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The Penalty of Uniqueness

WHAT would you do if you suddenly discovered you were not human
at all, but an alien? Would it change your feelings towards your
friends—your wife—your sweetheart—your parents? Would you still
feel drawn toward humans, or would a new craving spring up in you to
find and join vour own kind?

Independent as many men may be in their thinking, there is yet the
basic herd comfort of being not too much unlike their fellows. Nothing
is lonelier than uniqueness—except being an outcast. This was the
ferment which worked in Paul Breden, from the day he discovered he
wasz different. And in him worked not only the loneliness, but an
outraged sense of injustice dangerously like revenge.

—The Editor

He had to backtrack his own heredity before e could find out whether
he was a freak or a superman
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The Penalty of Uniqueness

WHAT would you do if you suddenly
discovered you were not human at all,
but an alien? Would it change your
feelings towards your friends—your
wife—your sweetheart—your parents?
Would you still feel drawn toward
humans, or would a new craving spring
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up in you to find and join your own
kind?

Independent as many men may be in
their thinking, there is yet the basic herd
comfort of being not too much unlike
their fellows. Nothing is lonelier than
uniqueness—except being an outcast.
This was the ferment which worked in
Paul Breden, from the day he discovered
he was different. And in him worked not
only the loneliness, but an outraged
sense of injustice dangerously like
revenge.

—The Editor

He had to backtrack his own heredity
before he could find out whether he
was a freak or a superman

I



Ay

LOOK out!” The shout was almost in
his ear, and with the shout came another
sound, a flatcracklike two boards
slapping together. He moved
instinctively, grasping Nadine’s arm and
making three rapid strides to the shelter
ofa store doorway. Then he turned as
the flat echoes of sound rang back from
the stone fronts o fthe buildings across
the street. He expected to see something
fallen from a window, or a car out of
control veering up over the curb. At first
glance there was nothing. The traffic
moved by silently and swiftly as usual,
but the people on the sidewalk milled
oddly, and then straightened to stare all
in one direction down the street. The
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light had changed a few seconds ago,
and the traffic sped by more rapidly,
accelerating.

He picked out voices.

“Did you get his number?”

“Some nut waving a gun from a taxi.”

“But he shot at us!”

He glanced at Nadine; they exchanged
a half shrug and walked on.

Then “Mart” Breden remembered that
something had brushed his neck roughly
as he heard the shout. He had assumed it
was the sleeve of a waving arm but. ..

“So as I was saying—" he continued
stubbornly, determined to finish a half-
finished witty point. While he spoke he
put his fingertips up to feel the spot on
his neck, then brought them down again.



There was a dampness on his neck and a
red smear of color on his fingertips...
blood.

Nadine halted. “As you were saying,
brother—you’re just too dumb to know
when you’ve been hurt.”

She moved quickly around to his other
side where she could see the side of his
neck. “It’s only a scratch. The bullet just
touched you,” she reassured, groping in
her jade-green bag with gold-tinted
fingernails. “Hold still! I’11 fix it.”

He stood still. Whatever he had been
about to say had vanished from his mind,
but it was a pleasure to stand and have
Nadine fussing over him and ministering
to him with obvious concern. She was
indisputably lovely, and dressed in a



way that was designed to bring out the
fact. He was conscious of envious
glances. Streams of brightly dressed,
handsome people returning to work from
lunch passed by, their feet soundless on
the green resilient sidewalk. Some of
them were talking quietly and laughing in
conversation as they passed; some were
listening to music spools with ear-
buttons that touched his hearing with a
faint faraway strain of music as they
passed. He was pleased that they looked
at her, and had no attention for him.

Standing  still under  Nadine’s
ministrations, he said appreciatively,
“You’re the perfect partner to take along
to an accident.”

She smiled up at him. “Well, if you’re



going to make a habit of being shot at,
I’11 buy more band-aids.” Stepping back
she cocked her head to inspect her work.
The wail of a police patrol wing
throttled down to a growl as it touched
road and swung in to where the crowd
clustered. She glanced back doubtfully.
“Should we go back and tell them?”

He touched the small flesh-colored
bandage on his scratch, looking at the
reflection in a window. “Hardly worth
going back. All we’d prove is that
someone was shooting, and they know
that already.”

THEY walked on together through the
shade o fthetall trees that lined the
avenue.“Wheny o u rRevision
Committee for the Patent Code testifies



before Congress,” he said, remembering
what he had been saying, “you should be
spokesman in that tight green and gold
suit you're wearing. They’d agree to
anything.”

She picked wup the thread. *
‘Gentlemen,” I’'ll say—"

“Undulating slightly,” he added.

“Invention has become a form of
restriction. The law has been diverted
from—”

“Seduced from!”

“Seduced from its original intention,
which was to guarantee sufficient profits
to the inventor to encourage and
stimulate invention. Instead, research
now has as its main purpose the desire
to invent something first and patent it



first, not for use, but to prevent its use, to
preserve the status quo for the industry,
financing the research, by preventing its
use by competitors.”

A small tube elevator whooshed them
up to the sixtieth floor,

“Lawyers’ Row.” They were at the
door of his office.

PAUL BREDEN

PATENT LAW

Nadine’s office was further down the
corridor. Paul pushed his door open,
hoping to extend their lunch time
together a little more, beguiling her with
the imaginary speech. “At this point your
claque in the gallery claps and cheers



and stomps, and while they are being
ejected you pull out your compact and
put on more lipstick.”

They walked into the inner office past
the secretary, ignoring the fact that lunch
was over and they both had work to do.
Nadine continued  the speech,
gesticulating with mock earnestness. He
considered her from a standpoint of an
imaginary audience of lascivious
Congressmen. She was beautiful—yes,
but too perfectly dressed, too crisp and
finished and unapproachable. It was
probably an effect carefully calculated
to keep the minds of her business
associates on the subject of business.

“You should muss your hair a little,”
he interrupted, getting a frown for his



efforts.

“The competition, not to be outdone,
pours its money into research to find
other ways of doing what it needs done
rather than the way the patent excludes
them from. This, gentlemen, is...”

He looked at her with a familiar
question coming: up in his mind,
quickening his pulse. She probably had a
private life of friends and lovers, but he
had never dared let himself approach
that side of her, although they had known
each other for six months. She could
choose among many men—men without
his handicap—yet she seemed glad to be
with him as a law collaborator, and
welcomed any free time they could
escape from business lunches to eat



together. Yet...

“... does not make the inventor any
richer, for he draws only his research
salary from his company. Actually, the
prime result 1s duplication of research,
so that instead of each day bringing
hundreds of brilliant new inventions, the
patent office is flooded daily with
hundreds of brilliant new ways of doing
the same damned thing, each one tying up
the patent office with its red tape—each
one no better than the other!”

