtown?'

"Y es. Sixth Avenue and Fifty - third Street. The chances are you could not have walked more than a
mile, probably less, before you grew tired. Therefore, let's stick to midtown. Hudson Avenue is much too
far south and places like 1492 Columbus or 1812 Madison are much too far north. It would haveto be
midtown, probably West Sde - and | can't think of anything.”

Drake sad, through a haze of cigarette smoke, "Y ou're forgetting one item. Mrs. Lindemann said it
wasn't just the name and address that fit but what the young man said back there; thet is, a the Site of the
rescue. What did he say back there?’

"It'sdl so hazy," said Mrs. Lindemann.

"You said he called out roughly at the muggers. Can you repeat what he said?!

Mrs. Lindemann colored. "1 could repeat some of what he said, but | don't think | want to. The young
man apologized for it afterward. He said that unless he used bad language the hoodlums would not have
been impressed and would not have scattered. Besides, | know | couldn't have referred to that at all.”

Drake said thoughtfully. "That bites the dust then. Have you thought of advertisng? Y ou know, 'Will the
young man who aided awoman in distress - and so on.”

"I've thought of it," said Mrs. Lindemann, "but that would be so dreadful. He might not seeit and so many
impostors might arrive to make aclam. Redly, thisis so dreadful.”

Avaon, looking distressed, turned to Henry and said, "Wdll, Henry, does anything occur to you?"

Henry said, "I'm not certain. - Mrs. Lindemann, you said that by the time you took the taxi it waslate by
the clock but not by your insides. Does that mean you arrived from the West Coast by plane so that your
perception of time was three hours earlier than the clock?’

"Yes, | did," said Mrs. Lindemann.

"Perhaps from Portland, or not too far from there?" asked Henry.

"Why, yes, from just outside Portland. Had | mentioned that?"

"No, you hadn't," interposed Trumbull. "How did you know, Henry?"

"Becauseit occurred to me, ar," said Henry, "that the young man's name was Eugene, which isthe name
of atown only about a hundred miles south of Portland.”



Mrs. Lindemann rose, eyes staring. "My goodness! The name was Eugene! But that's marvellous. How
could you possibly tell?

Henry said, "Mr. Rubin pointed out the address had to be in midtown Manhattan on the West Side. Dr.
Drake pointed out your reference to what the young man had said at the scene of the rescue and |
recdled that one thing you reported him to have said besides the bad language you did not describe
specifically was that you had better get to his place or thereld be a battle.

"Mr. Halsted pointed out that the address ought to have some significance in American history and so |
thought it might be 54 West Fortieth Street, since thereisthe well - known dection dogan of "54 - 40 or
fight,' the dection of 1844, | believe. It would be particularly meaningful to Mrs. Lindemann if shewere
from the Northwest sSince it pertained to our dispute with Gresat Britain over the Oregon Territory. When
she said she was indeed from near Portland, Oregon, | guessed that the rescuer's name might be

Eugere.”

Mrs. Lindemann sat down, "To my dying day, | will never forget this. That isthe address. How could |
have forgotten it when you worked it out so negtly from wheat little | did remember.”

And then she grew excited. She said, "But it'snot too late. | must go there at once. | must pay him or
shove an envelope under his door or something.”

Rubin said, "Will you recognize the houseif you seeit?'

"Oh, yes," said Mrs. Lindemann. "I'm sure of that. And it's apartment 4 - F. | remembered that. If | knew
hislast name, | would cdl, but, no, | want to see him and explain.”

Rubin said mildly, "Y ou certainly can't go yourself, Mrs. Lindemann. Not into that neighborhood at this
time of night after what you've been through. Some of uswill haveto go with you. At the very leedt, |
will."

Mrs. Lindemann sad, "l very much didike inconveniencing you, Mr. Rubin.”

"Under the circumstances, Mrs. Lindemann,” said Rubin, "1 consder it my duty.”

Henry said, "1 believe we will al accompany you, Mrs. Lindemann. | know the Black Widowers."
AFTERWORD

| am rather stubborn about keeping my Black Widowersrigidly to the format. | have sometimes thought
about getting them out on apicnic in Central Park or having them attend alarge convention en masse, or
separating them and having each do a bit of detective work with Henry pulling the strings together at last.
(I may try that last bit if | ever do a Black Widowers novel, which somehow is not a thought that grestly
attracts me.) None of these variations strike me as safe, however. Once | begin playing games with the
formula, thewholething might fal gpart.

And yet even within therigidity of the game, there are some rulesthat can be bent. Might we not have a
woman guest despite the die - hard mae chauvinism of the Black Widowers? Might awoman not bein
trouble? And if the Black Widowers themsalves are Stupid about it, surely Henry wouldn't be.

So | deliberatdly set about writing " The Good Samaritan.” | didn't haveto. It might just aseesly have



been akindly and unsophisticated el derly gentleman who had gotten into trouble with amob of kids. -
But | wanted awoman, if only to watch Manny Rubin throw afit.

The story appeared in the September 10, 1980, issue of EQMM.

TheYear of the Action

"SR RUPERT MURGATROYD," caroled Geoffrey Avaon, "hislesure and hisRICHES; heruthlesdy
employed in persecuting WITCHES - "

He was returning from the men's room and was clearly in ahappy mood. His dark eyestwinkled and his
formidable eyebrowstwitched in friendly fashion.

Except that "caroled" is perhaps not the right word to use in connection with any attempt Avaon ever
made in the direction of song. It was not that he was either flat or sharp, for on no occasion inthe
memory of any member of the Black Widowers had he ever struck anote close enough to the desired
oneto beeither flat or sharp.

Thomas Trumbull turned on his hed as though he had been jabbed in some tender portion of his anatomy
with athumbtack. He said, " Jeff, shut up. Five years ago, when you last did this, | told you that any
repetition of thisvile noise you make, will induce homicida maniain everyone and that | fully intended to
best them all to the punch.”

"Comeon, Tom," sadd Mario Gonza o complacently, "the manisjust in aGilbert and Sullivan mood.
Let'sput him to some interesting use. If he doesn't do the words but just hums, we can dl try to guessthe
tune

"Except," said James Drake, thoughtfully, "that it would be alost cause. If Jeff hummed Y ankee Doodl€
and then "OId Man River,' we couldn't tell them apart.”

Roger Hasted said, "1 don't think the experiment should be tried without earplugs.”

Avaon would have drawn himsdf up, had not his natural stance placed him in a perpetud seventy - four
- inch up - drawn position. Hisvoice, initsnatura rich baritone - when he was speaking - was digtinctly
aggrieved intoneashe said, "'l had not intended to continue singing after | had emerged from the men's
room, and | will cheerfully stop. But might | remind you that astonight's banquet host | am within my
rightsin declaring mysdf permitted to Sng?'

"To do something,” said Trumbull, gratingly, "that sSomeone, somewhere, at sometime, in a state not too
closeto drunken insengibility can cdl singing, yes. That does not, however, include what you do."

Henry, that best of waiters, who had listened blandly as he completed the table setting, raised hisvoice
without, somehow, seeming to, and said, "Gentlemen, please seat yourseves.”

They did, and Emmanue Rubin, who had been talking to Avaon's guest of the evening during the
atercation, now drew the guest into the seat next to his.

Henry held the seet for the guest and said, "Welcome to the Black Widowers, Mr. Graff."



The guest looked up in surprise. "Do you know me?"

Hewas rather short, not much taller than Rubin, round - faced, with a generous mustache like that of a
baby walrus, and thick graying hair that covered most of hisears.

Henry said, "'l attended alecture of yoursat New Y ork University about ayear ago and enjoyed it very

Graff beamed. He said to Rubin, " See, who needsintellectua s? With waiters, I'm big."
Rubin said, "Don't dismiss Henry thet easily, Graff. Weintdllectuals bask in hisreflected glory.”

Graff sad, "Ligten, do you guystak likethisdl thetime?1 never heard such fighting. Over every little
thing, too. With words. With whole sentences. - And call me Herb."

Rubin said, Y ou have to understand, Herb, that each of us spends most of histime with ordinary people.
We can't pick on them; it wouldn't be fair. Once a month, we're here, and we can let loose.™

"But you sound as though you're getting mad. Look at Jeff Avaon. In one minute, helll take hisknife and
carve up everyone here."

"Not a dl," said Rubin. "I give him five minutes and helll be pontificating. Listen -"

Rubin waited five minutes and then, as the roast goose was placed before him, he said, "Of course, Jeff,
itisredly unjust to say Gilbert and Sullivan. It should be Sullivan and Gilbert. In any of the numerous
parodies of the operettas, Gilbert'swords are invariably changed but no one would dream of changing a
note of Sullivan'smusc.”

Jeff said, "Y ou are quite wrong, Manny. There were other light - operacomposersin Sullivan'stime and
after - Offenbach, Strauss, Lehar, Romberg, and so on. Many tunes of each one of these lives. But only
inthe case of Sullivan are any of the tunes ever sung by ordinary people. No one knows the words -
except in the case of Sullivan, because only Sullivan had the greatest lyricist in the English language
working with him."

Hisill temper seemed to have evaporated. "Gilbert isthe one lyricist who used the full strength of the
English language and the full vocabulary. He rhymes ‘executioner’ with ‘ablutioner,' " diminutioner,’ and
'you - shun - her.' He-"

Rubin turned to Graff and said in alow voice, " See?"

Henry was making the rounds with the brandy bottle, and Avalon bestirred himsdlf. Rattling his spoon on
thewater glass, he said, "Gentlemen, we come now to the important portion of the evening. Manny, since
you were the one person who, earlier in the evening, refrained from needless pseudo - wit a my expense,
and showed an odd and unaccustomed gentlemanliness of behavior - "

"Odd and unaccustomed?’ said Rubin indignantly, his sparse beard quivering. "If youre intending that as
acompliment, it'sahell of an ungraciousway of doingit."

"Odd and unaccustomed iswhat | said,” said Avaon, loftily. "And | am asking you to bein charge of the
gilling”



"What grilling?' said Graff, looking sartled.

"The question - and - answer period, Herb," said Avaon, in what wasfor him alow voice. "l told you."
Graff, recollecting, nodded his head.

Rubin intoned, "May | ask you, Herb, just how you justify your existence?"

Graff sat back in his seat and stared in astonishment at Rubin for amoment, before answering. " Justify my
exisence?' he said, with astrong upward inflection. "Listen, you step out into the street and take alook
at the cockamamie people passing by. Y ou ever get into an elevator and listen to them talking? Three
things you hear. Three. 'What did you watch on televison last night?, "Where are you going to go on
vacation?, 'Y ou think the Metswill wintoday? - That is, if they cantak at dl. | should justify my
exigence? Let them dl judtify their existence, and I'll justify mine. Not before.”

Rubin nodded his head. "There's something in what you say."

Trumbull interrupted. ™Y ou know, Jeff's right about you, Manny. Are you sure you're Emmanued Rubin,
or are you alookaike sent here to drive us mad with unaccustomed sweetness?!

Rubin said, "I received word of avery nice paperback sae yesterday, so I'm in agood mood, but don't
presume upon it. For instance, I'll just say politely once not to return to that subject. Now, Herb, putting
the question of your existence'sjustification out of court, what isit you do?'

Graff sad, "I'm amovie maven.”

"A what?' muttered Gonzao.

"Maven," said Rubin, "isfrom the Yiddish, for 'expert.”

"Y ou mean you make movies?' said Gonzao.

"Not actually,” said Graff. "I talk about them. | have, or | can get, dmost any old movie that's been made
and | show them, or | show clips, and | lecture on them. Peoplelikeit. | give lecture tours, especiadly on
college campuses, and | make aliving. Henry, tell these guys about my lectures.”

Henry's unlined, sixtyish face creased briefly into agentle smile. "It was indeed an entertaining evening. |
believe the audience, generdly, enjoyed themsdlves.”

Greff said, "Thereyou are, an unpaid testimonia. But just the same, | might actually be making amovie,
or helping make one, if | can only figure out how to handle the crazies.”

"What kind of movie?' asked Rubin.

"Gilbert and Sullivan, actudly," said Graff, with what seemed atrace of embarrassment. "I've been talking
to Jeff Avalon about it on the way here and that'swhat put him into - you should excuse the expression -
asinging mood."

"Isthere money in Gilbert and Sullivan in the movies?' asked Drake skepticdly. "I should think it just has
asmdl cult fallowing."



Graff said, "Bigger than you think, but you'reright. Y ou can't make a colossa extravaganzaout of it. But
then you don't have to spend ten million dollarsoniit. You can do it smal - scae. It's been done. Kenny
Baker sang Nanki - Poo in amovie verson of The Mikado and was cut to ribbons by al the D'Oyly
Carte typesthat supported him. Thetroubleis, you can't do much with Gilbert and Sullivan except
photograph the stage play. Y ou can't change the music or the words or the plot because as soon asyou
change anything it's not Gilbert and Sullivan and you're nowhere. So if you're just going to photograph the
play, you're not taking advantage of the power of the cameraand where are you?"

"Whereindeed?' said Drake.

Graff said, "But these guys- | didn't tell you about these guys yet, did I? Two kidsin their early twenties,
but young asthey are, they'veredly got it. Y ou know, in any field of art, it's the young people who look
at thingswith new eyes. These guysareapair of crazies, of course, but you've got to expect that. Their
names are Sam Appelbaum and Tim Mentz and they're pupils of mine. | give a course on movie making
at the New School and that's how | met them. They want to do The Pirates of Penzance, one of the
Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, because they'd seen a performance by the Village Light Opera Group and
were enthusiadtic.

"They joined the Gilbert and Sullivan Society, which seemsto be avery active group herein New Y ork,
and they met Jeff Avaon, who's aGilbert and Sullivan aficionado. - Isthat the way you pronounce the
word?'

"Quite," said Avaon. "Though my singing voice may not be approved by dl, | presume that not even the
most captious will try to prevent me from listening to music and | know virtudly al of Gilbert and Sullivan
by heart.”

Trumbull growled, "Y ou may know Gilbert'swords by heart, but if you know asingle note of Sullivan's
music - or anyone's- may | be struck by lightning right now."

"Inany case," sad Graff, "I met Jeff through Appelbaum and Mentz, and a couple of months ago we
were talking about what Strategy to use in making amovie of Pirates, and how limited we werein
handling it, and Avalon suggested an animated cartoon. Appel baum and Mentz fell over themselvesto
grab theidea. Y ou have the voices, the words, the notes, and you have afree hand to be asfantastic as
you want. Gilbert and Sullivan operettas are ways overacted, anyway, on principle. I'm certain that if
Gilbert and Sullivan had worked in the 1970sinstead of the 1870s, they would have written the operettas
for animation in thefirgt place.”

James Drake stubbed out his cigarette with aviolent motion and said, "1 think that's disgusting. Y ou'll
have awhole bunch of cutesie choruses dancing around Prince Charming Frederic and Snow White
Mabd."

"No!" sad Graff, earnestly. "What do you think? Disney isdl thereis? Besides, who can spend the
money on the kind of animation that Disney used in the days of dave |abor where you make athousand
different drawingsto show Dopey picking hisnoseredigticaly. Were counting on surrealism. In fact,
these guys are going to use the techniques of modern an to evoke humor and fantasy in awhole new
way. | can't explain how it will work. After al, am | an artist? But when they're through, it will work and
you'll see how it works. It will tart awhole new fashion and, on top of that, it will make them trillionaires
and it would make me afew shiny pennies, too. If they doiit, that is.”

"Why if?" said Halsted.



"Because they had afight, that'swhy. And they're dtill fighting,” said Graff. "And go try and stleit.
They've got dl the money in the world waiting to be scooped in and neither one will move unlessthe
other givesin."

"What are they fighting about?' asked Rubin. "Are they both in love with the same soprano?!

Graff shook hishead. "Y ou don't know the crazies of thisworld, do you? Crazies don't fight over a
woman or over anything sensible. That'sfor plain peoplelike you and me. Craziesfight over thingsyou
can't imagine - like when did the action of the play take place. Appel baum says the action beginson
March 1, 1877, and Mentz says March 1, 1873, and neither onewill givein.

"Y ou see, you guysin the Black Widowers argue, but you forget, because you've got amillion thingsto
argue about, so you drop each particular argument in favor of another. I've been listening to you doiit al
through dinner. My two guys are big talents but they're limited. They've only got one thing to fight over so
there's no chance of their forgetting. With themit's 1873, 1877, 1873, 1877, till you can get sick and
die"

"| takeit," said Halsted, "that Gilbert givesno indication whichitis™"
"No," said Graff.
Trumbull said, with clear contempt, "Does it make adifference?’

Graff said, "Actudly, it does. The guyswant to keep up arunning set of montages dating back to
Victorian times to keep pace with the words and music. These would be accompaniments and references
to whatever was happening, sometimes so fast you couldn't redlly make out the details, but you would get
it, uh, sublimindly. - Isthat how you say it?- It would be akind of running visua gag, and it could Start a
cult. Y ou know, people would say, did you seethat picture of Disragli, and who was the other guy with
him and what was he doing, and they'd go severa timesjust to try to pick up dl the cluesthey could.
Wéll, there are places where what you show would depend on whether it was 1873 or 1877."

Trumbull said, "Then et them pick one of the two years and get going. Who would care?'

Graff sad, "They would care. Neither onewill givein. It'slife and death with them. Look, do you know
the play?'

"l don't," said Trumbull, flatly.

Drake said, "I suppose Jeff knowsit by heart, but | just know the Mgjor - Generd's patter song, whichis
an example of what Jeff was talking about with its fancy vocabulary and ingenious rhymes.” Rather
surprisingly, helifted his soft, hoarse voice in song, and with afair gpproximation of the notes, went, *
"Then | can hum afugue of which I've heard the music's din afore, and whistle al the airs from that

infernal nonsense, Pinafore.” - Which shows," he added, "that Gilbert could make alittle fun of himsdf,
too, since Pinafore was his big early success.”

Graff said, hadtily, "Well, let mejust outline the plot quickly, so you can see wherethetroubleis. Isthat
al right?"

"Go ahead, Herb," said Avaon, indulgently. "I'm host and what | say goes- or should go,” and he bent
hisformidable frown at Trumbull, who shrugged and muttered something under his bregth.



Graff said, "Frederic isapirate - apprentice. It was al amistake because his nursery - maid, Ruth, had
been told to apprentice him to apilot, but had misheard the word. Unable to return home and explain the
mistake, she, too, joined the pirate band.

"Asthe play opens, Frederic hasjust turned twenty - one and entered his twenty - second year so his
apprenticeship isover. Asthe dave of duty he has remained with the pirates, but now that he has served
histerm, he will abandon them and, because heisadso the soul of honor, he will devote himsdlf to their
extermination.

"Ruth, amaiden of forty - seven, wantsto go with him for she loves Frederic. But then they encounter the
daughters of Mgor - General Stanley, and Frederic, redizing that Ruthisold and plain, falsinlove
instead with Mabel, the prettiest of the daughters.

"The pirates surprise them and make ready to marry al the daughters - anything but marriage being
inconceivable to good old Gilbert - when their father arrives and singsthe Mgjor - General's song that
Jm Drake mentioned. The Mgor - Generd persuades the pirates to give up their schemefor marrying
his daughters by claiming, falsdly, to be an orphan boy. The tenderhearted pirates burst into tears and the
first act ends happily.

"In the second act, Frederic preparesto lead the police againgt the pirates. Before he can leave with his
band, however, the Pirate King, together with Ruth, come upon him alone and tell him they have just
remembered that he was born on leap day, February 29. The apprenticeship papers say he must servetill
histwenty - first birthday and, strictly speaking, he hashad only five.

"Frederic, the dave of duty, at oncergoinsthe band and, asaloya pirate, now tells them of the Mgjor -
Generd'slie. Thefurious pirates attack the Mgor - Generd's estate and, in a battle with the police,
emergethewinners.

"However, the police produce a Union Jack and demand the piratesyield in Queen Victorids name. The
pirates promptly do so, saying, 'With all our faults, we love our Queen.’ Asthe pirates are about to be
led away tojail, Ruth quickly explainsthet al the pirates are just noblemen gone wrong. The Mgor -
Genera at once freesthem saying, 'With al our faults, welove our House of Peers, and everything ends

heppily.”

Graff beamed around the table and said, "It's actually avery funny and happy play. Therésjust oneline
that creates the problem. When Frederic finds out his apprenticeship goes by birthdays and not by years,
he explainsto Mabd, 'In 1940 | of age shall be." That meansthat on February 29, 1940, helll celebrate
histwenty - firgt birthday."

Drake nodded. He had lit a new cigarette and he blinked his eyes dowly. "On February 29, 1940, the
New Y ork Timesran an editoria on Frederic's being out of hisindentures. | remember reading it.”

Graff said, "All right, but if thereésalegp day every four years-"
Roger Hasted interrupted. "But thereisn't - *

Graff shook hishead violently. "Just wait aminute. If theresaleap day every four years, then Frederic
was eighty - four years old on histwenty - first birthday, and he was born in 1856. He was twenty - one
yearsold in 1877, ayear after hisfifth birthday. He would have had to celebrate his coming of age on
March 1, 1877, sincethereis no February 29 in that year and, Appelbaum says, that is therefore the day
on which the action of the play opens.”



"But - " said Halsted.

"But," said Graff, raisng hisvoice, "agpparently the year 1900 should have been alegp year but wasn'.
There was no February 29, 1900. That's what you're trying to say, isn't it, Roger? | don't know why that
should be. Some Pope arranged it.”

Halsted said, "Pope Gregory Xl in-"

"That part doesn't matter," said Graff, impatiently. "The point isthat one legp day is missing, so to get
twenty - one of them, you have to move four years further back. Frederic would have to have been born
in 1852 and become twenty - one in 1873, so that the action of the play opens on March 1, 1873. That's
what Mentz says.

"The Pirates of Penzance opened in early 1880 s0 1877 isthelogica year, says Appebaum, and Gilbert
either forgot or didn't know that 1900 was not aleap year. Mentz saysit isinconceivable that Gilbert
would make amistake about 1900 and that no true aficionado - yes, you told me | said it right - would
think so for aminute, so the year was 1873. There they stand. Neither one will givein."

Therewas aslence around the table. Findly, Gonzalo said, ™Y ou redlly think therésalot of money inthe
pictureif they makeit?"

Graff said, "Who can tell about public taste - but there's agood chance.”

"Then can't you make up some argument that would convince them one year or the other wasright? Y ou
know, something that sounds good?’

"Likewhat?' said Graff.

"Thetroubleis" said Avaon, sententioudy, "that the world of Gilbert and Sullivanisnot ared oneand it
doesn't lend itself to logica arguments. For instance, though it is clearly stated that Frederic has just
turned twenty - one and that his birthday is on February 29, neverthelessthe Mgor - Generd's
daughters, when they first arrive on the scene, decide to take off their shoes and socks and paddle their
feet in the sea. The sceneis set in Cornwall, where the town of Penzance islocated, and you can imagine
what it would belike paddling in the English Channd in winter."

"Well," said Graff, "the daughters call themsalves'hardy little lasses in thair first chorus.”
Gonzdo said, "Did the Mgor - Genera have any sons?!

"No," said Graff, "just daughters. In afull performance, there could be as many as twenty - four
daughters, dl pretty much the same age and no sign of any mother, ether. It isunred, so how arewe
going to find some way of deciding between 1873 and 1877 that will hold water?'

Trumbull said, "Y ou have to think of something that sounds good. It doesn't have to be good, or sensible.
Look, wasn't Queen Victoria Empress of India, too? - Henry would you be so kind asto go over to the
reference shelf and look up Queen Victoriain the encyclopedia. Maybe it will say when she became
Empress”

After some moments, Henry said, "Thetitle was secured for her by Benjamin Disraeli in 1876, Sir, and
shewas proclaimed Empress of Indiaon January 1, 1877."



"Ah, perfect. Thewholething is solved and we can forget about this nonsense.”
Graff looked doubtful. "How isit solved?*

"Easy. Victorialoved the new title. Anyone wanting to please her would go around caling her "Queen -
Empress." Y ou quoted the pirates as saying that, with al their faults, they love their Queen. Well, if the
action openson March 1, 1877, only two months after Victoriagained the imperid title, surely they
would refer to her, with pride, as Queen - Empress. The fact that they didn't provesit was 1873."

Graff looked still more doubtful, " ‘Queen - Empress wouldn't rhyme or scan.”

"Don't beanidiot,” said Trumbull. "I told you the argument doesn't have to make sense. It just hasto
sound good. It'sjust a piece of gobbledygook designed to settle the matter.”

"l don't think that would win over Appelbaum,”" said Graff.

"Widll, then," said Avaon, "let'sthink up more arguments like that, but |et's keep them dl on one
particular year, because if we think up ways of arguing for both years, that won't settle matters. What
elseisthere we can usefor 1873? It doesn't have to be sensible.”

"Anything else about kings and queens?’ asked Gonzalo. "Does the Pirate King represent anyone?"

"I don't know that he does," said Avaon, shaking his head dowly, "but thereis some mention of kingsin
the Pirate King's opening solo. He admits he sinks more ships than awell - bred monarch ought to do,
but then he says, 'Many aking on afirst - classthrone, if he wantsto cal his crown hisown, must
manage somehow to get through more dirty work than ever | do." Now can he be referring to some

particular king?"

Rubin stared up through narrowed eyes. "L et's see - Who were thefirst - class thronesin the 1870s?
Therewas William | of Germany. The German Empire had just been established and therewas alot of
chicanery there.”

Drake said, "That was the chicanery of Otto von Bismarck, Manny. William | wasjust an old man who
did what hewastold."

Rubin said, "Y ou'reright there, Jm. - Francis Joseph of Austriawas adim son of monarch and
Alexander |1 of Russawas not bad for atsar. Those were the only oneswhom Gilbert would have
considered as Sitting on afirdt - classthrone.”

Halsted said, "How about Napoleon 111 of France? Wasn't he ruling about that time?"

"No," said Rubin. "He got kicked out in the Franco - Prussian War in 1870, and France was a Republic
inthe 1870s and, in fact, ever since. Too bad, too, because Napoleon 111 was as crooked as a bolt of
lightning. He was aconniver and an intriguer who made it to the imperid throne by lying and chegating and
he could & no time be trusted to keep hisword unlessyou kept agun trained at him."

Gonzdo sad, "When did he die?!

Rubin said, "I'm not sure. Not long afterward, | think. Henry, would you check that little matter.”



Henry did so. "He died on January 9, 1873."

Gonzalo was enthusiagtic. "That's perfect. Gilbert wouldn't make snide remarks againgt asitting monarch,
because that would create an international incident, but - *

Rubin said, "Listen, Gilbert would not hestateto - *

"No, no, were just building an argument,” said Gonzalo, "so let's say he wouldn't. But aking who was
dead would befair game. If it were 1877, the Pirate King might not think of Napoleon 11, but if it were
1873, Napoleon I11 would have died only two months before, there would have been obituaries and
biographies, and he would be fresh in the minds of the pirates. Naturdly, they would refer to the "dirty
work' he did. So that's two arguments for 1873."

Avalon said, "That won't work, Mario. Napoleon 111 wasn't aking. He was an emperor. France,
Germany, Audtria- Hungary, and Russawere dl empiresin Victoriastime. So was Japan, for that
matter. That was one reason why Victoriawas S0 pleased with theimperid title. Without it, every other
important monarch outranked her."

"S0?' said Gonzalo.

"So," said Avaon, "Tom'sargument isthat it had to be 1873 because Victoriawas cdled a Queen and
not a Queen - Empress. But if you're going to be so picky about titles you can't have the Pirate King talk
about kings when heisreferring to Napoleon |11, who was an emperor.”

"Onthispoint, Jeff,” said Rubin, "1 sdewith Mario. Gilbert, asaloya Britisher, would certainly not abate
onejot of thetitle of Victoria. However, heisn't going to worry about some French monarch. In Gilbert's
time, France was till the traditional enemy of Great Britain through a series of wars stretching back to
Henry |1 seven centuries before.”

Graff nodded. "There's something to that. In Ruddigore, there's asong by the sailor, Richard Dauntless,
which makes mild fun of the French and callsthem 'froggies,' ' parley - voos,' and "darned Mounseers.™

"Exactly," said Rubin. "Gilbert wouldn't worry about the precisetitle of adarned Mounseer, so that'stwo
argumentsin favor of 1873." Graff said, "Y es, but they're-" Hewiggled hishand inarapid roll.

"All right, then," said Avdon. "Anything ese?"
Slence

Findly, Halsted muttered, "1 wish | knew the play better. Listen, Herb, did you say the pirates were
members of the House of Peers?’

"They haveto be" said Graff. "When the Mgor - Genera hearsthat the pirates are noblemen gone
wrong, he says, "No Englishman unmoved that statement hears, because, with al our faults, we love our
House of Peers.’ Then he goes on to say to the pirates, 'Peerswill be peers, and youth will haveitsfling.
Resume your ranks arid legidative duties-' So | suppose they're part of Parliament.”

"Ah," said Hasted, "then that settlesit. In the 1870s, Great Britain was the dominant economic power on
earth. In particular, there were heavy British investmentsin the United States. If abunch of notorious
pirates were suddenly to flood into Parliament, that would make Americansfed pretty shaky about the
datus of the British investments. Y ou can't trust pirates. They might withdraw those investments. That



would unsettle the American economy and - *
"Y ou would have the Panic of 1873," said Rubin, triumphantly.
"Exactly," said Hasted.

Rubin said, "That redly doesit. There was a Panic of 1873. It was the worst economic downturn the
United States had up to the Great Depression of the 1930s."

Avaon sad, "Thereyou are, Herb. Three argumentsin favor of 1873. Each one by itself iswesk,
perhaps, but surely al three combined have force. One: Victoriawould have been referred to as Queen
in 1873, but not in 1877 when she was Empress aswell. Two: Napoleon 111 would have been referred to
asan example of aroya conniver in 1873, soon after hedied, but not in 1877 by which time he might
have been out of mind. Three: the return of the pirates to Parliament could and did set off an American
depression in 1873, while therewas nonein 1877."