He sat down behind his desk and
propped his elbows on it, smiling. “Add
this. ‘There are nine and ninety ways —
Of constructing tribal lays, And every —
Single—One—Of them—Is right!’”

“As Kipling wrote—" she began, then



stopped to frown at him.

“Would Congressmen know that lays
are a form of poetry?”

He laughed. “All the better if they
don’t.” It was not often they had lunch
together or extended their lunch hours
like this. They were too busy. She
probably would have been surprised to
learn how much these occasional
lunches meant to him.

The televiewer chimed.

PAUL muttered a “damn,”, reaching
for the right phone, and Nadine gave him
a farewell salute and moved toward the
door.

“Wait a minute,” he asked her, “and
we’ll see who this jerk is.” He pushed a
button and a screen on the wall opposite



him sprang to life incolor, showinga
lean old man in a snappy pearl gray suit,
waiting with restless impatience.
“Yardly Devon.” Breden identified him
without pleasure, remembering the things
Devon had said before switching off the
last time they had seen each other.

“His last two inventions were not
patentable, Nadine, and I told him so,
but he insisted I try to get patents on
them anyhow. When they were rejected
he claimed I'd sabotaged them. He
probably took them to another
consultant, got the same opinion, and
wants to apologize now.” He indicated
the chair beside the desk. “Sit there a
minute. You’re out of range of the
scanner.”



She smiled and sat down. The bell
chimed again impatiently, and Breden
switched on the scanner that put him on
Devon’s screen.

“Yes?”

A light came into the eyes of the
dapper old man as he saw Breden. With
a quick move he jumped to his feet,
bringing a gun up from somewhere
below screen range. “I’ve got you now,
Breden. I suspected it a long time, and
now | know what you are.”

For a half second of time Breden
started to laugh, then he remembered the
shot on the street a quarter hour before
with a sudden cold jolt. Devon was not
kidding.

“Careful there, old boy, you’ll break



your scanner,” Nadine called. His
screen couldn’t see her, and the tailored
neat old man was childishly startled.
“Who said that!” He leaned forward,
peering, then turned to inspect the
partially visible room showing on the
screen, the gun waving in his hand. “I’ve
got to kill him,” he said clearly to no one
in particular. “He’s a diploid.” He
dwindled and came into full view further
away, peered around and then wandered
out of screen view.

“Crazy,” Breden muttered. He felt
weak. That last meaningless word had
been a shock. “Have the police trace the
call. I’1l try to hold him.” He handed her
one of the phones.

The old man had wandered back to



his screen and he glimpsed the motion.
He whirled, gun leveled. “Don’t try to
escape!”

Breden pulled his hand back and
arranged his features in an expression of
respect and interest. He felt shaken.
Diploid. Judging by Devon’s voice it
meant something different from a human.
It had been a long time since he had
heard that inflection in anyone’s tone.
The meaningless word rang in his ears
as if he had been called something
animal. He forced himself to think. What
would hold an inventor’s interest long
enough for the police to reach him? “I
gather that that gun shoots through
television screens. Could you give me an
idea how 1t works, Mister Devon?”



Nadine was murmuring into the phone,
“Yes, with a gun. It looks like a private
room he’s calling from.” She turned and
whispered,

“What’s your number?”

“Lascar B-1063,” Breden said,
without turning his head. On the screen
Devon was looking down at his
automatic.

“It’s an invention—" he said, looking
up at the sound of Breden’s voice—"a
new Devon invention.” The old man
stroked it fondly with his left hand
without turning it from its perfect
pictured aim at Breden’s face. It looked
startlingly deadly in full stereo pointing
at him from the screen.

Breden pulled his eyes from it,



resisting an irrational impulse to switch
off the screen. “How does it work?”

If only he could keep this
conversation going for a while the
police would come on to the screen in
the room behind Devon and take him
away.

The inventor’s voice began to rise. “I
won’t tell you. It’s secret. And you’re
not going to stop me from patenting it
like you did the others. You sneaking
diploids are trying to get in everywhere.
But I won’t let you have the Earth. You
can’t fool me! I know what you are.
You’re not going to hold up progress by
keeping people from getting patents—"
His voice had risen to a shriek; his face
was distorted, “I’ll stop you! I'll kill



you... I'll kill you right now!” The shots
came with a shocking crack of sound.
The screen was too clear, too tri-
dimensional, too much Ilike an
undefended open window through which
a yammering madman poured shots at
him. Instinctively Breden threw himself
to one side and half rose before he could
check the motion.

The vision of the shouting old man
cracked across like a broken mirror and,
still moving, began to waver in ripples
like something seen in disturbed water,
then abruptly shattered to darkness. They
heard a shriek, “Got you!” just before a
final tearing sputter and the dull pfut of a
blown fuse as Devon’s sound system
went dead.



NADINE had been staring fascinated,
but now there was nothing to stare at but
the smooth grayness of the viewer
screen. “He just shot his televiewer all
to hell.” she said into the phone, still
staring fascinated at the screen. “It blew
out... that’s right. We’ll leave it on.”
She put the phone back in its cradle with
a sigh. “They said not to switch off.”

Her expression changed as she looked
at him. “What 1s 1t, Mart?

What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”  Another spasm  of
depression hit him. “Oh hell yes—
everything. You heard him call me a
diploid?”

She took out a cigarette case and
opened it, selecting a cigarette with



unnecessary care. She was concerned.
“One of those little green men, you
mean? Smoke?”’

“No thanks.”

She untelescoped a long cigarette
holder and fitted the cigarette into it,
speaking thoughtfully, “I heard him. It
was nothing personal, Mart. For a
paranoid there always has to be the
deros or the spies or the Martians, and
the big conspiracy somehow against him.
It had to be someone, and you were
elected. You must see enough nuts
coming in here with lunatic inventions
and delusions of grandeur to be used to
it.”

He leaned forward and lit her
cigarette. “Too used to it. Beginning to



wonder.” He put away his cigarette
lighter and held up his hand, looking at
it. Five fingers and a thumb. Too many
fingers.

“Right up to high school they called
me “Marty” for “Martian Breden”—and
it wasn’t a friendly nickname. I was with
a gang, but I was its goat. If we played
cops and robbers—I was the robber, and
got arrested or electrocuted, or shot
resisting arrest. If we played cowboys
and Indians—I tried to burn people at
the stake and got my throat slit by a hero
with a bowie knife, and bit the dust. In
high school they started getting smarter,
and I had friends who were friends, but
for them I was “Marty” too. By that time
it was my name. I like it now, but that’s



where it came from.”

He put his six-fingered hand down on
the desk. “When a new client comes in,
now, | mention that the simplest
inventions are the best, like the safety
pin— or the small labor saving device I
invented which makes it easier to play
the piano and carry four beer bottles in
each hand. ‘What is it?’ they ask... |
hold my hand up. ‘Extra finger’ I say. ‘It
is patented.” That always tickles them.”

He had given her the same line when
they first met. He remembered that he
had felt the same first hostile alertness
and expectation of hurt for her as for any
other stranger, and had concealed his
tension behind the wusual line of
entertaining talk. She had been just



another beautiful woman to him, a
lawyer like himself, but more poised and
bland than he was—and too beautifully
dressed, too efficient, probably critical
and unforgiving and egotistical, someone
who could hurt you if you dropped your
guard.

That was before he knew her. His
guard was all the way down now. There
was no pretending and no caution when
he talked with Nadine. “I'm not just
being sensitive, Nade, I need jokes like
that. I have to use them, and use them
carefully. So they’ll get a lift and a laugh
every time they notice a detail that’s
different. That Mart!

Always a character. Everything with
him has to be original—if I don’t point it



out and make jokes about it, sooner or
later people begin to fidget and grow
uncomfortable with an instinct of
something being wrong. There are too
many subtle physical oddities that
disturb 1instinct with a feeling of
misproportion. The only thing I can do to
stop nervousness and tension from
building up in them is to bring out my
differences and display them like a
collection of card tricks, so whenever
they get that wrong feeling again, it’s
part of the joke, just Mart being a
character again.”

I

«2y

FOR a time Nadine sat back,
something close to pityo nher lovely
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face. Thenshe grinned and mimicked
him from memory, witha proudly bent
arm and clenched fist, demonstrating the
muscles.

“Myowninvention... ” she quoted
words he had said, flexing her arm as
she had seen him do, with a precise back
and forth motion.

“I’mthe only genuinely selfmade
man. Selfmade—self assembled—" a
rusty hinge noise beganin perfect time
with the motion of the flexing arm, and
she glanced at the arm with dismay and
tried to stop it.

It kept moving stiffly, the rusty squeak
growing louder. Hastily she grabbed it
and brought it to a halt with her other
hand, and then apologetically took an



imaginary small object from her pocket.

“Of course, I was pretty young at the
time... might have slipped and gotten
some parts in from the wrong stack...
not enough light...” Nadine’s voice
faded to an apologetic mumble as she
carefully oiled her elbow with an
imaginary oil can. He was laughing. This
was the first time he had seen anyone
else do his act. He had seen clients
laugh, but this was the first time he had
seen what they were laughing at from the
outside, and, well, it was funny.

She looked up from oiling her elbow,
her eyes round and solemn.

“You were saying?” she asked
innocently, putting the invisible and
imaginary oil can carefully back into her



pocket, and then smiled. “I wondered
about that end-man effect, Mart. It’s
amusing and starts a talk off in a good
mood, but it isn’t exactly like you, not
when a person gets to know you better.
Are you sure you need it?”

For an instant a crowd of painful
incidents pushed against the unlocked
door of memory. The time, when he was
twelve, visiting the city and he had
wandered into a strange neighborhood
where the kids did not know him; the
fight he had lost. And other times.

“I've lived long enough to find out
what happens if I don’t.”

“Are you sure that still applies?” she
asked, her cool green eyes showing
interest and concern.



Breden went on talking as if he hadn’t
heard her question. His eyes held a
faraway look as he remembered
people’s past reactions to his difference.

“Take my face—ears set higher than
normal and tipped back more—a
difference easy to sense, hard to focus
on. It makes my face look foreign, but
what race? I can see the reaction to it
even in the faces of people who pass on
the sidewalk—the usual quick unseeing
glance, then a double-take and a puzzled
expression. Then they’re past and they
forget about it. It doesn’t lead anywhere
with adults. No one spits at me anymore
or stops me to ask who the hell I am and
why don’t I go back to wherever I came
from, but the reaction is always the



same. None of them can classify me. It
must be a genuinely strong feeling of
something alien.” He laughed suddenly
and harshly, surprising himself with the
sound. “By the law of democracy the
majority is right. Maybe [ am a Martian,
if that’s what they think!”

She blew a plume of smoke
reflectively, not commenting, then
picked up the phone. “Let’s see if the
police have our paranoid friend yet.”

“A Martian.” Saying that hateful word
to Nadine made it sound like a joke and
not like something that had been dreams
and nightmares ever since he was a. kid
and they had dubbed him

“Martian” Breden, and he’d known
something secret about himself that the



others did not know.

Nadine’s voice, vibrant and soft.
“Calling in for Paul Breden about a
threat to him we reported... yes, did
you? Oh... no... of course. Thank you.”
She hung up thoughtfully, “You can
switch off now.”

He switched off the scanner that had
held connection with Devon’s blown
televiewer. “What’d they say?”

“They didn’t get him. When they got
there there was nothing but a smashed
televiewer and the neighbor in the next
room complaining about the racket—
that must have been his gun.”

“Anything else?”

“They want you to drop down to the
local station house today or tomorrow



and swear out a complaint. I said yes.”

“Check.”

She smiled. “Let’s hope he sticks to
trying to kill you by television.”

Then when he thought she had let it
pass, Nadine looked at her long, gold-
tinted nails, and asked, “What did you
mean about being a Martian?”

She had known it was more than a
gag.

He glanced at his appointment pad.
“Could you spare me fifteen more
minutes?”

She settled back and crossed her legs.
“I’m listening.”

He hesitated a moment, his hands flat
on the desk top, looking for easier ways
of saying what he was going to say.



Stray fugitive thoughts scurried around
the fringes of consciousness like a dusty
frightened nest of mice looking for
knotholes of escape from a suddenly
opened closet—mice that could have
grown to full scale monsters if he had
waited longer before telling someone of
this. And the tightening feeling in his
chest warned of coming fear, the ghost
that always comes out of mental closets
that have been locked too long and are
opened reluctantly.

IT WOULD be better, he decided, to
speak rapidly and bluntly, or he might
not get it out at all. There was no real
trouble, it was just that this was the first
time he had explained t o anyone. What
are you afraid of? This just needs airing



out.

“Let’s take it item by item,” he said
slowly, still holding his hands palm
down, flat against the desk top, feeling
their slight tremor.

“I’ve got six fingers, right?”

“Sure,” she said with a touch of
defiance. “Six good fingers.”

“Ever notice something odd about my
walk?”

“Yes.” She smiled reflectively.
“Individual... a slightly crouched
springy look. I’d recognize you by it.”

“My feet are different.”

“Oh?” She exhaled a translucent puft
of smoke, looking at it, then met his eye.
“In what way?”

He swung in his chair so that she



could see his legs and shoes.