Graff nodded gloomily. "Y es, that's very niceand | hope it works. Maybe it will work. Anyway, | want
to thank you all very much. If | can get Appelbaum to see the force of these arguments - " He paused,
then said wistfully, "There wouldn't be anything € se you could feed me, would there? Something, | mean,
that doesn't have dl that subtlelogic. Something smple.”

His eyeswent from one to the other and met only blankness.

Then Gonzalo sad, "'If you want something smple, we ought to ask Henry. He hasn't said anything yet."
Graff looked up at Henry curioudy. "Don't tell me you go for Gilbert and Sullivan, too, Henry."

"Not quite, Sir,” said Henry. "'l have heard sdlections from the operettas on occasion, but | have never
attended a performance of any of them.”

"Oh, wdl," said Graff.
"Nevertheless-" said Henry, and stopped.
Avaon said, "Go on. Henry. If you've got argument number four backing 1873, so much the better.”

"That isthe point, Mr. Avaon, | havent. | admire the ingenuity of the argumentsyou have dl presented
and | am rather embarrassed to have to say anything against them.”

"Y ou mean we're dl wrong, Henry?" said Rubin.

"I'm afraid so, Mr. Rubin. Thedull fact isthat 1873 is quite impossible as the time of the action, asone
can very smply demonstrate on the basis of what has aready been said.”

Graff sad, "Impossible? Y ou mean dl those logicad arguments aren't any good.”
"Completely usdless.”
IIWI,V?I

Henry said, "Dr. Drake sang a couple of linesfrom the Mgor - Generd's song earlier in the evening. The



Magor - Generd, if | heard him correctly, boasted that he knew dl the airs from that infernal nonsense,
Rnafore

"Damn!" said Rubin. " Of coursa!"

"Yes, dr. AsDr. Drake said. Pinafore was an early play of Gilbert and Sullivan's, earlier than The Pirates
of Penzance. While | was checking the various pointsin the encyclopedia, as requested, | found, for
myself, that Pinafore was produced in 1878. We might imagine that the Mgor - Generd, in view of his
high rank, might somehow have gotten an advance look at the music when it was being written in 1877
and could have whistled the airs. No amount of twisting or logic chopping could explain hisbeing able to
whigletheairsin 1873."

Grafts round face had widened in asmile. "Of course. No argument any more, no logic, no fancy
reasoning. The Mgor - General mentions Pinafore and that's it. The time of action hasto be 1877 and
Gilbert forgot, or maybe he didn't know, that 1900 was not aleap year. Mentz will haveto givein, and
we can go ahead. Thank you, Henry - but how isit | didn't see that?"

"Or 17" sad Drake. "After dl, | sang the verses.™
Henry said, "'l gppear to be gifted with asmple mind, gentlemen - if you wish the smple explanation.”
AFTERWORD

| have anumber of wild enthusiasms, and one of them is Gilbert and Sullivan. | am amember of The
Gilbert and Sullivan Society and occasondly | liketo drag some G & Sreferenceinto agtory. Findly, |
managed to think of aplot inwhichaG & Sangleis central and then you can bet that nothing could stop
me from writing the story at once. Fred Dannay changed thetitleto "The Gilbert and Sullivan Mystery”
but that struck me astoo prosaic, so | kept my own title for this collection.

Incidentally, the character Herb Graff inthe story is, inaway, areal person. Heisadear friend of mine
inthe Dutch Treat Club, another organization | belong to. He asked meto put him into astory, using his
real name, description, and hobby. | was doubtful and asked him to give me a piece of paper with his
sgnature onit, giving me permission to do so. He gladly did so.

| thereupon wrote him into "The Y ear of the Action™ and gave him a copy of the January 1, 1981, issue
of EQMM, in which the Story appeared. That was a a Dutch Treat luncheon, something we have every
Tueday.

Thefollowing Tuesday | said, "How did you like the story?", for | thought he would be pleased a how
well | had captured his essence (and he'sredlly one of the nicest guysin theworld - funny, intelligent, and
with aheart of gold).

However, | had used aword he had disapproved of and that spoiled everything. He drew himself up,
fixed mewith apiercing eye, and sad, "Plump???’

No word isworth hurting the feelings of afriend, so you won' find it in the verson in the book. | have
removed it.

Can You Provelt?




HENRY , the smoothly functioning waiter at the monthly Black Widowers banquet, filled the water glass
of the evening's guest as though knowing in advance that that guest was reaching into his shirt pocket for
asnd| vid of pills

The guest looked up. "Thank you, waiter - though the pills are smal enough to go down au jus, so to

He looked about the table and sighed. "Advancing age! In our modern timeswe are not alowed to grow
old ad lib. Doctorsfollow the faltering mechanism in detail and ingst on gpplying the grease. My blood
pressureisatouch high and | have an occasiona extrasystole, so | take apretty little orange pill four
timesaday."

Geoffrey Avaon, who sat immediately across the table, smiled with the self - conscious superiority of a
man moderatdly stricken in yearswho kept himself in good shape with avigorous system of cdisthenics,
and said, "How old are you, Mr. Smith?"'

"Fifty - seven. With proper care, my doctor assuresme | will live out anormd lifetime."

Emmanuel Rubin's eyes flashed in magnified form behind histhick spectaclesashe said, "I doubt there's
an American who reaches middle age these days who doesn't become accustomed to aregimen of pills
of onekind or another. | take zinc and vitamin E and afew other things."

James Drake nodded and said in his soft voice as he peered through his cigarette smoke, "I have a
gpecia weekly pillbox arrangement to keep the day's dosages correct. That way you can check on
whether you've taken the second pill of aparticular kind. If it'sin the Friday compartment till - assuming
the day is Friday - you haven't taken it."

Smith sad, "l take only thisonekind of pill, which smplifiesthings. | bought aweek's supply three years
ago - twenty - eight of them - on my doctor's prescription. | was frankly skeptical, but they helped me
tremendoudly and | persuaded my doctor to prescribe them for mein bottles of athousand. Every
Sunday morning, | put twenty - eight into my origina vid, which | carry with me everywhereand &t dl
timesand which | ill use. | know at al times how much | should have - right now, | should have four
left, having just taken the twenty - fourth of the week, and | do. In three years, I've missed apill only
twice"

"l," said Rubin, loftily, "have not yet reached that pitch of senility that requires any mnemonic devices a
al”

"No?" asked Mario Gonza o, spearing hislast bit of baba au rhum. "What pitch of senility have you
reached?’

Roger Halsted, who was hosting the banquet that night, forestalled Rubin's rgjoinder by saying, hadtily,
"There's an interesting point to be made here. Asincreasing numbers of people pump themselves full of
chemicals, there must be fewer and fewer people with untampered tissue chemistry.”

"Noneat dl," growled Thomas Trumbull. "The food we et isloaded with additives. The water we drink
has purifying chemicals. Theair we brestheishalf pollution of one sort or another. If you could analyze
anindividua's blood carefully enough, you could probably tell where helived, what he eats, what
medicines hetakes."



Smith nodded. His short hair exposed prominent ears, something Gonzal o had taken full advantage of in
preparing his caricature of the evening's guest. Now Smith rubbed one of them thoughtfully, and said,
"Maybe you could file everyone's detailed blood pattern in some computer bank. Thenif all sefails,
your blood would be your identification. The pattern would be entered into the computer which would
compareit with al those in its memory files and, within aminute, words would flash across a screen
saying, The man you have hereis John Smith of Fairfield, Connecticut, and | would stand up and bow."

Trumbull said, "If you could stand up and bow, you could stand up and identify yoursdlf. Why bother
with ablood pattern?”

"Oh, yes?' said Smith, grimly.

Halsted said, "Listen, let'snot get involved in this. Henry is distributing the brandy and it's past time for
the grilling. Jeff, will you assumethe task?'

"l will beglad to," said Avaon in hismost solemn tone.

Bending hisfierce and graying eyebrows over hiseyes, Avalon said, with incongruous mildness, "And just
how do you justify your existence, Mr. Smith?"

"Well," said Smith, chearfully, "I inherited agoing business. | did well withit, sold it profitably, invested
wisdly, and now livein early retirement in aposh place in Fairfield - awidower with two grown children,
each on hisown. | tail not, neither do | spin and, likethelilies of thefield, my judtification ismy beauty
and theway it illuminates the landscape.” A grin of self - mockery crossed his pleasantly ugly face.

Avaon sad, indulgently, "I suppose we can passthat. Beauty isin the eye of the beholder. Y our nameis
John Smith?"

"And | can proveit,” said Smith quickly. "Name your poison. | have my card, adriver'slicense, avariety
of credit cards, some personal |etters addressed to me, alibrary card, and so on.”

"| am perfectly willing to accept your word, Sr, but it occurs to me that with aname like John Smith you
must frequently encounter some signs of cynical disbelief - from hotel clerks, for instance. Do you have a
middleinitia?"

"No, gr, | anthered thing. My parentsfdt that any modification of the grand cliche would spoil the
grandeur. | won't deny that there haven't been times when I've longed to say my name was Eustace
Bartholomew Wasservogd, but the feeling passes. Of the Smiths| am, and of that tribe - variety, John - |
remain.”

Avaon cleared histhroat portentoudy and said, "And yet, Mr. Smith, | fed you have reason to fedl
annoyance a your name. Y ou reacted to Tom's suggestion that you could merely announce your name
and make the blood identification unnecessary with aclear tone of annoyance. Have you had some
gpecid occasion of late when you failed to identify yoursel f?*

Trumbull said, "Let me guessthat you did. Y our eagerness to demondtrate your ability to prove your
identity would show that some past failureto do so rankles."

Smith stared around the table in astonishment, " Good God, does it show that much?"

Hasted said, "No, John, it doesn't, but this group has devel oped a sixth sense about mysteries. | told you



when you accepted my invitation that if you were hiding askeleton in your closet, they'd haveit out of
you."

"And | told you, Roger," said Smith, "that | had no mystery about me."
"And the matter of inability to prove identity?' said Rubin.

"Was anightmare rather than amystery,” said Smith, "and it is something I've been asked not to talk
about."

Avadon said, "Anything mentioned within the four walls of a Black Widowers banquet represents
privileged communication. Fed free”

"l can't.” Smith paused, then said, "L ook, | don't know what it'sal about. | think | was mistaken for
someone once when | was visiting Europe and after | got out of the nightmare, | was visited by someone
from the - by someone, and asked not to talk about it. Though cometo think of it, thereisamystery of a
sort.”

"Ah," said Avaon, "and what might that be?"
"l don't redly know how | got out of the nightmare," said Smith.

Gonzalo, looking pleased and animated, said, "Tell uswhat happened and I'll bet wetell you how you got
out of it."

"I can't very wdll -" began Smith.

Trumbull's frowning face, having attempted to wither Gonzal o, turned to Smith. "I understand such things,
Mr. Smith," he said. " Suppose you omit the name of the country involved and the exact dates and any
other such identifiable pargpherndia. Just tdll it asa story out of the Arabian Nights- if the nightmare will
stand up without the dangerous detail.”

Smith said, "I think it will, but serioudy, gentlemen, if the matter doesinvolve nationa security - and | can
imagine waysinwhich it might - how can | be sureyou are dl to be trusted?’

Halsted said, "'If you trust me, John, I'll vouch for the rest of the Black Widowers - including, of course,
Henry, our esteemed waiter."

Henry, standing at the sideboard, smiled gently.
Smith wasvisibly tempted. "I don't say | wouldnt like to get this off my chest - "

"If you choose not to," said Halsted, "'I'm afraid the banquet ends. The terms of the invitation were that
you wereto answer dl questionstruthfully.”

Smith laughed. ™Y ou adso said | would not be asked anything designed to humiliate me or to put meina
disgraceful light - but have it your way."

"l wasvidting Europe last year," said Smith, "and I'll put the location and date no closer than that. | wasa
recent widower, alittle lost without my wife, and rather determined to pick up the threads of life once
again. | had not been much of atraveller before my retirement and | was anxious to make up for that.



"| travelled done and | was atourist. Nothing more than that. | want to stressthat in dl truthfulness. | was
not serving any organ of the government - and that's true of any government, not just my own - either
officidly or unofficidly. Nor was || there to gather information for any privete organization. | wasatourist
and nothing more and so steeped in innocence that | suppose it was too much to expect that | not get into
trouble.

"I could not speak the language of the country but that didn't bother me. | can't speak any language but
English and | have the usua provinciad American attitude that that's enough. There would aways be
someone, anywhere | might be, who would speak and understand English. - And as amatter of fact, that
always proved to be correct.

"The hotdl | stayed at was reasonably comfortable in gppearance, though there was so foreign an aura
about it that | knew | would not feel at home - but then | didn't expect to fed at home. | couldn't even
pronounceits name, though that didn't bother me.

"I only stayed long enough to deposit my luggage and then it was ho, for the great foreign spaces where |
could get to know the people.

"The man a the desk - the concierge, or whatever he might be called - spoke an odd version of English
that, with alittle thought, could be understood. | got alist of tourit attractions from him, some
recommended restaurants, a stylized map of the city (not in English, so | doubted it would do me much
good), and some generd assertions as to how safe the city was and how friendly the inhabitants.

"l imagine Europeans are dways eager to impress that on Americans, who are knownto live
dangeroudy. In the nineteenth century they thought every American city lay under imminent threeat of
Indian massacre; in the first half of the twentieth century, every onewasfull of Chicago gangsters, and
now they aredl full of indiscriminate muggers. So | wandered off into the city cheerfully.”

"Alone? Without knowing the language?' said Avaon, with manifest disapprovd. "What timewasit?"

"The shades of evening were being drawn downward by a cosmic hand and you're right in the
implication, Mr. Avaon. Cities are never as safe astheir boosters claim, and | found that out. But |
garted off cheerfully enough. The world wasfull of poetry and | was enjoying mysdif.

"Therewere signsof al kinds on buildings and in store windows that were beginning to belit upin
defense against the night. Since | could read none of them, | was spared their deadly prosiness.

"The people were friendly. | would smile and they would smilein return. Many said something - |
presumein greeting - and | would smile again and nod and wave. It was a beautiful, mild evening and |
was absolutely euphoric.

"l don't know how long I was walking or how far | had gone before | was quite convinced that | was
lost, but even that didn't bother me. | stepped into atavern to ask my way to the restaurant where | had
determined to go and whose name | had paingtakingly memorized. | called out the name of the restaurant,
and pointed vaguely in various directions and shrugged my shoulders and tried to indicate that | had lost
my way. Severa gathered around and one of them asked in adequate English if | wasan American. | said
| was and he trandated that jubilantly to the others, who seemed delighted.

"He said, 'We don't see many Americans here.' They then fdl to studying my clothes and the cut of my
hair and asking where | was from and trying to pronounce 'Fairfield' and offering to stand me drinks. |



sang The Star - Spangled Banner' because they seemed to expect it and it was areal lovefeast. | did
have adrink on an empty ssomach and after that things got even love - feadtier.

"They told me the restaurant | asked for was very expensive, and not very good, and that | should eat
right there and they would order for me and it would be on the house. It was hands across the seaand
building bridges, you know, and | doubt if | had ever been happier snce before Reginahad died. | had
another drink or two.

"And then after that my memory stops until | found mysdlf out in the Street again. It was quite dark, much
cooler. There were dmost no people about, | had no ideawhere | was, and every ideathat | had a
splitting headache.

"| sat down in adoorway and knew, even before | felt for it, that my wallet was gone. So was my
wristwatch, my pens- In fact, my trousers pockets were empty and so were my jacket pockets. | had
been Mickey Finned and rolled by my dear friends across the sea and they had probably taken me by
car to adistant part of the city and dumped me.

"The money taken was not terribly vital. My main supply was safdly back in the hotel. Still | had no
money at the moment, | didn't know wherel was, | didn't remember the name of the hotdl, | felt woozy,
sick, and in pain - and | needed help.

"| looked for a policeman or for anyone in anything that looked like auniform. If | had found a street
cleaner, or abus conductor, he could direct me or, better, take me to a police station.

"| found apoliceman. Actudly, it wasn't difficult. They are, | imagine, numerous and deliberately vishblein
that particular city. And | was then taken to a police station - in the equivaent of apaddy wagon, | think.
My memory hasits hazy spots.

"When | begin to remember abit more clearly, | was Sitting on abench inwhat | guessed to be the police
station. No one was paying much attention to me and my headache was alittle better.

"A rather short man with alarge mustache entered, engaged in conversation with aman behind amassive
desk, then approached me. He seemed rather indifferent, but to my relief he spoke English and quite
well, too, though he had a disconcertingly British accent.

"| followed him into arather dingy room, gray and depressing, and there the questioning began. It wasthe
questioning that was the nightmare, though the questioner remained unfailingly, if distantly, polite. Hetold
me hisname but | don't remember it. | honestly don't. It beganwithaV, so I'll just cal him 'Vee if | have
to.

"He sad, "You say your nameis John Smith.’

IIIY%I

"Hedidn't exactly smile. He said, "It isavery common name in the United States and, | understand, is
frequently assumed by those who wish to avoid investigetion.”

"It isfrequently assumed becauseit iscommon,' | said, 'and since it is common, why shouldn't | be one
of the hundreds of thousands who besar it?

""Y ou haveidentification?



""|'ve been robbed. I've comein to complain -

"V eeraised his hand and made hushing noises through his mustache. "Y our complaint has been recorded,
but | have nothing to do with the people here. They merely made sure you were not wounded and then
sent for me. They have not searched you or questioned you. It is not their job. Now - do you have
identification?

"Wearily, and quietly, | told him what had happened.

"Then, he said, 'you have nothing with which to support your statement that you are John Smith of
Fairfield, Connecticut?

"'Who else should | be?

""That we would liketo find out. Y ou say you were mistreated in atavern. Itslocation, please.’
"'l don't know.'

"ltsname?

"'l don't know.'

""What were you doing there?"

"'l told you. | was merdly walking through the city -
"'Alone?

"Yes, done. | told you.'

"Y our garting point?"

""My hotd.

"'And you have identification there?'

"'Certainly. My passport isthere and al my belongings:
""The name of the hotel?

"I winced at that. Even to myself my answer would seem too much to accept. 'l can'trecall,' | sadina
low voice.

"Itslocation?
"' don't know."

"Vee dghed. Helooked a mein anearsighted way and | thought his eyes seemed sad, but perhapsit
was only myaopia.



"He said, Thebasc question is: What isyour name? We must have some identification or this becomesa
serious matter. Let me explain your postion to you, Mr. Blank. Nothing compels meto do o, but | am
not in love with every aspect of my work and | shall deep better if | make sure you understand that you
arein great danger.’

"My heart began to race. | am not young. | am not ahero. | am not brave. | said, '‘But why?l ama
wronged person. | have been drugged and robbed. | came voluntarily to the police, sick and logt, looking
for help-'

"Agan, Veehdd up hishand, 'Quietly! Quietly! Some spesk alittle English hereand it is better we keep
this between ourselves for now. Things may be as you have described, or they may not. You arean
American nationd. My government has cause to fear Americans. That, at least, isour officid pogtion.
We are expecting an American agent of great ability to penetrate our borders on amost dangerous
misson.

""That meansthat any strange American - any American encountered under SUSpiCious circumstances -
has, for aweek now, been referred instantly to my department. Y our circumstances were suspiciousto
begin with and have grown far more suspicious now that | have questioned you.'

"| stared a him in horror. ‘Do you think I'm aspy? If | were, would | cometo the police like this?

""Y ou may not be the spy, but you may till be aspy. There are people who will think so a once. Even |
view it asaposshility.’

"'But no kind of spy would cometo the police- "

""Please! 1t will do you good to listen. Y ou may be adistraction. If you play chess, you will know what |

mean when | say you may be asacrifice. Y ou are sent in to confuse and distract us, occupying our time
and efforts, while the real work is done e sawhere.’

"l said, "But it hasn't worked, if that'swhat I'm supposed to be. Y ou're not confused and distracted. No
one could be fooled by anything as slly asthis. It's not areasonable sacrifice and soit's no sacrifice at dl.
It's nothing but the truth I've been telling you.'

"Vee gghed. Then what's your name?'

"John Smith. Ask meamillion timesand it will gay my name.'

"'But you can't proveit. - See here,' he said, 'you have two dternatives. Oneisto convince mein some
reasonable way that you are telling the truth. Mere statements, however eoquent, areinsufficient. There
must be evidence. Have you nothing with your name on it? Nothing materia you can show me?

"l told you,' | said, despairingly. 'lI've been robbed.'

"'Failing that," he said, as though he hadn't heard my remark, ‘it will be assumed you are here to fulfill
some function for your country that will not be to theinterest of my country, and you will beinterrogated
with that in mind. It will not be my job, | am glad to say, but those who interrogate will be most thorough

and most patient. | wish it were not so, but where national security isat stake-'

"I wasin utter panic. | said, Suttering, ‘But | can't tell what | don't know, no matter how you interrogate.’



"If s0, they will finaly be convinced, but you will not bewell off by then. And you will be imprisoned, for
it will not then be palitic to let you go free in your condition. If your country succeedsin what it may be
attempting, there will be anger in this country and you will surely be the victim of that and will receivea
long sentence. Y our country will not be able to intercede for you. It will not eventry.'

"| screamed. That isunjust! That isunjust!”
"Lifeisunjust,” said Vee, sadly. 'Y our own President Kennedy said that.'
"'But what am | to do? | babbled.

"He said, ‘Convince me your story istrue. Show me something! Remember something! Prove your name
isJohn Smith. Take meto the tavern; better yet to the hotel. Present me with your passport. Give me
anything, however smdl, asabeginning, and | will have sufficient faith in you to try for therest - a some
risk to mysdf, | might add.’

"'l appreciate that, but | cannot. | am helpless. | cannot.” | was babbling. All I could think of wasthat |
was facing torture and an extended prison term for the crime of having been drugged and robbed. 1t was
morethan | could bear and | fainted. I'm sorry. It isnot aheroic action, but | told you | wasn't ahero.”

Halsted said, "Y ou don't know what they had put in your drink in the tavern. Y ou were haf - poisoned.
Y ou werent yoursdlf.”

"It'skind of you to say so, but the progpect of torture and imprisonment for nothing was not something |
could have faced with stoicism on my best day.

"Thenext memory | haveisthat of lying on abed with avague fedling of having been manhandled. | think
some of my clothing may have been removed.

"V ee was watching me with the same expression of sadnesson hisface. He said, 'I'm sorry. Would you
care for some brandy?

"I remembered. The nightmare was back. | shook my head. All I wanted was to convince him of my utter
innocence somehow. | said, ‘Listen! Y ou must believe me. Every word | havetold you istrue! | -

"He placed hishand on my shoulder and shook it. 'Stop! | believe you!"
"| stared at him stupidly, 'What!"

"Hesaid, 'l believe you. For one thing, no one who was sent on atask such as yours might have been,
could have portrayed utter terror so convincingly, in my opinion. But that is only my opinion. It would not
have convinced my superiors and | could not have acted on it. However, no one could be as stupid as
you have now proved to be without having been sufficiently stupid to step into astrange tavern so
confidingly and to have forgotten the name of your hotdl .’

"But | don't understand.’

"Enough! | have wasted enough time. | should, properly, now leave you to the police, but | do not wish
to abandon you just yet. For the tavern and the thieves within, | can do nothing now. Perhaps another
time after another complaint. Let us, however, find your hotel. - Tel me anything you remember - the
decor - the position of the registration desk - the hair color of the man behind it - were there flowers?



Come, come, Mr. Smith, what kind of street was it on? Were there shops? Was there adoorman?

Anything?

"I wondered if it were aschemeto trap meinto something, but | saw no dternative but to try to answer
the questions. | tried to picture everything asit had been when | had walked into the hotel for the first
timelessthan twelve hours before. | did my best to describe and he hurried me on impatiently, asking
questions faster than | could answer.

"He then looked at the hurried notes he had taken and whispered them to another officia of some sort,
who was on the spot without my having seen him enter - ahotel expert, perhaps. The newcomer nodded
his head wisely and whispered back.

"Veesad, 'Very well, then. We think we know what hotel it was, so let usgo. Thefaster | locate your
passport, the better al around.’

"Off wewent in an official car. | sat there, fearful and apprehensive, fearing that it was adevice to break
my spirit by offering me hope only to smash it by taking me to prison instead. God knows my spirit
needed no breaking. - Or what if they took meto ahotel, and it was the wrong one, would they then
listen to anything at dl that | had to say?

"We did speed to ahotdl, however. | shrugged helplesdy when Vee asked if it was the hotel. How could
| tell in pitch - darkness? And | feared committing mysalf to what would turn out to be amistake.

"But it was the correct hotel. The night man behind the desk didn't know me, of course, but there wasthe
record of aroom for a John Smith of Fairfield. We went up there and behold - my luggage, my passport,

my papers. Quite enough.

"Vee shook handswith me and said, in alow voice, ‘A word of advice, Mr. Smith. Get out of the
country quickly. | shal make my report and exonerate you, but if things go wrong in some way's,
someone may decide you should be picked up again. Y ou will be better off beyond the borders.’

"| thanked him and never took anyone's advice so eagerly inal my life. | checked out of the hotdl,
grabbed ataxi to the nearest station, and | don't think | breathed till | crossed the border.

"Tothisday, | don't know what it was dl about - whether the United States redly had an espionage
project under way in that country at that time or whether, if we did, we succeeded or failed. As| said,
some officid asked me to keep quiet about the whole thing, so | suppose the suspicions of Vee's
government were more or lessjudtified.

"Inany case, | never plan to go back to that particular country.”

Avaon sad, "Y ou werefortunate, Mr. Smith. | see what you mean when you said you were puzzled by
the ending. Vee, asyou cal him, did make asudden about - face, didn't he?'

"l don't think so," interposed Gonzalo. "I think he was sympathetic to you dl dong, Mr. Smith. When you
passed out, he called some superior, convinced him you were just a poor jerk in trouble, and then let you

go.

"It might be," said Drake, "that it was your fainting that convinced him. If you were actudly an agent, you
would know the dangers you ran, and you would be more or less steded for them. In fact, he said so,
didn't he? He said you couldn't fake fear so convincingly and you therefore had to be what you said you



were - or something like that."

Rubin said, "If you'vetold the story accurately, Mr. Smith, | would think that Veeisout of sympathy with
the regime or hewouldn't have urged you to get out of the country as he did. | should think he andsa
good chance of being purged, or has been since that rime.”

Trumbull said, "1 hate to agree with you, Manny, but | do. My guessisthat Veesfailureto hang onto
Smith may have beenthe last straw.”

"That doesn't make mefed very good,” muttered Smith.

Roger Halsted pushed his coffee cup out of the way and placed his el bows on the table. He said
earnestly, "I've heard the bare bones of the story before and I've thought about it and think there's more
to it than that. Besides, if dl five of you agree on something, that must be wrong."

Heturned to Smith. "Y ou told me, John, that thisV ee was ayoung man."
"Wdl, hestruck measbeing in hisearly thirties

"All right, then,” said Halsted, "if ayoungish man isin the secret police, it must be out of conviction and he
must plan to risein the ranks. Heisn't going to run ridiculous risks for some nonentity. If hewerean old
man, he might remember an earlier regime and might be out of sympathy with the new government, but -"

Gonzalo said, "How do you know thisVee wasn't adouble agent? Maybe that's why our government
doesn't want Smith to be talking about the matter.”

"If Veewere adouble agent,” said Halsted, "'then, considering his position in the government intelligence
there, hewould be enormoudy vauableto us. All the more reason that he wouldn't risk anything for the
sake of anonentity. | suspect that there's more than sympathy involved. He must have thought of
something that authenticated John's story.”

"Sometimes| think that'sit," said Smith, morosdly. "'l keep thinking of hisremark after | came out of my
faint to the effect that | wastoo stupid to be guilty. He never did explain that remark.”

"Wait aminute," said Rubin. "After you came out of your faint, you said you seemed to bein disarray.
While you were out, they inspected your clothes closdly, redized they were American make - "

"What would that prove?' demanded Gonzalo, scornfully. "An American spy isaslikely to wear
American clothes asan American jerk is. No offense, Mr. Smith."

"Nonetaken,” said Smith. "Besides, | had bought the clothes | was then wearing in Paris.”
Gonzao said, "I guessyou didn't ask him why he thought you were stupid.”

Smith snorted. "Y ou mean did | say to him, 'Hey, wise guy, who're you caling stupid? No, | didn't say
that, or anything likeit. | just held my bresth.”

Avaon said, "The comments on your stupidity, Mr. Smith, need not be taken to heart. Y ou have said
severd timesthat you were not yoursdlf at any time during that difficult time. After being drugged, you
might well have seemed stupid. In any case, | don't seethat well ever know the inwardness of Vee's
change of mind. It would be sufficient to accept it and not question the favors of fortune. It is enough that



you emerged safey from the lion's mouth.”
"Well, wait," said Gonzalo. "We haven't asked Henry for hisopinion yet.”

Smith said, with astonishment, "The waiter?' Then, in alower voice, "l didn't redlize he wasligtening.
Does he understand thisisdl confidentia ?*

Gonzao sad, "He'samember of the club and the best man here. Henry, can you understand Vee's
change of heart?'

Henry hesitated. "1 do not wish to offend Mr. Smith. | would not careto cal him stupid, but | can see
why thisforeign officid, Vee, thought 0.

Therewasagenerd stir about the table. Smith said, fiffly, "What do you mean, Henry?'

"Y ou say the events of the nightmare took place sometimelast year."

"That'sright," sad Smith.

"And you say your pockets wererifled. Were they completely emptied?”

"Of course" said Smith.