“They’re long in the arch, and
abnormally narrow. I can’t keep my heel
on the ground, it doesn’t feel right there.
Go on my toes instead.” He considered
his deep rubber soles, checking their
normal appearance. “My shoes are built
up inside—up in the back—down in the
front, so inside I’'m standing on my toes
the way I like it. The angle brings my
shoe down to normal length.” He looked
up at her, challenging her to answer.
“Remind you of something?”

“Hocks,” she said reluctantly. “Do
they hurt?”” It was a key question.

“No.” He knew what she meant. An
abnormality should be imperfect. Feet
hurt vehemently at the slightest trace of



imperfection. His feet felt fine.

“What else?” she asked grimly. He
could see the conclusions forming in her
mind.

“What race would you say I am,
Nadine?”

The long grey-green eyes wandered
over his face. “I don’t know. A nice,
handsome  blend—definitely = worth
staring at. If you’re sensitive about
stares —try being ugly and peculiar
both. People will look away in droves...
Probably some Japanese for those good,
broad cheekbones and the set of those
ears. Mongoloid skull, Caucasian nose,
extra wide chiseled mouth, Hindu
almost. I’d guess American Indian, or
high cast Brahmin. That orangy olive




skin doesn’t tell me anything.” She
smiled. “I give up.”

“My parents were straight Caucasian
—white midwestern Americans from
Omaha.”

“Anyone in the family look like you?”

“No.”

“What else?” She was forgetting to
smoke.

He bent his right arm, clenching his
fist near his shoulder. “My arms. The
proportion of forearm to upper arm is
wrong. They should be about equal. My
fist should come level with my
shoulder.”

His fist was five inches above his
shoulder. “My upper arm 1s shorter and
thicker than my forearm.”



“Handicap?” The question was
automatic now. She knew what the
answer would be.

“Advantage, 1 think. My arms are
unusually strong.”

Abnormalities should be crippling
defects, but these weren’t. People had
told him that he was one of the strongest
and most vital persons they had ever
met. He wondered how much of this
Nadine had noticed herself, and how
much she had shrugged off. She wasn’t
shrugging now.

“What else?”

He hesitated. There was something
else—a fact that came into his mind
reluctantly as if it were something that
was half untrue, a private fairy tale that



had no meaning except for him. He had
hidden it too long. It was a repression
now. His fingers whitened against the
desk top. He could feel them trembling.
“I've got a soft spot in the back of my
head.” That’s what he had told the other
kids when they had bumped it
accidentally and he had cried. His hair
covered it, and he hadn’t let them look at
it. He had fought instead.

“On the left side,” he said. “The
doctor said it looks like it was starting
out to be an eye.” He watched her face
and saw it go hard and expressionless in
defense against whatever was coming,
reflecting his own sudden tight control.
He continued levelly without change of
tone. “I’m lying to you, Nadine. Itis an



eye!”

AFTER he had told her. he sat frozen.
This brought the fact to full reality in one
blow. Aneyeinthe backof his head!
What was it doing there?

After a pause she said. “I believe
you.” Her cigarette had burned down to
the holder. She stubbed it out.

“Want to see it?” They had to bull
through this now it was begun.

“No—yes.” She got up and moved
behind him, “Show me.”

He reached back and parted his hair
in the place where he let it grow long.

There was a moment of silence.
“Does it open?” she asked behind him.

He opened it. The unaccustomed glare
of the light in the room was painful, a



blinding blend of tans and blues. A
pinkish blur came into focus in the shape
of a face. He shut his eye again,
gratefully shutting out the light.

Nadine walked back in front of the
desk looking younger and more flustered
than he had ever seen her. “Not the right
place for an eye,” she muttered
confusedly. Fumblingly she took out a
cigarette, juggled and dropped it. “It
blinked at me.” she said, picking up the
cigarette and trying with trembling
fingers to fit it into her holder.

Her confusion was amusing. He had
never seen her even slightly flustered
before, and the sight distracted him from
his own reactions. The tremor left his
hands as he began to smile. Self



consciously, Nadine made an effort to
say something controlled and practical.
“Why don’t you have it taken out?”

He looked at her without answering
for a moment, then said,

“Why don’t you have one of your eyes
taken out?”

She looked up at him, seeing him as a
person, thinking how he would feel, and
suddenly had back her balance and
wisdom like picking up a purse she had
dropped. “Sorry. You gave me the right
answer to that one.”

He grinned, snapping on his cigarette
lighter and holding it out for her, his
hand steady, and she remembered the
cigarette in her hand with a start and
looked from it to him, beginning to grin



back, and leaned forward putting it
between her lips. When the cigarette
caught she straightened. “All right, so
I’ma sissy.”

They shared smiles. “Okay, I've
shown you the inventory. How does it
add up?”’

She sobered abruptly and took the
holder from her lips and looked at the
cigarette’s glowing tip, delaying speech.
Then she took a deep breath and forced
herself to look at him and reply. “All
right. What gives you the idea that you’re
human?”

For a moment he didn’t breathe or
think, then his mind raced like a squirrel
trapped in a cage. It was almost
unbelievable how long he had managed



to avoid the elementary question that had
trapped him at last. Why should he think
he was human? Why should any man
have so many freakish differences, and
yet feel no pain from any of them at all?

Automatically he gasped out the stock
answer he had used to fool himself with
all those years. “My parents are
normal.”

“How do you know that they are your
parents?”

Here was another shattering question.
They were obviously foo normal, no
physical peculiarities at all. They could
not possibly be his parents, and yet he
had wanted them to be his parents when
he was a kid, wanted it desperately
enough to fool himself into believing it.



The shock of the idea when he heard it
now was appalling. It was the effect of
the tremendous effort by which he had
always avoided that awful question. It
was incredible how long he had
managed to suppress it, and how
cleverly he had been able to fool
himself, he thought dully.

All right, so he wasn’t human.

Then damn all humans! The hatred
flamed like a blow torch. He could hate
them now, all these puny, two-eyed five-
fingered people who were the same race
as the kids who had jeered and
tormented him through his bitter
childhood. Somewhere there were
people like him— people for whom
three eyes and six fingers were right,



who could be friends and accept him
without thinking anything about him was
wrong—or ugly— or inhuman..

“All right,” he said thickly. “So I'm a
Martian. Now what?”’

Nadine held up a perfectly manicured
five-fingered hand. “Not so fast!” She
was recovering from the shock and
thinking now as he’d seen her
concentrate when they were working on
a tough case and the opposition had them
in a tight corner. She was on his aide,
battling against his conclusions. “You
don’t have to go all the way into a
padded cell with our friend there.” She
jerked her head at the televiewer screen.
“We don’t need extra-terrestrials to
account for a non-human anthropoid type



race. You're obviously Earth adapted,
so you have to be a member of a race
natural to Earth.”