"But that isclearly impossible. Youve sad you il carry the origind vid of pills, and that you have
carried it everywhere and at dl times, so that | suppose you had it with you when you travelled abroad
and that you had it with you when you entered the tavern - and therefore till had it with you when you

|eft thetavern."

Smith said, "Well, yes, you'reright. It wasin my shirt pocket as dways. Either they missed it or decided
they didn't want it."

"Y ou didn't say anything about that in the course of the tale you havejust told us.”

"It never occurred to me."

"Nor did you tell Vee about them, | suppose?’ said Henry.

"Look here" said Smith, angrily, "'l didn't think of them. But evenif | did, | wouldn't voluntarily bring up
the matter. They would useit to place atrumped - up charge of carrying dope against me and in that way
judtify animprisonment.”

"Youd beright, if you thought of the pillsonly, gr," sad Henry.

"What dseisthereto think of ?'

"The container,” said Henry, mildly. "The pillswere available only by prescription and you told usit was
theorigind via. May we seeit, Mr. Smith?"

Smith withdrew it from his shin pocket, glanced at it and said, vehemently, "HdlI!"

"Exactly," said Henry. "On the labd placed on thevial by the pharmacist, there should be printed the



pharmacist's name and address, probably in Fairfield, and your name should be typed in as well, together
with directionsfor use."

"Youreright."

"And after you had denied having any identification on you, even in the face of torture, Veelooked
through your pockets while you were unconscious, and found exactly what he had been asking you to
gvehm."

"No wonder he thought | was stupid,” said Smith, shaking his head. "'l was stupid. Now | redly fed
rotten.”

"And yet," said Henry, "you have an explanation of something that has puzzled you for ayear, and that
should make you fed good.”

AFTERWORD

Heres another story in which | accepted Fred'stitle and discarded my own. | had cdled this story
"What'smy Name?' and it seemsto methat "Can Y ou Prove It?" ismuch more successful. Thereésan air
of hodtility about "Can Y ou Prove 1t?" that instantly increases the tension even before you begin the story.

Incidentally, this, like"The Driver," isone of those stories that derivesitstenson from the fact that the
world contains two superpowers that have confronted each other for forty years now, each with
wespons of destruction so unparalleled that awar between them would mean loss (perhapsirreversible
loss) for dl mankind.

Itisfor that reason that | hate to write stories involving the confrontation, or even to read them. It strikes
me that anything that servesto increase hatred and suspicion just increases the chances that in a moment
of anger or misca culation the nuclear button will be pushed.

And yet, sometimes, the exigencies of plotting force meinto it, and then as | reread the sory | can't help
but think sardonically that with the change of very few words, with just asubstitution here and there of
minor extent, the story could very well have been written by someone on the other side. - And that's
rather sad, too.

The story appeared in the June 17, 1981, issue of EQMM.

The Phoenician Bauble

GEOFFREY AVALON, apatent lawyer by professon, did not often admit to reading light fiction. On
the occasion of this particular Black Widowers banquet, however, he stirred the ice in his second drink
(which had reached its hafway point and would be sipped no more) and said, "'l read an interesting
sciencefiction story yesterday."

James Drake, aretired chemist, who had spent the better part of an otherwise misspent lifein reading
every kind of popular fiction periodicd, sad, "Did it hurt?'

"Not at dl. | wasat afriend's place, saw amagazine, leafed through it, began reading, and, | must admit,
rather enjoyed it. The premise was that to aman who had developed total recall there could be no



secrets. If | wereto recdl everything you said, Jm, together with intonations and expressions, and
combined it with what others said, and what | already knew, | would be able to deduce everything about
you. No matter what it was you didn't want me - or anyone - to know, you would give it away adozen
times aday without knowing it. It'sonly that in red life we pay no atention - or don't hear - or forget -
that secretsremain secrets. In the story, of course, the protagonist getsinto trouble with hiswild talent.”

"Asthey dways do," said Drake, unimpressed. "It'saliterary convention as old as Midas's golden touch.
The story you read was, | suspect, 'Lest We Remember' by I1saac Asimov, in arecent issue of hisown

megazine”
"That'sright,” said Avaon.

Mario Gonza o, who had arrived late and had just placed his rubbers and raincoat in the cloakroom (for
New Y ork was not redlly enjoying therain it badly needed for its reservoirs), ordered hisdrink from
Henry with asmdl gesture, and said, "Asimov? Isn't he Manny's friend, the one who's even more stuck
on himsdlf than Manny is, if you can believeit?'

Emmanud Rubin turned his entire body to face Gonzalo and pointed hisfinger. "Admov isnot my friend.
He merely dogs my footsteps because he needs hel p on various smple points of science before he can
write hisso - called Sories™

"l looked him up in Booksin Print, Manny," said Gonzao, grinning. "Hewritesalot more- "

"Booksthan | do," Rubin finished. "Yes, | know. That's because | don't sacrifice qudity for quantity.
Here, meet my guest. Mr. Enrico Pavalini. Thisis Mario Gonzal o, who represents himself to be an artist
and who will disprove the fact by concocting a caricature of you shortly. Mr. Pavolini is curator at the
City Museum of Ancient Art."

Pavalini bowed with continental courtesy, and said, "1 listen sadly to the sciencefiction story you are
discussing. | fear that even a perfect memory could not penetrate some secrets, except in romances. And
aways those secrets that badly need penetrating prove the most opaque.” His English was perfect but his
vowels had a subtle distortion to them that made it clear he was not born to the language.

Trumbull said, "My fedling isthat most secrets are safe because no oneredly cares. Most so - called
secrets are so damned dull, it is only those who are desperately bored who would take the trouble to
ferret them out.”

"That may be soin some cases, my dear Sir - * began Pavolini, but wasinterrupted by Henry's quiet
announcement that dinner was served. The guests sat down to an array of Greek appetizersthat bore a
promise of moussaka to come. Roger Halsted made a small sound of pleasure as he draped his napkin
over histhighs and Rubin, having speared a stuffed grape leaf, looked at it gpprovingly, placed itin his
mouth, and ground it to nothingness.

Rubin then said (hismind clearly running on his earlier reference to qudity versus quantity), "One of the
unfortunate consequences of the eraof pulp fiction, between 1920 and 1950, isthat it raised ageneration
of Asmovswho learned to write without thought, in the pursuit of quantity only."

"That's not entirely bad,” said Drake. "It'sfar more common for awriter to fall into the opposite trap of
postponing execution in a useless search for nonexistent perfection.”

"I'm not talking about perfection,” said Rubin. "I'm suggesting just alittle extratrouble to move away from



abysmd junk."

"If you'll read some of the better pulp, you'l find it isfar away from abysmd junk,” said Drake, siffly. "A
lot of it, infact, isrecognized now as an important contribution to literature and its techniques are well
worth study. Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, Cornell Woolrich - Come on, Manny, it'syour own
field. Don't knock it.”

"They weren't pulp. They were red writerswho had to make use of the available markets-"

Drake laughed. "It's easy to provethat al pulp isbad, if, when examples of the contrary are cited, you
say 'If it'sgood, itisn't pulp.”

Gonzalo said, "Once something isold, it gets davered over by criticswho would dap it down hard if they
were contemporaries of the object criticized. I've heard Manny say a hundred timesthat Shakespeare
was a hack writer who was despised in his own day.”

"For every Shakespeare," said Rubin, violently, his sparse beard bristling, "who wasfar ahead of the
puny minds of histime, there were a hundred, or maybe a thousand, scribblers who were dismissed as
zeroesin their own time and who are exactly zero today, if they are remembered at al.”

"That'sthe point,” said Pavolini. "Surely survivd isthe best testimony of worth.”

"Not dways," said Rubin, characterigticaly shifting ground at once. "Accident must play arole. Aeschylus
and Sophocles wrote over ninety plays each, and in each case only seven survive. Who can possibly say
those were the seven best? Sappho was considered by the ancient Greeks to be in a class with Homer
himsdf, and yet virtudly nothing of her work survives"

A curious silencefdl over the Black Widowers, as though in appreciation of true tragedy - the loss of the
irreplaceable work of human genius. The conversation was quieter and more genera thereafter.

Andfindly, Rubin, as hogt, caled for the grilling. "Not you, Mario," he said. "Y ou'll try to prove you're an
artist and bore Mr. Pavolini to death and he's too good afriend for meto lose. Jm, do the honors."

Enrico Pavalini looked expectant. His smile, which seemed dways radiant, gave every indication of
welcoming dl questions. He might have been in hisfifties, but his nest mustache, hisungraying hair, his
unlined face, his unsorrowing eyes, would have made the forties an equaly reasonable guess.

Drake cleared histhroat and said, "Mr. Pavolini, how do you justify your existence?"

Pavolini showed no surprise at dl at the question. He said, "By doing what one man can do to prevent
the tragedy of which we spoke earlier in the dinner. | |abor to save those products of artistic genius that
might otherwise be lost. In so doing, of course, | must ded, often, with thieves and criminds, and
compound their felonies - but the nature of my work judtifies even that."

Drake said, "Who are these thieves and criminals you speak of 7"

"Throughout history," said Pavalini, "works of art have been hidden; sometimes purposdly aswhen they
are buried with dead rulers or aristocrats, or when they are concedled from marauding bands of armed
men; sometimes accidentally aswhen atemple is destroyed by an earthquake or aship sinksat sea. And
throughout history, there have been people in search of treasure, persistent robbers with spades who
break into pyramids and tombs, who follow the legends of buried treasure, who poke about in sunken



ships. Caches of coins, ingots of precious metas, jewels, works of art, are dways turning up. Sometimes
they are broken up, melted down, sold as bullion or stones. Sometimes, especidly in thelast two
hundred years, they are left intact and placed on the open market. That'swhere |, and otherslike mysdf,
comein. We bid for the materid. Every museum of art intheworld isfilled with illegd loot."

Drake said, "What makes these so - called looters criminas? Are they supposed to leave works of art
buried - the property of, for instance, a pharaoh who has been dead for thirty - five centuries?!

"Inthefirg place," said Pavalini, "many looters are criminas againgt humanity. They areignorant people
who may come across atreasure either by accident, or design, but who, from the start, or in theend, are
interested only in the negotiable. Everything they do not see asintringcally vauable, they areliableto
destroy, not so much out of malice as out of indifference. They are quitelikely to break up priceless
artwork in order to salvage afew emeralds or strips of gold.

"Secondly, they are criminasin the eyes of thelaw. Over thelast century, nations have come increasingly
to congder variousrelics of the past as part of their nationa heritage and therefore the property of the
state. Searches should, in theory, be conducted under strict supervision, and finds cannot be sold to
foreign museums. Even trained archeol ogists who flout these rules are, srictly spegking, criminds.

"Still, many governments are too inefficient to conduct proper searches, too corrupt to resist bribery; and
human cupidity is such that consderation of nationa pride can dmost never compete with the fact that a
better price can be obtained from foreigners.”

Drakesaid, "If adl museums combined in apolicy of refusing to ded with looters- "

Pavalini shook his head vigoroudly. "It would do no good. The museums are run by human beings, or by
governments, with their own prides, cupidities, and corruptibilities. No museum would want to lose aredl
find to another museum. And even if the museums were to stland firm as a group, items might be sold to
private collections - or be broken up and melted down. Some looters have resorted to blackmail and
have used the threat of destruction to force ahigher price.”

Drakesad, "Isit dl worthit? Surely not everything isagreat work of art?"

"Someis" sad Pavalini, smiling with atouch of condescension, "by any standards, as, for instance, the
bust of Nefertiti, the Cretan snake goddess, Venus de Milo. That, however, is secondary, in away.
Every artifact of apast eraisimportant asaliving evidence of asociety that is gone. The commonest pot
of terra - cottawas once used, was part of away of life, wasformed to fill apurpose. Eachisas
important and as indispensable to an archeologist asthe fossil tooth of an extinct shark would beto a
paeontologist.”

Trumbull said, "May | interpose, Im?- | presume the City Museum of Ancient Art hasits share of past
atifacts Mr. Pavolini?'

Pavolini's smile broadened. "It certainly has, Mr. Trumbull. Y ou must come visit us sometime and seefor
yoursdf. We are acomparatively young museum and do not have the resources of the Metropolitan, but
we are more findy focussed and our collection of pre - Columbian Mexican artisworld - famous.”

"l will certainly visit you a my first opportunity,” said Trumbull, "but | seem to remember thet before
dinner, you said something about secrets not being easily penetrated.”

Pavolini looked suddenly grave. "Did 17"



"Y es. There was some mention of someidiotic science fiction story about a perfect memory being al that
was required to penetrate any secret and you said -"

"Ah, yes, | remember."
"Wl then, were you referring to anything specific, anything that had to do with your work?!

"Asamatter of fact, yes" Pavolini shrugged his shoulders. "A smal thing that has been haunting me for
sometime, but of no importance outside my own fedlings, | suppose.”

"Tdl usabout it," said Trumbull, conjugating himsdlf abruptly into the imperative.
Pavalini blinked. "As| said, utterly unimportant.”

Rubin put in gently, "Tell usanyway, Enrico. It'sthe price of the dinner. Y ou remember | explained about
thegrilling.”

"Yes, Emmanud,” said Pavalini, "but it isnot athing | can discussindiscriminately. From asrictly legd
gtandpoint -"

Rubin said, "We are dl as slent as one of your pre - Columbian artifacts. That includes, particularly, our
esteemed waiter and fellow member, Henry. Please continue, Enrico.”

Pavolini smiled, ruefully. "Our artifacts are not by any means silent, since they speek to us e oquently of
past cultures, so it was an unfortunate smile. However - There was a Phoenician bauble on the market of
the museum world - the black market, | suppose.

"It had been dug up in Cyprus, where the confusion of the past decade has made it possible for lootersto
obtain and smuggle out vauable materid. Thiswasasmall cup of gold and enamel, dating back to some
time about 1200 B.C. There was some question as to whether it showed Mycenean influence and it bore
promise of modifying some of our notions of eventsin the time of the Trojan war.

"Naturaly, wewanted it, and so, | imagine, did adozen other mgjor museumsin theworld. It wasn't, of
course, amatter of mere bidding. The person offering it for sale had to cover histracks for he wanted to
get back to Cyprus, to obtain other pieces perhaps, without being stripped of his gains and being thrown
into prison besides by the Cypriot authorities. For that reason, he needed to have certain precautions
accepted, certain guaranties made. And, of course, it helped to have agood man on the spot, a
persuasive man.”

Rubin said, "Y ou once told me about one of your people who you said was exactly like that - Jelinsky."
Pavolini nodded. "The nameis not merely Jelinsky. Y ou forget how it came about | mentioned him to you
inthefirg place. Hisfull name was Emmanue Jdinsky. That isactualy how | cameto know you,
Emmanuel. It isan unusud first name and when | wasintroduced to you, | thought at once of my
Emmanud. It drew my attention to you. We talked about him and then | had my chance to get to know
you. My Emmanud, however, is now dead.”

"I'm sorry," said Rubin.

"A heart attack. He was sixty - five and it was not entirely unexpected, but, if | may be permitted to view



it sdfishly, it wastragic, for with his desth went al chance of obtaining the Phoenician bauble.” Pavolini
sghed heavily. "To be hones, it was with the greatest difficulty that | persuaded mysdlf to attend the
banquet tonight - but | had accepted your invitation nearly amonth ago and my wife rather insisted | go.
She said she did not want me brooding and tearing my hair. She said, 'Have one evening out. Forget." So
here| am, and I'm not forgetting after al."

There was an uneasy silence at that, and then Gonzal o, the ever - hopeful, said, " Sometimesit turns out
that we can help people with problems.”

Trumbull said with ingtant fury, "Will you stop making ridiculous satements like that?*

"l said sometimes," said Gonzalo, defensively, "and | intend to continue the grilling. How abot it,
Manny?Y ou're the hogt."

Rubin looked uncomfortable. "Do you mind if we continue, Enrico?”
Pavolini managed asmile. "Not talking will not bring him back, nor the bauble, either.”

"All right, then," said Gonzao. "Y ou said that Jelinsky's death lost you that Phoenician whatever - it -
was. Which museum got it?*

"I wish one of them did. That would be better for the world generaly. Thetroubleisthat the object has
smply disappeared.”

"How?Why?" burst out Trumbull.

Pavolini sghed. "Wdll, then, from the beginning. Let me explain about Jdinsky. He was with the museum
longer than | was and he was smply invaluable. | don't wish to overdramatize but in some respects
museums must engage in activities that have about them some of the atmosphere of espionage work.
There are ddlicate negotiations to be carried through; clandestine contacts to be made; objectsto be
purchased illegally and, therefore, secretly; other museums to spy on and measures to be taken to foil the
spiesof others.

"Of course, itisal smal potatoes since the gpparatuses involved and the stakes, too, are far smaller than
those which governments or even industries can dispose of. On the other hand, we don't have great
power to fal back on for protection, and to us, at least, if to no one el se, the stakes are high.

"Jelinsky was what we would consider amaster spy, if he were an employee of the CIA. He could trace
va uable items and make his contacts before anyone else was fairly in the field. He was persuasive, could
talk abird out of atree and into his hand, could close adedl to the greatest advantage of ourselves even

while others were after the same item with offers that were double what we could offer. We never knew
how hedidit.

"| asked him once abouit that but he just let one eydid close and said, "Y ou'll never know, Enrico. After
al, if you ever fire me, | would have to find work elsawhere and it would be inconvenient if you knew my
methods then.’

"He had one peculiarity, however, that we al knew about. It was impossible to miss. He doodled! He
was never without a scratch pad and at any time that scratch pad had the top sheet covered with
fascinating abstractions. They were never quite the same but they were dways neatly geometric -
triangles, squares, trapezoids, octagons, either alone or in bizarre combinations. Sometimes there would



be words built up of |etters nestly printed in geometric form. Sometimes | could tell it was aword that
occupied hismind at the time of the doodling. | remember once, when we werein conference, hewrote
thefirst few letters of my name, each letter constructed in a series of egg - shaped segments. | asked him
if hewould let me haveit asacurio and helooked &t it with astonishment asif not aware he had doneiit.
Hegaveit to mewith an air of wondering why | could possibly want it. | ill haveit.

"I asked him once why he doodled and he said he wasn't sure. He said, "Maybe it iswhat | do instead of
Jjigaling my feet or tapping my fingernails. | have arestless mind and thisfocusesit and keepsit from
darting off in unwanted directions. Maybe. And maybe it just serves as an outlet for some artistic impulse
that liesdormant in me. | don't know. In any case, | never notice that I'm doodling when I'm doodling.
But at least | stick to geometry so | never give away my thoughts.'

"'Except when you writeletters' | said, and he flushed and insisted they never meant anything.”

Gonza o said, with satisfaction, as he sipped at his brandy and then held up the glass for Henry to renew
theinfusion, "I'll bet one of Jelinsky'sdoodleshasapartindl this™

"Yes" sad Pavolini, sadly, "or | should not have gone on at such length about it. Obvioudy. Two weeks
ago, | received acal from Jeinsky. Hewasin Halifax. He did not speak of the Phoenician artifact
directly for - and again | do not wish to overdramatize - he well knew hisroom might be bugged or his
wire tapped. Some of our competitors are at least as unscrupulous as we ourselves are.

"I understood well the significance of what he was saying, however. He had closed the dedl and he had
the object. Why the deal was closed in Halifax, | don't know and didn't ask. The looter may have been
Canadian or Jeinsky may have persuaded him to come to that unlikely city to throw off the scent asfar
asthe othersin the field were concerned. It didn't matter.

"Though Jeinsky had physical possession of the object, he did not intend to carry it with him to New

Y ork. He had checked it in an unobtrusive place in the form of a package that gave no outward clueto
its contents or its vaue, and under conditions where it was clear to the people keeping it that it might be
sometime beforeit was caled for. He was coming to New Y ork with the information and someone else
would then fly to Hdlifax to get the object. All thiswastold me most indirectly; virtudly in code.”

"lan't dl thisindirection overdrawn?' said Halsted.

"I know it sounds paranoid,” said Pavalini, "but Jeinsky was aknown man. He might be followed, his
baggage might be tampered with. After al, why hesitate to sted an object that was dready stolen? In any
case, Jelinsky did not fed it safe to carry the object to New Y ork. We could send some unknown to
carry the object, someone who would be safe because he was unknown.”

"Except that he died,” said Gonzalo, excitedly, "before he could pass on the necessary information.”

"Of aheart attack, as| told you," said Pavolini, "a Kennedy airport. Naturaly, he never had a chanceto
tell us where he had checked the object.”

Avaon looked grave and said, "1 scarcely wish to outdo you in overdramatizing the matter, so | will ask
you to reassure us and tell usthat there is no chance that Jeinsky was murdered and the information
taken from his body."

"Not at dl possble" sad Pavolini. "There were those who saw him collgpse, there was his history of
heart disease, and there was a careful autopsy. There was no question but that it was anatural death, and



amogt unfortunate one for us. For one thing, we had lost an irreplaceable man, but he would have died
eventudly. It was the precise moment of his death that was the caamity.

"We don't know where the object is. We presumeit is somewherein Hdifax - but that isal. Essentidly,
the Phoenician bauble is once again buried, and it will be recovered only by accident and by - who can
tell who.

"Evenif it were found by someone and were placed on the market again, the fact that we have dready
paid asubstantial sum for it would mean nothing. We are not likely to be able to prove ownership and,
what isworse, we are even lesslikely to prove legal ownership. If found, and if the find is publicized too
openly, the Greek Cypriot Government will claim it and will probably receiveit. We can live with the loss
of the money, but the loss of the object itsdlf is hard to bear. Very hard." Pavolini shook his head
despondently.

Pavolini went on, "What makesit more frugtrating isthat there is absolutely no reason to think he was
robbed. He was under observation by many, as| said, when he collapsed, and airport guards were at his
sdeamogt at once. His pockets werefilled with the usua - awallet reasonably supplied with cash,
including both American and Canadian hills. There were coins, credit cards, keys, handkerchief, and so
on."

"Nothing of interest a al?" asked Hasted, increduloudly.

"Wdll, one of theitemswas a claim check. We, as hisemployers, were ableto effect aclamto that -
though not without considerable lega problems. However, it doesn't help usat al. | suspect - | hope -
that the claim check isfor the package containing the object, but what good doesthat do me? The clam
check isentirely without distinguishing mark. It isred and rectangular and made of cardboard. Onitin
black block lettersisthe number 17. On the other Sdeisnothing. Thereisno way of identifying where on
earth - or, a least, where in Hdifax - the ticket belonged.”

Trumbull said, "Nothing else. No address book. No folded dip of paper in hiswallet.”

"Believe me, we went over everything in his pockets and in his baggage; under the eyes of the police, |
might add - and there seemed nothing that could indicate the place where he had checked the package.
There was an address book, of course, but in it was not one Halifax address; nor was there one non -
Halifax address that seemed in any way suspicious. Therewas his scratch pad, too. If that had not been
present, | would have been sure he was robbed. Still, under the closest scrutiny, there was no address on
any page of it. We might have tested everything for secret writing - | thought of that - but why on earth
should he have gone to such lengths?!

"l suppose,” said Hasted, "you might use force mgeure. Y ou might go to every placein Halifax that
could conceivably use such claim checks and try to recover a package at each one.”

"Every hotel? Every restaurant? Every train or bustermina? Every airport?* said Pavolini. "That would
truly be an act of desperation. No! - Wetried cutting down the possibilitiesinstead.”

"The doodles!” cried out Gonzalo.
"Y ou haven't forgotten,” said Pavolini. "Y es, there were doodles on the top page of the scratch pad.

They might have been made on the plane, but he doodled chiefly when in conference, and that must have
beenin Hdifax."



"But you said,” Avalon pointed out, "that there was no address on any page of the scratch pad.”

"That's right, but there were other things. There were his characteristic geometric congtructions, as
identifiable asfingerprints. If that were al there was, it would be usdess, but there was more. It was one
of those rare occasions when he constructed letters and | knew there must have been some word, some
phrase, which had attracted his attention. Unfortunately, he had written down only part of it. Therewasa
capita B, asmall i, and asmall f each in ornate script. Those |etters were absolutely identifiable as his
handiwork, too. In other words, 'Bif' was the beginning of some word that had caught his attention, when
he was negotiating the sale, and if we could work out what the word was and where he had seen it, |
have the feding we would know where he had checked the package.”

Trumbull said, "For al you know, that doodle may have been made the day before the negotiations, or
the week before. It may have no connection with the negotiationsat al.”

"Possible," said Pavolini, "but not likely. In my experience, Jeinsky never kept them long but disposed of
the used top sheet when beginning another. Therefore, it could not have been very old.”

"But you cannot be sure,” said Trumbull, persisting.
"No, | cannot be sure but | have nothing elseto go by," said Pavolini, exasperated.
Gonzalo sad, eagerly, "Do you have the paper with you?'

"No," said Pavalini, lifting hisarms up and then letting them drop. "How can you think | would carry it
withme?Itisin my office safe. Could I have imagined this matter would come up in the evening's
discusson?'

"It'sjust that it seemed to me," said Gonzalo, "that if we could see the doodles, we might get something
out of it you didn't. Could you reproduce them for us?"

Pavolini lifted hisupper lipin disdain. "1 am not an artist. | could not do it. | could not even reproduce the
curlicuesin the letters. Believe me, thereis nothing there but the letters, and nothing of any significance
but the letters. Nothing.”

Hasted said, "Theletters don't seem very sgnificant to me. What word startswith "bif" anyway?'
"'Bifurcate" said Rubin, at once.

"Fing!" said Pavalini. "A useful word, indeed. Where would Jeinsky see 'bifurcate' in the course of the
negotiations? My friends, | did not Sit about and puzzle out the matter. | used the unabridged dictionary.
‘Bifurcate means'to divideintwo." Thereisaso 'bifid meaning 'in two parts.’ There are chemical terms,
‘biformate,’ 'bifluoride,’ and so on. These are all usdless. Itisnot in the relm of possbility that he was
looking at any of these words while hewas sitting - wherever he was sitting - with the man who was
sdling the artifact. Thereisonly oneword, only one, that seemed as though it might be useful and that
word is'bifocals.™

Rubin said, "Wasthe man Jdinsky dealt with an optometrist?”
"I know nothing about the man, but it seems reasonabl e that the negotiations might have taken place at an

optometrigt's, or, more likely, across the street from an optometrist's. With the word 'bifocas staring him
in theface, Jdinsky might well have started writing it absently.”



"It'spossble” said Avaon, judicioudy.

But Pavolini folded hisarms across his chest, looked sadly at the men assembled about the table, and
said, "It did not work. | had acouple of our men scour the city to find optometrists in whose window, or
on whose signs, there might be the word 'bifocals." We have not yet found one. Optometrists do not
sresshifocals. Those are for ederly people. They do their best to impress the public with beauty and
with the chic qualities of their spectacles. Everything for youth or pretended youth. Nevertheess, we are
not done looking."

Drake said, Y ou might be looking in the wrong direction. If Jeinsky made his letterswith curlicuesthey

might not be easily identifiable at al. For instance, it's easy to draw asmdl e and haveit look like asmdl
i. Jdinsky may not have intended 'bif' a dl. He may have intended "bef." His pen might have skipped the
little curve because the paper was greasy at that spot.”

"What would you have with 'bef'?" asked Rubin.

"I don't know. He might have been starting to write 'beforehand, let us say, because he had outthought
hisrivas and had gotten to the sdler beforehand.”

"That wouldn't hep find the package," said Rubin.

"Who saysit hasto?' demanded Hasted. "What Jelinsky wrote might have nothing to do with the
package and might be of no help at al. We're only trying to find out the truth, and if the truth doesn't suit
us-" Drake soread hisarmsin fatdigtic resignation.

Pavolini said, "No, no. Let me stop you. | cannot say whether it would help usif we penetrated the
meaning of the word. Perhaps not. But at least | am quite certain that the word begins with 'Bif' and
nothing else. Thei wasan i and not an e because, for onething, Jelinsky had placed adot aboveit. In
fact, Jinsky even curlicued the dot so that it was atriple dot.”

"A triple dot?" said Gonzao. "What do you mean?"

"Likethis" said Pavalini. "I can draw this much, anyway. It looked likethis" He withdrew asmall pad
from an inner jacket pocket, tore out a sheet of paper, and drew three short verticd lines, closely
spaced.

"Therd" hesad. "It wasvery smdl."

It was at this point that Henry interrupted. "Mr. Pavolini, may | seethat piece of paper?’

Pavalini stared a Henry for amoment; then, with atrace of amusement, he said, "If you wish to look at
it, waiter, hereit is. Perhaps you will have atheory, too."

Gonzalo said, "l wouldn't take that attitude, Mr. Pavolini. Henry might have atheory at that."

Pavolini said, "Very wel. Go ahead, waiter. From those threelittle lines, can you tell me where the
packageis hidden?'

"Not exactly, Mr. Pavolini," said Henry, with careful deference. "I can think of two places and there may
possibly be one or two others, but | can't pin it down precisay to one place.”



"Indeed?' said Pavalini. "Y ou can give me two, possibly four, places, and the package will bein one of
them?'

"l bdieveso, 9r."

"Y ou bdieve so. Wonderful! In that case just give methefour. | chalengeyou.” Pavolini's voice had risen
to ashout.

"May | firgt point out that since thereisno redly hopeful word in English that beginswith 'bif,' it may be
that Mr. Jdinsky was not writing an English word."

"Takemy word for it," said Pavalini, freezingly. " Jelinsky knew no language other than English. Hewas
not an educated man and - except for his specidty - redly knew very little.”

"l will accept that," said Henry, "but we have to ask oursalves not which word he knew and understood,
but which word he encountered in the place in which he was negotiating the sale. If they were seated ina
French restaurant, that restaurant - located in acity of British culture - might well sdll steak, but would, of
course, have it on the menu, or in the window, or on the sign, according to aspelling dl their own.
‘Beefsteak," in French, becomes bifteck.”

Pavalini said, inasmdl voice, "Bifteck?"'

"Yes, gr. | know of two good French restaurants in Halifax and there may be one or two more. | suggest
you try the cloakroomin dl four, if necessary.”

Pavolini said, "Y ou are guessing!”

"Not redlly, gr. Not after | saw the three little lines you drew. Might those lines have looked abit more
likethis, Sr?" On the same sheet of paper, Henry drew. "Becauseif they did, that isafleur - de- lis,
which you would find prominently displayed in one place or another in dmost any French restaurant. If
we take the three |etters and the fleur - de - listogether, then one can scarcely doubt where Jelinsky was
Stting when he prepared thisdoodle.”

Pavolini's mouth was open, and now he closed it with an audible 'snap. "By heaven, you areright. | will
leave, gentlemen. | will leave now. Good - byeto dl of you, with my thanks for awonderful dinner - but
| have work to do." He began to hurry out, then stopped and turned. "My thanksto you particularly,
Henry, but how did you do it?'

Henry said, gravely, "Restaurants are my specidty, gr.”
AFTERWORD

Thisisthe twenty - eighth Black Widowers story that Fred Dannay bought for EQMM and, alas, the
lagt, for desth (asit must to dl) finally came to the man who probably did more for the mystery field than
any other single person since Conan Doyle. He will aways be missed by dl those who read his Ellery
Queen gtories, by al who dedt with him as editor, and by al who knew him asfriend.

In connection with the story you have just read, by theway, | received aletter from amuseum curator
who pointed out that the story does not describe the actual methods used by museums to obtain their
exhibits, and that it perpetuates afal se stereotype of museums as promoters of skullduggery.



I'm sure hel'sright and | gpologize to al museums. Thefact isthat | know nothing about the actua
workings of museum acquisitionsand | makeit al up out of my head in such away asto haveit fitin with
the plot. | sugpect, though, that that'sthe way it's got to be, if the hardworking mystery writer isto make
aliving.

Congder, for instance, the writings of Agatha Chrigtie (that modd of everything a mystery writer ought to
be, even if she did have very peculiar notions about how Americanstalk and act). If she were to be taken
serioudy, thereis not an upper - classfamily in al of England that did not have amember done to death
inthelibrary, with a paper knife skewering his heart and alook of indescribable horror on hisface, and
that did not have another member who did the deed. But we accept that (" suspension of disbelief") and
don't expect the world of the mystery to be in one - to - one correspondence with the world of redlity.

The story appeared in the May 1982 issue of EQMM.

A Monday in April

CHARLES SOSKIND was gtrikingly handsome. That much was obvious from the moment Thomas
Trumbull introduced him to the membership of the Black Widowers on the occasion of their monthly
banquet.

It was, in fact, obvious even before he was introduced. He wastdl, dim, dark-haired. He had apale
complexion with eyesthat were dl the more sartlingly dark for that. He had astonishingly regular
features, firm lipswith just atrace of sensuousness about them, and an engaging smile. He shook hands
with astrong grip and hisfingernailswerewell cared for. He exuded just atrace of after - shavelotion
and the paleness of his cheeks was shadowed by the blueness of aburied beard - for there was no
visible stubble. He was well - barbered and he seemed like a throwback to a Gibson collar ad.

Trumbull said, "Charlesisrdatively new at the Department. Hetook his degreein Savic sudiesat the
University of Michigan."

Hands were shaken all around and each Black Widower displayed that quite detectable air of distrust
with which ordinary males meet an extraordinary specimen of their own kind.

Mario Gonza o was perhaps most obviousin hisreaction. He managed to locate hisreflection in the
mirror and refurbished the line of hisjacket in what he might have thought was an unobtrusive manner.

If so, Emmanuel Rubin promptly disabused him. With abroad grin which showed the pronounced gap
between his upper first incisors, Rubin whispered, "Forget it, Mario. Y ou're straight out of the garbage
can in comparison.”

Gonzalo lifted his eyebrows and stared down at the shorter Rubin in haughty displeasure. "What the hell
areyou talking about?"

Rubin continued to smile. "Y ou know," he said, "and | know, and surely that's enough."

Just the same, Rubin did manageto run hisfingers absently through his straggly beard as though a sudden
and impossible desire to have it flow downward in aneat and impressive manner had overtaken him.



Geoffrey Avaon cleared histhroat and stood straighter and more tiffly even than was hiswont. He was
two inchestdler than Soskind, and it was clear that he didn't careif the whole world noticed thet little
fact.

Roger Halsted sucked in his ssomach and endured the discomfort of that for nearly two minutes. James
Drake, the oldest of the Black Widowers, looked preternaturally indifferent, asthough it was only age
and nothing more that kept him out of the race - and, what's more, prevented him from winning.

Only Henry, the competent waiter, on whose shoulders the welfare of the banquets rested, seemed truly
unaware of anything out of the ordinary as he brought Soskind his straight ginger de, with amaraschino
cheryinit.

Soskind regarded the drink somberly and then, with the air of someone who has survived questioning on
the matter for years, said, even though no one asked, "I order the cherry because that makesit look like
an acohoalic drink of some sort and | then don't have to explain why I'm not drinking."

"Why don't you drink?" asked Rubin, with immediate perversity.

"It's not because I'm amember of Alcoholics Anonymous,” said Soskind dryly. "I just have alow
tolerance for alcohol. One drink gets me distinctly high and since | get no pleasure out of the sensation, |
choose not to drink. | don't have to be forced or argued into it."

"If | wereyou," said Gonzalo, darkly, "1'd get Perrier with apearl onioninit. That dyethey usein
maraschino cherriesis carcinogenic, | hear."

"So iseverything," said Soskind, "if you choose the proper strain of rats to experiment with, and make
the doseslarge enough.”

Hasted said, with the usud dight sammer that always seemed to invade his speech as soon as he tried
particularly hard to seem aman of theworld, "Too bad you're so adversdly affected by acohol.
Overdoing it isbestid, but there is nothing quite as civilized astheritua of the moderate sharing of drinks.
It reduces the inhibitions standing in the way of the true grace of socid intercourse.”

"Bdieveme," said Soskind, nodding, "'l fully appreciate that particular disadvantage under which | |abor.
| usualy avoid cocktail panics smply because | can't participate on equa terms. And that's by no means
theworst of it. It'sthe business lunches that arethereal strain. | assure you that if | could drink more
easly, | would be glad to do s0."

And amogt a once, as though on cue, Henry announced the end of the cocktail hour. "Dinner is served,

gentlemen.”

Drake found himsdf Stting next to the banquet guest and said, "Are you of Russian extraction, Mr.
Soskind?'

"Not asfar as| know," said Soskind, his expression lightening a bit at the smoked sadmon and onion bits.
He reached for a section of the thin - diced bread and butter and carefully brushed the capersto one
sde. "My father's father arrived here from Luxembourg, and my mother's parents were both Welsh."

"| asked," said Drake, "because of your degreein Savic studies. Y our doctorate, by the way?'

"Yes, | havetheright to bereferred to as Dr. Soskind, though | never ingst onit. You are Dr. Drake, |



presume?"

"Chemistry. But al of us can refer to each other as doctors by virtue of our membership in the club. Even
our good Henry, theinvauable waiter of the organization, is Dr. Jackson, if we choseto cdl him that. -
But how did you cometo Savic sudies?’

"Oh, that! No persond reasons, if you discount ambition. After al, the United States has been facing the
Soviet Union in open competition for forty years now. Many Soviet citizens can spesk English and have
studied Anglo - American history and culture, while very few Americans have returned the compliment.
This puts us under a severe disadvantage and by my making a personal effort to help redressthe balance,
| am making mysdlf apatriot and, in addition, am opening my way to advancement, Snce my knowledge
isussful.”

"Y ou mean in Tom Trumbull's department?’
"I mean," said Soskind, carefully, "in that organ of government in which we both serve.”

"I takeit then," put in Avaon suddenly from the other Sde of the table, "that you speak and read Russian
quitefluently.”

"Yes, ar," said Soskind, "quite fluently, and Polish aswdll. | can make myself understood in Czech and
Serbian. With time, | hope to learn other languages, too. Arabic and Japanese are extremely important in
today'sworld, and | intend to take coursesin each as soon as| finish my present damned task."

Trumbull leaned forward from his position at the head of the table, which he occupied by virtue of serving
asthat evening'shost of the banquet.

"Sopit, youidiotd Isthisgrilling time? Charles, you answer no questionsat dl until it'stime. Right now,
you just enjoy your dinner undisturbed. - | don't understand you half - wits. Do the rules of the club have
to be explained to you each time?"

"Thereareno rules,” said Rubin, promptly.

"Yes?' said Gonzdo. "l wonder if you'll expound that doctrine the next time | bring in awoman as my
gues.”

"That'sametter of tradition!" howled Rubin. "If you can't understand the difference between tradition and
rules-"

And the discussion degenerated into averbal free- for - al at once.

The bouillabai sse was done; the hot, scented napkins had been put to their proper use; the baked Alaska
was consumed; and the Black Widowerswere lingering over their coffee (teafor the guest) when
Trumbull rattled the spoon againgt the water glass and said, "Mario, since you did not display the bad
taste to grill my guest before he had been adequately fed, won't you now serve asgriller - in - chief?"

Gonzalo jumped dightly. He had produced the needed caricature of the guest, catching himina
spectacularly Byronic profile. He said, "Mr. Soskind, it is customary to begin by asking the guest to
judtify hisexistence. Let me answer that question for mysdlf. | judge that you would say in response that
you are carrying through the judtification by usng your Russian to hel p the American government beet the
Soviet Union."



Soskind, who was glaring at the caricature, said, "The word 'beat’ has unpleasant connotations. | would
prefer to say that | am doing my bit to secure the interests of the United States, which, | take it, means
first and foremost the preservation of world peace and the protection of human rights.”

Gonzalo sad, "But wouldn't you be making ahell of alot more money if you went into show business?!

Soskind reddened and seemed to be struggling with himsalf to prevent an explosion. His control burg,
however, and he said, "That's an idiotic question to ask, and the proper answer | ought to giveyouisa
punchinthejaw."

For amoment, the gathering froze and then Trumbull said, with totally uncharacteristic mildness, "That's
uncaled for, Charles. | told you the way in which we play our gamewhen | invited you to dinner. | do
not deny that Mario isoftenidiotic, asare we dl - dways excluding our good Henry - but hewasin this
case within hisrights. He was asking a question, and he may ask any question. Y ou have been given to
understand that you must answer al questionstruthfully. Whatever you say will never pass outsde this
room."

Soskind said, "Of course, Tom. | gpologizeto you, Mr. Gonzalo, and to al the company.” Hedrew a
deep breath and said, not without some signs of continuing anger, "1 suppose it might look to some
people asthough | might be successful in Hollywood, especidly if | redlly looked like that Sketch you
have drawn, Mr. Gonzalo. | suppose you meant it to represent me but | earnestly hope | don't resemble
it atogether.

"Good looks, assuming | have them, might get meinto the movies, but | doubt they could make mea
success unless | had some minima acting ability aswell - something | do not have. Even then, it could not
make me happy unless | had the actor's temperament, which | am polesremoved from. | am doing what

| want to do - studying the languages of humanity - for the reasons | have mentioned and if it returnsan
adequate compensation, | am quite ready to dismissthe dreams of avarice. Have | madethat clear?”

"Very clear," said Gonzalo, "but what makes you think you lack the temperament of an actor? | know a
number of actors and they comein al shapes and varieties of temperament. Asfor acting ability, it seems
to me you have the capacity for - higtrionics, if Manny will tell methat isindeed theword | want.”

"That's the word you want - for once," said Rubin.

Soskind bowed his head for amoment. When helifted it, it was as though the clouds had thinned and the
sun had broken through. Hissmilewasdl but irresstible.

"Gentlemen," hesaid, "l find that | am still making things hard for you. | do not wish to do that. Honestly!
Itisjust that theselast ten days or so | have not been mysdlf. | assure you that ordinarily | am not given
to higrionics, and | will disolay none henceforth.”

Severd of the Black Widowers spoke at once and Trumbull's voice rose piercingly. "Mario hasthe
floor!"

"Thank you, Tom," said Gonzalo, and at once asked what al had been trying to ask. "Why are you not
yourself? And please don't say that it's private or that it's none of my business. It'smy question and |
want an answer."

"l understand,” said Soskind, camly. "I'm afraid it'san old, dull story. A young lady with whom | was -



am - oh, hell, dways may beinlove, if you don't mind my sounding like aromantic jackass, betrayed me
and - and - Well, what more isthereto say?"

"Did she run off with your best friend?' asked Gonzalo.
Soskind looked revolted. "Of course not. Nothing like that! She's not that kind of woman.”
"Well, then, what happened?' asked Gonzalo.

Avaon's baritone voice boomed out. "Wait! Before you answer, Mr. Soskind - and with your
permisson, Mario - pleasetdl meif thereisany mystery to this."

"Mystery, Sr?" Soskind looked nonplussed.
"Y es. Anything you don't understand; anything that puzzles you and that can't be explained.”

Soskind said, "Not at dl! | wish therewere! It'sal very plain and, for me, heartbreaking. Claire broke
her word, that's al. She took an unfair advantage and didn't even have the decency to be ashamed of it. |
couldn't live with that no matter how much | might beinlove with her. - But it doesn't make mevery
happy, not being ableto livewithit."

"No mygtery,” said Avaon, smiling. Y ou might want to let the matter drop then, Mario. Why probea
sore subject just for the sake of probing it?!

"Thank you," said Soskind.

Gonzalo frowned. "Unless Tom makes a host's decision against me, Jeff, | won't drop the subject. I'm
curious.”

Trumbull hesitated. "I'll poll the company. How many want the subject dropped?”

He and Avaon raised their hands, and Trumbull said, "Four to two against dropping the subject. Henry -
areyou voting?"'

Henry, who was just adding a drop of brandy to Drake's glass, said, "Yes, sir. My hand was not raised. |
fed that if Mr. Soskind gtill fedls an affection for the young lady, he may have asuspicion that heis
migudging her. It might help if hetellsusthe detalls”

Rubin said, "1 was pretty much thinking the same thing," and now there was amurmur of agreement about
thetable.

Soskind looked from face to face and said, "All right, I'll tell you, but you'l find there's smply no doubt
about the matter. | have no suspicion that I'm migudging her."

"Y ou know," said Soskind, "it's particularly hard for meto find ayoung woman | can beinterested in.
Please don't make mock faces of disbdlief. | do attract instant femal e attention because, | suppose, of my
- my appearance, as| would if | were ostentatioudly wealthy, or if | werearock star, but of what vaueis
instant attention for superficial reasons such asthose?

"Being human, | sometimes take advantage of such attention, particularly if | am lured into thinkingitis
something more than ameatter of superficial appearance that attractsthem, or if I, in turn, am attracted by



something or other that isredly of no importance. | am, in that case, quickly disillusioned, gentlemen, and
S0, it may be, arethey.

"On the other hand, my appearance is often against me and actually repels young women, and you
needn't make exaggerated expressons of dishdief at that, Mr. Gonzal o. There are many women who
cometo an ingtant migudgment concerning me through no fault of my own.

"Unfortunately, the novelisiswho form our stereotypica beliefsinvariably maketheir heroinesincredibly
beautiful but only very rarely stressthe good looks of the hero. The male protagonist tendsto look
craggy and charmingly plain. Theresultisthat if | am consdered not plain, | arouse instant suspicion.

"I have heard the comments, indirectly. "Who wants aboyfriend prettier than | am? "I'll haveto fight for a
chance at the mirror.

"Theredingisuniversa that if amanis, quote, good - looking, unquote, as | was accused of being by this
assemblage, a least by implication, then he must be vain, sdlf - centered, capricious, and, worst of dl, a
smpering, brainlessfoal.

"These days, in fact, women are likely to dismiss me, on Sight, as having homosexua tendencies- which |
do not, by the way - smply because quote, that's the way with al these pretty men, unquote.

"Asit happens, | am a serious person. | don't mean by that that | lack a sense of humor, or that | do not
laugh, or that | do not occasiondly enjoy being silly. The point liesin the use of the word 'occasondly.’

"For the most part, | am interested in straightforward application of nose to grindstone, of mysdlf to my
career and to my intellectud interests. And | want my women serious, too.

"The women mogt likely to interest me - the intelligent, serious, ambitious ones - they are the very ones
most likely to be put off by me, the very oneswho will quickly decide that | am an obnoxious nonentity;
that | am quote, too pretty, unquote.

"Until | met Claire.

"Sheisindl waysmy fellow (if you don't mind the Irish bull). Sheisalinguig, too, specidizing inthe
modern Romance languages, as| inthe Savic.

"Sheisquite good - looking - at least | find her s0 - and quite indifferent to that fact. Sheisserious,
intelligent, hard - driving, and afeminist in fact, rather than in conversation, having driven her way
forward, and without much fuss, in aman'sworld.

"It was not love & first sight. What can one possibly know at first sght but superficidities - and very
likely deceiving ones, a that? We met a the library, when we were each engaged in alittle research and
discovered we had interestsin common. | was at the Department, she at Columbia.

"We met again, and then it became periodic. The more we learned about each other, the more satisfied
we each became. It turned out we had the same opinionsin palitics, literature, and art - at least, in
generd, though there were enough differencesin detail to lead to interesting discussions.

"Thething | most gpproved about her was that where there was a disagreement, she expressed her point
of view camly and with cogent arguments, and considered my counterarguments dispassionately and
thoughtfully. There were times when she accepted my point of view, and timeswhen | accepted hers,



though on most occasions, | must admit, we continued to disagree. | could not argue her into voting
Republican, for instance.

"Intheend | wasinlove, by which | do not mean | was overcome by amooning longing for physica
intimacy. That existed, of course, but isnot what | consider, quote, love, unquote. | wasin love becausel
desperately wanted a continuing and, if possible, lifelong companionship where we could each pursue our
amsand interedts; together, if possible, but separately, if necessary - though even in the latter case, each
with the interest and support of the other.

"There wastak of marriage and of children and there were also what we might term romantic interludes -
neither of uswere entirely creatures of the mind - and then, one day, it turned out that neither of us had
redly sudied Latin.

""We ought to, said Claire, 'if for no other reason than the menta stimulation. Besides, it would please
Professor Trent.'

"I must tell you about Marcus Quintus Trent. He was a L atinist of the old school (and so was hisfather -
hence his name) and he had an emeritus status at Columbia. He had been afriend of Claires father and
had been instrumental in rousing her interest in languages. | had met him and found him genid, interesting,
and, above dl, urbane. He had the manners of a gentleman, in the non - American meaning of that word,
and it made him seem both immensdly old - fashioned and immensdly civilized.

"HisLatiniam led him to believe, it sometimes seemed, that he was living in Julius Caesar'stime. He was
not only Latinatein hisway of speaking, but | swear in hisway of thinking aswell. It seemed an effort for
him not to refer to the American President as the Imperator. He would use Latin terms without being
aware of it and was aslikdly to date hislettersin the month of Februarius as not.

"I suspect he was a bit woebegone over Claire's having studied all the direct descendants of Latin - even
abit of Catdan and Rumanian - without actudly dedling with Latin itself. That may have helped her come
to the decison to studly it.

"Automaticaly, | decided to go along with her and thus began whét | referred to earlier in the evening as
my, quote, present damned task, unquote.

"l do not use the adjective to indicate that the task was difficult. Learning Latin isnot the mgjor task a
nonlinguist might assume. For me, the case structure of Russian was excellent training for the actudly
rather smpler case structure of Latin. For Claire, the Latin vocabulary was no problem at al snceit was
first cousin to Italian, which she spoke like anative. And for both of us, there was anative talent for
languages, to say nothing of considerable practicein learning them. No, the task was adamned one for
something that had nothing to do with the language itsaif.

"We discussed, with considerable animation, the matter of which of uswould have thefina advantage, |
with my grammatica head start or she with her vocabulariad push forward. Unspoken was the question of
which of us might be the better linguist in generd.

"Yes, Mr. Rubin, | quite redlize that setting up a competition between two ambitious, hard - driving
people might well endanger the affection that had grown up between them. Neither of uswould have
liked being begaten, but we both agreed that our love was strong enough to survive the fact that one of us
was bound to be beaten by the other.

"Besdes, what was asingle defegt? If one of uswasaclear loser at thistime, he or she might win out on



another day in the case of another chalenge. The keen edge of intellect, sharpened by the competition,
might, in fact, serveto further advance each of usin our professon, and this would more than make up
for thetrivial score of victories and defegts.

"At least, we persuaded each other that this was 0.

"The ideawas that we were each, quite independently, to study Latin on our own, using texts and authors
of our choice. After sx months, Trent would give us apassage of Létin literature to trandate and he
would judgeit on the basis of both accuracy and eloquence of trandation. In other words, aword - for -
word trandation was not enough. Trent intended to look for English that would capture the style aswell
asthemeaning.

"Trent threw himsdlf into the matter with vigor. He chose Cicero as a matter of course since Cicero's
Latinisthe most eegant in existence and a so the most gracefully convoluted. (Trent urged usto read
Milton's Paradise Logt if we wanted the nearest equivaent in English to Ciceronian style, and to be
guided by that.)

"He chose a passage from one of Cicero's lesser essays, one which waslikdly to be unfamiliar to us, and
handed it to each of usin a sealed envelope. The termswere that each of uswas to open the envelope at
9 A.M. on thefifteenth of April and hand the trandation to him no more than aweek later - ampletime
not only for trandation, but for polishing and repolishing in search of that eusive something called style.

"In trandating we might use a L atin dictionary but, of course, we were neither of usto search for any
aready exigting trandation of the passage. We agreed to thisreadily, and Trent was gentleman enough to
fed quite certain that we would both adhereto dl conditionsin al honor. Asfor mysdlf, | knew hewould
not find me wanting and | assumed he would not find Claire wanting ether. It did not even occur to me
that Claire could possibly cheet. That wasinconceivable.

"Thefind condition wasthat Trent would be sole judge of the results and that his decison wasto be
accepted without argument.

"Claireand | agreed that we would remain completely apart for the testing period, lest the presence of
one prove adistraction to the other. Infact, | had to go out of town on Friday, the tenth of April, and
was gone for the weekend. | didn't see her from the tenth until after our trandations were handed in.

"I remember Trent chuckling over the result. He said we were twin soulsindeed, for our trandations were
so remarkably smilar that he could scarcely believe they were independently done. Hejudged Claire's
the superior for reasons he outlined, but by amargin so small that | could scarcely consider it adefedt. |
swear | held no animosity againgt Claire for winning. | was proud of her.

"I was human enough to regret one thing. | had opened the sealed passage promptly at 9 A.M. on
Wednesday, April 15. Actudly, | opened it five minutes after the hour in an exaggerated effort to lean
over backward not to break the spirit of the agreement, just in case my watch was alittle fast.

"But then, | had not taken the full time. We were alowed seven days, but | took only four. It was abit of
vainglory on my pan, | think, but by that time, | had, in any case, grown tired of going over and over the
passage and worrying endlessy over whether to say 'of Time's great sway' or 'of Times mighty hest'. So
| just handed it in on the evening of Sunday, the nineteenth.

"Later, of course, | thought that if | had spent three additiona daysimproving my trandation, it would
have added just that extra bit that would have made mefirst. After al, Claire told me she had handed in



her trandation on the afternoon of Monday, the twentieth, so she had nearly awhole extra day. But then,
the extratime might smply have resulted in damage through overmuch patching and repatching.

"So| let it go and treated her to alate - evening champagne victory celebration, and we got along
marvelloudy well. After al, we had not seen each other for nearly two weeks and we improved the
occasion asloverswill.

"And then, not too long ago, | met an old friend who asked me how Clairewas. | said, 'Fine. Why?Y ou
sound concerned.’

"Hesad, '| met her in the Columbialibrary last month, sweating over aLatin dictionary and she seemed
odd. She snapped at me.'

"'Do you remember when it was?
"In April. I know it wasaMonday -

"'Monday, the twentieth,' | said at once. " She had a paper due then and was making find corrections. |
imagine she didn't wel come distractions and she considered you one.’ | laughed, rather jovidly, at the

thought.

"But he said, "No. It wasn't then. | remember that the day after my wife complained of asore throat and
we had to cancd adinner engagement. Then | remember thinking of Claire the day before and wondering
if something was going around. That dinner was on Tuesday, the fourteenth. | remember that well. So |
saw Clairein the library on Monday, the thirteenth.’

"l snapped, "Impossible!™
"Hesad, coally, 'l don't seewhy it should be impossible. That waswhen | saw her.'

"That ended that, but | clung to the hope that Claire had been at work in the library on some other aspect
of the Latin competition on that day. | sought her out.

"'Claire!" | sad. 'Did you start trandating the passage on the thirteenth?
"Shelooked at mein surprise. 'Of course!’
"l couldn't believeit. 'Not on the fifteenth?

"Why on the fifteenth? she countered. 'l wanted as early astart as possible. | love you, darling, but |
intended towin."

"I turned on my hedls and walked away. That was aweek ago and | haven't seen her or communi cated
with her since. She called me once, but | smply hung up.

"Perhaps | could understand her eagerness causing her to break the rules, but what put her over the edge
asfar as| was concerned was her cdm assumption that cheating was permissible - the implication that if

| was fool enough to follow therules, | deserved to lose. She had no conscience in the matter, and no
honor, and that meant she was not the woman | thought shewasand | could not continue the
relaionship.



"That'sthe story and, as | told you, theres no mystery about it."

Therewas aslencefor severa moments when Soskind had finished, and then Halsted said, "Y ou didn't
put it to her directly, Mr. Soskind. Y ou didn't say 'Why did you chest, Claire?"

"l didn't haveto. It was clear enough.”

There was another slence. Soskind said, defensively, "Come on. Are you saying | should have
overlooked the matter? Forgive and forget?"

Rubin said, "Y ou might have misheard. Perhaps the professor said - *
"Theruleswereinwriting," said Soskind. "No mistake was possible”

Avaon sad, hestantly, " Since the young woman was S0 suitable in al other respects and since you il
seemto beinlovewith her - "

Soskind shook hishead violently. "That lack of honor cancels out everything. If | an dill inlove, that'sa
problem thet time will cure”

Drake peered through a cloud of cigarette smoke. "If you had won instead of her, would you be making
dl thisfuss?'

"| certainly hope so. If | acted otherwise, | would be as bad as she."

Drake shrugged. "Y ou're asiff - necked moraist, Mr. Soskind. The club's own siff - necked mordist is
Henry. What do you say, Henry?'

Henry, who was standing thoughtfully at the Sdeboard, said, "'l believe thereisamystery to this. The
young woman seems to have acted out of character.”

Soskind said, "'l prefer to think | didn't understand her character until shefinaly revedled it.”
"If I may speak fredy, Mr. Soskind - "
"Go ahead," said Soskind, with abitter snort. " Say what you want. It can neither hurt nor help.”

Henry said, "lan't it possible, g, that Miss Claire was entirely in the right and that you have behaved
hedtily and unfairly?'

Soskind reddened. "That'sridiculous!"
"But was thefifteenth of April indeed the starting point?"
"| have dready said that that wasin writing."

"But, Mr. Soskind, you also told usthat Professor Trent tended to be Latinate in expression. Did he
actudly write 'thefifteenth of April’ or ‘April 157"

"W, of course, he - Oh, | seewhat you mean. No, he said "theides of April," but what's the
difference?’



"An enormousone,” said Henry. "Everyone thinks of theides of March in connection with the
assassnation of Julius Caesar, and everyone knows that is March 15 on our caendar. It isonly natura to
suppose that the ides of every month falls on the fifteenth, but | checked the encyclopediawhile you were
completing your account and that istrue only of March, May, July, and October. In al the other months,
including April, theidesfal on the thirteenth of the month. Since theides of April fallson April thirteenth,
Miss Claire began on that day, very correctly, and was surprised that you questioned the matter and
seemed to expect her to delay two daysfor no reason.”

Ha sted was at the encyclopedia. "Henry'sright, by God," he said.
Soskind's eyes opened in afixed glare. "And | sarted two days late?"

Henry said, softly, "If Professor Trent had known you did not know when theides of April was, |
suspect you would have lost the competition by a somewhat wider margin.”

Soskind seemed to collapse inward in hischair. He said, in amuitter, "What do | do now?"

Henry said, "My experience with matters of the heart, gir, islimited, but | believe you had better waste no
moretime. Leave now and try to see the young lady. She may give you a chanceto explain and what |
know of such mattersleads meto think you had better grove. - Grove quite abjectly, sir.”

AFTERWORD

Eleanor Sullivan was managing editor of EQMM al through the period during which | wrote the Black
Widowers stories. Since Fred Dannay adways worked from his Westchester home, it was to Eleanor that
| brought my stories, and it was with her that | carried on an assiduous and platonic flirtation. (Not that |
wanted it to be platonic, you understand, but sheinsisted.)

After Fred had passed on, she took over as editor, and following the grand tradition that Fred had
established she kept EQMM moving onward rock - steady. That includes (I am thankful to say) the
occasiond appearance of aBlack Widower story, and of an occasional Union Club story, too.

Thisisthefirst Black Widower story she accepted in her capacity as editor, and | think that is suitable,
for itisaromance.

Very few of my Black Widower storiesinvolve amurder or aviolent crime of any kind (that's my
persona distaste for violence, dthough that is not absolute as you will know if you have read my story
"The Woman in the Bar," which appeared earlier in this collection). What's more very few, if any, of my
gtoriesinvolve romance (mainly because | started writing when | was very young, and before | had had
any persond experience at al with romance). Still, | would rather have romance than violencein aBlack
Widower story, and when | manageto do this| like the result, and o, in this case, did Eleanor, who is
very sweet and softhearted indeed. The story appeared in the May 1983 issue of EQMM.