FOR a moment Breden was held by
the sight of her hand. It had five fingers,
five lovely fingers, and he couldn’t hate
Nadine. He couldn’t hate his “father” or
his “mother” either,andtheywere
human. Even some o fhis clients were
goodguysandhonest dealers. He
clenched his hands and unclenched them
in frustration. Was there nothing i n the
world that was simple? Nothing that a
person could b e wholeheartedly either
foro ragainst? H e smiled wryly. A
tolerant sense of humor was supposed to
be the mature reaction to such impulses.
Buti twasa palesubstitute for the



pleasure of a knock-down, drag-out
fight.

He forced his attention back to what
Nadine was saying. Other races. on
Earth... “There isn’t any other—"

She interrupted, restraining a knife-
edge of impatient logic. “No other
known species of mankind surviving.
But paleontologists have already dug up
almost a hundred extinct species.
Apparently the conditions were so
favorable back in the early days that
every species of tarsier, monkey, lemur,
baboon and gorilla existing started
evolving an offshoot branch of man, and
homo sap got there firstus with the
mostus and wiped the others out. But
perhaps he hasn’t wiped all the others



out. There may be a few small tribes of a
different kind still surviving in the hills
and jungles.”

He had wanted to meet and know
people like himself, but this presented
only a depressing vision of a patent
lawyer foolishly out of place on some
distant  mountainside, trying to
communicate in six-fingered sign
language to a bunch of frightened six-
fingered savages.

“If there are any people like myself
around,” he said emphatically, “they’ll
be running things.”

“Like that, eh?” she looked him up
and down, measuring him for a straight-
jacket. “The diploid conspiracy?”

“Like that,” he snapped, uneasily



defiant.

She stood up and touched her fingers
to the top of his desk, looking at him
with irritated affection. “Let’s bring it
down to common sense, Mart, If there’s
any group running things, it’s obviously
a group of low grade imbeciles. The
world has never been in such a mess.
We’ve been walking the plank towards
an atomic blow-up for fifty years, and
the longer we take to get there, the
bigger the blow. Or put it this way...
granted your 1.Q. is high, and maybe high
1.Q. goes with six fingers—are you
running things?

There are a million people every bit
as intelligent as ourselves. We meet
them every day in this line of work. Are



they controlling the world?” Her
vehemence grew, adding force to her
words and brightness to her eyes. “Now
add them up. If all the political experts,
intellectuals, economists, sociologists
and general geniuses who ought to know
how to run things better, plus all their
brains, success, money and power can’t
get control of what’s going on—then a
hypothetical handful of conspiring three-
eyes has about as much chance of seizing
power as a package of Jello has of
stiffening up the English Channel for
dessert!”

He grinned and cowered down behind
his desk. “Cease fire!

You’'re right, kamerad.”

She smiled, holding out her hand. “All



right, Mart. The war’s over. Now I have
to get back to work.”

He took her hand, standing up. “Sorry
you can’t stay.”

“I’m sorry too. We had a nice lunch.”
She looked at him slantwise from under
her long dark lashes, suddenly
provocatively helpless and appealing.
“Remember, any time you want someone
to talk to while you’re being used for a
target, or any time you feel confessional
and want to tell someone about a few
extra things like a third arm, or how you
walk through walls...”

“Pll call on you.” He finished the
sentence as she let it trail off wistfully,
and he hustled her toward the door,
grinning, She had taken it the way he had



hoped she would, as something casual.
There was no discernible difference in
the easy relationship they had
established.

She poked her lovely head back in a
moment after he had closed the door
after her. “If you find out that there really
1s a Martian conspiracy, tell me so I can
help. I like conspiracies.”

Suddenly fear and loneliness came
again. “I like conspiracies,”

she had said. His spirits sank. But
what of Martians, of freaks. How could
she like a freak? Perhaps it was all
pretense. The old wave of doubts
assailled him. A spasm clenched
somewhere in his chest and he rose
trying to think of something to say—



some question that would somehow
bring an answer he could trust. Nadine
stood in the doorway in her green suit,
looking at him, seeing something in his
expression. She came back into the
office and put her hand on his arm,
looking up into his face with an intent
and puzzled gaze. Something changed in
the air between them. He felt the warmth
of her hand on his arm as if it were
fusing into his body, as if in some subtle
way their bloodstreams had grown into
one. For a long joined moment they
stood in silence, their gazes locked
together, and then she said in an oddly
quiet voice, “Well, there’s work.”

With an effort they stepped away from
each other. “I’ll see you, Nade,” he said



as she walked away.

“Yes,” she said, for he had stated
something that had to happen. They
could not help but see each other. The
thought of remaining apart had become
an impossible, ridiculous thought. He
had been given his answer, and it was
magnificently more than he had hoped
for..

He postponed thinking on the subject,
letting it remain in the back of his mind
as a source of warmth and happiness,
and got down to his delayed stack of
work. An interview with a client was
due in five minutes and he had to briet
up on the legal twists he was planning to
use to get the man’s patent through.
Concentration shut out from his universe



everything but patents and technical
details for the time that was necessary.
But before the man came in, Mart lifted
his head and let his mind range back
over the discussion, just once. Maybe
there was some explanation for his
differences, some pleasant explanation
that he could tell Nadine with pride.
Mart Breden wants to know where he
came from, what his real name is, and
why he has an extra finger on each
hand and an extra eye in the back of his
head. Put that way, it hardly seemed too
much to ask.
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ONTHEwayovert othe police
station at four thirty he heard a shot. It
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came from God knows where, and it
missed, butthere was no telling how
closeithadcome. H e didn’tstop to
investigate; he merely hurried his stride
down into the nearest belt entrance and
merged himself into the crowd. No one
turned to see what the sound was. There
was enough noise in the quiet city in the
first home-going rush to partially muffle
it and make 1t seem like a normal street
sound, and therewasn oreason for
anyone else to think ofa possibility of
shots. Violence was too unusual t o be
expected.

Stepping on a belt the crowd
dispersed over the local and express
strips, and for a moment Mart was
exposed again before the belt carried



him out of shot range of the platform.
There was no shot, but he was sweating
as he found a chair and sat down. It
would be easy to be killed that way. The
unwary passers-by of the city could not
defend him; they simply provided an
innocent camouflage and ambush from
which Devon could take easy aim
without being noticed.

The rest of the way over he was wary
and alert, but there were no more shots.

At the station the police informed him
that they had not managed to locate
Devon in his usual haunts, but they had
alerted hotels and airlines to watch for
him.

“If you set someone to follow me,”
Mart said, “You’ll probably follow



Devon too. He’s probably waiting for
me somewhere along my usual route
home. He tried to get me again today.”
He began to have the futile feeling that
the police were not particularly
interested. The reply confirmed that
feeling.

“We don’t do much body guarding
anymore Mr. Dev—Mr. ah—Breden.
We’re pretty busy, and there aren’t as
many cops as there used to be.
Automatic alarms take care of protection
against burglary and housebreaking.
Hypno-questioning has made it pretty
difficult for professional crooks,
because they find themselves on the
suspects’ line-up every time there’s a
crime in the city, and if they did it, they



find themselves saying so. There’s no
profit in the business, and there aren’t so
many crooks as there used to be. We
have things to do, but most cops are
college trained specialists. We route the
traffic of the city on all levels, on
different loads and flow directions at
different times of day; we calculate the
maximum load limit of each route and
how to reroute from it if it breaks down.
We keep things moving and keep jams
from piling up. We keep people from
getting hurt around fires and power
failures and broken water mains, things
like that. The city is a big machine and
we have to know where all the controls
and keypoints are, and keep the wheels
turning. You see—" he spread his hands



—“we just don’t have any dumb lug with
nothing better to do than guard one single
man.”

It sounded like a speech he had made
often to plaintive citizens.

“You see our position?”

Doggedly Mart asked, “But you have
some department to  investigate
shootings, don’t you?”

“Of course. We have Homicide and
Crimes of Violence sections—mostly
plainclothes investigation.” The officer
smiled. “No matter how unprofitable it
is, people still get mad enough to try to
kill each other.”

“How do I attract its attention?” Mart
asked, “By getting myself killed?”

The officer was amused and



patronizing. “Don’t worry. If he’s as far
gone as he sounds from your story we’ll
probably pick him up tomorrow for
taking off his clothes and sitting in the
middle of Times Square blowing
bubbles. He won’t be around long
enough to bother you.”

Breden remembered Devon’s trim
appearance, and his pride when
apparently he had been sane. He had
probably been close to paranoia for a
long time, and vanity and surface self-
esteem held him back from any
conspicuous oddity. Probably he’d be
witty and poised to the end, and go to the
mental hospital with his sandals shined,
his stickpin fastening his tossed-back
rain-cape dashingly at the shoulder, his



Phi Beta Kappa key impeccably in place
and his wristwatch wound, the picture of
a sane man being led away by lunatics.

EXCEPT fora small obstacle like
trying to kill long range by television,

Devon

was

his

choice

for

the

murderer-most-likely-to-succeed. If
the police wouldn’t protect him, he
would have to protect himself.

“I guess I’'ll buy a gun.” He said it
with malicious pleasure, knowing it was
legal, but almost unheard of, for a man to
carry a weapon for self-defense. Let



them have their attention attracted by a
gun battle in the streets, if nothing else
would do it. The fattish man blinked, his
smile fading slightly. “This is a crowded
town mister. You can’t go shooting guns
off in a city, because you’d be mowing
down the bystanders six to a slug. I can’t
stop you, but if you’re licensed, how
about borrowing something from us to
shoot at him, something not so
dangerous?”

Mart was suddenly interested,
remembering the spectacular police
weapons in the hands of the screen
heroes. He’d been watching them
enviously for years. “How about a fizz
pistol? I’ve always wondered if they
really work like they do on teevee



shows—"

“No! Those aren’t for civilians.
You’d gas crowds at every shot. You
know the penalty for unauthorized use of

hypno-drugs—sixty-years-to-life, or
even death. If I loaned a hypno-loaded
pistol out to a civilian we’d both be
behind bars before you were out the
door. We can’t use them ourselves for
questioning without being under bond
and having three witnesses and a tape
recording of every word.” He seemed
genuinely upset. Apparently someone in
the department had been rated down for
misuse of hypno recently, for he paused
and wiped his forehead with a paper
handkerchief, and then tried a feeble
smile. “No, all I’ve got for unauthorized



types like yourself is a curare automatic.
It won’t hurt anybody if you handle it
carefully. Just aim low; try not to shoot
anyone in the eye, huh?”

Mart walked out feeling better able to
defend himself. In one pocket was a
button push that would put a directional
call for help on the radios of patrol
wings, and in the other a small flat
automatic that threw a hollow bullet
filled with a harmless drug of the curare
type that made its victim instantaneously
limp and unable to move. Two shots
would cause unconsciousness, and three,
death. He had been warned to shoot for
the legs where a puncture would cause
little damage, and to stop when one
bullet had penetrated.



Back on the subsurface belt conveyers
he kept alert for the sight of a slim old
man in an iridescent pearl grey suit. He
would have to see Devon first or no
weapon would help him...

In his apartment he called his parents,
or the people whom he had always
loved and thought of as his parents. They
were retired on one of the Florida Keys.
He asked, as tactfully as he could, about
his birth.

“I'm sorry you found out about that,
Marty,” said his father over the
televiewer. He stood on the screen,
tanned and healthy with wrinkles
weathered deep into his face. A flaming
orange shirt with fluorescent green
seagulls flying across his chest put a



strain on the screen’s color system, and
the seagulls wavered from bluer to
yellower green as the scanner struggled
to approximate its shade. Through a
window behind him was visible a view
of deep blue sky and white sand. “We
thought it might hurt your feelings, if you
found out. But I guess you’re old enough
to know that it doesn’t matter.”

“Could you tell me who were my real
parents?”

“l don’t know, Marty—it never
seemed important to us. The only one
who knew was my brother Ralph—he
helped arrange the adoption—but he
wouldn’t say, except to say that they
were good people. He’d promised not to
tell T guess. He was a doctor, and



doctors have to keep their secrets.”

“No reflection on you, Dad, but I'm
curious. I’d like to find out. Could you
tell me how to get in touch with Uncle
Ralph?”

“Why, he died about two years ago.
We mentioned it to you in a letter, but I
guess you forgot.”

They talked pleasantly about other
things for a while, and then he switched
off thoughtfully, his problem coming up
in his mind. Doctor Ralph Breden had
known who his parents were, but he had
been dead for two years.

IF THERE was anunknown species
of man, what was it doing in Omaha?

And if these men traveled among
ordinary men, how did they manage to



keep their existence a secret? The ability
to keep the secret required money,
intelligence and organization. And why
did they want to stay secret? His
imagination drifted toward the idea of a
conspiracy again, and he smiled and
rejected it. All these tenuous deductions
were based on the idea that he was of an
alien species, and that was merely an
unproven hypothesis. There probably
could be some other explanation of his
physical peculiarities. His thoughts were
broken by a sound like someone turning
the knob of his apartment door. It was
locked of course, and 1t would be no use
to anyone to turn it. He finished his
shower and dressed hurriedly, scanning
the corridor through the door viewplate



before stepping out. No intruder was
lurking there, and he began to wonder if
the sound had been imagination. When
he got to the street a feeling of being
watched suddenly came with complete
conviction. Casually he put his back
against the nearest wall and inspected
the street, checking each person.