Neither Brute Nor Human

THEMONTHLY DINNER of the Black Widowerswas well under way and Emmanuel Rubin, hisfork
uplifted, and waving threateningly in the air, temporarily ignored hisrack of lamb and said, "Edgar Allan
Poewasthe first important practitioner of the modern detective story and of the modern sciencefiction



gory. I'll givehimthat."
"Nice of you," murmured James Drake, the host of the occasion, in alow aside.

Rubin ignored him. "He lifted the horror story to new heights, too. Still, he had amorbid and unhedlthy
preoccupation with desth.”

"Not at dl," said Geoffrey Avaon, in hisdeep voice, histhick eyebrowslowering into afrown. "Poewas
writing in thefirgt haf of the nineteenth century, and there was il virtually no protection againg infectious
disease at the time. Life was short and death was ever - present. He wasn't being morbid; he was being
redigic.”

Roger Hasted said, "Absolutely! Read any fiction of the nineteenth century. Read Dickens and the death
of LittleNel, or Harriet Beecher Stowe and the death of Little Eva. Children frequently died infiction
because they frequently died inred life."

Rubin's eyes, magnified by histhick glasses, took on a stubborn gleam, and his sparse beard seemed to
brigtle. "It'snot death in itsdf. It'show you tregt it. Y ou can ded with it asthe doorway to heaven, and
treat the dying person asasaint - see the deeth of Beth in Little Women. That can be sickeningly
sentimentd, but it is meant to be uplifting. Poe, on the other hand, dwells with an unholy glee on the
elements of degradation and decay. He makes death worse than it isand - Come on, you dl know very
well what 'morbid' is"

He returned to hislamb and attacked it with vigor.

Thomas Trumbull growled and said, "' Certainly. '"Morbid' istaking about morbidity over what would
otherwise be a plessant dinner.”

"| don't see that it makes any difference whether Poe was morbid or not," said Mario Gonzao, who was
nestly dissecting strips of mest off theribs. "What countsis whether he was agood writer or not, and |
suppose no one argues with the fact that he was good.”

Avaon sad, judicioudy, "Even good writersaren't good al the time. James Russell Lowell described
Poe as "threefifths of him genius and two fifths sheer fudge,' and | would say that was pretty accurate.”

Halsted said, "My feding isthat asemina writer has to accept some responsibility for hisimitators. There
is something about Poe that makesit absolutely necessary for hisimitatorsto be awful. Consider H. P.
Lovecraft - "

"No," said Rubin, violently, "we are not discussing Lovecraft; we are talking about Poe -"

And oddly enough, Drake's guest, who, until now, had sat mute through the dinner, said suddenly ina
loud, amost metallic voice, "Why are we talking about Poe?"

His name was Jonathan Dandle; short, plump around the middle, around face that was now quite
flushed, alarge bad head with afringe of white hair about the ears, and round gold - rimmed bifocas. He
looked in hisearly sixties.

He had gtartled the company into silence, and even Henry, the imperturbable waiter who was the pride of
the Black Widowers, dlowed an expression of surpriseto flit momentarily across hisface.



Drake cleared histhroat and stubbed out his cigarette. "We talk about anything we please, Jonathan. Poe
isasgood asubject asany, especidly snce Manny Rubin writes mysteries so that Poe might be
congdered his patron saint. Right, Manny?'

Dandle looked about the table from one to the other and some of the redness drained out of hisface and
left it anorma hue. Helifted hishandsin akind of shrug. "My apologies, gentlemen. It was not my
intention to dictate the subject of the conversation.”

Helooked atrifle unhappy.

Rubin nodded at Dandlein dightly haughty forgiveness, and said, "Actudly, if we're talking about the
patron saint of mysteries, | could make agood argument in favor of Conan Doyle. The Mystery Writers
of Americamay hand out Edgars, but the archetypal detective, asall of usknow - " and, with that, Poe
was abandoned.

Dandle listened intently to the further course of the conversation, but said nothing e se until Henry had
served the coffee, and Gonzal o had produced aquick caricature which he showed the guest.

Dandleregarded it solemnly, then smiled. "It isfortunate, Mr. Gonzalo, that | have no great opinion of my
beauty. Y ou make melook like the old - time actor Guy Kibbee. Perhaps you don't remember him.”

Gonzalo said, "Certainly, | remember him, and now that you point it out there is aresemblance. A clever
artigt, with afew strokes of the pen, can bare essential s that are not necessarily obvious."

"What apity, Mario," said Rubin, "that you don't find aclever artist who can teach you to do s0."

"And yet," said Gonzalo easily, "you have met any number of clever writers and none has been ableto
hep you."

At which point, Drake rattled hiswater glass with his spoon. "Grilling time, gentlemen, so that Manny and
Mario are requested to shut up. Jeff, will you do the honors.”

Geoffrey Avaon dirred the mdting icein his haf - consumed second Scotch with hismiddle finger, and
sad, "Mr. Dandle, how do you justify your existence?"'

Dandle said, thoughtfully, "A good question. Since | had nothing to do with the initiation of my existence
in this unfortunate world, | might justifiably deny any need to defend mysdlf. However, | have accepted
my existence for over Sx decades now - after dl, | might havekilled myself easly enough - so | will
defend. How would it beif | told you | am making it easier for people to communicate with each other.
Would that serve as groundsfor judtification?"

"It depends on what they communicate,” said Gonzao. "Now Manny's attempts at -"

"Mario!" said Avaon, sharply, and turned afrowning look in Gonzao's direction. Then, more gently, he
sad, "I havethefloor and | would rather that we not descend into anarchy thistime. - In what way, Mr.
Dandle, do you make it easier for people to communicate?’

"I work in fiber optics, Mr. Avaon, and communication by laser light through glass, rather than by
electricity through copper, will make for chegper and thinner cables that would nevertheless carry more
messages. | admit that not dl the high technology in theworld will of itsdf serveto improve the qudity of
those messages.”



"And yet, gr, if | may be dlowed to interject apersond note, you do not yoursalf show much tendency
to communicate, consdering that communication isyour business. Y ou have said hardly anything &t
during cocktails or dinner. Isthere areason for that?*

Dandle looked about him, hisface reddening again. It was quite apparent that he flushed easly, and, like
amost al people who do, that he was quite aware of it and seemed the more embarrassed - and to
redden more - because of it. He mumbled something.

"I beg your pardon, gr," said Avadon. "l didn't hear you."

Drake, who sat next to his guest, and who looked rather uncomfortable himsdlf, said, " Jonathan, saying
'I've nothing to say' isno answer."

Dandle sad, "It'san answer if that'sthe answer | chooseto give, im."

"No," said Drake, peering at his guest out of hiswrinkle - nested eyes. "That's not among the permitted
choices, Jonathan. | explained the dedl on this meeting. Y ou receive agood dinner and good company in
exchange for substantive answers. No secrets. No evasions. My own experienceisthat you've aways

had plenty to say.”

Avaon sad, "Let me continue, Jm. - Mr. Dandle, | will accept your answer that you have nothing to say,
though | wish you would spesak up 0 that others besides your immediate neighbor might hear you. My
next question isthis: Why isit that you have nothing to say on this occasion considering that, if we areto
believe Jm, such slenceisnot typica of you?'

Dandle spread out his hands and said loudly enough, "1s aman aways accountable for hisactions, Mr.
Avaon? Does he dways know the origins of his moods?!

Avaon said, "Then let me ask you another question. Y ou did, on one occasion, interject aquestion into
the general conversation. Y ou asked why we were talking about Poe, and you did so quiteforcibly. |
interpreted your remark asindicating that you were offended, perhaps outraged, by the discussion. Isthat
s0? Andif it isso, why?!

Dandle shook his head. "No, no. | just asked.”

Trumbull stood up and passed one hand over histightly waved white hair. He said, with exaggerated

patience. "Jim, asthe host, you must make adecison. We are clearly getting nothing out of our guest,
and | think that, under the rules of the club, we might be forced to adjourn the meeting now. In fact, |

move you consider adjournment.”

Drake waved ahand at him petulantly. "Take it easy, Tom. - Jonathan, you've got to answer honestly.
Nothing that is said here will ever be repeated outside these walls. Our waiter, Henry, isamember of the
club and heis as closemouthed aswe are. More so. | know you well enough to know you haven't
committed a crime, or are planning to commit one, but even so, we -"

"You're quitewrong," said Dandle, in arather more high-pitched voice than before. "I am trying to
commit what | congder acrime. I'm certainly trying to be dishonest.”

Drakesad, "You?'



"Withwhat | think is considerable judtification, of course.”
"After that,” said Trumbull, "if Mr. Dandle does not care to eaborate, Jim, then we can go no further.”
Therewas slence. Trumbull remained stlanding. Drake looked at Dandle and said, "Well, Jonathan?"

Dandlesad, "Youtold me, Jm, | would be grilled on the details of my profession. | did not expect this
sort of thing."

"It can't be helped. If you had been yoursdlf, none of thiswould have come up. What'swrong?'

Dandle looked helpless. He clenched hisfist, made as though he was going to bring it down on the table,
stopped the motion, and said, "It'smy Sster.”

"Y our crackp -" began Drake, and stopped suddenly.
"My crackpot sster,” said Dandle. " She's dying. Cancer.”
Therewas asudden silence.

"Weve known it for months," said Dandle, "and she may live for months more, but it does produce
problems.”

The slence continued. Findly, Henry said, "Brandy, gentlemen?
Avaon sad, absently, "Just asmal portion, Henry. - What kind of problems, Mr. Dandle?"
"Her will."

"Y ou mean, dl thisisamatter of money?' said Hasted, with rather more than a shade of disapprovd in
hisvoice

"Not money at dl," said Dandle, lifting his eyebrows. "Please understand, gentlemen, that my wifeand |
arewdl| off. We have a son and daughter, but both are grown and both are reasonably well off. My sister
has ahouse and some money that sheinherited from our parents, but thisis not something we lust for. At
least, not the money. That she can dispose of as she wishes. She can leaveit to afarm for homeless cats,
if shewishes. It'sthe house."

Hefdl into momentary thought. "It was quite clear that she would never marry by the time my parents
died. It made sense to leave the family house to her, even though it was unnecessarily large for one
person. Still, it'sbelonged to the family since it was built; | was born there; lived theretill | married; | have
aprofound emotiona attachment to it. Now my sster, Rachd," Dandle looked briefly at Drake, "being,
asyou say, acrackpot, is planning to leave it to a crackpot organization, and | don't want her to. I'd be
willing to have it sold to someone respectable. 1'd even be willing to have it torn down in adecent way
for adecent purpose. But I'm damned if I'm willing to let the - the Cosmic Order of Theognosticsinfest
it

"Thewhat?' said Gonzalo.

Avaon sad, "The word comes from the Greek and means 'knowing God.



Dandle said, "What they redly know are methods for extracting money from fools and nuts.”
Avdon sad, "l assumethey are extracting money from your Sster.”

"To some extent, yes, but not very much. Sheisashrewd woman, financialy, and is quite compos mentis
outside her obsession. Still, they're angling to get it al when she dies. And they may.”

"Wheét is her obsesson, sir?"

"I believeit garted with her reading of Poe when she was young. | think she read everything he had
written; memorized it, just about; and absorbed the unhedlthy morbidity that Mr. Rubin mentioned. And
sheread L ovecréft, too, and grew inclined to believe in horrors from outer space, in elder intelligences,
and so on. She lectured me often enough on that stuff. Naturally, she became part of the UFO mania”

"Naturdly," muttered Rubin, with alook of distaste.

"' She became convinced that intelligent beings from outer space are actualy on Earth and have taken over
Earth'sleaders, and much of the generd population. Shethinksthese diensarethemsdvesinvisible, or
can make themselves so, and can live within human beings parasticdly. It'sdl quiremad.”

"l suppose,” said Avaon, "that if anyone disagrees with her, or triesto argue against her views, she
consdersit asign the arguer has been taken over.”

"Absolutdly. | early recognized the mistake of trying to oppose her.”

Hasted said, "Why haven't the diens taken over everybody? How does your sster explain that she
hersalf hasn't been taken over?”’

"| gather," said Dandle, "that the Cosmic Order of Theognogtics fights them with prayer and introspection
and meditation and incantation and whatever the devil they claim to do, and they have taught her the
same. She hastried to teach me and I've just kept silent and listened. Therésalot of candle burning
involved, and the recitation of whole pages of materia that has no meaning whatever but | suppose she
thinksit keepsme safe - so far.”

Drake said, through the smoke of his cigarette, "When | referred to her as a crackpot, Jonathan, | was
thinking of the UFO stuff. | didn't know about thisdien intelligences bit.”

"It'snot something | liketo talk about, obvioudy,” said Dandle, "and wouldn't be talking about now
except under pressure.”

Avaon said, "Y ou said you were thinking of committing acrime. Surely, you're not thinking of mayhem
againg the Theognogtics”

"Nothing like that. Just acrimein my own eyes. I've been trying to cheat and deceive my sster, and I'm
not redly proud of that."

"Would you bewilling to explain that, Sr?" asked Avaon, iffly.
"W, since Rachel was found to have cancer, things are at acrisis. She won't submit to surgery because

sheissurethat under anesthesia she will be taken over. Sheis suspicious of radiotherapy, too, snce
radiation is awegpon of those beings. Sheisrelying entirely on Theognostic ritud, therefore, and you can



imagine how effectivethat is™

Rubin said, "The mogt ridiculous methods can sometimes help if you bdievefirmly thet they will. The
mind isapowerful instrument.”

"That may be," said Dandle, "but it isn't helping her. She's going downhill, and, about amonth ago, she
began to talk of leaving the house and her money to the Theognostics so that they could continue the
great fight against the dliens. - So | started a plan of my own." He reddened and stopped.

After ashort pause, Avalon sad, gently, "Yes, Mr. Dandle?"

"Toput it bluntly,” said Dandle, "I cameto her asan enthusiastic convert. | said she had convinced me
and that | was heart and soul with her; that she could leave the money to the Theognosticsif she wished,
but that she should leave the house to me and | would make it the center of the fight against the aliens. |
would alow the Theognosticsto useit fredly but | merely wanted to keep tide to it in honor of our
parents. | was hypocritical and obsequious.”

"No doubt," said Avaon, "but did it work?? People who, like your sster, believeininvisble, untestable
dangerswould be suspicious of everything."

"I'm afraid s0," said Dandle. "' She's of two minds about me. She wantsto believe, but, asyou say, sheis
suspicious. She hesitates to tell me what I'm sure she believes to be the 'higher mysteries;' so to spesk. |
asked for details about the form and attributes of the mysterious diens, for instance, and shewas
closemouthed abouit it - as though she was not sure | wasworthy of initiation.”

Trumbull said, "Maybe she doesn't know hersdlf.”

Rubin said, " She can easily invent anything she wishes and then cometo bdieveit. Such things are very

"Last week she said something in asort of singsong whisper and | thought | was making progress, but
then there was nothing more.”

"What did she say?"

"Well, they're hermaphroditic and are neither women nor men. And they weren't Earthly, of course. They
aren't human beings or animals. And when they infest usthey live on our spiritual nature rather than on
our physica bodies, | gather, for she seized my arm, with a surprisingly strong grip, too, and whispered
into my ear, They are worse than cannibals, and that is not surprising considering where they come
from.™

"Where do they come from?" asked Gonzalo.

"That'swhat | asked,” said Dandle, "but she didn't say. She said that once you achieve acertain
enlightenment, you know where they come from; that that isthe test of enlightenment. It comes over you
like awave of revelation and gives you a certain power against them. She knows, and the Theognostics
know; but they don't tell anyone because that's their test for the people who are strong againgt the dliens.
It doesn't really make sense, but if | wereto try to say that to her, it would mean the end of my chanceto
savethe house. So | just said, earnestly, that | would meditate and try to gain the knowledge." He looked
about the table with agrim face. "'I'm supposed to be fasting. - She caled me thismorning.”



"Thingsare coming to acriss?' asked Avaon.

"Yes. That'swhy I've been preoccupied this evening, and didn't say much. | was of two minds whether to
comehereat dl, but | didn't want to let Im Drake down.”

"But what wasit your Sster said to you this morning?!

" She says she wants to make a decision about her will. Shefed's hersalf weakening and she knows that
she must become one with the Great Divine - which is the Theognostic term for God, apparently - and

she wants to make sure she continues the fight from beyond the grave. She can't let me have the house

unlesssheiscertain | won't bar the Theognostics fromit. And, of course, barring them is exactly what |
intend to do so | am trying to flimflam her. - It's not exactly admirable of me."

Trumbull said, loudly,"We're on your side, Mr. Dandle. Y ou'refighting agroup of pernicious and vicious
flimflam operators, and if counter - flimflam isrequired, so beit.”

"Thank you," said Dandle, "but | don't seethat | will win out. She wants meto vidt her tomorrow at noon
and tdl her wherethe diens come from. If | can't, then she can't rely on meto remain strong againgt them
and the Theognostics will get the house. And, of course, | can't tell her where the diens come from.
They're from outer pace, I'm sure. That would fit in with her UFO madness, for they undoubtedly
reached Earth by UFO. But where in outer space?”

Therewas a short sllence, then Gonzao said, " She never gave you any hints?"

Dandle shook his head. "Only the remark about their being worse than cannibals and that that somehow
was appropriate, consdering where they come from. But what does that mean?'

"Nothing es=?"

"Not that | can think of. If shedid, it went right past me. - So tomorrow | lose the house.”

Avaon sad, "You know, S, that you can contest the will."

"No, not redly," said Dandle. "Y ou wereintroduced to me asalawyer - "

"A patent lawyer," said Avaon. "I am not knowledgesble on the intricacies of testamentary litigetion.”
"Well, on the one hand, there isa strong tendency to alow atestator to do as he wishes with hisown
property. It isn't easy to disallow ardigious organization in favor of areative who isaready well off. |
doubt that | can prove undue influence, nor would | careto try to make my sister seem to have been of
unsound mind, if only out of family considerations. Then, eveniif | redly thought | could win, it would bea
long - drawn - out fight in which the legal fees would come to considerably more than | would careto
pay. - So I'm going to lose the house.”

Avdon sad, "Wemight al of usthink about thisabit."

A flicker of hope seemed to enliven Dandle. "Are any of you astronomers?”

"Not professondly,” said Halsted, "but we have the usua superficia knowledge of the field that any
intdligent and reasonably well - read individuas would have."



"Exactly,” said Rubin, "and that means| can make a suggestion. We'relooking for something in outer
gpace that has cannibalistic associations. I've read articles recently that in clusters of galaxies, there are
occasiond collisons and that, in such collisons, the larger member gains stars a the expense of the
smaller one. Theresult isthat in some clusters, there is one gdaxy that islarger than any of the others,
having cannibdized them.”

Hasted nodded vigoroudy. "Y ou areright, Manny. I've read about it, too. There's one outsize gal axy
that hasfive smal bright regionswithin itsalf that resemble galactic centers. The thought isthat it
swalowed five amdl gdaxieswhole.”

Gonzalo said, "Just for the record - what are galaxies?'

Avaon sad, "Large conglomerations of stars, Mario. Our own Milky Way Gaaxy has a couple of
hundred billion garsinit.”

Gonzalo said, "Well, then, hasthat cannibal gaaxy - the onethat swallowed up itsfivelittle Ssters- got a
name?'

The Black Widowers stared at each other. Findly, Halsted said, "It may, but if it does, it's probably not
an ordinary name. Just a particular catalog number like NGC - 111, or something like that."

Gonzao said, "'l don't think Miss Dandle would be impressed by that.”

Dandlesad, "I don't think so, either. I'm grateful to you for your attemptsto help, but if galactic
cannibalization is acommon phenomenon, which canniba would be the correct one? And I'm sure my
sster knows nothing about modern sophistications in astronomy, anyway. Nor would the Theognostics.
Where would they hear of this phenomenon?’

Avdon sad, "Doesyour Sster reed anything at dl in the field of astronomy, Mr. Dandle?"

Dandle said, thoughtfully. " She's certainly read everything thereis on UFOs and some astronomy - not
necessarily correct - is bound to creep in there. She reads up on astrology, of course, which means
additiond possibly distorted astronomy. And | have seen astronomy popularizationsin the house. |
haven't actualy seen her reading them but | wouldn't be surprised if shedid.”

"Isshewel - read otherwise, Sr?"

"Yes. All of Poeas| said, and Lovecraft, and some sciencefiction. A great dedl of genera nineteenth -
century fiction, | should say, and, of course, she reads the newspapers and a number of magazines
thoroughly, if only to find evidence of how far the aliens have taken over theworld. I've got to explain to
you that there's nothing wrong with her intelligence, outside her - her crackpottery.”

"Inthat case," said Avaon, with acertain somber satisfaction, "I am quite sure | havethe answer.” He
paused and cast aglance in the direction of the waiter, who was standing at the sideboard, listening with
polite but Slent attention.

"Henry," said Avaon, "l think that on this occasion we will not need your help.”

"Yes, Mr. Avaon," said Henry, quietly.

Avaon cleared histhroat. "Y ou see, by far the best - known portion of the Universe, evento



astronomers, and certainly to the generd public, are the planets of our own Solar System. Thisis
especidly truefor peoplelike Miss Dandle, who are interested in astrology and similar aberrations.

"And of the planets, the one which in recent years has received the most attention and whichiis, in any
case, the most spectacular, isthe planet Saturn, with itsrings and satellites. The Voyager probes have
taken close - up photographs of the Saturnian system and these have made al the newspapers and
magazines. Miss Dandle cannot have missed them."

Dandle sad, "I'm sure she has not. But what then?"

"Saturn,”" said Avaon, "is named for an early Roman god of agriculture whom the Romans, with scant
justice, equated with the Greek god Kronos. Kronos with his brothers and sisters made up the group of
gods caled the Titans, and they were the children of Ouranos and Gaea, the god of the sky and the
goddess of the Earth, respectively. In a series of most unpleasant myths, the Greeks describe Kronos as
cagtrating hisfather, Uranus, and taking over the rule of the Universe.

"Since the Fates had decreed that Kronoswould, in turn, be replaced asruler by his own son, the new
lord of the Universetook to devouring each child asit was born. His wife, Rhea, managed to save one
son by offering Kronos arock wrapped in the baby's swaddling clothes. The rather stupid Kronos
swallowed that without noticing the substitution. The son, gtill uneaten, was then hidden in Crete, and
raised to maturity in secret. Eventudlly, the son, who was named Zeus (Jupiter, to the Romans), warred
upon the Titans, defeated them, released his sblings, who were still dive within Kronos, and took over
the Universe. All thisMiss Dandle, in her reading, might very well have come across.

"Now, then, Saturn was clearly acannibal. If there are degreesin such things, devouring one's own
children is surely worse than fattening on strangers, so he might well be viewed as worse than an ordinary
cannibal. Miss Dandle€'s statement that the aliens were worse than cannibals and that that was not
aurprising in view of where they came from would make sense if they came from Saturn.”

And Avaon smiled a Dandle with sdf - conscious triumph.

Dandlesaid, "Y ou think, then, | had better tell my sster the alien beings come from Saturn?”

"I can't say the matter iscertain,” said Avaon. "She may, after dl, suppose them to have come from
some entirdly fictitious planet such as Zorke, thefifth planet of the star Xanadu, in the galaxy of Y aanek.

If, however, she hasared astronomical body in mind, then | am virtudly certain that it is Saturn. It must
mn

"It sounds good to me," said Gonzalo.

"It makes sense," admitted Rubin, looking distressed at having to say so.
Hasted sad, "It'sworth atry."

Trumbull said, "'l can't think of anything better."

Drake said, "It seems unanimous. |'d take the chance, Jonathan."
Dandle began, "Well, since | can't think of anything better, either - "

Gonzdo interrupted. "Wait, Henry hasn't said anything. Henry, what do you think?'



Dandle looked up in astonishment at having the waliter referred to.

When Henry said, "May | ask Mr. Dandleif he shared in his sgter's enthusiasm for Poe?* Dandle |ooked
more astonished 4till.

Drake said, "Please answer, Jonathan. Henry isone of us.”

Jonathan said, "No, definitely not. | know The Raven'; no one can avoid knowing that; but | know
nothing dse. | gay away from him."

"Inthat case," said Henry, "I fear that Mr. Avalon's suggestion, athough most ingenious, is not the correct
answer.”

Avalon looked offended. "'Indeed, Henry? Have you anything better to offer?”

Henry said, "Consider, sir, that Miss Dandle was agreat devotee of Poe, and that in describing the diens
she sad that they were neither femae nor mae, anima nor human.”

"Wdl?'

"Well, Mr. Avaon, I, unlike Mr. Dandle but like his Sster, am an admirer of Poe, though more so of his
poetry than of his prose. Among my favorite poems by Poeis The Bells,' in the fourth part of which he
describesthe tolling of the funera bells. There you have his morbid preoccupation with death, you see,
something that isbound to follow his earlier descriptions of deigh bells, wedding bells, and fire- darm
bdls"

"Aha" said Rubin.

"Yes, Mr. Rubin," said Henry, "I suspect you aready see what | mean. Part of the description of the
funerd bellsis- if | may quote:

"And the people - ah, the people - They that dwell up in the steeple, All done, And who, talling, talling,
tolling, In that muffled monotone, Fed aglory in so rolling On the human heart astone - They are neither
man nor woman - They are naither brute nor human - "

Henry paused, then said, "Miss Dandle was undoubtedly quoting those last two lines, | think. Y ou stated
that she said them in singsong fashion, Mr. Dandle, but not being a Poe enthusiast, you did not recognize
them.”

Avaon said, "But even so - How doesthat hep?' Henry said, "It isthe next line that counts, as Poe
identifies the people who tall the funerd bdlls.”

And he and Rubin quoted simultaneoudy: "' They are Ghouls.™
Henry said, "Ghouls are creatures of Middle Eastern legend who infest graveyards and feed on dead
bodies. That might well strike Miss Dandle, or anyone, as worse than ordinary cannibalism, just as

vultures are worse than hawksin the genera estimation.”

Avdonsad, "l grant that, but | still don't see the point.”



"Nor |," said Trumbull.

Henry said, "Thereisacongdlation in the sky named Perseus, named for the Greek hero who cut off the
head of Medusa, a creature so dreadful in appearance that anyone looking at it turned to stone. The
congdlation is pictured as the hero holding the head of Medusaand that head is marked by a second -
magnitude star, BetaPersal. | looked it up in the Columbia Encyclopedia during the discussion, to be
sure of thet fact.

"Because of its pogtion in the congtellation, Beta Persal is sometimes cdled the Demon Star, in
consequence. The Arabs, who adopted the Greek view of the sky, named it Al Ghul, meaning "The
Ghoul,' their version of something as horrible as Medusa, and our English version of that Arabic nameis
‘Algal.' That isnow the common name of the dar.

"Since Miss Dandle quoted that poem to define the diens, she meant that they were ghouls, and therefore
worse than cannibals, and she must have meant that it was not surprising that they were since they came
from the star known as The Ghoul’ - afact she could surely have picked up from some book on popular
astronomy, as| did, origindly. | would suggest, then, Mr. Dandle, that you say, when you see your Sister
tomorrow, that the diens come from Algal."

Dandle amiled brightly for thefirgt time that evening and broke into applause. "Henry, 1 will. That should
bethe answer, and | am sureitis”

Henry sad, gravely, "Nothing may be completdly surein this case, sir, but it isworth the gamble.”
AFTERWORD

Eleanor worried about this story abit because it seemed to her (and to me, too) that it wasn't quite
admirable of Jonathan Dandle to want to deceive hisster, or of the Black Widowersto help him do so.
Still | felt the cause was good enough to warrant the act, and | managed to convince Eleanor of it, too.

When it comesto that, Dandle himsdf worried about it, and | had nothing to do with that, either. My
characters aways manage to have alife of their own and they generaly do things without my consciously
willing them to do so.

Anyway, | have my own list of didikes and disgpprovads, and high onit are nonrationa cults of any kind,
whether they cover themsalves with acloak of pseudordigiosity or not. Mind you, this does not extend to
honest and rationd religiousfeding, as| showed in my story "The One and Only East," which appeared
in an earlier Black Widowers collection.

Consequently, if | can do one of them in the eye - even if only fictiondly - | don't hesitate.

The story gppeared in the April 1984 issue of EQMM.

The Redhead

MARIO GONZALO, host of that evening's meeting of the Black Widowers, had evidently decided to
introduce his guest with eclat. At least herattled his glass with a spoon and, when al had broken off their
preprandia conversations and looked up from their cocktals, Mario made hisintroduction. He had even
waited for Thomas Trumbull's as - usud late arrival before doing so.



"Gentlemen," he said, "thisismy guest, John Anderssen - that'san s- s- e- nat theend. You can
discover anything you want about him in thisevening's grilling. Onething, however, | must tell you now
because | know that this bunch of asexud loudmouthswill never discover it on their own. John hasawife
who is, absolutdly, the most gorgeous specimen of femininity the world has ever seen. And | say thisas
anatig withan artis'seye.”

Anderssen reddened and | ooked uncomfortable. He was a blond young man, perhaps thirty, with asmall
mustache and afair complexion. He was about five - ten in height and had rather chiseled featuresthat
came together to form ahandsome face.

Geoffrey Avaon, looking down from his stiff - backed seventy - four inches, said, "I must congratulate
you, Mr. Anderssen, dthough you need not take serioudy Mario's characterization of ourselvesas
asexud. I'm sure that each of usis quite capable of gppreciating abeautiful woman. I, mysdf, dthough |
might be considered to be past thefirst flush of hot - blooded youth, can -

Trumbull said, "Spare us, Jeff, spare us. If you are going to give an embarrassing account of your
prowess, you are better off being interrupted. From my point of view, the next best thing to having the
young woman in our midst - if our customs allowed it - would be to see her photograph. | imagine, Mr.
Anderssen, you carry aphoto of your fair wifein your wallet. Would you consent to let uslook at it?"

"No," said Anderssen, emphaticaly. Then, blushing furioudy, he said, "I don't mean you can't ook t it. |
mean | don't have a photograph of her with me. I'm sorry.” But he said it chalengingly, and was clearly
not sorry.

Gonzao, unabashed, said, "Wadll, that's your loss, my friends. Y ou should see her hair. It'sglorioudy red,
alivered that just about glowsin the dark. And naturd, totally naturd - and no freckles.”

"Wadl," said Anderssen in half amutter, "she stays out of the sun. - Her hair is her best feature.”

Emmanue Rubin, who had been standing on the outskirts, looking rather dour, said in alow voice, "And
temper to match, | suppose.”

Anderssen turned to him, and said, with an edge of bitterness, " She has atemper." He did not eaborate.

Rubin said, "I don't suppose there's amore durable myth than the one that redheads are hot - tempered.
The redness of the hair isthat of fire, and the principles of sympathetic magic lead people to suppose that
the persondity should march the hair.”

James Drake, who shared, with Avalon, the dubious privilege of being the oldest of the Widowers,
sighed reminiscently, and said, "I've known some very hot - blooded redheads.”

"Sureyou have," said Rubin. "So has everyone. It'sa sdif - fulfilling assumption. Redheaded children,
especidly girls, areforgiven for being nasty and ill - behaved. Parents sigh fatuoudy and muitter that it
goeswith the hair, and the one with red hair in the family explains how Great - Uncle Joe would mop up
the floor with anyone in the barroom who said anything that was less than agroveling compliment. Boys
usualy grow up and have the stuffing knocked out of them by non - redheaded peers and that teaches
them manners, but girlsdon't. And, if they're beautiful besides, they grow up knowing they canindulge
their impolitenessto the hilt. An occasiond judiciouskick in the fanny would do them worlds of good.”

Rubin carefully did not look at Anderssen in the course of his comment and Anderssen said nothing at all.



Henry, theindispensable waiter at dl the Black Widower functions, said quietly, " Gentlemen, you may be
Seated.”

The chef at the Milano had clearly decided to be Russian for the evening, and an excellent hot borscht

was followed by an even more delightful beef Stroganoff on abed of rice. Rubin, who usudly endured
the food with an expression of stoic disgpprova, on principle, dlowed asmileto play over his sparsdy
bearded face on this occasion, and helped himsdlf lavishly to the dark pumpernickel.

Asfor Roger Hasted, whose affection for agood med was legendary, he quietly negotiated a second
helping with Henry.

The guest, John Anderssen, ate heartily, and participated eagerly in the conversation which, through a
logica association, perhaps, dedt largely with the shooting down of the Korean jetliner by the Soviets.
Anderssen pointed out that the ship had been widdly referred to as"Hight 007," which was the number
on thefusalage, during the first couple of weeks. Then someone must have remembered that 007 was the
code number of James Bond, so when the Sovietsinssted the liner had been aspy plane, it became
"Flight 7" in the news media, and the "00" disappeared asthough it had never been.

He aso maintained vigoroudy that the jetliner, having gone off course dmost immediately after leaving
Alaska, should not have been left uninformed of the fact. He was shouting, red - faced, that fallureto do
s0, when the Soviet Union was known to be on the hair trigger with respect to American reconnaissance
planes and to Reagan's "evil empire" rhetoric, wasindefensible.

He paid no attention, in fact, to his dessert, ahoney - drenched baklava; l€ft his coffee haf - finished; and
totally ignored Henry's soft request that he make his wishes known with respect to the brandy.

He was actudly pounding the table when Gonzal o rattled his spoon againgt hiswater glass. Avalon was
forced to raise his baritone voice to acommanding, "Mr. Anderssen, if you please-"

Anderssen subsided, looking vaguely confused, as though he were, with difficulty, remembering where he
was.

Gonzdo sad, "It'stimefor the grilling, and Jeff, Snce you seem to have the commanding presence
needed in case John, here, gets excited, suppose you do the honors."

Avalon cleared histhroat, gazed at Anderssen solemnly for afew moments, then said, "Mr. Anderssen,
how do you justify your existence?"

Anderssen said, "What?"
"Youexig, 9r. Why?'

"Oh," said Anderssen, il collecting himself. Then, in alow harsh voice, he said, "To expiate my Sinsin
an earlier exigtence, | should think."

Drake, who was at the moment accepting arefresher from Henry, muttered, " So arewe all. Don't you
think so, Henry?"

And Henry's sixtyish unlined face remained expressionless as he sad, very softly, "A Black Widowers
banquet is surely areward for virtue rather than an expiation for sns.”



Drakelifted hisglass, "A papable hit, Henry."

Trumbull growled, "Let's cut out the private conversations.”

Avaon raised his hand. "Gentlemen! Asyou dl know, | do not entirely approve of our custom of grilling
aguest in the hope of searching out problemsthat might interest us. Nevertheless, | wish to call your
attention to a peculiar phenomenon. We have here ayoung man - young, certainly, by the standards of
old mustaches such as ourselves - well - proportioned, of excellent appearance, seeming to exude good
hedlth and an air of successin life, though we have not yet ascertained what the nature of hiswork is-"
"He'sin good hedth and isdoing well a hiswork,” put in Gonzalo.

"l am glad to heer it,” said Avalon, gravely. "In addition, heis married to ayoung and beautiful woman,
so that one can't help but wonder why he should fed life to be such aburden asto lead him to believe
that he exists only in order to expiate past sns. Consider, too, that during the meal just concluded, Mr.
Anderssen was animated and vivacious, not in the least abashed by our older and wiser heads. | believe
he shouted down even Manny, who is not one to be shouted down with impunity - "

"Anderssen was making agood point,” said Rubin, indignantly.

"l think hewas, t00," said Avaon, "but what | wish to stressisthat heisvoluble, articulate, and not
backward at expressing hisviews. Y et during the cocktail period, when the conversation dedt with his
wife, he seemed to speak most reluctantly. From this, | infer that the source of Mr. Anderssen's
unhappiness may be Mrs. Anderssen. - Isthat so, Mr. Anderssen?”

Anderssen seemed stricken and remained Slent.

Gonzdo sad, "John, | explained theterms. Y ou must answer."

Anderssen said, "I'm not sure how to answer."

Avaon sad, "Let mebeindirect. After dl, gr, thereis no intention to humiliate you. And please be aware
that nothing said in thisroom is ever repeated by any of us e sawhere. That includes our esteemed waiter,
Henry. Please fed that you can speak freely. Mr. Anderssen, how long have you been married?”

"Two years. Actudly, closer to two and ahalf."

"Any children, Sr?"

"Not yet. We hope to have some one day."

"For that hope to exigt, the marriage must not be foundering. | takeit you are not contemplating divorce.”
"Certainly not."

"| tekeit then that you love your wife?"

"Yes. And before you ask, | am quite satisfied sheloves me.”

"Thereis, of course, acertain problem in being married to a beautiful woman,” said Avaon. "Men will



flock about beauty. Are you plagued by jedousy, sir?!

"No," said Anderssen. "I've no cause for it. Helen - that's my wife - has no greet interest in men -"

"Ah," said Halsted, asthough agrest light had dawned.

"Except for mysdlf,” said Anderssen, indignantly. "She'snot in the least bit asexua. Besides," he went on,
"Mario exaggerates. She does have thisluxuriant head of remarkable red hair, but asde from that sheis
not really spectacular. Her looks, | would say, are average - though | must rely now on your assurance
that dl said hereis confidentid. | would not want that assessment to be repeated. Her figureis good, and
| find her beautiful, but there are no men caught helplessy in her toils, and | am not plagued by jedousy.”

"What about her temper?' put in Drake, suddenly. "That's been mentioned and you've admitted she had
one. | presumetheréslots of fighting and dish throwing?"

"Somefights, sure,” said Anderssen, "but no morethanis par for the course. And no dish throwing. As
Mr. Avalon has pointed out, I'm articulate, and S0 is she, and we're both pretty good at shouting, but
after wework off our steam, we can be just as good at kissing and hugging.”

"Thenam | to takeit, Sir, that your wife is not the source of your troubles?' said Avalon.

Anderssen fdl glent again.

" must ask you to answer, Mr. Anderssen,” said Avalon.

Anderssen sad, " Sheisthe problem. Just now, anyway. But it'stoo slly to talk about.”

Rubin sat up at that and said, "On the contrary. Till now, | felt that Jeff wasjust wasting our time over the
kind of domestic irritations that we attend these dinners, in part, to escape. But if there's something silly
involved, then we want to heer it."

"If you must know," said Anderssen. "Helen says she'sawitch.”

"Oh?' said Rubin. "Has she dways cdlamed this, or just recently?”

"Always. We joke about it. She would say she put me under enchantment to get me to marry her, and
that shewould cast spdlls and get me apromotion or araise. Sometimes, when sheisfurious, shell say,
"Well, don't blame meif you blotch out in pimplesjust because you're going to be that stupid and mean.'
That sort of thing."

Rubin said, "It sounds harmlessto me. She probably did put you under enchantment. Y ou fell inlove with
her and any woman of reasonable intelligence and looks can make ayoung man fdl in love with her if she
works hard enough being charming. Y ou can cdl that enchantment if you wish."

"But | do get the promotions and raises.”

"Surely that could be because you deserve them. Do you get the pimples, too?"

Anderssen smiled. "Well, | managed to trip and sprain an ankle and, of course, she said she had changed
the spell because she didn't want to spoil my pretty face.™



Halsted laughed and said, "Y ou don't redly act disturbed at this, Mr. Anderssen. After dl, this sort of
playacting by ayoung and vivacious woman isn't unusud. Persondly, | find it charming. Why don't you?”
Anderssen said, "Because she pulled it on me once too often. She did something that | can't understand.”
He threw himsdlf back in his chair and stared somberly at the table in front of him.

Trumbull bent to one side as though to ook into Anderssen's eyes and said, 'Y ou mean you think she
redly isawitch?'

"I don't know what to think. | just can't explain what she did.”

Avaon sad, forcibly, "Mr. Anderssen, | must ask you to explain just what it wasthat Mrs. Anderssen
did. Would you do that, Sr?'

"Well," said Anderssen, "maybe | should. If | talk about it, maybe| can forget it. But | don't think so."
He brooded a bit and the Widowers waited patiently.

Findly, hesaid, "It wasjust about amonth ago - the sixteenth. We were going out for dinner, just the two
of us. Wedo that oncein awhile, and welike to try new places. We were trying anew place thistime,
the door to which was reached by passing through the lobby of asmall midtown hotel. It wasan
unpretentious restaurant, but we had had good reports of it. The trouble started in the lobby.

"I don't remember exactly what set it off. Infact, | don't even remember what it was al about, redly.
What happened afterward pushed it our of my mind. What it amounted to wasthat we had a- a-
disagreement. In less than aminute, we would have been insde the restaurant and studying the menu, and
instead, we were standing to one side of the lobby, under a plastic potted plant of some sort. | can
remember the sharply pointed leaves touching my hand disagreeably when | waved it to make apoint.
The registration desk was across the way, between the door to the restaurant and the door to the Street.
Thesceneisdill painted in my mind.

"Helen was saying, "If that's your attitude, we don't have to have dinner together.’

"I swear to dl of you, | don't remember what my attitude was, but we're both of us highly vocal, and we
were both of usfurious, | admit. The whole thing was highly embarrassing. It was one of those times
when you and someone else - usualy your wife or girlfriend, | suppose - are shouting a each other in
whispers. The words are being squeezed out between clenched teeth, and every oncein awhile one of
you says, 'For Heaven's sake, people are staring,’ and the other says, "Then shut up and listen to reason,’
and thefirst one says, 'Y ou're the one who isn't ligtening,’ and it just kegps on and on."

Anderssen shook his head at the memory. "It was the most intense argument we had ever had up to that
time, or since, and yet | can't remember what it was about. Unbdlievable!

"Then she suddenly said, 'Wdll, then, I'm going home. Good - bye." | said, 'Don't you dare humiliate me
by leaving mein public." And she said, 'Y ou can't sop me.' And | said, 'Don't tempt me, or | will stop
you."' And she said, 'Just try," and dashed into the restaurant.

"That caught me by surprise. | had thought she would try to get past me to the door to the street - and |
was ready to seize her wrist and hang on. It would have been better to et her go than to make a scene, |
suppose, but | was past reason. In any case, she fooled me, and made a dash for the restaurant.



"I was stunned for amoment - two moments - and then | hurried in after her. | may have been twenty
seconds behind her. - Let me describe the restaurant. It was not alarge one, and it had the deliberate
decor of aliving room. Infact, the restaurant is called The Living Room. - Are any of you acquainted
withit?"

There was a blank murmur about the table, but Henry, who had cleared the dishes with his usua
unobtrusive efficiency and was standing by the sideboard, said, "Yes, gr. It is, asyou say, asmdl but
well - run restaurant.”

"It had about adozen tables," Anderssen proceeded, "the largest of which would hold six. There were
windows with drapes, but not real windows. They had city views painted on them. There was afireplace
inthe wal opposite the entrance door with artificia logsinit, and a couch facing it. The couch was redl
and, | suppose, could be used by people who were waiting for the rest of their parry to arrive. At least,
there was one man sitting on the left end of the couch. He had his back to me, and wasreading a
magazine that he held rather high and close to his head as though he were nearsighted. | judged fromits
typography that it was Time - "

Avaon put in suddenly, "Y ou seem to be a good observer and you are going into minutiae. Isthis
important that you've just told us?"

"No," said Anderssen, "l suppose not, but | am trying to impress on you that | was not hysterical and that
| was entirely mysdlf and saw everything there was to see quite clearly. When | camein, about half the
tables were taken, with two to four people a each. There may have been fifteen to twenty people
present. There were no waitresses on the scene at the moment and the cashier was stationed just outside
the restaurant, to one side of the door in arather unobtrusive recess, soit redly did look like aliving
room."

Drake stubbed out his cigarette. "It sounds like an idyllic place. What was present there that disturbed
you?'

"Nothing was present that disturbed me. That's the point. It was what was absent there. Helen wasn't
there. Look, she had gonein. | saw her go in. | am not mistaken. There was no other door on that side of
the lobby. There was no crowd within which she might have been lost to view for amoment. My vison
was entirely unobstructed and she went in and did not come out. | followed in her tracks and entered, at
the most, twenty seconds after her - maybe less, but not more. And she was not there. | could tell that at
aglance”

Trumbull growled. ™Y ou can't tell anything a aglance. A glance will fool you."

"Not inthiscase," said Anderssen. "Mario mentioned Helen's hair. There'sjust nothing likeit. At least
I've seen nothing like it. There may have been, at most, ten women there and not one had red hair. Even
if one of them had been aredhead, | doubt she would have been aredhead in quite the fluorescent and
lavishly spectacular way that Helen was. Take my word for it. | looked right - |eft, and therewas no
Helen. She had disappeared.”

"Gone out to the street by another entrance, | suppose,” said Halsted.

Anderssen shook his head. "There was no entrance to the street. | checked with the cashier afterward,
and with thefellow at the registration desk. I've gone back there since to order lunch and managed to
look over the place. There isn't any entrance to the outside. What's more, the windows are fakes and
they're solid something - or - other. They don't open. There are ventilation ducts, of course, but they're



not big enough for arabbit to crawl through.”

Avaon sad, "Even though the windows are fake, you mentioned drapes. She might have been standing
behind one of them.”

"No," said Anderssen, "the drapes hug the wall. There would have been an obvious bump if shewere
behind one. What's more, they only came down to the bottom of the window and there are two feet of
bare wal beneath them. She would have been visible to mid - thigh if she were standing behind one.”

"What about the ladies room?" inquired Rubin. ™Y ou know, S0 strong isthe taboo againgt violating the
one - sex nature of these things, we tend to forget the one we don't useis even there.”

"Well, | didn't," said Anderssen, with clear exasperation. "1 looked around for it, didn't see any indication,
and when | asked later, it turned out that both rest rooms werein the lobby. A waitress did show up
while | waslooking around and | said to her in, | suppose, arather distracted voice, 'Did aredheaded
woman just comein here?

"Thewalitresslooked a mein arather darmed way, and mumbled, 'l didn't see anyone,’ and hastened to
deliver her tray load to one of the tables.

"I hesitated because | was conscious of my embarrassing position, but | saw no way out. | raised my
voice and said, 'Has anyone here seen aredheaded woman comein just amoment ago? Therewas
dead silence. Everyone looked up at me, staring stupidly. Even the man on the couch turned his head to
look at me and he shook hishead at mein aclear negative. The others didn't even do that much, but their
vacant sares were clear enough indication that they hadn't seen her.

"Then it occurred to me that the waitress must have emerged from the kitchen. For aminute, | was sure
that Helen was hiding there and | felt triumphant. Regardless of the fact that my actions might induce
some of the staff to call hotel security, or the police, even, | marched firmly through apair of swinging
doorsinto the kitchen. There was the chef there, acouple of assistants, and another waitress. No Helen.
There was one smdll further door which might have been a private lavatory for the kitchen staff, and | had
gonetoo far to back down. | walked over and flung the door open. It was alavatory, and it was empty.
By then the chef and his assi stants were shouting a me, and | said, 'Sorry," and left quickly. | didn't see
any closetsthere large enough to hold ahuman being.

"| stepped back into the restaurant. Everyone was il looking at me, and | could do nothing but return to
the lobby. It was as though the instant Helen had passed through the doorway into the restaurant, she had
vanished.”

Anderssen sat back, spread his handsin blank despair. " Just vanished.”
Drake sad, "What did you do?'

Anderssen said, "l went out and talked to the cashier. She had been away from her station for afew
moments and she hadn't even seen me go in, let done Helen. She told me about the rest rooms and that
there was no exit to the strest.

"Then | went to talk to the room clerk, which demoraized me further. Hewas busy and | had to wait. |
wanted to yell, "Thisisamatter of life and death,’ but | was beginning to think | would be carried off to
an asylumif | didn't behavein atotally proper way. And when | spoke to him, the room clerk turned out
to be atota zero, though what could | redlly have expected from him?"



"And then what did you do?' asked Drake.

"I waited in the lobby for about haf an hour. | thought Helen might show up again; that she had been
playing some practica joke and that she would return. Well, no Helen. | could only spend my time
fantasizing, as| waited, of caling the police, of hiring aprivate detective, of persondly scouring the city,
but you know - What do | tell the police? That my wife has been missing for an hour? That my wife
vanished under my eyes? And | don't know any private detectives. For that matter, | don't know how to
scour acity. So, after the most miserable haf hour of my wholelife, | did the only thing there wasto do. |
hailed ataxi and went home."

Avaon sad, solemnly, "I trust, Mr. Anderssen, that you are not going to tell us your wife has been
missng ever snce.”

Gonzao said, "She can't be, Jeff. | saw her two days ago.”

Anderssen said, " She waswaiting for mewhen | got home. For aminute, awave of intense thankfulness
swept over me. It had been aterribletaxi ride. All | could think of was that she would have to be missing

twenty - four hours before | could call the police and how would | live through the twenty - four hours?
And what would the police be able to do?

"So | just grabbed her and held on to her. | was on the point of weeping, | was so glad to see her. And
then, of course, | pushed her away and said, "Where the hell have you been?

"Shesaid, coolly, "I told you | was going home.'
"| said, '‘But you ran into the restaurant.’

"Shesaid, "And then | went home. Y ou don't suppose | needed a broomstick, do you? That's quite old -
fashioned. | just - pft! - and | was home." She made a sweeping motion of her right hand.

"I wasfurious. | had gotten completely over my relief. | said, 'Do you know what you've put me through?
Can you imagine how | fet?1 rushed in like adamn fool and tried to find you and then | just stood
around. | amost went to the police.’

"She grew camer and icier and said, 'Well, it servesyou right for what you did. Besides, | told you | was
going home. There was no need for you to do anything at al but go home, too. Here | am. Just because
you refuseto believe | have the power is no reason for you to begin scolding me, when | did exactly what
| told you | would do."

"l said, '‘Come on, now. Y ou didn't pft here. Where were you in the restaurant? How did you get here?

"I could get no answer from her on that. Nor have | been ableto since. It'sruining my life. | resent her
having put me through an hour of hell. | resent her making afool of me."

Avaon sad, "Isthe marriage breaking up as aresult? Surely, you need not alow oneincident - "
"No, it's not breaking up. In fact, she's been sweet as apple pie ever since that evening. She hasn't pulled

asinglewitch trick, but it bothers the dickens out of me. | brood about it. | dream about it. It's given her
akind of - superiority -"



Rubin said, " She's got the upper hand now, you mean.”

"Yes," said Anderssen, violently. "She's made afool of me and gotten away with it. | know shesnot a
witch. | know there are no such things as witches. But | don't know how she did it, and I've got this
sneaking suspicion she'sliableto do it again, and it kegps me - it kegps me - under.”

Anderssen then shook his head and said, in amore composed way, "It's such asilly thing, but it's
poisoning my life”

Again there was slence about the table, and then Avaon said, "Mr. Anderssen, we of the Black
Widowers arefirm disbelieversin the supernaturd. Are you telling us the truth about the incident?!

Anderssen sad, fiercdly, "l assureyou | havetold you the truth. If you have aBible here, I'll swear onit.
Or, whichisbetter asfar as| am concerned, I'll give you my word as an honest man that everything I've
told you isas completdly true as my memory and my human fdlibility will alow."

Avaon nodded. "I accept your word without reservation.”

Gonzalo said, in an aggrieved way, "Y ou might have told me, John. As| said, | saw Helen two days ago,
and nothing seemed wrong to me. | had no idea- Maybeit's not too late for usto help.”

"How?" said Anderssen. "How could you help?’
Gonzalo said, "We might discuss the matter. Some of us may have someidess.”

Rubin said, "I have one, and, | think, avery logica one. | begin by agreeing with Anderssen and
everyone ese here that there is no witchcraft and that, therefore, Mrs. Anderssen isno witch. | think she
went into the restaurant and somehow managed to evade her hushand's eyes. Then when hewasbusy in
the kitchen or at the registration desk, sheleft the restaurant and the hotel quickly, took ataxi, went
home, and then waited for him. Now she won't admit what it is she has donein order to stay one- upin
this needless marriage combat. My own feding isthat amarriageis usdessif - "

"Never mind the homilies," said Anderssen, the shortness of histemper fuse showing. "Of coursethat's
what happened. | don't need you to explain it to me. But you skip over the hard part. Y ou say she went
into the restaurant and 'somehow managed to evade her husband's eyes." Would you please tell me just
how she managed that trick?'

"Very well," said Rubin. "I will. Y ou camein, looked right and |eft, and were at once certain she wasn't
there. Why? Because you were looking for an unmistakable redhead. - Have you ever heard of awig,
Mr. Anderssen?'

"A wig?'Y ou mean she put on awig?'

"Why not? If she appeared to have brown hair, your eyeswould pass right over her. In fact, | suspect
that her red hair is so much the most important thing you seein her that if she were wearing abrownwig
and had taken aseat at one of the tables, you could have been staring right at her face without

recognizing it.”

Anderssen said, "'l insgst | would have recognized her even so, but that point is of no importance. The
important thing isthat Helen has never owned awig. For her to use oneis unthinkable. Sheis as aware of
her red hair aseveryone dseis, and sheisvain abouit it, and wouldn't dream of hiding it. Such vanity is



natura. I'm sure everyone hereisvain about hisintelligence.”

Rubin said, "I grant you. Intelligence is something to be vain about. Y &, if it served some purpose that
seemed important to me, | would pretend to be an idiot for afew minutes, or even considerably longer. |
think your wife would have been willing to dip on abrown wig just long enough to escape your eye.
Vanity isnever an absolute in anyone who isn't an outright fool "

Anderssen said, "'l know her better than you do, and | say she wouldn't wear awig. Besides, | told you
thiswas amonth ago. It was the height of summer and it was ahot evening. All Helen waswearing wasa
summer dress with only summer underwear beneath, and she had alight shawl to put on againgt the air
conditioning. She was holding asmall pocketbook, just large enough to contain some money and her
makeup. There was nowhere she could have hidden awig. She had no wig with her. Why should she
have brought one with her, anyway? | can't and won't believe that she was ddiberately planning to havea
fight, and to trick mein thisway in order to achieve along - term upper hand. She's a cregture of
impulse, | tell you, and isincgpable of making plans of that kind. | know her."

Trumbull said, "Conceding her vanity and impulsiveness, what about her dignity? Would she have been
willing to duck under one of the tables and | et the tablecloth hide her?"

"The tablecloths did not come down to the ground. | would have seen her. | tell you I've gone back to
the restaurant and studied it in cold blood. There is nowhere she could have hidden. | was even
desperate enough to wonder if she could have worked her way up the chimney, but the fireplace isn't redl
and isn't attached to one."

Drake said, "Anyone have any other ideas?| don't.”
Therewas slence.
Draketurned half about in hischair. "Do you have anything to volunteer, Henry?"

Henry said, with asmall amile, "Wéll, Dr. Drake, | have a certain reluctance to spoil Mrs. Anderssen's
fun

"Spail her fun?' said Anderssen in astonishment. "Are you telling me, waiter, that you know what
happened?’

Henry said, "I know what might easily have happened, sir, that would account for the disappearance
without the need for any sort of witchcraft and | assume, therefore, that that was, indeed, what

happened.”
"What wasit, then?"

"Let me be certain | understand one point. When you asked the people in the restaurant if they had seen
aredheaded woman enter, the man on the couch turned around and shook his head in the negative. Is
thet right?"

"Yes, hedid. | remember it well. He was the only one who really responded.”
"But you said the fireplace was a the wall opposite the door into the restaurant and that the couch faced

it, so that the man had his back to you. He had to turn around to look at you. That means his back was
also to the door, and he was reading a magazine. Of dl the people there, hewas least likely to see



someone enter the door, yet he was the one person to take the trouble to indicate he had seen no one.
Why should he have?'

"What has all that got to do with it, waiter?' said Anderssen.

"Cdl him Henry," muttered Gonzalo.

Henry said, "I would suggest that Mrs. Anderssen hurried in and took her seat on the couch, an ordinary
and perfectly natura action that would have attracted no attention from a group of people engaged in

dining and in conversation, even despite her red hair.”

"But | would have seen her assoon as| camein,” said Anderssen. "The back of the couch only reachesa
person's shoulders and Helen isatall woman. Her hair would have blazed out at me."

"Onachair,"” said Henry, "it isdifficult to do anything but sit. On a couch, however, one can lie down.”
Anderssen said, "There was aman aready dtting on the couch.”

"Even s0," said Henry. "Y our wife, acting on impulse, asyou say sheis apt to do, reclined. Suppose you
were on acouch, and an attractive redhead, with afinefigure, dressed in a skimpy summer costume,
suddenly stretched out and placed her head in your lap; and that, as she did S0, sheraised her finger
imploringly to her mouth, pleading for silence. It seemsto me there would be very few men who wouldn't
oblige alady under those circumstances.”

Anderssen'slipstightened, "Well -"

"Y ou said the man was holding his magazine high, as though he were nearsghted, but might that not be
because he was holding it high enough to avoid the woman's head in his lgp? And then, in his eegerness
to oblige alady, would he not turn his head and unnecessarily emphasize that he hadn't seen her?!
Anderssenrose. "Right! I'll go home right now and have it out with her."

"If I may sugges, Sir,” said Henry, "1 would not do that.”

"l surewill. Why not?'

"Intheinterest of family harmony, it might bewel | if you would let her have her victory. | imagine she
rather regretsit and isnot likely to repest it. Y ou said she has been very well behaved thislast month.
Isn't it enough that you know in your heart how it was done so that you needn't fedl defeated yoursalf? It
would be her victory without your defeat and you would have the best of both worlds."

Sowly, Anderssen sat down and, amid alight patter of gpplause from the Black Widowers, said, "Y ou
may beright, Henry."

"l think | am," said Henry.
AFTERWORD
Actualy, | dreamed thisone.

| don't often remember my dreams since, actualy, | attach no importance to them whatever. (Inthis, |



differ from my dear wife, Janet, who isapsychiatrist and psychoanayst, and considersthem to be
important guides to what makes a person tick. She may beright, of course.)

Anyway, even when | do remember my dreams, they seem remarkably uninteresting since they dmost
never contain any eement of fantasy or imagination. It'sasthough | use up the entire supply in my writing
business, leaving nothing over for dreams.

In one dream, however, | followed someone into adining room and found he had unaccountably
disappeared. | was quite astonished, for, as| said, evenin my dreams| don't usualy defy the laws of
nature. A search through the room finally located the person | waslooking for in the place where the
heroine of the preceding story had hidden.

| stared at him and said (so help me), "What aterrific ideafor aBlack Widowers story."

Fortunately | woke at that moment and, for once, the dream was fresh in my mind. Thereupon | stored
the notion in my waking memory and on the next available occasion, | wrote the story and it appeared in
the October 1984 issue of EQMM.

| can't help but think that if 1 could dream al my gimmicks, lifewould bealot essier.

TheWrong House

THE GUEST at the monthly banquet of the Black Widowers frowned at the routine question asked him
by that best of al waiters, Henry.

"No," he said, vehemently. "Nothing! Nothing! - No, not even ginger de. I'll just have aglass of water, if
you don't mind."

Heturned away, disturbed. He had been introduced as Christopher Levan. He was a bit below average
height, dim, and well - dressed. His skull was mostly bald but was so well - shaped that the condition
seemed attractive rather than otherwise.

Hewastaking to Mario Gonzal o and returned to the thread of his conversation with an apparent effort,
saying, "The an of cartooning seemssmple. | have seen books that show you how to draw familiar
shapes and forms, starting with an oval, let us say, then modifying it in successve stagestill it becomes
Popeye or Snoopy or Dick Tracy. And yet how does one decide what oval to make and what
modificationsto add in the first place? Besides, it is not easy to copy. No matter how smple the steps
seemto be, when | try to follow them, the end result is distorted and amateurish.”