Many people walked by. Some
noticed him and glanced at him with the
usual disconcerted reaction deepening to
suspicion as they noticed his searching
eyes, and the tension of his hands in his
pockets.

He noticed the change in their
expression and wondered bitterly how
little provocation it would take to have
them decide he had done something and



call the police. Sourly he gave up
looking and walked on his way, taking
his chances on a bullet. The feeling of
being watched continued.

In the airbus waiting room he had a
chance to look around without attracting
attention to himself and being stared at.
People always looked around in waiting
rooms, searching for first sight of
whoever they were waiting for. His
careful inspection of the room went
unnoticed. There was no one in evidence
who looked like Devon. Apparently
Devon was not following him after all.
Mart picked up a newspaper from a
mechanical vender. The headlines were
much the same as yesterday’s. As he
nipped toward the back pages an ad in a



lower corner caught his eye. It was a
picture of a hand, held out flat, the
fingers separated, and it reminded him of
his problem. The ad was nondescript,
easy to pass without seeing. It could
have been selling

anything—astrology—palm reading—
insurance. “Worried?” the caption read.
“Dissatisfied? Seeing...”

People began to stream down from the
upper level exits. The airbus had come
in. Worried? Smiling wryly he folded
the newspaper, dropped it into a trash
dispenser and watched the draft suck it
away into  darkness. Dissatisfied?
Smiling more broadly he went slowly
home. The feeling of being watched was
with him again, but he hadn’t seen



anyone who looked like Devon, and he
was beginning to get used to the feeling.

WHEN he stepped into his office the
next day the viewer was chiming.

He switched it on while taking off his
overshirt, and Nadine appeared on the
screen. “Hey, the Martians are
advertising for you.”

“What do you mean?” He took the
curare gun and the alarm button the
police had given him from his pockets
and carefully placed them in a desk
drawer.

When he glanced back at the screen
she was holding up a magazine with a
full page ad showing a well drawn hand,
almost two thirds life size. “Did you see
this ad?” It looked like an enlarged



replica of the one he had glanced at in
the newspaper the day before.

“l noticed it,” he admitted. “Didn’t
read it.”

“Notice the hand?”
“Yeah, what’s i1t about? Palm
reading?”’

“Count the fingers.”

The hand was well drawn and looked
normal, but this time he didn’t have to
count. He could see the difference. Six
fingers. This was it. The thing he had
been looking for. He wondered how
often the ad had run. How many years
had he been passing it by?

He ftried to control the eagerness in
his voice. “What does it say?

Read it!”



She read clearly.  “Restless?
Dissatisfied? Seeing dots before your
eyes—too many fingers on your hands?
Call Wesley C-06320. We might be
what you’re looking for.” She glanced
up eagerly. “And at the bottom here it
says, ‘“National Counseling Service
1862-A Halshire Avenue. That’s right in
the city!”

“We can check on it this lunch. Have
the time free?”

“I can fitit in. I don’t want to miss any
of this.”

They found that the address on
Halshire Avenue was a huge, beautiful
white building with a three-story-high
webbed-bronze archway opening on
exclusive Halshire Place. Recessed



inconspicuously into the white stone
wall a long way from the main door was
a private entrance. It was padded in
morocco leather, studded with bronze
studs and labeled inconspicuously with a
small bronze plate. National Counseling
Service. Through a porthole window
inset in the door they could see a waiting
room which was luxurious with the
expensive  Spartan  simplicity  of
modernistic furniture.

Nadine touched his arm. “Going in?”
People passed them in the sunlight, going
both ways in orderly separate streams on
the wide green sidewalk. Some glanced
at them with faint interest. Some glanced
back at him after they had passed, with
that expression of puzzlement that he



always noticed.

He glanced at his watch. It had taken
them fifteen minutes to reach the
address, and they both had appointments
at one. “No. We have to save a little
time for lunch.”

A well dressed man came out, flagged
a taxi, and drove away without giving
them a glance.

“Martian going to lunch,” murmured
Nadine.

THEY ate in a nearby drugstore,
sittingat a counter lookingat the
impassive whitestone faceo fthe
towering building across the street. The
separate entrance was a luxury for which
the building must have charged high rent.
Apparentlyt h e National Counseling



Service could afford such expensive
whimseys. They ate hastily in silence,
consideringthe implications o fwhat
they had seen. The National Counseling
Service had money and power, and they
were interested in him for some reason.

That advertisement was obviously
directed at him and others like him. He
wondered how many others there were
to see the ad.

“Power...” he mused. “A big
organization too...”

Nadine set a sliding pointer on the
menu and pushed a button at its base.
“We don’t know how much space
they’ve taken behind that swank front.
Maybe it’s just intended to look
expensive to frighten off people who are



attracted by the ad and genuinely come
for counseling.” She sipped a malted
milk that came out of the automatic mixer
and continued thoughtfully. “If 1 were
using a front like that, I think I’d give a
little genuine counseling to make 1t stand

29

up.

She had bought another magazine on
the way over, and she began flipping
through 1t as she talked. Pictures in
fluorescent inks glowed vividly as she
flipped past them. Suddenly a page
turned up in cool black and grey, the
familiar spread hand. “Here it is!”

Nadine flattened the magazine and
they looked at it together.

“Puzzled?” He read the black letters,
“Discontented? We don’t read palms,



but we can tell you about yourself—call
the National Counseling Service. We
find wunusual situations for unusual
people.”

“Now they’re threatening you with an
unusual situation,” Nadine remarked
skeptically. They had finished their
lunches and it was time to go back to
work. “What are you going to do, Mart?”
They dropped their meal tabs in the slot
and paid the amount the machine rang up.
The turnstile yielded and passed them
through. They stood on the sidewalk
looking at the towering impassive
building across the street.

“Go 1n and look around, I guess. I’'ll
have to wait till after work. Would you
like to come in with me?”



“No.” She looked up at him soberly,
the sunlight touching her face in
sprinkles of light as it filtered through
the elms overhead.

“This looks secret, Mart. They
probably wouldn’t tell you anything if
you had anyone with you, or even said
you’d confided in anyone about this. I
want to hear about it, but I’d better just
spend the time looking some stuff up in
the science and technology room at the
library. Call me there when you find out
anything, will you Mart?”

“Right.” He made his face solemn and
asked, “Date?”

“Date,” she smiled. Hurrying together
they went down the belt entrance and
back toward the afternoon’s work.
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FIVE hours later, with, his hand on the
bronze knob of the leather-covered door,
he hesitated briefly, looking: in through
the small window set in the door. There
was still no one inside the waiting room
as far as he could see. Was the whole
organization waiting for him as a trap
waits for a mouse?

Then he thought of Devon, free
somewhere, and looking for him with a
gun. He glanced anxiously over his
shoulder. There was only the stream of
brightly clad people, looking wilted in
the dusty late afternoon heat, going
wherever people go after work. Women,
girls, young men, old men—no one
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familiar, but there was no use standing
there like a target. He turned the knob,
pushed through the door and was inside.
The door shut after him softly. As it
closed, the sounds of the city dwindled
and vanished, and he was in a sound-
proofed silence as still and remote as the
room of a deserted house on some
distant hillside.

It was the pine scent that had made
him think of mountains, he realized after
a moment. A cool drift of air brushed
against his face as if somewhere near
there were wide windows open to a
breeze that had come through an
evergreen forest.

The waiting room was comfortably
darkened, with recessed lights in the



small bookcase, and wide stylized
chairs in polished wood and rough dark
green cloth with small adjustable
spotlights clamped to the left arm of
each chair for easy reading.

He felt almost hidden standing in the
half dark, and his tension faded. Under
the glass coffee table an indirect light
shone on a lower shelf, glowing on a
scattering of varicolored pamphlets and
bound booklets with the name National
Counseling Service in script on the
cover.

The waiting room remained soundless
and peaceful. Apparently no one was
going to interrupt or ask him why he was
there. Through a small archway he could
look down a softly lighted corridor and



see the blank wall where it turned.
Breden sat down and picked up a
pamphlet. The back section was filled
by a reassuring collection of honest-
looking graphs and statistics. He turned
to the front and started at the first page.
A single slogan was blazoned across it:
SQUARE HOLES FOR

SQUARE PEGS. A small block of
print at the bottom, placed like a
footnote,  stated. “The  National
Counseling Service is approved by The
American Psychometric Association,
and The Association for Corrective
Psychotherapy, and works in co-
operation with the Human Engineering
Laboratories of Stevens Institute,
Columbia University and the University



of Chicago. We have available on
request all personal data of public, State
and Federal psychometric tests already
individually taken.”

All the organizations mentioned were
of unassailable integrity. Feeling
impressed, he turned the page to the next,
a glowing montage of full color tri-
dimensional photographs of faraway
landscapes, and able-looking people
working with unusual machines. Large
glowing white letters superimposed
across the middle of the page stated
aggressively: WE’LL TELL YOU
WHERE

TO GO—AND YOU’LL LIKE IT!

He turned to the next page. It was an
exaggerated drawing of a small nervous



man sitting in an electroencephalograph
that was built like an electric chair, with
a huge metal headpiece over his head
and wires streaming from it in all
directions: —EVEN IF IT’S

TO A HOSPITAL TO HAVE YOUR
HEAD EXAMINED.

THE outside door opened and a timid
womancamel n,looked around
hesitantly and then, taking courage from
his example, took a pamphlet, sat down
and begantoread. There was nothing
visibly unusual about her. Breden began
to wonder 1f he had merely let himselfin
for a total psychological check, and a
diagnosis of what his abilities best fitted
himto do. The six fingered hand could
be merely a coincidence, a copywriter’s



inspiration. He turned to the next page.
On it a man stood triumphantly with his
arms flexed, bulging startlingly with
muscle, grinning with enthusiasm and
radiating health, vigor and vitality in big
orange rays: Our technique WORKS.

The nonsensical cheer of it was
infectious. Someone came in and said,
“Doctor Sheers will see you now.”
Breden looked up with a grin reflecting
the grin in the cartoon. The receptionist
had apparently spoken to him rather than
to the mousy woman, so he rose. “Could
I keep this pamphlet?”

“Yes indeed,” she smiled
professionally as a nurse smiles, warm
but distant. “The office 1s right down the
hall.”



He followed, still grinning. The
receptionist reminded him of Nadine in
the incongruity of her pretty face and
figure, and her efficient businesslike air.
If nothing happened now he’d take his
counseling like a man, and have a good
laugh with Nadine when he came out.

They turned the blind bend in the
corridor and it widened with doors on
either hand for thirty feet before making
another turn. The receptionist stopped
before an open door to let him pass, and
then closed it after him as he went in.

He found himself in a mellow, wood-
paneled room with the relaxing half-dusk
of indirect lighting focused on the
shelves of books. Good books with
thoughtful titles, and reference books he



recognized as old friends, books he had
for his own reference in microfilm.

The man who greeted him was spare,
with a slight scholarly round-
shoulderedness. He came forward and
took Breden’s hand with confident
hospitality. “How do you do. I’m Doctor
Sheers, and you’re—"

“Paul Breden.”

“m glad to meet you, Mister
Breden,” he said, seating himself behind
his desk. “Have a chair.”

Breden sat down, trying to judge
Sheers’s face. The diffuse desk light lay
in a pool of orange-brown on the
mahogany and lit up the counselor’s face
from below with a ruddy light that
should have made him look satanical,



but instead merely made his face look
round and childish. He looked at
Breden, waiting for him to speak.

“I saw your advertisement,” Breden
said, “and I was interested. Could you
tell me more about 1t?” He moved his
hands, slightly shifting their position.
The reading light that was clipped to the
arm of the chair was focusing diffusely
in his lap, spotlighting his hands.

The room’s atmosphere of safety and
concealment was the result of having
one’s face in shadow. It was probably
very relaxing to the shy, self-conscious
misfits, and the hostile types that came
in, needing counseling. But the
concealment was an illusion, for the
counselor could read expressions and



reactions in the small unconscious
motions and tensions of the spotlighted
hands. He should also be able to notice a
deliberate conscious motion made to
call his attention, such as Breden had
made. Breden waited, wondering if it
would mean anything to him. The
counselor’s own hands under the desk
light were white and large knuckled,
with blue lines of veins showing
through. They lay there quietly, white
and inexpressive, schooled to perfect
relaxation.

“What 1is your profession, Mister
Breden?”

“m an attorney—my specialty’s
patent law.”

“And what complaint against life



attracted you here?” There was a slight
smile in his voice, and he interrupted
before Breden could reply. “You needn’t
answer that one. I'm not completely
unobservant.” He stood up, smiling, and
said regretfully. “I would have liked to
have given you a few tests and made at
least a surface diagnosis. You're an
interesting case, and rather well
integrated  considering the  stress.
Interesting... but you didn’t come for
that, and I can’t take up your time of
course.”

He held out his hand.

With excitement building in him,
Breden rose and shook hands.

“What you want i1s right down the
hall,” the counselor said regretfully. He



escorted him to the door and opened it,
then reached into a recess of a bookcase
shelf and pulled out a box of fig bars.

“Here, have a couple of fig bars. You
need to fortify your blood sugar. You’re
probably going to get something of a
shock...”

Breden accepted them with an inward
smile. Some diagnosis! He was hungry
all right. That sandwich for lunch hadn’t
been enough, and he was growing shaky,
with so much excitement. The counselor
leaned out from