Gonzalo looked, with a certain complacency, at the cartoon he had just drawn of the guest, and said,
"Y ou haveto dlow for akind of inborn talent and for years of experience, Mr. Levan."

"l suppose so, and yet you didn't draw any ova with modifications. Y ou smply drew that head freehand
asquickly asyou could and without any effort asfar as| could tell. - Except that somehow my head
looks shiny. Isit?’

"Not particularly. That's just cartoonist's license.”

"Except that," said Emmanue Rubin, drawing near with adrink in hishand, "if licenses were required for



cartooning, Mario would never quaify. Some may have talent, but Mario gets by with effrontery.”

Gonzao grinned. "He means chutzpah. Manny knows about that. He writes storieswhich he actudly
submitsto editors.”

"And slIs" sad Rubin.
"Anindication of occasond editoria desperation.”

Levan amiled. "When | hear two people spar likethat, | am certain that thereis actually a profound
affection between them.”

"Oh, God," said Rubin, visibly revolted. His sparse beard bristled and his eyes, magnified through the
thick lenses of hisglasses, glared.

"You'vehitit, Mr. Levan," said Gonzalo. "Manny would give methe shirt off hisback if no onewere
looking. The only thing hewouldn't give meisakind word."

Geoffrey Avaon, the host of this banquet, called out, "Are you getting tangled up in some nonsense
between Manny and Mario, Chris?"

"Voluntarily, Jeff,” said Levan. "I like these bouts with pillows and padded bats.”

"It getswearisome," said Avaon, staring down from his seventy - four - inch height, "past thefifty - seven
thousandth time. - But come and sit down, Chris. We are having nothing less good than |obster tonight.”

It isnot to be denied that an e aborate lobster dinner tends to inhibit conversation abit. The cracking of
shells takes considerable concentration and the dipping into drawn butter is not amatter to be carried
through casually. The period between the Portuguese fish chowder and the coupe aux marronswas
largely sllent, therefore, asfar as the human voice was concerned, though the nutcracking play kept the
table a alow growl.

"| despise lobster sdlad,” said Roger Halsted over the coffee. "It's like eating seedless watermelon cut
into cubes. The worth of the prizeisdirectly proportiona to the painstakentowinit.”

Levan said, "l suppose, then, you would be very much againgt interest - freeloans," and he chuckled with
asated air.

"Well," said James Drake, in his hoarsely muted voice, "I imagine even Roger would consider that as
carrying aprincipletoo far."

Thomas Trumbull fixed Levan with aglowering eye. "That's abanker's joke. Are you a banker?'

"One moment, Tom," said Avaon. ™Y ou're beginning to grill and the grilling session has not yet been
opened.”

"Well, then, open it, Jeff. Were on our coffee, and Henry is going to come around with the brandy ina
millisecond.” Trumbull looked at hiswatch. "And the lobster has delayed us, so let'sgo.”

"I was about to begin," said Avaon, with dignity. He tapped his glassthree or four times. "Tom, sSince
you are S0 anxious, won't you begin the grilling.”



"Certainly," said Trumbull. "Mr. Levan, are you a banker?
"That isnot the traditional opener,” said Gonzalo.

Trumbull said, "Who asked you? What you're thinking of istraditiond; it's not mandatory. - Mr. Levan,
are you a banker?"'

"Yes, | am. At leadt, I'm the vice president of abank."

"Hah," said Trumbull. "Now I'll ask you the traditional opener. Mr. Levan, how do you justify your
exisence?"

Levan's smile became abeam. "Eadest thing in the world. The human body is completely dependent on
blood circulation, which is driven by the heart. The world economy is completely dependent on money
circulation, which isdriven by the banks. | do my hit."

"Are the banks motivated in this by adesirefor the good of the world or for the profits of their owners?”
Levan sad, "Socidigt claptrap, if you don't mind my saying so. Y ou imply that the two motives are
mutualy exclusive, and that is not so. The heart drives the blood into the aorta and the first arteriesto
branch off are the coronaries, which feed what? The heart! In short, the heart'sfirst careisfor the heart,
and that isasit should be, for without the heart dl esefails. Let the coronaries get choked up and youll
find yoursdlf agreeing with the heart, and wishing it were anything el se that was on short rations.”

"Not the brain," said Drake. "Sooner the heart. Better die of aheart attack than live on in senility.”

Levan thought abit. "That's hard to disagree with, but we may treat and reverse senility alot sooner than
we arelikely to be ableto treat and reverse death.”

Gonzao, frowning, said, "Come on, what's this subject weve latched on to? And on afull scomach, too.
Hey, Tom, may | ask aquestion?'

Trumbull said, "All right. Subject changed. Ask aquestion, Mario, but don't make it adumb one.”
Gonzalo said, "Mr. Levan, are you amember of Alcoholics Anonymous?!

There was a sudden silence about the table and then Trumbull, face twisted in anger, growled, "I said,
don't makeit-"

"It'salegitimate question,” indsted Gonzao, raising hisvoice, "and the rules of the game are that the guest
must answver."

Levan, not smiling, and looking grim rather than embarrassed, said, "I'll answer the question. | am not a
member of Alcoholics Anonymous, and | am not an dcoholic.”

"Areyou ategtotder, then?"

For some reason, Levan seemed to find more difficulty answering that. "Well, no. | drink on occasion - a
bit. Not much."



Gonzao leaned back in his chair and frowned.
Avaon said, "May we change the subject once again and try to find something more civilized to discuss?'

"No, wait awhile" said Gonzao. "There's something funny here and I'm not through. Mr. Levan, you
refused adrink. | wastalking to you at thetime. | watched you."

"Yes, | did," sad Levan. "What's wrong with that?'

"Nothing," said Gonzao, "but you refused it angrily. Henry!™

"Yes, Mr. Gonzalo," said Henry at once, momentarily suspending his brandy - pouring operation.
"Wasn't there something funny about Mr. Levan'srefusa ?'

"Mr. Levan was ahit forceful, | believe. | would not undertake to say that it was 'funny.™

"Why wasit forceful, do you think?"

"There could be - "

Drake interrupted. "Thisisthe damndest grilling sesson | can remember. Bad taste dl around. Whom are
wegrilling, anyway? Mr. Levan or Henry?"

"l agree," said Rubin, nodding his head vigoroudy. "Come on, Jeff, you're the host. Make aruling and get
uson track."

Avaon stared at hiswater glass, then said, "' Gentlemen, Christopher Levan isavice president of the
largest bank in Merion. In fact, heismy persond banker, and | know him socidly. | have seen him drink
in moderation but | have never seen him drunk. | did not hear him refuse adrink, but somehow I'm
curious. Chris, did you refuse adrink forcefully? If so, why?"

Levan frowned, and said, "I'm on the edge of resenting this."

"Pleasedont, Chris" said Avaon. "l explained the rules when you accepted my invitation, and | gave
you achance to back out. Nothing said here goes beyond thewalls. Even if you wereto tell usyou were
absconding with bank funds, we would be unable to tell anyone that - though I'm sure we would al urge
you quiteforcibly to abandon your intention.”

"I am not an absconder, and | resent being forced to make that statement. | don't take thiskindly of you,

"This has gone far enough,” said Halsted. "L et's end the sesson.”

"Wait," said Gonza o, subbornly, "I want an answer to my question.”

"l told you," said Levan. "I merely refused - "

"Not my question to you, Mr. Levan. My question to Henry. Henry, why did Mr. Levan refuse the drink

s0 vehemently? If you don't answer, this sesson might end prematurely, and that would bethefirgt timeit
did so, at least during my membership inthe club.”



Henry said, "1 can only guess, sir, from what little knowledge of human nature | have. It may bethat Mr.
Levan, athough ordinarily amoderate drinker, refused a drink thistime, because in the near past he had
suffered keen embarrassment or humiliation through drink, and, for atime at least, would rather not drink

agan."

Levan had whitened ditinctly. "How did you know thet, waiter?"

Gonza o grinned with proprietary pride. "His nameis Henry, Mr. Levan. Hes an artist, too. Therest of
usdraw the ovass, and he adds the modifications and produces thefind picture.”

The mood of the table had changed subtly. Even Trumbull seemed to soften, and there was an dmost
wheedling quality to hisvoice. "Mr. Levan, if something has happened that has | eft alasting effect, it might
help you to talk about it."

Levan looked about the table. Every eye wasfixed on him. He said in half amutter, "The waiter - Henry
- isquiteright. I made atotd fool of mysdf and, right now, | firmly intend never to drink again. Jeff told
you he's never seen me drunk. Well, he never has, but he's not dways around. Oncein along whilel do
manage to get high. Nothing in particular ever came of it until two weeks ago, and then - it hardly bears
thinking of "

He frowned in thought, and said, "It might helpif | did tell you. Y ou might be able to suggest something |
can do. Sofar, theonly onel'vetold ismy wife."

"l imagine she'sfurious,” said Halsted.

"No, she'snot. My first wife would have been. She was ateetotal er, but she's dead now, rest her soul.
My children would have been sardonicaly amused, | think, but they're in college, both of them. My
present wife, my second, isaworldly woman, though, who is not easily shaken by such things. Shehasa
career of her own; inredl estate, | believe. She has grown children, too. We married for companionship -
and out of affection - but not in order to impose on each other. The world doesn't crash about her earsif
| get drunk. Shejust gives me good practical advice and that endsit.”

"But what happened?' asked Avaon.

"Wl - | live on arather exclusve street - four houses. They're very nice houses, not extraordinarily
large, but well - designed and comfortable: three bedrooms, atelevision room, three baths, finished
cdlar, finished attic, al - electric (which is expensive), backyards stretching to the creek, ample space
between the houses, too. All four were put up by one contractor at one time about a dozen years ago.
They'redl identica in appearance and plan, and they were sold on ironclad condition that they be kept
identica. We can't paint our house another color, or put on duminum siding, or add a sun porch unlessal
four house owners agree to do the same. Well, you can't get agreement ever, asyou can well imagine, o
there have been no changes.”

"Isthat legd?" asked Hasted.
"l don't know," said Levan, "but we dl agreed.”
"Can you make changesinsde?" asked Gonzalo.

"Of course. We don't have standardized furniture or wallpaper or anything like that. The agreement



concerns only the appearance from the outside. The houses are called the Four Sisters. Right, Jeff?"
Avalon nodded.

Levan went on. "Anyway, | was out for the evening. | had warned Emma. - my wife - that | might not be
back till threein the morning. | didn't serioudly intend to stay out that late, but | felt | might, because -
well, it was one of those college reunions and at fifty - five, therésthiswild urge for one evening to be
twenty - two again. It never really works, | suppose.

"I even thought | could carry my liquor, but by midnight | was pretty well smashed. | didn't think | was,
but I must have been, because | can't carry my liquor well, and because severd of the otherstried to
persuade meto go home. | didn't want to and | seem to remember offering to knock one of them down."
He rubbed his eyesfiercdy, asthough trying to wipe out the mental image.

Drakesaid, dryly, "Not the thing for abank vice president?’

"We're human, too," said Levan, wearily, "but it doesn't help theimage. Anyway, in the end, two or three
of them helped me out to a car and drove me out to Merion. When they found the street in question, |
inssted they let me out on the corner. Y ou see | didn't want to wake the neighbors. It was anoisy car, or
| thought it was.

"They did let me out on the corner; they were glad to get rid of me, | imagine. | redlized | wasn't going to
get anywhere much trying to fumble my key into the lock. Besides | knew abetter trick. Therésasde
door that | was pretty sure would be open. There's no crimein our section to speak of - no burglaries -
and the side door is never closed during the day. Half thetime, it'snot closed at night, either.

"So | made my way toit. | felt my way aong the side of the house and found the door. It was open, as|
thought it would be. | tiptoed in as quietly as | could, considering my condition, and closed it behind me
just asquietly. | wasinasmall anteroom mostly used for hanging up clothes, keeping umbrdlasand
rubbers, and so on. | just made my way around the umbrella stand and sank into achair.

"By that time, | wasredling rather dizzy and very tired. The dark was soothing, and | liked the fed of the
soft old padding under me. | think | would have gone to deep right then, and might not have been found
by Emmauntil morning, except that | became woozily aware of adim light under the door that led to the
kitchen.

"Was Emma awake? Was she having amidnight snack? | wastoo far goneto try to reason anything out,
but it seemed to me that my only chance of not embarrassng her, and mysdf, wasto walk in casudly and
pretend | was sober. | was drunk enough to think | could do that.

"I got up very carefully, made my way to the door with some difficulty, flung it open, and said, inaloud,
cheery voice, 'I'm home, dear, I'm home.'

"I must havefilled the air with an acoholic fragrance that explained my condition exactly, evenif my
behavior had been perfectly sober, which I'm sure it wasn'.

"However, it was dl for nothing, because Emmawasn't there. There were two men there. Somehow |
knew at once they weren't burglars. They belonged there. Drunk as| was, | could tell that. And | knew -
my God, | knew that | wasin the wrong house. | had been too drunk to get to the right one.

"And there on the table was alarge suitcase, open, and stuffed with hundred - dollar bills. Some of the



stacks were on thetable, and | stared at them with a vague astonishment.

"I don't know how | could tell, gentlemen. Modern techniques can produce some damned good
imitations, but I've been abanker for thirty years. | don't haveto look at billsto know they're counterfeit.
| can smell counterfeit, fed it, just know it by the radiations. | might be too drunk to tell my house from
another house, but aslong as| am conscious at dl, | am not too drunk to tell areal hundred - dollar bill
from afake one.

"I had interrupted two crooks, that's what it amounted to. They had neglected to lock the side door or
just didn't know it was open, and | knew that | wasin adangerous Situation.”

Levan shook his head, then went on. “They might have killed me, if | had been sober, even though they
would then have had dl the trouble of having to get rid of the body and of perhaps rousing police activity
in an undesirable way. But | was drunk, and clearly on the point of collapse. | eventhink | heard
someone say in akind of hoarse whisper, "He's dead drunk. Just put him outside.” It might even have
been awoman'svoice, but | wastoo far goneto tell. In fact, I don't remember anything elsefor awhile. |
did collapse.

"The next thing | knew | wasfedling alamppost and trying to get up. Then | redized | wasn't trying to get
up. Someone wastrying to lift me. Then | redized it was Emma, in a bathrobe. She had found me.

" She got me into the house somehow. Fortunately, there was no one €l se about. There was no indication
before or since that anyone had seen me lying in the gutter, or seen Emma having to drag me home. -
Remember your promise of confidentidity, gentlemen. And | hope that includesthe waiter."

Avdon sad, emphaticdly, "It does, Chris"

"She managed to get me undressed,” said Levan, "and washed, and put me to bed without asking me any
questions, at least asfar as| can remember. She'saterrific woman. | woke in the morning with, asyou
might suspect, aking - Sized headache, and a sense of reief that it was Sunday morning and that | was
not expected to be at work.

"After breakfast, which was just a soft - boiled egg for me, and severa quarts of orangejuice, it seemed,
Emmafindly asked me what had happened. ‘'Nothing much,' | said. 'l must have had alittle too much to
drink, and they brought me home and Ieft me at the corner and | didn't quite make it to the house." |
smiled weekly, hoping she would find the understatement amusing, and let it go at that.

"But Emmajust looked at me thoughtfully - she'savery practica woman, you know, and wasn't going to
act tragic over my being drunk for the first and only timein her acquaintanceship with me - and said, 'A

funny thing happened.
""What? | asked.

""'Someone caled me,' she said. "It was after midnight. Someone called and said, Y our husband is
outside drunk or hurt. You'd better go and get him." | thought it was some practica joke, or aruseto get
me to open the door. Still | thought if it was true and you werein trouble, | would haveto risk it. | took
your banker - of - the - year award with me, just in case | had to useit to hit somebody, went out in the
street, and found you. - Now who could have called me? They didn't say who they were!’

"She gared a me, frowning, puzzled, and my memory stirred. My face must have given me away at
once, because Emma - who's a penetrating woman - said at once, 'What happened last night? What are



you remembering?

"So | told her and when | had finished she looked a me with atroubled expression, and said, ‘That's
impossible. There can't be any counterfeiting in thisblock.'

"Yes,'| sad, 'I'm surethereis. Or at least someonein one of the other three housesisinvolved in it, even
if the counterfeiting isn't actually taking place on the premises!’

"'Well, which house were you in? she wanted to know. But how could | tell?1 didn't know.
""Which house did you find me outside? | asked.
"'Our house,' she said.

"'WEell, then, they just took me outside and put mein front of our house. That meansthey knew which
house | belonged to. It's one of our neighbors'’

"It can't be," she kept repesting.

"But that'stheway it is, just the same. | haven't the faintest idea which wrong house I'd gotten into, and |
don't know whoisinvolved in counterfeiting. And | can't report it."

"Why not?" asked Gonzao.

"Because | would haveto explain that | wasfalling - down drunk. How else could | account for the
fuzziness of theinformation?' said Levan. "'l don't want to do that. | don't want to look like afool or a
drunken idiot and, frankly, | don't want to lose my job. The story would be bound to get out and it
wouldn't look good at the bank.

"Besides, what would the police do? Search dl three houses? They would find nothing, and three
householders, two of whom would be completely innocent, would be outraged. We would have to sdll
our house and leave. Life would become unbearable, otherwise.

"Emma pointed al thisout carefully. In fact, she said, there would be a strong presumption that | had
fantassed it dl; that | was having d.t.'s. I'd be ruined. Emmas a bright woman, and persuasive.

"Yetit eatsat me. Counterfeiting! That's the banker's nightmare; it'sthe crime. | had stumbled onto
something that might be big and | could do nothing about it. - | haven't touched adrink since, and | don't
intend ever to, and that'swhy | was a bit vehement when Henry asked me, for the second time, if | would
have one”

There was a slence about the table for atime, and then Avalon, drumming hisfingerslightly onthe
tablecloth, said, "I know where you live, Chris, but | don't know your neighbors. Who are they? What
do they do?'

Levan shrugged. "All well oninyears. All in therr fiftiesand beyond. Not asmdl child on the street. And
al beyond suspicion, damn them. - Let's seg, if you're facing the front of the four houses, the one on the
left holds the Nash couple. He's an insurance agent, and she's arthritic; anice lady, but aterrible bore.
She'sthe kind you say hello to when you pass her, but keep on walking. The merest hesitation would be
fatd.



"The second house holds the Johnstones. He's in his seventies and she's perhaps two or three years
younger. He's retired and they're supposed to be quite wedthy, but they don't bank in our bank and |
have no personal knowledge of the matter. They sort of shuttle between Mainein the summer and
Floridain the winter, but they have a bachelor son, about forty, who staysin the house year - round and
isnot employed.

"The third houseis ours, and the fourth belongs to two sisters, one aMrs. Widner and the other aMrs.
Chambers. Both are widows and they seem to cling to each other for warmth. They'rein their fiftiesand
very wide awake. I'm astonished they weren't aware of my being picked up at the lamppost. They'relight
deepers and have asixth sensefor local catastrophe.

"Acrossthe street, there are no houses but only alarge lawn and a stand of trees belonging to the
Presbyterian Church which isadistance off. - That'sit."

He looked about helplesdy, and Rubin cleared histhroat. "If we go by probahilities, the obvious choiceis
the bachelor son. He has the house to himsdlf for a couple of months at atime and has nothing to do but
work at his counterfeiting, with or without the knowledge of his parents. If the Johnstones are
mysterioudy wedthy, that may be why. I'm astonished you overlook this"

"Y ou wouldn't beif you knew the boy,” said Levan. "Even though he's middle - aged, it's hard to think of
him as aman. He's boyish in gppearance and attitude, and without being actudly retarded in any way, is
clearly unequipped to make hisway intheworld."

"He's capable enough,” said Rubin, "to take care of the house for acouple of monthsat atime.”

"He's not retarded,” repeated Levan, impatiently. "He's emotionaly immature, that'sal. Naive. And good
- hearted in the extreme. It'simpossibleto think of him being involved in crime.”

Rubin said, "It might be that he's acting. Perhaps he's clever enough to appear incredibly naive so asto
hide the fact that, actualy, heisacrimind.”

Levan pondered. "l just can't believe that. No one could be that good an actor.”

"If hewereinnocent and childlike" said Rubin, it might makeit al the eeser for him to be used by
criminas. He might be an unwitting pawn.”

"That doesn't make senseto me. They couldn't trust him; held giveit away."

"Well," said Rubin, "however much you doubt it, that seemsto me to be the most reasonable possibility,
and if you want to do alittle investigating on your own, you had better take a closer look at young
Johnstone." He sat back and folded hisarms.

Halsted said, "What about the two men with the suitcase? Had you ever seen them before?!

Levansad, "l wasn't at my best, of course, but at the time it sesemed to me they were strangers. They
were certainly not members of any of the households.”

Halsted sad, "If they were outside associates of the counterfeiting ring, we might be reasonably sure that
the two widows weren't involved. They'd be reluctant to have men in the house, it seemsto me.”

"I'm not sure about that,” said Levan. "They'refeisty ladies and they're not old maids. Men are no new



experience to them. Still, | agree; | don't see them as gun molls, so to speak.”

"And yet," said Drake, thoughtfully, "there may have been at least one woman present. Didn't you say,
Mr. Levan, that someone said, 'He's dead drunk. Just put him outside,’ and that it was awoman?' Levan
sad, "It wasawhisper, and | couldn't tell for sure. It might have been awoman, but it might have been a
man, too. And even if it were awoman, it might have been another outsider.”

Drake sad, "1 should think someone who belonged there would have to be on the spot. The house
wouldn't be abandoned to outsiders, and there's at |east one woman in each house."

"Not redly,” said Halsted. "Not in the Johnstone house, since the old folks should be away in Maine

now. If we eiminate the widows, then that |eaves the house on the left corner, the Nash house. Then, if
Mr. Levan were let off on the corner, and was so under the weather he had difficulty walking, it would be
likely that he would go into the first house he came to and that would be the Nashes, wouldn't it?

Levan nodded. "Yes, it would, but | can't remember that that'swhat | did. So what's the use? However
much we argue and reason, | have nothing with which to go to the police. It'sjust guess - work."

Trumbull said, " Surely these people don't livein their houses by themselves. Don't they have servants?!
Levan said, "The widows have alive - inwoman - of - al - work."
"Ah," sad Trumbull.

"But that doesn't Srike me as gnificant. It just means three women in the house instead of two; athird
widow, asamatter of fact, and quite downtrodden by the ssters. She has no more brainsthanis
necessary to do the housawork, from whét little | know of her. She'simpossble asacrimina
conspirator.”

"| think you're entirely too ready to dismiss people asimpossible” said Trumbull. "Any other servants?'

Levan said, "The Nashes have a cook, who comesin for the day. The Johnstones have a handyman who
works mainly in the yards, and helpsthe rest of uswhen he hastime. Emmaand | don't have any servants
inthe house. Emmais strong and efficient and she dragoons me into helping her - whichisonly right, |
suppose. She doesn't believe in servants. She says they destroy privacy and never do thingsright
anyway, and | agree with her. Still, I do wish we could have someone to do the vacuuming besides
mysdf.”

Trumbull said, with atrace of impatience, "Wéll, the vacuuming is not an issue. What about the Nash
cook and the Johnstone handyman?"

"The cook hasfive children at home, with the oldest in charge, according to the Nashes, and if she has
gparetimefor crimindity | think she should get amedal. The handyman is so deeply religiousthat it is
ludicrousto think of him as breaking the commandment againgt theft."

" Sanctimoniousness can easily be assumed asacloak,” said Trumbull.

"l ssenosgnsof itinthiscase”

"Y ou don't supect him?'



Levan shook his head.
"Do you suspect anyone?"
Levan shook his head.

Gonzalo said, suddenly, "What about whoever it was who called your wifeto tell her you were outsdein
the gutter? Did she recognize the voice?'

Levan shook his head emphaticaly. " She couldn't have. It wasjust awhisper.”

"Isthat just your judgment, or does she say 07"

"Shewould havetold me at onceif she had recognized it.”

"Wasit the same whisper you heard in the house?'

Levan said, impatiently, "She heard one and | heard the other. How can we compare?”
"Was the voice your wife heard that of awoman?”'

"Emmanever said. | doubt that she could tell. She said she thought it might be away of getting her to
open the door, so maybe it seemed to her to be aman. | don't know."

Gonza o seemed annoyed, and said rather sharply, "Maybe there's no one to suspect. Y ou may think you
can sense counterfeit money, but how do you know you can do so when you're totally sozzled? It could
be you saw real money and there's no counterfeiting goingon at al.”

"No," said Levan, emphaticaly, "and even if that were so, what would two strangers be doing with a
suitcase of hundred - dollar bills? New ones. | could smdll theink. Eveniif it weren't counterfeiting, there
would have to be some sort of crime."” Gonzao said, "Maybe thewholething - "

Helet it trail off, and Levan said, flushing alittle, " - isapink eephant? Y ou think | imagined it al?"

"lan't that possible? If theré's no one to suspect, if no one could be involved, maybe nothing redly
happened.”

"No," sad Levan. "l know what | saw."

"Well, what did you see?' said Drake suddenly, peering at Levan through the smoke of his cigarette.

"Y ou were in the kitchen. Y ou saw the wallpaper, if any, the color scheme, the fixtures. The kitchen
detalsaren't identical, are they? 'Y ou can wak into each house and then identify which kitchen you were
in, cantyou?'

Levan flushed, "I wish | could. Thetruthis, | saw nothing. There were just the two men, the suitcase on
the table, and the money. It occupied dl my attention, and | can't even redly describe the suitcase.” He
added, defensively, "I was not myself. | was - was - And besides, after fifteen or thirty seconds, | had
passed out. | just don't know where | was."

Avaon, looking troubled, said, "What are you doing about it, Chris? Are you doing any investigating on
your own?? That might be dangerous, you know."



"I know," said Levan, "and I'm not an investigator. Emma, who has more common sensein her left thumb
than | have in my whole body, said that if | tried to do any questioning or poking about for clues, | would
not only make afool of mysdf, but I might get into trouble with the police. She said | had better just alert
the bank to be on the lookout for bogus hundred - dollar bills and investigate those, when they camein,
by the usual methods. Of course, no hundred - dollar billsare comingin. | don't supposethe
counterfeiterswill passtheminthisarea.”

Gonzalo said, discontentedly, " Then we haven't gotten anywhere and that's frustrating. - Henry, can you
add anything to dl this?'

Henry, who was standing at the sideboard, said, "Thereisaquestion | might ask, if permitted.”
"Go ahead,” said Levan at once.

"Mr. Levan, you said, earlier, that your wife has a career of her own in real estate, but you said 'l
believe. Aren't you sure?’

Levan looked startled, then laughed. "Well, we married five years ago, when we had each been single
for quite awhile, and were each used to independence. Wetry to interfere with each other aslittle as
possible. Actudly, I'm sure sheisengaged in red estate, but | don't ask questions and she doesnt. It's
one of these modern marriages; worlds different from my firs."

Henry nodded and was silent.

"Wdl," said Gonzdo, impatiently. "What do you have in mind, Henry? Don't hang back."

Henry looked disturbed. "Mr. Levan," he said, softly, "when you entered the house by the side door and
closed it - behind you, you werethen in the dark, | believe."

"| certainly was, Henry."
"Y ou circled an umbrella stand. How did you know it was an umbrella stand?”
"After | sat down, | happened to fed it. If it wasn't an umbrella stand, it was something just likeit."

Henry nodded. "But you circled it before you fdt it, and you dropped into achair in the dark with relief,
and enjoyed feding the soft padding, you said.”

"YS"

"Mr. Levan," said Henry. "The houses were dlikein every particular on the outside, but werefreeto vary
ontheinside, you said, and presumably they all did so vary. Y et in your not - quite - sober state, you
managed to dodge the umbrellastand and drop into achair. Y ou did not bump into one or missthe
other. Y ou did not have the dightest idea you were in the wrong house a the time, did you?'

"No, | didn't," said Levan, looking alarmed. "It was only when | opened the kitchen door and saw the

"Exactly, dr. Y ou expected to find the arrangement of objectsasit wasin your own house, and you
found that to be so. When you sat in the chair, which you must have thought was your own, you felt



nothing to disabuse yourself of the notion.”
"Oh, my God," said Levan.

"Mr. Levan," said Henry, "I think you must have been in your own house after al. Drunk asyou were,
you found your way home."

"Oh, my God," said Levan, again.

"Y ou were not expected till much later, so you caught your wife by surprise. In your modern marriage,
you clearly didn't know enough about her. Y et she did show affection for you. She did not alow you to
be harmed. She had you carried out, and then came to get you with an invented story about a phone call.
By then the men and the suitcase had gone and since then she has worked very hard to keep you from
telling the story to the police or doing anything about it. - I'm afraid that's the only explanation that fits
what you havetold us."

For amoment, there was an absolute silence over the horrified group.

Levan said, inasmall voice, "But what do | do?' And Henry said, sorrowfully, "I don't know, Mr.
Levan. - But | wish you had not refused that drink.”

AFTERWORD

By thetime| had sold the preceding story, | found that | had ten storiestoward anew Black Widowers
collection, and of thoseten, only one, "The Driver," had failed to sl

Asit happened, in my first Black Widowers collection, Taes of the Black Widowers, | had nine stories
that had appeared in print and three stories that had not. Those storiesthat had not previoudy been
published wereinvoluntarily in that condition. | would gladly have stuck Fred with them if | had been able
to.

Once the book appeared, however, it seemed to methat it had worked out properly. Many of those
who bought the book might well have been EQMM subscribers and would have read each of the Black
Widowers when it gppeared in the magazine. Even alowing that their tolerance and kind hearts would
alow them to read each again with pleasure, it did seem the decent thing to give them three storiesthey
couldn't possibly have read before.

In the collections that followed the first, my record was better, and in each case (including thisone) |
reached the number - ten mark with only onefailureto sdll. In each case, therefore, | wrote two more
storiesthat | did not submit anywhere, but saved for the collection. And so it isnow. The story you have
just reed, "The Wrong House," and the one that follows, "The Intrusion,” were each written specificaly
for this collection, and have not appeared e sewhere.

Thelntrusion

FROM THE EXPRESSION on the face of Mario Gonzal o, it might seem that there was something
sngularly unsatisfactory about this particular banquet of the Black Widowers.

There was nothing apparent to account for that. The dinner, which revolved about amain course of roast



duck, smothered in dark cherries and underpinned by wild rice, with the skin ddlightfully crisp and the
meat tender and moist, was perfection. The sausage in pasta that had preceded and the generous
chocolate parfait that had succeeded represented the calories - be - damned attitude of Roger Halsted,
who was hosting the evening. Now the Black Widowers sat .over their brandy, grilling their guest, with all
in adate of satisfactory repletion.

The weather outside was ddightful, and the guest was an intelligent and articul ate person whose
persondlity fit the generd auraof the society. Even the terrible - tempered Thomas Trumbull was
agreeable and the argumentative Emmanue Rubin disputed nothing in any voice that was a decibel |ouder
than that of ordinary conversation.

The guest's name was Haskell Pritchard and hewas acivil servant. It had aready been established that
he wasin charge of solid waste disposal and some traces of merriment at the start over his perhaps
having to drive agarbage truck vanished under the undoubted seriousness of the problem.

"Thefactis," Pritchard had said, "that we are running out of placesto put the waste and we're going to
need some innovative ideas on the matter."

Rubin said, abit sardonicaly, "Thewaste, Sir, was once raw materiad, and that raw materia camefrom
somewhere, certainly not from within this city. Wherever it came from it left ahole, whether you cdl that
hole amine or aquarry or whatever. Why not put the waste back in the hole it came from?”

"Actualy," said Pritchard, "this has been thought of. There are indeed abandoned mines, quarries and
other such thingsin the countryside and there have been attempts to negotiate their use as dumps.
However, it can't be done. People are willing to sell raw materiads but are not willing to accept the
resdue after the consumer isdone with it - even if we pay both times, once for taking and once for
returning.”

Geoffrey Avdon sad, "It'sacommon sociologica phenomenon. Everyoneisin favor of cracking down
on crime and sending criminasto jail, but nobody wants to spend money on building morejalsto hold
those criminas and, even more so, nobody wants any new jail built in his neighborhood.”

Hased said, "'l don't see the relevance of that, Jeff."

"Don't you?' Avaon'seyebrowsrose. "l should think it was obvious. | am speaking of the generd ability
of the public to recognize a problem and to want to solveit, but to balk at any persona inconvenience
involved in asolution. Might | also say thet it is ddightful, after agood dinner, to be discussing, inamore
or less detached manner, problemsthat affect the public wedl, with no persond puzzleinvolved. | takeit,
Mr. Pritchard, that your work, or your life, for that matter, does not a the moment involve some
conundrum that is robbing you of deep and peace of mind?'

Pritchard looked surprised. "I can't think of anything, Mr. Avalon Ought | to have come here with
something of the sort, Roger?"

"Not at dl, Haskdl," said Halsted. "It'sjust that sometimeswe are faced with ariddle, but | find it
relaxing not to have one.”

"l don't," said Gonzalo, with energy, revealing his reason for dissatisfaction, "and | hope | never do. |
think al of you are getting too old, and | aso think that if Mr. Pritchard thinks hard he can come up with
something interesting.”



Halsted bridled at once, and said, with the soft stutter that invaded his voice whenever he was indignant
or excited, "If you'retrying to say, Mario, that my guestisdull - "

James Drake interposed. "Come on, Roger. Mario just wants a puzzle. - But think amoment, Mario;
shouldn't Henry have arest at abanquet now and then?”

"Sure," said Mario, "and just serve the dishes and take away the empty plates and get us water and
drinks and anything else we ask for. He's having agrest rest.”

Henry, that perfection of awaiter, without whom the Black Widowers were unthinkable, stood by the
Sdeboard and, &t Gonzao'swords, asmal smile played briefly over hisunlined, sixtyish face.

Avaon said, " Suppose we have avote on the matter, with the host's permission. | move we be
permitted, now and then, to have abanquet in which there is nothing more than civilized conversation.”

Hasted sad, "All infavor of Jeff'smotion -"
And it was even as the hands began to go up (minus Gonzal 0's) that there came about something that
marked an utterly unprecedented event in the history of the banquets of the Black Widowers. There was

aviolent intruson of an uninvited person into their mids.

Therewas, to begin with, the sound of a scuffle on the stairs, some vague shouting, amuffled cry of
"Please, migter, please - "

The Black Widowersfroze - astonished - and then ayoung man broke into the room.

Hewas dightly disheveled, and he was breathing hard. He looked from face to face and behind him a
waiter said, "1 couldn't stop him, gentlemen. Shdl | call the police?”

"No," said Halsted, who, as hogt, automatically took theinitiative. "Well handle it. What do you want,
young man?'

Theintruder said, "Are you guysthe Black Widowers?'
Hasted said, "Thisisaprivate party. Please leave.”

Theintruder raised ahand, placatingly. "I'll leavein aminute. | ain't hereto eat nothing. But isthisthe
place where the Black Widowers meet and are you the guys?'

Avaon, hisvoice as baritone as he could makeit, said, "We are the Black Widowers, sr. What isit you
want?'

"Well, you help guys, don't you?'

"No, we do not. Asyou have been told, thisis a private meeting and we have no other purpose but to

Theintruder looked baffled. "They told me you guysfigure out things. | have aproblem.” Suddenly, he
did not look in the least formidable. He was of medium height, with thick dark hair, dark eyes, and dark
eyebrows, and he was rather handsome. He seemed to be in hismid - twenties and, beneath arather
theetrical affectation of toughness, there was atouch of loss and confusion. He said, "They told meyou



could help me - with my problem.”

His shirt collar was open and his Adam's apple, quite visible, moved up and down. He said, "1 could pay
- omething.”

Gonzalo sad, joyoudy, "What's your problem?’

Trumbull snarled, "Mario." Heturned to theintruder, "What's your name?"

"Frank Russo," said the intruder, defiantly, as though expecting someone to object to the designation.
"And where did you hear we solve problems?"

Russo said, "l just heard. It don't matter where, does it? Other guyswho eat with you talk, maybe, and it
goes from one to another. So | asked and found out you eat here at the Milano, agood paesano
restaurant - if you got the dough for it - and you were gonna be there tonight, and | thought, what the hell,
if you help other people, maybe you can hep me."

Rubin, looking combative, said, "Y es, but just who told you where and when we would be meeting?'

Russo sad, "If you don't like people should talk about you, then I'm telling you | won't. The way you're
gonnaknow | won'tis| aint gonnatalk about the guy who told me about you.”

Drake muttered, "That sounds fair enough to me.”

"Now if you don't want to help me," said Russo, "I'll leave. After that, though, if | hear people say you
help out, I'll deny it."

Therewas slence at that, and then Russo said, with an authentic note of pleading in hisvoice, "Can | a
least tell you what's bugging me?"

Halsted said, "What's the consensus? Anyonein favor of listening to Russo raise hishand." Heraised his,
and Gonzao's hand shot up vigoroudly.

Drakesad, "Wel, listening can't hurt,” and raised his.

Ha sted waited, but the hands of Avaon, Trumbull, and Rubin remained resolutely down. Halsted said,
"Threeto three. I'm sorry, Haskell, | can see that you're itching to raise your hand, but you're not a
Widower. Henry, would you break thetie?

Henry said, "Wdl, Mr. Halsted, if you ing<, then my own feding isthat when the Widowers are evenly
balanced on some point, the preference should be given to the merciful. It ishard to turn away someone

introuble." And heraised his hand.

Hasted said, "Good. Could you bring achair, Henry, and put it near the door for the young man? Sit
down, Ruso."

Russo sat down, put his hands on hisknees, and |ooked about anxioudy. Now that he had made his
point, he seemed to be uneasy a the surroundings he found himself in.

Halsted said, "Haskell, were going to have to interrupt your grilling to take care of Mr. Russo, if we can.



| hope you don't mind."

"On the contrary,” said Pritchard. "1 wanted to vote in favor of the young man, as you suspected, and I'm
glad the waiter tipped the votein hisfavor, though | thought only members could vote."

"Henry isamember. - And now, Jm, would you do the honors?’

Drake stubbed out his cigarette. Y oung man," he said, "ordinarily, 1'd begin by asking you to justify your
existence, but you are not aguest of ours and that question therefore doesn't apply. Y ou can just tell us
what your problem s, but | must warn you, that any of us can interrupt at any time to ask aquestion, and
that Henry, our waiter, can do s, too. In return, you must answer al questions truthfully and fully, and
you must understand that we cannot guarantee that welll be able to help you.”

"Okay, that suits me. I'm gonnatell you the story, but you gotta promise it don't go outside this room.”

Drake said, "1 assure you that nothing that goes on in thisroom is ever spoken of by the Black Widowers
outside, dthough it does seem that at least one of our guests did not adhereto thisrule.”

"Okay, then." Russo closed his eyes amoment as though deciding whereto begin. Then hesaid, firmly, "I
got asster who just turned eighteen.”

"What's her name?’ said Gonzalo.

"I'm gonnatell you," said Russo, "even if you didn't ask because that's part of the problem. Her nameis
Susan. All her lifel caled her Suzy, but she'sgot it in her mind she wantsto be caled Susan and that's
what | cal her now.

"She'smy kid sster. I'm twenty - four and | been taking care of her for sSix years now - ever snce our ma
died."

"Haveyou got ajob?" asked Avalon.
"Course| got ajob,” said Russo, indignantly. "What kind of aquestion isthat? How could | be taking
care of her without ajob? | been driving atruck for abrewery since | was fifteen and two yearsago | got

asupervising job. | ain't rich, but | make decent money and | can pay you guys - some.”

Avaon looked uncomfortable. "There is no question of payment, sir. Just go on with your story. Isyour
father dso dead?’

Russo sad, "I don't know where my father is. | don't care, either. He'sgone." Hisarm made afind,
dismissve gesture. "'l take care of Susan. - Thethingis Susan ain't - bright.”

Drake said, "Do you mean she's retarded?”

"She's not mentd. Don't think that. She's just not bright. People could take advantage of her and there
ain't much she could do in theway of ajob."

"With specia educational care- " began Avaon.

Russo'sface twisted. "What'sthe use of saying that?| ain't got money for that."



Avaon reddened and muttered, "There's the sociological problem again. People recognize the need and
say they want asolution, but if it'saquestion of public funds, the taxpayer buttons his pocket.”

Russo said, " She cooks. She takes care of the place. She can go shopping, and the guys around the
neighborhood know about her and they make sure nothing happensto her. Any of them step out of line,
hell be taken care of .

Hisfist clenched and astedly look cameinto hiseyes. "They'real careful, you bet, but it's something I've
been getting more and more worried about. She's the best - natured kid in the world, dwayswilling to
help, dways smiling. Shetakes care of hersdlf red good, and the thing is, she's getting to be very nice -
looking. It's something to worry about, you know what | mean?

Drake sad, "We know what you mean. Does she like men?"

"Sure she does. Shelikes everybody, but she don't know about that sort of thing. She don't read and
nobody talks dirty to her, you can bet on that. But these days, you gotta be careful about what movies
she sees; it's getting o, you even gotta be careful about television, you know what | mean? Besides, any
guy wants something, sheld go dong, she's so good - natured, you know what | mean?"

Drake sad, "Do you have agirlfriend of your own?

Russo said, quickly, "What's that supposed to mean? Y ou think I'm queer?”

"I'masking if you have agirlfriend of your own?'

"Coursel do."

"Does she know about Susan?"

"Course she does. And when we get hitched, she knows we gotta continue taking care of Susan. And
she'swilling. She stswith her eveningswhen | gottabe away. Like now."

Avaon cleared histhroat and said, as ddlicately as he could, "Have you ever thought that, with an
operation, she might be- "

Russo clearly had thought of that, for he did not allow the sentence to be finished. "We ain't gonna cut her
up.”

Gonzalo said, "Have you talked to your priest?’

Russo said, "Nah. | know what hell say. HEll just say to keep on doing what we're doing and to trust in
God."

Gonzao sad, "She might make agood nun.”

"No, she don't havethe call. And I'm not gonna be making her anun just to get rid of her. | don't wanna
get rid of her, see.”

Rubin said, "Do you expect shélll get married some day?"

Russo said, defiantly, "Could be. She'd make agood wife; alot better wife than most | see around. She's



good - natured, hardworking, clean." He hesitated. " Course, whoever marries her's gotta understand
she'snot - smart, and held have to take care of her because anyone could take advantage of her, if you
know what | mean. And he'd have to take that into account if anyone does, and not take it out on her."

"What if she has children?'

"What if she does? Shed take good care of them. And they wouldn't have to belike her. I'm not. My ma
wan't."

Trumbull suddenly clanged his spoon againgt hiswater glass. Therewas silence and Trumbull said,
"Gentlemen, thisisal very well, but Mr. Russo iswasting our time. What is his problem? There's nothing
we can do about hissigter, if that's his problem. If he's come to ask usfor advice about what to do with
her now that she's eighteen, it seemsto methat what | would say would be the same as the priest might
say, to keep on doing what he's doing and trust in God. - | move we end this matter now."

"Hey, hold on," said Russo, anxioudy. "1 ain't told you my problem yet. All thisstuff sofar isjust to
explan.”

Halsted said, "Well, then, Mr. Russo, | think we understand about your sister. Would you tell usyour
problem now?"

Russo cleared histhroat and there was a moment of silence as he seemed once again to be choosing
among dternate beginnings.

He said, "Two weeks ago, on the tenth, my sister was picked up.”
"By the police?' asked Gonzalo.

"No, by some guy. No one from the neighborhood. I don't know who the guy was. | was at work, of
course, and Susan, she went out to do some shopping. She got strict instructions never to talk to
anybody she don't know. Never. But | guess she mugtathistime. | did alot of asking around in the
neighborhood these last two weeks. Everybody knows Susan and they were al upset, and from what
one guy says and what another guy says, what it lookslike isthat she wastaking to sometal, skinny
guy, good - looking kind of, but no one can swear to exactly what he looked like, except maybe he had
blond hair. | said how comethey let something like that go on - her talking to astrange guy. They dl sad
they thought it was some friend because they figured Susan wouldn't talk to a stranger.

"Hetook her off in an automobile and when | got home from work, she was till gone, and | can tell you |
went crazy. | ran dl around the neighborhood and | had dl the guys going al over." He shook hishead. "l
don't know what | would of done, if she hadn't come home."

Trumbull said, "Then she did come home?'

"Just about when it was getting dark. Whoever it was, he had put her on acommuter train and she got off
at the right station, thank goodness, and she knew enough to take ataxi. She had money. She still had
her train - ticket stub and | think she came from Larchmont in Westchester.”

"Was shedl right?" asked Gonzalo.

Russo nodded his head. " She wasn't hurt. | sort of managed not to say anything at the time, but the next
day | stayed home from work, making out | wassick, and | got her to tell me everything that happened. |



had to know.

"Wdll, she met thisguy and he talked to her, and he got around her, you know. She said he was very
handsome and talked nice and bought her an ice - cream soda, and asked if she wanted adrivein hiscar
and it wasavery pretty car. Well, she couldn't resist; she's dways agreeable to everything anyway. |
figure he's one of these guys from somewhere fancy who comesinto apoor neighborhood to pick up
something easy for chegp. Thistime he picked up something easy for nothing - except anice - cream
soda”

Avdon began, "Did he-"

Russo cut him off at once. "Y esh. He did."

"How do you know?"'

"Because Susan told me. She didn't know what it was al about, and shetold me. Thedirty - " He
checked himsdlf, then said, furioudy, "He had to know she didn't know what it was dl about. He had to
know shewasn't - smart. It waslike taking advantage of alittle kid."

Avaon began. "'If she had had the proper instruction -" caught Russo's furious eye, halted, and |ooked
the other way.

Rubin said, "How did your sster fed about it?"

"She thought it was great. That's the worst part. Shell want to do it again. Shelll suggest it to guys.”
"No," said Rubin, "that's not the worst part. Is she pregnant?”

"Watch your language,” said Russo, tightly.

Rubin raised his eyebrows. "Let me rephrase that. Is she in the family way?"

"No, thank God. Sheisn't. She had her - time - since then. Shel'sal right that way.”

Trumbull said, "Well, then, Mr. Russo, what's your problem?”

Russo sad, "l want to find the guy.”

Avdonsad, "Why?'

"l want to teach him alesson.”

Avaon shook hishead. "If you're thinking of killing him, we can't be aparty to that. Asit happens, your
sster isover eighteen, and she was not taken over astate line. She was not hurt, or impreg - or putina
family way. She went dong willingly and had agood time, and he can dways clam he had no ideashe
was retar - not responsible. | don't think he can be charged with kidnapping. She was returned promptly
and there were no ransom demands. In fact, | don't think he can easily be charged with any crimeat al.”
Russo said, "That'swhy I'm not going to the police. | couldn't anyway, eveniif | could nail himwith a

crime. | can't let people know what happened to Susan. It would be adisgrace to her and to me. And if
the guys know she's not a - not a- you know what | mean, they won't have no respect for her. They



might figure, well, aslong asit's gone, what's one more.

"So | gottafind him. | ain't gonnakill him, but | just want to explain to him that it wasn't nicewhat he did,
and since | probably ain't got his education and | can't explainit in fancy words, I'd like to use adifferent
kind of language. Listen, he'sliable to do thisto other people's Ssters or daughters and maybe, just
maybe, if | rearrange hisface alittle so it ain't so pretty, it won't be so easy for him next time.”

Avaon sad, "l sympathize with your point of view. | think themanisacad and it might do him alittle
good to pay for hisintrusion on your life and your sster's - but | fail to see how we can help you find
him"

Russo sad, "Actudly, Susan remembered some things.”

"As, for ingance."

"She said the guy kept saying, 'Don't worry. Don't worry.' Course he would, the dirty bastard. Therewas
nothing for him to worry about. He could see she was a nice clean girl and wouldn't give him anything;
though with hiskind of life, he could have given something to her, and | don't mean ababy."

Avaon said, "Y es, we understand, but what was it Susan remembered?!

"Wdll, hesaid, 'Don't worry. Don't worry," and then he said, 'See, thisis my house, and see what it's
caled?™

"What the houseis called?" asked Gonzalo.

"Y eah. One of those fancy placesthey havein the suburbswith aname, | guess. Y ou know, ahunk of
wood on the lawn with aname on it. That'sthe kind of guy heis, fancy job, fancy house, fancy family,
and when the fancy wife and kids go off to some fancy resort or something, he stays home and goes
tomcatting around.”

Trumbull said, with visbly mounting impatience. "What was the name of the house?"

"Susan said the house was named for her. She said this guy even thought shewasasant.”

"What!"

"She said the house was called " Saint Susan.™

Halsted said, "Are you sure? Could Susan read that?"

""She can read some, but actualy, she said heread it to her. That makes me think maybe it wasin fancy
writing because one word Susan can make out easy in print is her own name. She says he read the name
and it made her asaint. She knowswhat saints are, so sheloved it. She thought he named the house just
for her." Russo shook his head sadly. "It's the sort of thing she would think."

Halsted said, "1 never heard of a Saint Susan. Isthere one?’

"I wouldn't swear there wasn't," said Rubin, "but | never heard of one, ether. Did you, Jeff."

Avalon shook his head.



Gonzdo sad, "Why shouldn't ahouse be called Saint Susan, even if there aren't any on thelis? Maybe it
was areferenceto hiswife or hismother.”

"Y ou don't go around caling your wife or mother asaint on aboard on thelawn," said Rubin.

"It takes dl kinds," said Gonzalo.

"There's one more point,” said Russo. "He told Susan that the reason he named his house 'Saint Susan'
was because of hisown name. It wasn't hiswife or mother, you see, but his own name. Of course, that
tickled Susan, too. It meant the house was named for him and for her. - From Susan'sreactionsto dl this
and from everything el se she must have said, that bum must have known she wasn't a- a- whole person.

He had to know he was doing something terrible. Thereésjust no excuse for him."

Halsted said, "'l agree, but isthere anything dse? Isit just that the houseis 'Saint Susan' and that it'sfrom
his name?What ishis name?'

Russo shook hishead. "1 don't know. Susan can't remember. Susan never remembers names. She knows
I'm Frank, but she cals everyone e se 'Johnny." She don't remember the guy's name. Maybe he never
told her for al I know."

"That'sit, then? Nothing el s?"

Russo shook hishead again. "That'sit. So what do | do? How do | find this guy?'

Gonzdo sad, "I'm afraid your sster must haveit dl wrong. 'Saint Susan’ seemsdlly, and it can't have a
connection with the guy. He's not named Susan, I'm sure. Unless theré's aman's name that sounds like
Drake sad, "Sampson? Simpson?"

Gonzao said, "Saint Sampson? Saint Simpson? Those are worse than Saint Susan.”

Pritchard raised his hand. " Gentlemen! Pardon me."

"Yes, Haskell," said Halsted.

"I know I'm not amember of the Black Widowers and can't vote. But can | participatein this
discusson?!
"Oh, sure. There was no intention of excluding you."

Pritchard said, "Might Susan not be thisfellow'slast name? If helivesin Larchmont, you could look up
people with that last name in the phone book."

Russo |ooked disappointed. "1 thought of that myself, and | looked up the Larchmont phone book. No
last - name Susansthere. Course, | could try other towns. He coulda driven Susan to the Larchmont
gtation from some other town."

"Wadll, let's see now," said Rubin. "Can there be alittle more subtlety to it? Susan isavery common
name. Infact, | have seen satementsthat at the present timeit isthe most common of al feminine names,



commoner even than Mary. It dates back to the popular apocrypha book Susanna and the Elders, which
was eventua ly stuck on to the Book of Daniel.”

He smirked a bit through his sparse beard and said, "I'm sorry if | sound a bit pedantic. Generdly, | leave
that sort of thing to you, Jeff, but 'Susannaand the Elders is generally considered to be the first detective
gory in Western literature and so it interests me professondly.”

Trumbull said, "And doesthis have any point besdesthe fact that it interests you?"

"Yes, it does, because Susannaisthe English form of the Hebrew name Shoshannah, which happensto
mean lily."

Gonzdo sad, "And you clam thisguy'snameisLily?’

"Hislagt name," said Rubin coldly, "might be Lily, or Lilly with two I's. Why not?"

Avdon sad, "It might be, and if Mr. Russo isfully determined to follow every lead, | suppose he might
follow that one. However, | cannot imagine anyone but the most devoted pedant - such asthe oneyou al
ingst on labelling me as - would, if he wanted to name the house for himself, do so by way of the Hebrew
version of the name, just in order to end up with 'Saint Susan.’ Surely he might aswell nameit 'Saint Lily'
and have done with it."

"Well," said Halsted, ""has anyone else got any ideas?

There was slence around the table, and Halsted said, "I am sorry, Mr. Russo, but the information you
have given us smply isn't enough. Perhaps you had better take the attitude that your Sster has not redlly
been harmed and decide that though the incident was deplorable, there is nothing to do now but forget
it

"No," said Russo, stubbornly. "I can't forget it. I'll haveto keep looking. If it takesdl my life," he added
melodramaticaly.

Herose, "I'm sorry you can't help me. I'm sorry | busted into your dinner.”
"Wait awhile," said Gonzalo. "What isthis? No one has asked Henry yet.”

Hasted said, "I asked if anyone else had any ideas. That includes Henry, doesn't it? Henry, do | haveto
ask you specificaly?!

Henry looked gpologetic. "It isdifficult for me, Mr. Halsted, to think of myself asaBlack Widower."

"That's very irritating, Henry," said Halsted. "Ther€'s not a banquet that passesthat we don't tell you that
you're a Black Widower."

"And the best one of all," muttered Trumbull.
"So do you have asuggestion to make?" asked Halsted.
Henry said, "Not exactly just yet, but | have aquestion to ask.”

"Then go ahead and ask it."



And Russo said, "Well, go ahead, waiter. If you're one of the bunch, go and ask."”

"Mr. Russo,” said Henry, "you said that your sister doesn't remember names. If you were to suggest a
specific nameto her, do you suppose she would remember whether that name was that of the man who
had carried her off?"

Russo hesitated. "1 don't know. Y ou say any nameto her, and she might say, 'Y eah, that'sthe name,’ just
to be agreeable, you know."

"But suppose | give you three names and you try al three and she picks out one of them and saysthat's
the one and not the other two. Would that be reliable?"

"It might be," said Russo, doubtfully. "I never tried anything like that."
"Can you reach your sister by telephone, Mr. Russo?'
"Y eah. Sure. She'sa homeright now, with my girlfriend.”

"Then call her and ask her if the man's name was Bill. Then ask her if the man's name was Joe. And then
aK her if the man's name was Fred."

Russo looked toward the others. Halsted said, " There's a phone over there by the cloakroom.” He held
up adime,

Russo sad, "I got adime, thank you." He put it into the dot and didled. "Hello, Josephing, it's Frank.
Listen, is Susan deeping? - Can you get her to the telephone? - Well, | know, but it'simportant. Tell her
shelll make me happy if she comesto the telephone and it'll only take aminute and then she can go back
to the program. Okay?' He waited, and said, " She's watching television. - Hello, Susan, you okay?

Y eah, thisisFrank. | got to ask you a question. Do you remember the guy who took you for aridein his
car. Yes, yes, that guy, but don't tell mewhat he did. | know. | know. Okay, listen, Susan doll, thisguy,
was hisnameBill?'

He put his hand over the mouthpiece and said in a hoarse whisper to the Black Widowers generdly, " She
saysmaybe. Y ou can't tell from that.”

"Try Joe," said Henry inalow voice.
"Susan," said Russo into the phone. "Maybe it was Joe. Do you think it was Joe, honey?"

Again his hand went over the mouthpiece and he shook his head. " She says maybe. Shelll say that to
anything | try."

Henry said, "Now try Fred."
"Susan,” said Russo. "What about Fred? Could it have been Fred?"
There was a pause and then he stared wildly over his shoulder at the Black Widowers. " She's screaming,

It's Freddie. It's Freddie. That's his name.' "He held the telephone receiver in their direction and the
sound of girlish squeding was clear.



"Thanks, Susan,” Russo said into the mouthpiece. "Y ou're agood girl. Now go and watch televison. -
Yes, I'll be home soon.”

He hung up the phone and said, "It's Fred all right. That was no "Maybe" just to be nice. That was
jumping up and down. How did you know?"

Henry smiled faintly. "It wasjust aguess. Y ou see, there was an eighteenth - century Prussian monarch,
named Frederick the Gresat -"

At this, Avaon started suddenly and said, "Good God, Henry, why do these things occur to you, when |
missthem completely.”

"I am sure, Mr. Avaon, that given another few minutes of thought, it would have occurred to you, too.”

"Hold on," said Russo, frowning, "what isal this? What's this Frederick the Great got to do with
anything?'

"Wdl," said Henry, "Frederick was a hardworking monarch who built asmdl castlein arurd setting to
which he could retire once in awhile and be relatively free of the cares of the state. It wasrather like an
American President taking off for Camp David for the weekend. At this castle, Frederick would get
together with scholars and writers and indulge in intellectua conversations. He called this castle "Without
Care' or 'Without Worry.' | thought of that when you described how that man told your sister not to
worry and then pointed out the name of his house as though there were a connection.”

Russo said, alook of honest bewilderment on hisface, "He called hishouse "Don't Worry'?*

"Not quite. Frederick the Great, although he ruled a German kingdom, spoke French, and he called his
castle by the French phrase meaning ‘without care.’ He called it Sans Souci. | imagine that this man who
carried off your sster is named Frederick and that he has had enough of an education to have heard of
Sans Souci and had the affectation to copy the great Frederick in this respect. | am sure, Mr. Russo, that
if you go to Larchmont or the neighboring towns and check the city or town directories for ahouse by
that name owned by someone whosefirst nameis Frederick, you will find it."

Russo said, "Isthisrea? San Soosee? | never heard of it. But sure, Susan would think it was Saint Suzie.
And even if shewantsto be caled Susan, dl her life she's been called Suzie and she would get the two
mixed up, and say it was Saint Susan.” He looked up grimly, and rubbed hisright fist into the pam of his
left hand. "I think I'm gonnafind thisguy."

"You may indeed do s0," said Henry, "but if you do, may | make a suggestion?' "Sure."

"We of the Black Widowers can't encourage violence. If it should be that this Frederick isamarried man
with arespectable position in the community, 1 would merely discuss the matter with hiswife. Y ou will
avoid what might be a serious brush with thelaw, and | think the resultswould then be far more
unpleasant to the man than a bruised face would be."

Russo thought awhile. "Maybe." And heleft.

Avaon sad, "That wasacrue suggestion, Henry."

"The man had performed acruel deed,” said Henry.



AFTERWORD

Hereisanother casein which (asin "The Good Samaritan”) | have managed to bend the usud formula
without doing irrevocable harm to it. After al, by now the Black Widowers have solved no fewer than
forty - seven problemsand it isnot in the least implaus ble that the word might have gotten out, and that,
therefore, something would happen asit did in thisstory - an intrusion.

And so | say farewell once again, and very reluctantly. There are few stories| writethat | enjoy as much
as| enjoy my Black Widowers, and having written forty - eight of them atogether has not in the least
diminished my pleasure or worn out their welcome to my typing fingers. | can't guarantee thet thisistrue
of my readersaswell, but | certainly hopeitis.



